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INTRODUCTION

This book, Critical Companion to Chaucer, is in 
some respects a revision of my Chaucer A to Z, 

published in 1999. Specifically, all of the material 
that was contained in that book, with some correc-
tions, appears here. What makes this book different 
and, I believe, more useful, are the important addi-
tions described below as well as the book’s overall 
reorganization. Chaucer A to Z, with the exception 
of the material in its appendices, was structured like 
a dictionary, with all entries in alphabetical order. 
Critical Companion to Chaucer is divided into three 
distinct parts. Part I consists entirely of an extended 
biographical entry on the poet and civil servant, 
Geoffrey Chaucer. In revising my previous entry 
on Chaucer’s life I have provided the reader with 
substantially more detailed information. I have also 
tried to be diligent in this section in distinguishing 
what is known to be fact from what is still doubtful 
and under debate by scholars in the field.

Part II focuses on Chaucer’s works. Here the 
reader will find the same useful plot summaries and 
critical assessments, though the latter have been 
expanded considerably to include cultural topics 
relevant to the individual works. For instance, the 
revised commentary on “The Wife of Bath’s Tale” 
includes more specific information about the status 
of women in medieval society. The revised critical 
assessment of each tale also contains more literary 
and aesthetic observations, as well as feminist, New 
Historicist, Marxist, linguistic, and psychoanalytic 
readings of the works. These trends in scholar-

ship have been included to make the volume more 
state-of-the-art, following current trends in under-
graduate instruction, though all assessments have 
been written to be fully accessible to the secondary 
school student as well. Entries on works now con-
clude with a section headed “For Further Reading,” 
which functions as an annotated bibliography for 
the individual work.

Part III, Related People, Places, and Topics, 
includes all of the relevant entries from the existing 
Chaucer A to Z and more, including an expanded 
discussion of Chaucer’s language, additional entries 
on important Chaucer scholars, and an entirely new 
entry on the publication history of Chaucer’s work, 
featuring a description of editions that have been 
especially significant, usually for the advances they 
have represented in our understanding of the tex-
tual history of Chaucer’s work. Part III also includes 
entries on important technological advances in 
the field of Chaucer Studies, such as the use of 
computer-driven textual analysis and the Internet, 
which have greatly enhanced the information-
gathering and -sharing aspects of scholarship. The 
appendices have been revised for accuracy, and the 
Bibliography section expanded to include additional 
works, especially those that have been published 
since I completed the manuscript of the A to Z vol-
ume. Finally, more than 40 new illustrations have 
been added, all of them reproductions of images 
from The Kelmscott Chaucer, regarded as one of the 
most beautiful books ever printed.
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The cross-reference system in this book is simi-
lar to that of Chaucer A to Z. Any reference to 
a work by Chaucer that is the subject of its own 
entry in Part II is given in SMALL CAPITAL LETTERS 
the first time it appears in another entry. Similarly, 
any reference to a person, place, or topic that is 
the subject of its own entry in Part III is also given 
in SMALL CAPITAL LETTERS the first time it appears 
in another entry. All line citations are taken from 
The Riverside Chaucer, edited by Larry D. Benson, 
still recognized as the standard critical edition 
of Chaucer’s work. Translations from Middle to 
Modern English, unless otherwise indicated, are 
my own.

Since the bulk of my work on Critical Compan-
ion to Chaucer was completed in my home office, 
during a hiatus from teaching and researching in a 
university setting, the Internet has been an invalu-
able tool for me, not only allowing me to conduct 
research and locate important materials before I 
traveled to the libraries that housed them but also 
keeping me in touch with a community of Chau-
cer scholars, some of whom have been particularly 
helpful to me in this endeavor. For that reason, I 
extend my thanks to all of those who, like Caroline 

Dinshaw and C. David Benson, took the time to 
read and respond to my e-mails. Alan Gaylord was 
especially gracious in providing me with extensive 
information about his research, sharing with me 
a fascinating unpublished (at the time) paper on 
D. W. Robertson, Jr., with whom Gaylord studied. 
Joseph Wittig, with whom I had the privilege to 
study at the University of North Carolina-Chapel 
Hill, similarly guided me to an understanding of 
the published and unpublished influence of Robert 
E. Kaske, whose work at Cornell inspired a gen-
eration of Chaucerians. Perhaps my biggest debt 
of gratitude goes to Professor Richard Utz, of the 
University of Northern Iowa, whose rather prickly 
review of my Chaucer A to Z not only made me 
want to write a better book, but provided me with 
a priceless guide to doing so. Professor Utz’s deep 
knowledge of the Germanic contribution to Chau-
cer Studies, a contribution that has been largely 
overlooked by modern and contemporary Anglo-
American scholars, helped me locate essential data 
about German Chaucerians, such as John Koch, 
which I have included here.

Rosalyn Rossignol, Ph.D.
Hood College, December 2005
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Geoffrey Chaucer
(ca. 1342–1400) 

The exact date of Chaucer’s birth is unknown, but 
evidence derived from testimony he delivered in 
the famous SCROPE-GROSVENOR TRIAL suggests that 
he was born sometime between 1340 and 1345. 
Because he was born before it was fashionable, at 
least in the West, to commemorate the lives of 
poets with biographical records, most of the infor-
mation we have about Chaucer’s life derives from 
the fact that he came from a family of fairly pros-
perous wine merchants and grew up to be a civil 
servant in the governments of King EDWARD III, 
RICHARD II, and HENRY IV. Although Chaucer’s 
father was from Ipswich, a river port in Suffolk, 
England, by the time Chaucer was born the fam-
ily had moved to the Vintry (wine trading) Ward, 
or district, of London. His baptism was probably 
recorded in the parish registry at the church of St. 
Martin in the Vintry, but those records would have 
perished with the church in the Great Fire of Lon-
don in 1666.

The Chaucer family home was located, along 
with the family business, in Thames Street, in the 
Vintry Ward, one block from the Thames River. 
Wine cellars, a shop, and perhaps even a tavern 
would have occupied the lower and street levels 
of the dwelling, with living quarters in the upper 
stories. These would have included a hall for receiv-
ing guests and dining, a kitchen and pantry, and 
two or possibly three other chambers, one of which 
would have been the bedroom. In all likelihood, 
all members of the family slept in one room, in one 
large, curtained (to keep out drafts) bed. The walls 
of the house on Thames Street would have been 
constructed of wattle-and-daub, a mixture of sticks 
and rods covered by plaster and framed by timbers. 
The inside walls would have been whitewashed and 
decorated with hangings of painted cloth, or possi-
bly woven tapestries. Although rugs imported from 
Turkey were available (and expensive), the stone 
floors of most homes were strewn with straw or 
rushes that could be swept up and disposed of when 
they became soiled. The wooden furniture would 
have been simple but well-made. All furniture at 

the time was handmade, and the Chaucers could 
have afforded to buy good pieces from a reputable 
carpenter. Some items, such as the family bed, may 
have been passed down from previous generations. 
The house would have been heated by fireplaces 
and braziers, and lighted by candles, oil lamps, and 
oil-dipped rushlights for work and reading. While 
living with his family here on Thames Street, Chau-
cer would have attended one of the three London 
grammar schools located in the Vintry Ward, or 
received instruction from a private tutor. Scholars 

Carbon dating techniques suggest that the oak panel on 
which this portrait of Chaucer is painted may date as far 
back as circa 1400, and the pigment is one that was in 
use between 1400 and 1600. This information suggests 
that the portrait could be one of the earliest surviving 
representations of the poet. It is housed in the English 
Department Reading Room at the University of California, 
Los Angeles. Photograph by Tim Strawn, reproduced by 
permission of the Department of English, UCLA.
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who believe that he attended a grammar school 
favor the Almonry School at Saint Paul’s Cathedral, 
based on its proximity, its books, and its reputa-
tion as a cathedral school. In either case, the cur-
riculum would have been much the same. Young 
Geoffrey would have begun by learning the alphabet 
from a tabella, a kind of hornbook, and would have 
practiced writing his letters on reusable wax tablets. 
Reading instruction was based on a primer con-
taining, typically, the Our Father, the Hail Mary, 
the Apostles’ Creed, and the Ten Commandments. 
Eventually, instruction in Latin (in which the Bible 
and most nonsecular literature was written), arith-
metic, theology and possibly music would have been 
added to his curriculum. Chaucer’s formal educa-
tion would not have ended when he left the gram-
mar school, but would continue when he took up 
his position in the household of Elizabeth, countess 
of Ulster, where he would also learn French and 
Italian, etiquette and manners, dancing, and other 
subjects pertinent to courtly society.

The earliest document that gives factual evi-
dence of Geoffrey Chaucer’s existence is a set of 
pages from the household accounts of Countess 
Elizabeth, wife of Lionel, duke of Clarence, Edward 
III’s second son. While most of the account book 
was destroyed in the 15th century, the pages con-
cerning Chaucer were used for binding up another 
book and rediscovered, by happy accident, many 
years later. The entries concerning Chaucer state 
that on April 4, 1357, a total of seven shillings 
were paid for a “paltok” or short cloak, some black 
and red hose, and a pair of shoes for one “Galfrido 
Chaucer Londonie,” that is, Geoffrey Chaucer of 
London. Chaucer served Elizabeth as a page, and 
his duties in this capacity would have included serv-
ing at table and attending the countess at various 
ceremonies. As part of Countess Elizabeth’s retinue, 
Chaucer would have travelled about the country a 
good deal, visiting estates at Reading, Southampton, 
Hatfield, Windsor, Hertford Castle, Liverpool, and 
Anglesey, as well as London. It is at Hatfield that 
he first crossed paths with King Edward III’s third 
son, JOHN OF GAUNT. The year was 1357. Gaunt 
was 17 at the time; Chaucer would have been about 
15. Although we have no way of knowing if the 
two met personally, the household accounts record 

money paid out to Chaucer to equip himself for 
the feasting held in Gaunt’s honor. Chaucer was 
also present, two years later, for Gaunt’s wedding 
to BLANCHE, the duchess of Lancaster. We can only 
guess what effect these experiences had upon him, 
but there must have been some lingering impres-
sion. Chaucer’s first major original poem, THE BOOK 
OF THE DUCHESS, was, in effect, an elegy for Blanche 
who died in 1368.

Following his service in the countess’s house-
hold, Chaucer next appears as a soldier in the 
king’s forces, serving under Elizabeth’s husband, the 
duke of Clarence. The series of conflicts between 
England and France that became known as the 
HUNDRED YEARS’ WAR had recently begun. In Sep-
tember 1359, King Edward and his sons were lead-
ing an invasion at the head of a considerable army. 
Edward’s goal was to take the city of Reims and to 
be crowned king of France in Reims Cathedral, the 
traditional site of coronation for the kings of France. 
According to his testimony in the Scrope-Grosvenor 
case, Chaucer was among those soldiers positioned 
at the town of Réthel, near Reims, which Edward 
besieged in December 1359 and early January 1360. 
It is likely that he was assigned to a knight, perhaps 
to Duke Lionel, but we can only speculate upon the 
nature of his duties. He may have served Lionel as 
an esquire, carrying his lance and performing other 
martial duties. Or he could have been assigned to 
supervise foot-soldiers, or even the grooms who 
looked after the horses, and those serving boys who 
performed tasks even less glorious, but just as nec-
essary. Chaucer was captured, but then ransomed 
shortly after for £16, a considerable sum at the time. 
The last recorded mention of Chaucer in service 
to Prince Lionel dates from peace negotiations at 
Calais in October 1360, when Chaucer was paid to 
transport letters from Calais to England. The Treaty 
of Brétigny, ratified on October 24, 1360, brought 
a temporary peace to the Anglo-French conflict. 
England benefited considerably under its terms, 
which gave Edward III full sovereignty of Gascony 
and certain lands on its borders, including the stra-
tegically vital county of Poitou, and, in northern 
France, the counties of Montreuil, Ponthieu, and 
Guines, as well as the lordship of Marck and the 
town and environs of Calais.
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The following six years of Chaucer’s life are 
unaccounted for, but it seems likely that he con-
tinued at Lionel’s court (Countess Elizabeth died 
in 1363), or perhaps spent these intervening years 
in Aquitaine, at the court of EDWARD THE BLACK 
PRINCE, Edward III’s son and heir, who had been 
made sovereign of the region in 1362. Wherever he 
was, Chaucer must have been reading widely, and 
had probably begun writing, translating Le ROMAN 
DE LA ROSE, and perhaps penning the love-lyrics for 
which he became well known, most of which are 
now lost.

The next document relating to Chaucer’s life is 
a safe-conduct paper for the period of February 22 
to May 24, 1366, granted by Charles II of Navarre. 
It permitted “Geffroy de Chauserre” and three com-
panions, their gear and horses, to travel through 
Navarre for a period of 12 weeks without being 
molested. No one knows the purpose of the jour-
ney, though it could have been diplomatic, possibly 
related to the French plan to invade the kingdom 
of Castile in southern Spain, which England would 
have wished to discourage. The Spanish kingdoms 
of Navarre and Aragon, by virtue of their location 
along the border of France with Spain, were posi-
tioned to play an important role in French strategy. 
DONALD HOWARD speculates that Chaucer may 
have been sent to Navarre to try to “dissuade or buy 
off the slippery king of Navarre,” or that his mission 
could have been to keep certain English knights 
from getting involved with the invasion as support-
ers of the king of Castile. If France discovered that 
the English were participants, they might reopen 
the war at a time when England was at a disadvan-
tage militarily, France having bought up the cur-
rently available companies of mercenary soldiers. 
On the other hand, Chaucer may have been sent to 
Navarre to intercept certain English soldiers who, 
acting as mercenaries themselves, intended to sell 
their services to the invading French. Such action 
was specifically prohibited in England’s treaty with 
King PEDRO OF CASTILE, made in 1362. An unlikely 
explanation for the safe-conduct suggests that 
Chaucer needed it in order to make a pilgrimage 
to Santiago de Compostela, a popular 14th-cen-
tury destination for pilgrims. Although the journey 
occurred during Lent, a popular time for such jour-

neys of devotion, the language of the safe-conduct 
states that Chaucer might “enter, stay, move about, 
turn around and go back,” which seems to preclude 
any idea that he was traveling through the region 
on his way to Santiago, near the Atlantic coast 
in the Kingdom of Castile. Furthermore, it hardly 
seems likely that Chaucer would choose to visit 
Castile under the threat of impending war.

Other important events that occurred in 1366 
include the death of Chaucer’s father, John Chau-
cer, and Chaucer’s own marriage to Philippa Pan 
or “Paon” (see CHAUCER, PHILIPPA PAN), a woman 
who also had served in the household of the Count-
ess Elizabeth but who was by this time an attendant 
to Queen Philippa, the wife of Edward III. The 
marriage may in fact have been arranged by the 
queen, in whose household Philippa Pan had lived 
since she was a young girl. It is not known when 
Geoffrey Chaucer joined the royal household, but 
he is first recorded as a member on June 20, 1367, 
when he received a royal annuity, or annual wage, 
of 20 marks (about £13). His position is also uncer-
tain. In one record he is described as “valettus,” or 
valet; in another; he is referred to as an “esquier” 
or squire. As such, the young man belonged to 
a hierarchy of officials, which included a butler 
(in the Middle Ages, the person in charge of the 
wine for the household), a chamberlain (who con-
trolled access to the king in his chambers, among 
other duties), a keeper of the wardrobe, bailiffs, 
and, of lesser status, various cooks, laundresses, 
clerks, grooms, chambermaids, artisans, and other 
domestic workers. As a valet or esquire, Chaucer 
would have been one of a group of about 40 young 
men in the king’s service engaged for the purpose 
of performing various tasks, making beds, bearing 
torches, and setting up tables for meals, as well as 
performing administrative duties. It seems worth 
noting, because of the intervening change in cul-
tural values, that the personal service Chaucer per-
formed for the king took place in an age in which 
such service was not considered degrading.

Contemporary representations of courtly life in 
films and popular historical romances often paint a 
portrait of an indulgent, luxurious lifestyle catering 
to the least of the monarch’s whims. The reality was 
more complex. While princes did tend to luxurious 
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tastes, their lives, and their households, were rigor-
ously organized, which, considering the large number 
of people present, was a necessary precaution against 
chaos. Every activity, from elaborate tournaments 
to hunting expeditions to daily meals, had its pre-
scribed form. The structure of the week, with fasting 
on Friday and feasting on the Sabbath, was part of 
a larger pattern, that of the liturgical year whose 
passage was marked by the major feasts of Eas-
ter, Pentecost, Christmas, and Epiphany, and the 
lesser ones of Candlemas, Lady Day, and Martin-
mas, to name a few. Within the household, there 
was a correct way to do everything. For instance, 
an esquire’s training included how to serve his lord 
at meals. The dishes had to be presented in a par-
ticular order and served from a particular location 
on the board.

Chaucer’s service to King Edward also included 
traveling about England and the Continent con-
ducting business on the monarch’s behalf, and he 
may have been involved in another military cam-
paign, this one led by Edward the Black Prince. 
The goal of this campaign was to restore the rule 
of Castile to King Pedro (the Cruel), who had been 
dethroned the preceding year in the French inva-
sion. The decisive battle took place at Nájera, near 
Navarre, on March 28, 1367. Although the English 
won the day, their victory slowly turned sour when 
Don Pedro reneged on his promise to pay the cost 
of the campaign, which included salaries for the 
soldiers. Furthermore, while waiting for Don Pedro 
to fulfill his promise, disease (probably amoebic 
dysentery) broke out among Edward’s troops and 
large numbers died. The sense that the prince had 
fought a futile war was complete when, one year 
later, Don Pedro was killed and his usurper once 
more ascended the throne of Castile. Whether or 
not Chaucer participated personally in this cam-
paign, its outcome may well have fuelled the poet’s 
cynicism about war that surfaces most pointedly 
in the conclusion of “The KNIGHT’S TALE.” Ironi-
cally, in “The MONK’S TALE,” a series of biographies 
illustrating the fickleness of FORTUNE, Chaucer 
paints a flattering portrait of Don Pedro, whom 
he refers to as “Petro Rege Ispannie” (Pedro, King 
of Spain). His use of the title, “King of Spain,” 
exhibits Castile’s dominance in the region, a domi-

nance England wished to exploit in its continu-
ing struggles with France. Thus the widowed John 
of Gaunt chose Don Pedro’s eldest living daugh-
ter, CONSTANZA OF CASTILE, as his next wife, and 
declared himself Pedro’s rightful heir, assuming the 
former king’s title.

The next reference to Chaucer by name appears 
on July 17, 1368, when he is recorded as having 
passed over to the Continent by way of Dover 
and may have been away from home for up to 106 
days. His mission may have been to carry messages 
to Duke Lionel, who was in Milan, Italy, celebrat-
ing his second marriage, to Violante Visconti, the 
13-year-old daughter of Galeazzo Visconti, lord 
of Milan. If so, this would be the last time that 
Chaucer would see Lionel, who died of unknown 
causes on his way home from the wedding celebra-
tion. In the next two years Chaucer made at least 
one more journey to the Continent, probably on 
matters concerning the newly resumed war with 
France. Although he had undoubtedly begun 
writing before this time, his first major poem, The 
Book of the Duchess, belongs to this period. As 
mentioned above, the work is a commemorative 
elegy for Blanche, duchess of Lancaster and wife 
of John of Gaunt. Blanche had died in September 
1368. Gaunt’s grant to Chaucer of a £10 lifetime 
annuity is believed to have been a reward for writ-
ing the poem.

There is some slight evidence that, during the 
period that he was in the king’s service, Chau-
cer may have studied law at one of the Inns of 
Court, the London legal societies having the exclu-
sive right to admit persons to practice law. The 
evidence comes from THOMAS SPEGHT’s 1598 edi-
tion of Chaucer, in which he states that “Mas-
ter Buckley,” who was at that time the keeper of 
records for the Inner Temple (one of the Inns of 
Court), testified to having seen a record “where 
Geffrye Chaucer was fined two shillings” for beat-
ing a Franciscan friar in Fleet Street. In order to be 
fined by the society, Chaucer would have to have 
been a student there. Some scholars argue that the 
Inner Temple was not established until after 1381, 
far too late for a young Chaucer to have studied 
there. It is also possible, however, that such records 
existed but have since been lost or destroyed. In 



Biography  7

any case, strong evidence that Chaucer possessed 
some knowledge of the law derives from his work, 
specifically in his descriptions of the Manciple and 
the Sergeant of the Law in the GENERAL PROLOGUE 
TO THE CANTERBURY TALES. The Manciple’s job 
is to stock provisions for one of the Inns of Court, 
and the Sergeant of the Law belongs, as his title 
indicates, to the most prestigious and powerful 
rank of lawyers in existence at the time. Further-
more, Chaucer’s later offices, as controller of the 
customs and clerk of the king’s works, required 
that he keep records in Chancery hand, an inter-
national business hand with its own alphabet and 
writing method, and that he use French and Latin 
legal formulas, both of which were taught in the 
Inns of Court.

In comparison to the rest of his life, very little is 
known of Chaucer’s married life, save that, because 
husband and wife were each in service to differ-
ent members of the royal family, they would have 
endured frequent separations, at least in the early 
years of their partnership. Although many readers 
have attempted to infer certain things about the 
marriage from jests about women and marriage that 
appear in the poet’s works, this is a practice recent 
scholars often caution against. It is certain that 
Geoffrey and Philippa had a long-lasting union, and 
produced at least two children: THOMAS CHAUCER, 
born in the early years of their marriage and widely 
known as the son of Geoffrey, and LEWIS CHAUCER, 
for whom A TREATISE ON THE ASTROLABE was writ-
ten, in 1381. An ELIZABETH CHAUCER, who became 
a nun, may have been their oldest child, but her 
parentage remains open to debate. Some scholars 
have suggested that an Agnes Chaucer who was 
listed as a damsel-in-waiting at the coronation of 
Henry IV was Chaucer’s youngest child because of 
her association with a daughter of John of Gaunt in 
the coronation records. Agnes was also the name of 
Chaucer’s mother.

Chaucer’s exposure to Italian literature and cul-
ture had a considerable impact on his later work, 
so his first recorded trip to Italy, in 1372–73, is an 
event of some significance. Probably chosen for his 
ability to speak Italian, Chaucer traveled as a dip-
lomat, going first to Genoa to negotiate the use of 
an English port by the Genoese merchant fleet, and 

then to Florence to solicit government loans that 
would be used to finance a new planned invasion 
of France, an especially costly enterprise. Chaucer’s 
visit to Florence has assumed particular importance 
among scholars, even though the great blossoming 
of the arts that became known as the Renaissance 
had scarcely begun. Nevertheless, Italian cities 
were both more magnificent and more populous 
than even London. There were more schools, more 
well-appointed shops, better medical care, the best 
of art and architecture, and even the sciences and 
mathematics were more advanced—this despite 
the political chaos that often reigned among the 
loosely allied, constantly bickering northern city-
states as they jockeyed for control of trade routes 
or other commercial advantages. The turbulent, 
vivacious life of Italy undoubtedly made an impres-
sion on the young Chaucer, but a greater impact 
was made by the proximity of two great writers, 
PETRARCH and BOCCACCIO, who were still alive and 
living in that region. Even if Chaucer did not meet 
them, he could hardly have avoided hearing a great 
deal about them and about DANTE, who, although 
he had died in exile 50 years earlier, was greatly 
revered in Florence. It is even possible that Chau-
cer obtained copies of some of these writers’ works 
during this visit, copies that would have given him 
ready access later on when their work, particularly 
that of Boccaccio, became so influential upon his 
own. The immediate impact of Chaucer’s first 
journey to Italy on his poetry may be seen in The 
HOUSE OF FAME, which draws heavily upon the 
works of Dante and the Roman poet VIRGIL. The 
House of Fame displays Chaucer’s unprecedented 
gift for using sources in such a way that the result-
ing new poem seems strikingly original, like nothing 
that has come before. Politically, Chaucer’s journey 
also seems to have been successful. The follow-
ing year, 1374, England waged its war in France, 
and Chaucer received substantial rewards from the 
king. On the feast day of St. George, England’s 
patron saint, King Edward awarded Chaucer with 
a pitcher of wine each day for life. Chaucer also 
obtained a home in 1374 (until which time he 
would have occupied rooms in one of the royal 
residences). On May 10, the mayor and aldermen 
of London leased to Chaucer, rent-free for life, a 
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dwelling over ALDGATE, one of the six gates in the 
medieval wall that surrounded the city. Chaucer’s 
responsibilities were to keep the building in good 
repair and to allow entry for purposes of defense in 
time of war; he was not allowed to sublet. Such an 
arrangement was not unusual. Buildings owned by 
the city were often leased out, typically to city offi-
cials. In Chaucer’s case, he may have been granted 
the lease because of his family’s longstanding asso-
ciation with the mayor. It might also be significant 
that his father’s property had included some 20-odd 
shops (some of which may have been simple stalls) 
just outside the Aldgate. These shops were prob-
ably leased to merchants selling a variety of goods, 
including wines imported by the Chaucer family 
business. Although the Aldgate has long since dis-
appeared, an Elizabethan survey indicates that the 
modest dwelling occupied by Chaucer consisted of 
two U-shaped rooms measuring about 12 feet by 
20, connected by a smaller rectangular room. The 
larger rooms had small windows looking out along 
the city wall.

In August 1374 Chaucer once again set forth on 
the king’s business, journeying to the port of DART-
MOUTH in order to obtain the release of a Genoese 
ship, which had been seized and its captain impris-
oned. Because the captain of the ship, the Seinte Marie 
et Seinte George, had connections at court, Chaucer 
was sent by the king to liberate it. While conducting 
business in Dartmouth, Chaucer is thought to have 
met John Hawley, a wealthy merchant-shipowner 
whose ships were clandestinely engaging in piracy. 
If so, Hawley may have provided the inspiration for 
the poet’s portrait of the piratical Shipman, also from 
Dartmouth, who appears in the General Prologue to 
The Canterbury Tales.

The year 1374 also saw Chaucer transferred to 
another position in Edward’s government, that of 
controller (i.e., supervisor of tax collectors) for the 
export tax and for the subsidy (a heavier tax) on 
wool, sheepskins, and leather, in the port of Lon-
don. His position was an important one because 
wool was England’s chief export. Taxes on the com-
modity helped to fund the king’s wars and to pay 
the daily costs of government. Chaucer’s annual 
salary for the position was £10, which was in addi-
tion to the lifetime annuity he had been granted 

earlier. In holding this post, Chaucer was following 
in the footsteps of his father and grandfather, who 
had both held offices in the customs service. Chau-
cer’s performance must have been excellent, for in 
1382 he was awarded the additional controllership 
of the petty customs, import and export duties on 
wine and other merchandise not assessed under 
the wool customs. At this point, his yearly income, 
combined with that of his wife Philippa, amounted 
to nearly £70 in annuities and wages, in addition 
to rent-free housing and various gifts (such as the 
pitcher of wine). For the sake of comparison, the 
sum of £10 is recorded as having paid for a year’s 
board and lodging with a London alderman for an 
esquire’s wife and her servant.

As busy as Chaucer must have been at the Cus-
toms House, his responsibilities there did not pre-
vent him from being called upon by the king to 
perform further diplomatic duties on the Conti-
nent. In June 1376, Edward the Black Prince died, 
but not before insuring that his son, Richard of 
Bordeaux, should succeed to the throne of England 
following his grandfather’s death. Edward III died 
almost exactly one year later, in June 1377, and 
10-year-old Richard was crowned Richard II, but 
his uncle John of Gaunt was the real power behind 
the throne throughout Richard’s minority. Gaunt 
may well have directed the young king when, fol-
lowing the coronation, Richard confirmed and 
renewed Chaucer’s offices and annuities. Forging 
an important alliance through Richard’s marriage 
was to be one of the great diplomatic tasks of the 
ensuing period, and Chaucer is known to have par-
ticipated in negotiations. In 1376, two days before 
Christmas, he went abroad on secret business, pos-
sibly carrying messages to Bruges, where ongoing 
discussions were being held for a peace treaty with 
France, despite the deep animosity each side felt for 
the other. This journey also may have included the 
discussion of a projected marriage between Rich-
ard II and one of the French princesses. In 1377, 
when a marriage treaty was on the brink of ratifica-
tion, the princess Marie died suddenly. Negotia-
tions resumed for a marriage with Marie’s younger 
sister, who also died, leaving the French king’s one 
remaining daughter, an infant less than a year old, 
the only prospect for a French alliance. Then the 
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event known as the GREAT SCHISM occurred, which 
resulted in two popes claiming the papal throne, 
one French and one Italian. When England sup-
ported the Italian Urban VI, Anglo-French rela-
tions were (again) severed, and negotiations began 
with Bernabò Visconti, the rich and powerful duke 
of Milan, for the hand of his daughter Caterina. 
An alliance with Milan would bring England great 
riches through Caterina’s generous dowry. In 1378 
two groups of emissaries were sent to participate in 
talks with the Visconti family, one of them headed 
by Chaucer, who appointed a deputy to handle his 
affairs in the Customs. Although Chaucer returned 
to England with two Milanese ambassadors empow-
ered to pledge Caterina’s hand and a large fortune, 
the projected alliance never came to pass. In May 
1381, under advice from the Vatican, a marriage 
settlement was signed with Princess ANNE OF BOHE-
MIA, in Germany. Such an alliance would surround 
France with enemies, thus strengthening England’s 
position at the same time that it supported the 
Vatican’s goal of crushing the Avignon papacy.

In the meantime, the year 1380 marked one 
of the most troubling episodes in Chaucer’s bio-
graphical records. He was charged that year with 
rape by a woman named Cecilia Chaumpaigne, 
the daughter of a London baker. The Latin term 
by which the charge was stated was raptus, which 
could have meant sexual rape, or possibly abduc-
tion; the same word was used to indicate both, and 
the surviving documents fail to specify the exact 
nature of his alleged crime. All that does in fact 
remain that directly involves Chaucer is a release 
given by Cecilia’s father and mother, relieving 
Chaucer of the legal action that had been taken 
against him.

The following year, 1381, marked the outbreak 
of the great PEASANTS’ REVOLT, also known as Jack 
Straw’s Rebellion. On June 12 of that year a mass 
of disgruntled peasants, led by Wat Tyler, entered 
the city of London with the express intention of 
destroying traitors and rescuing King Richard 
from their clutches. Richard was 14 years old at 
the time, and he ruled largely through the advice 
and consent of a group of noblemen, chief among 
whom was his uncle, John of Gaunt. These noble-
men, it would later become known, were the 

“traitors” referred to in the peasants’ proclama-
tion. The anger directed at these men had sev-
eral motives, the most immediate being a series of 
poll taxes imposed by Parliament between 1377 
and 1381. The peasants gave vent to their feelings 
by executing those who were within their reach 
and by looting and burning the residences of those 
who, like John of Gaunt, were not. There is no 
record of Chaucer’s whereabouts during the rebel-
lion, or of his response to it, but we do know that 
thousands of the rebels entered the city through 
Aldgate, the site of Chaucer’s residence. A num-
ber of people who were murdered in the riots came 
from the Vintry Ward, where Chaucer still owned 
his father’s house. The mob was finally brought 
under control and dispersed by King Richard with 
the assistance of some of the citizens of London. In 
short, Richard agreed to meet the rebels’ demands, 
which included an end to serfdom and the elimi-
nation of class distinctions; in addition, all those 
who had participated in the revolt were granted 
pardon. Then came the order for the peasants to 
return home peacefully, which, after a brief alter-
cation, they did. Once they were gone, however, 
the promises that had been made were all nulli-
fied, and serfdom continued to be enforced. Four 
days after the conclusion of the revolt, Chaucer 
sold the family residence on Thames Street (in the 
Vintry) to a merchant named Henry Herbury.

During the decade 1374–84, while he was 
employed in the Customs House and serving the 
king on missions to the Continent, Chaucer was 
also continuing to write. His work on The House of 
Fame is usually assigned a date early in this period, 
shortly after his return from the first trip to Italy. 
The PARLIAMENT OF FOWLS, possibly written for the 
occasion of King Richard’s engagement to Anne of 
Bohemia, was probably written around 1380–81, 
with work on the much longer TROILUS AND CRI-
SEYDE beginning shortly after. The translation of 
BOETHIUS’s Consolation of Philosophy was likely writ-
ten close to the same time as the Troilus, based on 
the similarity of themes shared by the two works, 
although one is a philosophical treatise and the 
other a romance.

In 1378, when Chaucer went abroad on dip-
lomatic business, he was given leave to employ a 
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deputy to perform his duties in the Customs House. 
In 1385 he was granted permission to appoint a 
permanent deputy, and, by 1388, records clearly 
indicate that he was living in Kent, a southeastern 
county with a significant coastline on the English 
Channel. On October 12, 1385, he was appointed 
to the position of justice of the peace in Kent, 
an office which at that time entailed a special 
responsibility because the French were threaten-
ing to invade the south coast. The year 1386 saw 
Chaucer’s election as one of the two “knights of 
the shire” (members of the House of Commons) 
representing Kent in Parliament. In the same year 
he gave up his lease on the dwelling above Aldgate, 
which supports other evidence of his removal to 
a new residence in Kent. Troilus and Criseyde was 
probably completed and work on The LEGEND OF 
GOOD WOMEN begun.

Philippa, Chaucer’s wife, disappears from the 
records after June 1387 and is presumed to have 
died. Later that same year, Chaucer went to Calais 
on undisclosed business. This was the last recorded 
overseas journey that he made, an indication that 
he lost favor at court soon after. This change in 
his fortunes is further signified by the fate of three 
men with whom Chaucer had worked. In 1388 Sir 
Nicholas Brembre, of the Customs House, and Sir 
Simon Burley and Chief Justice Robert Tresilian, 
both members of the Kent peace commission to 
which Chaucer belonged, were executed through 
the influence of enemies of the king who had come 
to dominate Parliament at this time. Although 
Chaucer survived unharmed, he was twice sued for 
outstanding debts by John Churchman, collector of 
the customs at London.

Shortly after reestablishing his control of Par-
liament in May 1389, King Richard appointed 
Chaucer to his most prestigious and demanding 
office, clerk of the king’s works. In this capacity he 
held responsibility for overseeing construction and 
repair at 10 royal residences and other holdings 
of the king. The properties included the Tower 
of London, which at that time served as a palace, 
fortress, prison, armory, mint, and place of safe-
keeping for records. Other works he oversaw were 
Westminster Palace, the castle of Berkhamsted, and 
seven of Richard’s other manors, including Eltham 

and Sheen. He was also the overseer of hunting 
lodges in the royal forests, the mews (cages) where 
the king’s falcons were kept at Charing Cross, and 
various hunting preserves and gardens. Chaucer’s 
wages in this position amounted to two shillings 
a day, more than three and a half times his base 
salary at the Customs House. Nevertheless, when 
he left the position in June 1391, an audit of his 
account showed that he was owed more than £87, 
which exceeded the total amount of his wages dur-
ing the entire term that he was in office.

On June 22, 1391, Chaucer was appointed dep-
uty forester of the royal forest at North Petherton 
in Somerset. This was a large forest, and included 
villages, cultivated fields, and pasture, as well as 
moor, marsh, and wooded areas. Chaucer may have 
lived at Park House, a manor house within the pre-
cincts of the forest. His responsibilities are likely to 
have included overseeing the collection of fees for 

Artist’s rendering of Chaucer’s portrait as it appears in 
the Ellesmere Manuscript of The Canterbury Tales.
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pasturing cattle and of tolls for traveling forest roads 
and preventing illegal hunting (poaching). Two 
years later, Chaucer received a gift of £10 from King 
Richard “for good service.” In the following year, 
1393, Richard granted him an annuity of £20.

Little is known of Chaucer’s life between 1394 
and 1400, when the last records of his life appear. 
In 1397 the government entered another period 
of turbulence when Richard suddenly and belat-
edly decided to take revenge on the men who had 
in 1388 caused the exile or death of many of his 
friends. One of these men was John of Gaunt’s son, 
Henry Bolingbroke. Henry was exiled in 1398, and 
when his father died the following year, Richard 
seized Gaunt’s estates. Henry returned from exile 
to claim them, and then went even further, depos-
ing Richard and claiming the crown for himself as 
Henry IV in 1399. Chaucer does not seem to have 
been greatly affected by Henry’s accession, perhaps 
because of his longstanding connection with the 
Lancastrian branch of the royal family to which 
Henry belonged (both Chaucer and his wife had 
received annuities from Henry’s father, and Chau-
cer had probably written The Book of the Duchess as 
an elegy to Henry’s mother). After he became king, 

Henry renewed the grants Chaucer had received 
from Richard and granted him an additional 40 
marks yearly for life. The concluding stanza of a 
late poem, “The COMPLAINT OF CHAUCER TO HIS 
PURSE,” suggests, however, that the money was 
slow in coming.

Late in 1399 Chaucer moved back to London, 
taking a long-term lease on a house in the garden 
of Westminster Abbey. The site is now occupied by 
the Chapel of King Henry VII. The records show 
that he began to receive his annual payments from 
the royal exchequer again, but the last date of such 
a record is June 5, 1400. The exact date of the 
poet’s death is uncertain. The inscription on his 
tomb in Westminster Abbey gives the date as Octo-
ber 25, 1400, but the tomb may have been erected 
as late as 1555. No other evidence remains to sup-
port the date given by the inscription. His burial in 
the abbey probably resulted from his being a tenant 
of the abbey and a member of the parish, and had 
nothing to do with his status as a poet. It is some-
what ironic, then, that Chaucer’s tomb was des-
tined to be the first one in the area now known as 
“Poet’s Corner,” and that he himself would become 
known as the “Father of English Poetry.”





PART II

Works A–Z





“ABC, An”
One of the short poems attributed to Chaucer in 
the manuscripts, “An ABC,” addressed to the Vir-
gin Mary, is a close translation of a prayer from the 
medieval French poet Guillaume de Deguilleville’s 
allegorical Pèlerinaige de la Vie Humaine (“Pilgrim-
age of Human Life”), first published in 1331. The 
poem comprises 23 stanzas, each beginning with a 
different letter of the alphabet, progressing from A 
to Z; there are no stanzas for the “modern” letters j, 
u, and w. Each stanza contains a plea for assistance, 
usually in the form of mediation between the sin-
ful narrator and God, so that the narrator may be 

forgiven and exempted from the punishment (con-
demnation to eternity in hell) he would deserve 
had Christ not died for his sins. Particular emphasis 
is laid on the Virgin’s role as Christ’s mother, and 
on the especially effective quality of her merciful 
intercession on behalf of sinful men. The poem is 
notable for its use of legal terminology, employ-
ing such words as justyse (judge, i.e., God), assyse 
(assize), bille (petition), and aquitaunce (acquittal) 
to describe the narrator’s situation as if he were a 
plaintiff in a court of law. In addition to portray-
ing himself as sinful, the narrator is also, like the 
speaker of 17th-century English poet John Donne’s 
Holy Sonnets, characterized as one who flees from sin 

This illustration for “An ABC” depicts the author doing reverence to the Virgin Mary, to whom the poem is 
addressed. The lilies growing around her are part of her iconography. From The Kelmscott Chaucer.
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but cannot, without assistance, escape. Although 
the content of Chaucer’s translation closely pre-
serves that of the French original, the English poet 
made some alterations in the work’s structure to 
better accommodate his native tongue. While 
Deguilleville employed the standard eight-syllable 
line of French medieval verse, arranged in 12-line 
stanzas with only two rhymes per stanza, Chaucer 
reduced the stanzas to eight lines with a rhyme 
scheme of ababbcbc. His reduction in the number 
of words forced him to be more concise and, along 
with the additional rhyme, made it easier to render 
the poem in a language such as English, which, 
because it lacks the standard inflectional endings of 
French, provides the writer with fewer choices from 
which to formulate rhymes. The poem survives in 
12 manuscripts and a printed text, plus three frag-
ments. In the surviving manuscripts it is titled “La 
priere de Nostre Dame” (“Prayer of Our Lady”). 
Its date of composition is unknown, but the poem 
is considered to be early, based on the heading in 
Thomas Speght’s 1602 edition of Chaucer’s work, 
which states that the translation was made at the 
request of BLANCHE OF LANCASTER, as a prayer for 
her private use. In his recent biography of the poet, 
DEREK PEARSALL suggests that it came out in the 
late 1370s, at a time when Chaucer had begun 
experimenting with iambic pentameter (a pattern 
of one weak stress followed by one strong stress, 
regularly repeated) in his verse. “An ABC” is the 
only thoroughly devotional work among Chaucer’s 
short poems, although the Virgin is addressed else-
where in Chaucer’s work, in the “Invocation to 
Mary” of “The SECOND NUN’S TALE” and in the 
prologue of “The PRIORESS’ TALE.”

FOR FURTHER READING
Readers interested in further critical assessment of 
“An ABC” should consider Georgia Crampton’s 
“Chaucer’s Singular Prayer” (Medium Ævum, 1990) 
and William Quinn’s “Chaucer’s Problematic 
Priere: ‘An ABC’ as Artifact and Critical Issue” 
(Studies in the Age of Chaucer, 2001). The poem’s 
relationship to other of Chaucer’s works is exam-
ined in ALFRED DAVID’s “An ABC to the Style 
of the Prioress” (published in Acts of Interpreta-
tion, 1982, edited by Mary Carruthers and Eliza-

beth Kirk), in PIERO BOITANI’s “ ‘His Desir Wol Fle 
Withouten Wynges’: Mary and Love in Fourteenth-
Century Poetry” (published in Chaucer’s Frame 
Tales, 1987, edited by Joerg O. Fichte), and in Bev-
erly Boyd’s “Chaucer’s Moments in the ‘Kneeling 
World’ ” (published in Vox Mystica: Essays on Medi-
eval Mysticism in Honor of Professor Valerie M. Lago-
rio, 1995, edited by Anne Clark Bartlett et al). “An 
ABC” and its relationship to its French source is 
treated by Helen Phillips in “Chaucer and Deguil-
leville: The ‘ABC’ in Context” (Medium Ævum, 
1993), and by Paul Beekman Taylor in “Translat-
ing Two Guillaumes” (published in Chaucer Trans-
lator, 1998, by Paul Beekman Taylor). Similarly, 
Kay Stevenson’s “Medieval Rereading and Rewrit-
ing: The Context of Chaucer’s ‘ABC’ ” (published 
in Divers Toyes Mengled: Essays on Medieval and 
Renaissance Culture in Honour of Andre Lascombes, 
1996, edited by Michel Bitot) explores the poem’s 
literary and historical contexts, including works by 
Jean de Meun and John Lydgate as well as Guil-
laume de Deguilleville.

“Against Women Unconstant”
One of the poems that is not explicitly ascribed 
to Chaucer but about which there is little doubt 
of his authorship because of its similarity in lan-
guage, meter, and subject matter to other short 
poems whose attribution to Chaucer is clear. Writ-
ten in the French BALLADE form, it features three 
stanzas in RHYME ROYAL with a one-line refrain 
repeated at the end of each stanza. In keeping 
with the requirements of the form, Chaucer used 
the same three rhymes in all three stanzas without 
repeating any of the rhyme words (with the excep-
tion of the refrain). The subject of the poem is 
clearly identified by the title, which was supplied 
by W. W. SKEAT based on the heading in Stowe’s 
1561 edition, “A balade whiche Chaucer made 
ageynst women inconstaunt” [A ballade which 
Chaucer made against women inconstant]. The 
lover’s complaint against his lady’s inconstancy, 
or fickleness in love, was a commonplace of medi-
eval lyric poetry. The comparison of the lady to a 

16  “Against Women Unconstant”



mirror that can take no permanent impression is 
interesting and also appears in “The MERCHANT’S 
TALE” to describe the women who pass through 
January’s thoughts as he considers marriage (lines 
1,580–88). That image, however, as well as the 
others in this poem, was commonplace in such 
poetry of the medieval period. The poet’s sug-
gestion, in the repeated refrain, that the woman 
ought to dress all in green rather than in blue 
refers to the symbolic associations of these two 
colors. Blue, one of the colors in which the Virgin 
Mary is always depicted, was the color of fidelity 
while green symbolized unfaithfulness (as well as, 
interestingly, fertility and the devil). The poem 
survives in three manuscripts and one early edi-
tion, Stowe’s.

FOR FURTHER READING
On the topic of the poem’s inclusion in the Chau-
cer canon, see W. W. SKEAT, The Complete Works 
of Geoffrey Chaucer, Vol. 1 (1894) and The Chaucer 
Canon, with a Discussion of the Works Associated with 
the Name of Geoffrey Chaucer (1900). Walter Skeat 
accepted the poem’s authenticity, as did JOHN 
KOCH, The Chronology of Chaucer’s Writings (1890; 
rpt. 1972) and, more recently, Jay Ruud, “Against 
Women Unconstant: The Case for Chaucer’s 
Authorship” (Modern Philology, 1982). The poem 
was rejected by ELEANOR HAMMOND, Chaucer: A 
Bibliographical Manual (1908) and AAGE BRUSEN-
DORFF, The Chaucer Tradition (1925; rpt. 1965). 
An edition of “Against Women Unconstant” with 
a critical introduction may be found in Geoffrey 
Chaucer: The Minor Poems: Part One (1982, edited 
by George Pace and ALFRED DAVID). The poem’s 
genre is discussed in W. A. Davenport, “Ballades, 
French and English, and Chaucer’s ‘scarcity’ of 
Rhyme” (Parergon, 2000). Catherine Cox examines 
“the interconnectedness of gender, epistemology, 
and poetics in Chaucer’s texts,” including “Against 
Women Unconstant,” in her book Gender and Lan-
guage in Chaucer (1997). Linne Mooney’s “A Late 
Fifteenth-Century Woman’s Revision of Chaucer’s 
‘Against Women Unconstant’ ” (Chaucer Review, 
2000) provides an intimate glimpse of how at least 
one medieval woman regarded the sentiments 
expressed in this poem.

“Anelida and Arcite”
A short unfinished poem that treats subject matter 
that Chaucer later was to use more successfully in 
“The KNIGHT’S TALE” in The Canterbury Tales. The 
background sources of both works were the Thebaid 
of STATIUS and BOCCACCIO’s TESEIDA, although the 
love affair between Anelida and Arcite is Chaucer’s 
own invention. The form of the poem, with its 
combination of narrative and lyric love complaint, 
is French.

SUMMARY
The poem begins with a joint invocation to Mars, 
the god of war, and to POLYHYMNIA, the muse of 
sacred song, to assist the poet with his composition 
as he attempts to render in English the old Latin 
story of Queen Anelida and the false Arcite before 
the passage of time puts it beyond all memory. The 
story itself opens with a Latin epigraph from Stati-
us’s Thebaid that announces that Theseus, follow-
ing the fierce battle with the Scythians, drew near 
to his native land in a laureled chariot, with the 
applause of happy people echoing to the heavens. 
Chaucer’s first stanzas repeat and elaborate on this 
homecoming event, describing it in greater detail 
and mentioning that Theseus has brought with him 
Hippolyta, queen of the conquered Amazons and 
now his wife, and her sister, the fair Emily. At the 
conclusion of that description, the narrator says 
he will now speak of Anelida and Arcite. First, 
he provides a brief summary of the war between 
GREECE and THEBES in order to explain how Anel-
ida, queen of ARMENIA, came to be residing in 
the city of Thebes. (The relationship between the 
opening story of Theseus’s triumphant return to 
ATHENS and the story of the two lovers who live 
in Thebes is never made clear in this unfinished 
poem.) Young, beautiful, and steadfast, Queen 
Anelida has many admirers. Arcite, a young The-
ban knight who, we learn immediately, is deceitful 
in matters of the heart, uses his cunning to win the 
heart of Anelida, who loves him tenderly and hon-
ors him as if he were a king. While Anelida hides 
nothing from Arcite, even letting him read letters 
sent by other admirers before she burned them, 
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Arcite is both untruthful and manipulative. Before 
long he grows tired of Anelida and begins to court 
another lady. To hide his own betrayal, he accuses 
Anelida of being unfaithful, making it appear to 
be her fault that he leaves her. The remainder of 
the poem describes Anelida’s terrible suffering and 
narrates a plaintive letter she wrote to Arcite. The 
letter alternates between anger and condemnation 
of his behavior on the one hand and expressions 
of her continuing love and desire for his return on 
the other. The poem breaks off, unfinished, shortly 
after the conclusion of the complaint, saying that 
after completing her letter, Anelida fainted, and 
upon arising, went to the temple of Mars to per-
form a sacrifice.

COMMENTARY
Anelida and Arcite is generally considered to be 
Chaucer’s first attempt to use material from Boc-
caccio’s Teseida. What exists of the poem is divided 
into four parts: the Invocation, the Story, the 
Complaint of Anelida, and the Story Continued. 
The Complaint, which relates Anelida’s response 
to Arcite’s betrayal, is considered structurally and 
metrically to be Chaucer’s most complex surviv-
ing work, mimicking the form of the Pindaric Ode 
in its divisions into Proem, Strophe, Antistrophe, 
and Conclusion. The content of the complaint is 
equally sophisticated, tracing with intense psycho-
logical realism the ebb and flow of emotions experi-
enced by an abandoned lover who is unable to help 
herself because she cannot control the feelings or 
behavior of the man who has deserted her. Outside 
of the complaint, the poem is rather disappointing 
and even confusing, especially in the rough transi-
tion of scene from Theseus’s triumphant reentry 
into Athens to Thebes, where the love story is set. 
As a solution to this puzzle, some readers have 
suggested that a stanza that would have effected 
the transition is missing. In theme, this poem is 
very similar to the brief biographies contained in 
Chaucer’s The LEGEND OF GOOD WOMEN, each 
of which describes the life of a woman who was 
betrayed by the man she loved. The story of the 
deserted falcon in “The SQUIRE’S TALE” (one of The 
Canterbury Tales) has even more specific similari-
ties to Anelida’s situation. The opening description 

of Theseus’s return to Athens with his queen Hip-
polyta and her sister Emily appears again in “The 
KNIGHT’S TALE.” A knight named Arcite is also a 
character in the latter tale, but he is nothing like 
the Arcite of Anelida and Arcite. Although Chau-
cer does not mention the Anelida in lists of his own 
works, it is ascribed to him in three manuscripts 
and by JOHN LYDGATE, so the evidence in favor 
of its authenticity is fairly strong. The date of the 
poem’s composition is a lot less certain, although 
many scholars agree that it was probably composed 
sometime in the mid- to late 1370s (around the 
time of The HOUSE OF FAME).

CHARACTERS
For information on mythological and historical fig-
ures that are alluded to in “Anelida and Arcite,” 
and elsewhere in Chaucer’s work, see entries in 
Part III of this book.

Anelida The wholly fictional (as far as anyone 
knows) queen of ARMENIA who falls in love with, 
and is betrayed by, a false knight named Arcite in 
Chaucer’s unfinished poem “Anelida and Arcite.” 
Her love complaint, contained within the poem, is 
Chaucer’s most metrically and structurally sophisti-
cated work, although the poem as a whole is one of 
his least successful.

Arcite Theban knight who wins the love of 
Queen Anelida in Chaucer’s unfinished poem 
“Anelida and Arcite.” Aside from his habitual 
deceitful behavior in matters of the heart, his 
character is scarcely developed. From what we do 
learn of him, however, he seems entirely unlike 
the faithful and passionate Arcite of Chaucer’s 
“The KNIGHT’S TALE,” even though the two 
works derive from the same source, the Thebaid 
of STATIUS.

FOR FURTHER READING
For literary analysis of Anelida and Arcite and discus-
sion of how it conforms to the conventions of its 
genre, see Gwendolyn Morgan’s “Chaucer’s ‘Anelida 
and Arcite’” (Explicator, 1989), Stephen Stallcup’s 
“With the ‘Poynte of Remembraunce’: Re-Viewing 
the Complaint in ‘Anelida and Arcite’” (published in 
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Feminea Medievalia I: Representations of the Feminine in 
the Middles Ages, 1993, edited by Bonnie Wheeler), 
and Michel Aaij’s “Perverted Love in Chaucer’s 
‘Anelida and Arcite’” (Medieval Perspectives, 1999). 
The poem’s structure is examined by A. S. G. Edwards 
in “The unity of Authenticity of ‘Anelida  and 
Arcite’: The Evidence of the Manuscripts” (Studies in 
Biliography, 1988) and by John NORTON-SMITH in 
“Chaucer’s ‘Anelida and Arcite’” (published in Medi-
eval Studies for J. A. W. Bennett, 1981, edited by P. L. 
Heyworth). Carolyn P. Collette and Vincent J. 
DiMarco offer and new historicist reading of the text 
in their article “The Matter of Armenia in the Age of 
Chaucer” (Studies in the Age of Chaucer, 2001). For 
readings of the poem informed by gender theory, see 
Richard Firth Green’s “Chaucer’s Victimized 
Women” (Studies in the Age of Chaucer, 1988), Pris-
cilla Martin’s Chaucer’s Women: Nun’s Wives and the 
Amazons (1990), Dale Favier’s “Anelida and Arcite: 
Anti-feminist Allegory, Pro-feminist Complaint” 
(Chaucer Review, 1991), and Alcuin Blamires’s 
“Questions of Gender in Chaucer, from Anelida to 
Troilus” (Leeds Studies in English, 1994).

“Balade of Complaint, A”
A short poem of doubtful authorship, sometimes 
attributed to Chaucer. Despite its title and its three 
stanzas, the work does not fit the French BALLADE 
form, which Chaucer was so fond of using for his 
short lyric poems, and its attribution to him by 
W. W. SKEAT, which is unsupported by any external 
evidence, appears one of the least justified. A typical 
lover’s complaint in which the narrator addresses his 
lady, describing his lengthy service and the depth of 
his devotion in the hope of gaining some reward, 
the poem displays some debt to Chaucer but is far 
from attaining his typical level of expertise.

Boece
This, Chaucer’s translation of BOETHIUS’s Consola-
tion of Philosophy, is, compared to his other works, a 
difficult text for the modern reader for a couple of 

reasons. First, being a philosophical text devoted to 
the articulation of ideas, it is much more abstract 
than anything else he wrote. Also, its views of the 
world and reality, although they underlie some basic 
ideas that still inform our thinking today, seem in 
many ways alien to a modern perspective unless, 
perhaps, that perspective is tempered or informed 
by some of the religious teachings that maintain a 
certain currency in contemporary Christian theol-
ogy. For the same reasons, however, the Boece is 
a very important text for understanding the rest 
of Chaucer, because many of the ideas contained 
in it had considerable influence on his work. One 
of the most translated works in history, Boethi-
us’s book must have spoken meaningfully to many 
people throughout the Middle Ages. King Alfred 
the Great made the first English translation in the 
890s and an edition or translation was subsequently 
produced approximately once every generation (30 
years) until the beginning of the 18th century.

SUMMARY
The narrator, Boethius, has been imprisoned for alleg-
edly plotting against THEODORIC, the Ostragothic 
king of Rome from 493 to 526. He is nearly over-
whelmed by despair when the allegorical figure of 
Lady Philosophy arrives and initiates a debate with 
him. The debate’s purpose is to provide the narrator 
with understanding and consolation.

Book One
The text opens with the Latin phrase Incipit Liber 
Boecii de Consolacione Philosophie [Here begins 
Boethius’s Book of the Consolation of Philosophy]. 
Throughout the Boece, Latin rubrics and abbre-
viations such as “Metrum 1” and “Prosa 1” are 
used to demarcate individual sections of the work. 
The Latin phrase represents the first few words 
of the text from which Chaucer was translating; 
they reappear, in English, in the first line of that 
section. The words Metrum or Prosa, followed by a 
numeral, indicate whether the original Latin text 
of the portion that follows was in poetry (meter) 
or prose.

Metrum 1
Metrum 1 begins with the despairing word “Alas!” 
followed by a description of the narrator’s state of 
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mind, comparing his current woe with his previous 
happiness, a happiness that consisted of flourishing 
intellectual activity. Whereas in the past he had com-
posed joyful verses, his mind is presently filled with 
dreary verses reflecting his wretchedness. The poetic 
muses who shared the glory of his youth remain with 
him, providing him with the words to write these 
dreary verses. Because of his recent suffering, the nar-
rator continues, he has grown old before his time. His 
hair is prematurely gray and the slack skin trembles 
on his bones. Even Death, who pursued him when he 
enjoyed Fortune’s favor, refuses to relieve his hard-
ship now that Fortune has forsaken him.

Prosa 1
Prosa 1 describes the appearance of Lady Philosophy, 
although she is not identified by name until Prosa 3. 
She first appears to the narrator as he sits recording 
his woeful thoughts. Tall and stately, with burning 
eyes that see further than the eye of any mortal, she 
possesses great strength and vigor. Then, he notes 
that, in contrast to her initial appearance, she can 
shrink in stature until her height resembles that of 
common men, or, alternatively, that she is able to 
stretch herself upward until her head reaches the 
heavens or beyond, so that those who try to catch 
a glimpse of her do so in vain. Her clothes, which 
she made herself, are of fine and durable cloth, but 
their beauty has been eclipsed by age and neglect. 
A Greek letter� 0, signifying the “active life,” is 
embroidered into the hem of her garment, while the 
highest border (presumably near the neckline) fea-
tures an embroidered T, signifying the “contempla-
tive life.” Between these two letters a series of steps 
extend like the rungs of a ladder, enabling men to 
climb from the lower position to the higher one. In 
some places the garment shows evidence that men 
have tried to cut the cloth and violently carry away 
whatever pieces they can get. In her right hand, the 
woman carries several small books; in her left hand, 
she bears a scepter.

When Lady Philosophy observes how the nar-
rator is beset by the muses of poetry who hover 
about his bed, providing him with the words to 
describe his pain and despair, she glowers at them, 
demanding to know who has been responsible for 
allowing these “common strumpets of the theatre” 

to approach this sick man. She criticizes the muses 
for deepening his sorrow rather than relieving it, by 
pricking him with desire that is neither fruitful nor 
profitable but that, rather, encourages the destruc-
tion of the fruits of reason. She is particularly angry 
because they have been seducing and destroying 
the reason of a man who is dear to her because 
of his endeavors in the study of philosophy. She 
banishes the muses, stating her intention to heal 
him by recourse to her own, more useful, body of 
knowledge.

Blinded by his tears, the narrator is unable to 
recognize the woman standing before him as Lady 
Philosophy. He stands embarrassed and bewildered, 
waiting to discover what she plans to do with him.

Metrum 2
Metrum 2 begins with Lady Philosophy’s lament on 
the state of the narrator’s mind, which has lost its 
proper clearness, its former understanding of the 
universe derived from study and observation, and 
has been plunged into a darkness consisting of mis-
understanding and ignorance.

Prosa 2–Metrum 3
Lady Philosophy announces that the time has come 
to leave off complaining and to administer medicine. 
She begins by reminding the narrator of his former 
status as one who has been nourished by the food 
and drink of philosophy and who thus should have 
been proof against those forces that have proved 
his undoing. When he fails to respond, she moves 
closer, pronounces that he has fallen into a leth-
argy (a kind of trance) and proceeds to wipe the 
tears from his eyes using the hem of her gown. This 
action restores their former strength.

Prosa 3
Prosa 3 recounts how the restoration of the nar-
rator’s sight is accompanied by the restoration of 
his mental faculties. Finally recognizing Lady Phi-
losophy, he asks why she has come here to his 
place of exile. She responds that she would never 
forsake one like him who has suffered because of 
his service to her. She then recounts examples of 
others who have suffered on her account, includ-
ing SOCRATES and ANAXAGORAS. She furthermore 
reminds him that the people who are the source of 
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such persecution are wicked, and that no matter 
how strong or numerous they are, they ought to be 
despised. When Philosophy and those who serve 
her are attacked by such as these, they need to take 
refuge in the fortress of their leader (unnamed at 
this point), where they may be safe from the tumult 
and noise of those below who desire only trivial and 
useless things.

Metrum 4
Lady Philosophy characterizes the man who can 
withstand whatever Fortune brings. He is virtuous, 
sober-minded, and impervious to the acts of fate. 
Neither the raging sea nor the threatening volcano 
nor the tumultuous storm is able to discomfit him 
because he is possessed by neither hope nor fear; 
he is invulnerable to the emotional turmoil from 
which fear arises.

Prosa 4
Lady Philosophy continues speaking to the nar-
rator, telling him that if he desires to be healed, 
he must first reveal his wound. Gathering his 
strength and courage, the narrator suggests that 
certain things should be obvious, based on the 
circumstances in which she has found him and 
how different they are from his former life. He 
then begins the narration that will delve into the 
particulars of how he came to be in the situa-
tion in which he finds himself. (His circumstances 
have yet to be specifically named; he is, in fact, 
in prison.) He recalls Philosophy’s recommenda-
tions, taken from PLATO, that men who govern 
ought to study wisdom or that, alternatively, wise 
men ought to apply themselves to governing in 
order to provide for the general well-being and 
prevent the government of cities from falling into 
the hands of criminals. This is what, following her 
instructions, he had tried to do. Yet despite the 
fact that nothing other than the study of goodness 
and good intentions led him to take on a position 
of authority, he found himself engaged in great 
conflict with wicked men because of his constant 
efforts to defend the poor against those who, out 
of greed or other motives, would abuse and tor-
ment them. He specifically mentions resistance 
to two men, Connigaste and Trygwille, the latter 
of whom is the king’s provost. He also mentions 

an instance in which he opposed the king, The-
odoric, over an economic policy that would force 
people to buy grain from the king, at an inflated 
price, until all that grain had been sold. In all of 
the narrator’s works he has labored for COMMON 
PROFIT, namely, the good of all the people, even 
defending certain Roman consuls from those who 
would have stolen from them or falsely accused 
them of wrongdoing. And because of his own love 
of righteousness, he made no politically expedient 
alliances with members of King Theodoric’s court 
simply for the sake of protecting himself. As a 
result, he has been vulnerable to, and a victim of, 
the accusations of wicked men—men who them-
selves have been condemned and exiled. Based on 
the testimony of these men, he has been accused 
of protecting the Senate by preventing his accus-
ers from delivering letters that would have falsely 
accused the senators of wrongdoing against King 
Theodoric. Furthermore, the Senate that he was 
trying to protect has pronounced his actions felo-
nious. He says he can understand how the crimi-
nals he has always worked against might desire his 
destruction, but he complains that he does not 
deserve such treatment by the Senate, which he 
has always defended. The reward of virtue, in his 
case, has been suffering. He also argues that no 
matter what he has been accused of, he should, by 
law, have been given the right to be present when 
his case was tried. Instead, he has been sent away 
from Rome and, without the possibility of defend-
ing himself from the charges against him, con-
demned to death. His tormentors have also, out 
of envy, attempted to destroy his character further 
by accusing him of sacrilege against God. And 
on top of everything else, many people, observing 
what has happened to him, mistake the actions of 
Fortune (see FORTUNE) for the judgment of God, 
believing that he has brought adversity upon him-
self by displeasing God. In closing, he says that 
affairs are now in such a state in Rome that crimi-
nals may act freely without fear of punishment, 
while the innocent are robbed of their security 
and any means of protecting themselves.

Metrum 5
Metrum 5 opens with the narrator’s cry to God, 
who controls the workings of the universe, the 
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movement of the planets and spheres, the divi-
sion of day from night and of the seasons from one 
another so that all proceeds harmoniously, asking 
why He refuses to exercise his power to govern the 
behavior of men. Why does He allow Fortune to 
turn thing upside down, so that the innocent are 
punished rather than criminals, who are instead 
allowed to occupy positions of power and influ-
ence? The narrator concludes by asking God to 
extend his rule to govern the works of men so that 
they may no longer be tossed about and tormented 
in the sea of fortune.

Prosa 5
Prosa 5 begins Lady Philosophy’s response to the 
narrator’s complaint. First she pronounces that more 
serious than his physical exile from Rome is his spiri-
tual exile from his true home, which is governed by 
God, not by any mortal being. While affirming the 
factual nature of what he has said regarding his perse-
cution, she notes that she is more deeply concerned 
with the effect that his sorrow, anger, and weeping 
have had upon his mind, causing it to grow feeble. 
Before stronger medicines can be applied, something 
must be done to ease his emotional turmoil.

Metrum 6
Metrum 6 appears to expand on the notion con-
tained in the biblical Book of Ecclesiastes that to 
everything there is a proper season, assigned by 
God, and that He will not allow this order in the 
universe to be disrupted. Those who do attempt to 
disturb it will never achieve a good outcome.

Prosa 6
Lady Philosophy questions the narrator to get a 
firmer sense of how to provide him with a cure. 
After receiving his answers, she concludes that 
he feels exiled because he has forgotten his true 
nature, and that his belief that criminals possess 
might and are prosperous arises from a clouded 
understanding. He has forgotten who truly governs 
the world in his supposition that the mutations of 
Fortune are part of no plan or order. All of these 
misunderstandings bring not only illness but death. 
Thus further discerning the causes of his distress, 
she announces that she will relieve him by bringing 
light to his darkened understanding.

Metrum 7
Lady Philosophy instructs the narrator to abjure 
four passions: joy, fear, hope, and sorrow, because 
they obscure thought in the same way that clouds 
obscure the stars or that turbulence muddies the 
ocean waves.

Book Two
A Latin inscription notes the ending of the first 
book and the beginning of the second.

Prosa 1–Metrum 1
Prosa 1 of Book Two begins with Lady Philosophy 
explaining that, in the main, the narrator’s distem-
per arises from his attitude toward Fortune. She 
reminds him that earlier, when he enjoyed good 
fortune, he despised and attacked her, fully aware, 
at that time, of her true nature. She expounds 
on the dual nature of Fortune, which is to bring 
sometimes prosperity, and, at other times, suffer-
ing and deprivation, all without apparent deserv-
ing by the recipient. Thus, the only profitable 
way to deal with Fortune is to endure both her 
gifts and her torments with patience. Trying to 
change her, to arrest the movement of her turn-
ing wheel, is as futile as trying to alter the course 
of the winds. Metrum 1 illustrates the effects of 
Fortune’s turning wheel, which enables her to 
cast down powerful kings and to raise up humble 
men. She is oblivious to human pain and laughs at 
human tears.

Prosa 2–Metrum 2
In Prosa 2, Philosophy assumes Fortune’s voice in 
a debate with the narrator. Speaking as Fortune, 
she reminds him that her gifts to him and to all 
men are only temporary. He has no right to com-
plain, since he enjoyed her gifts as well as depriva-
tion. If those things that he complains of losing 
had truly belonged to him, he never could have 
lost them. She compares her actions to the chang-
ing of the seasons and to variations in the weather. 
Like the weather, it is her nature to change. This 
section concludes with a definition of tragedy as 
illustrating the deeds of Fortune. During Metrum 
2, Philosophy continues to speak in the guise of 
Fortune, saying that even if the goddess of Plenty 
were to rain down her gifts upon the head of man-
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kind, he would still weep and complain that it was 
not enough.

Prosa 3–Metrum 3
In Prosa 3, Philosophy ceases to speak as For-
tune. She asks the narrator to respond and to 
say whether or not he can continue to defend his 
complaint against Fortune. He says that although 
Fortune’s explanations were soothing to the mind 
when he heard them, his sorrow and pain still 
remain. Lady Philosophy affirms his response, 
saying that rather than being remedies for his 
sorrow, words such as these only nourish it and 
make it stronger. She goes on to remind him of 
specific honors, such as his wife’s chastity, and 
occasions of happiness, such as his two sons being 
made Roman consuls on the same day. If he is 
unhappy because those times have passed, he 
should remember that the present time of woe 
will pass also. Metrum 3 contains more exam-
ples from nature of mutability. Thus, it follows 
naturally that the fortunes of men, who live in a 
mutable world, are mutable.

Prosa 4
The narrator finally acknowledges the truth of 
Philosophy’s teachings. She notes that in his com-
plaining he has forgotten that he still possesses 
many great things. Among these are his noble 
father-in-law, his faithful wife, and his two sons 
who daily display the wit and wisdom of their 
father. The narrator again agrees with her assess-
ment, but reminds her that these same examples 
also show what great honors and possessions he 
has lost. Philosophy upbraids his self-indulgence, 
bemoaning the fact that all men, no matter how 
happy or prosperous their lives, are never satis-
fied with what they have, but always want more. 
Many men, she tells the narrator, would consider 
themselves in heaven if they possessed the least 
part of what he owns. For this reason, he ought to 
remember that all mortal things are temporary and 
should be received and relinquished with equa-
nimity. All people have the means to find bliss 
within themselves, through tranquility of the soul; 
therefore, they should not seek it in external, tem-
porary delights. Tranquility of soul is something 

that Fortune may never take. It does not end with 
the death of the body, whereas all the gifts of For-
tune are lost at that time.

Metrum 4
Metrum 4 uses a metaphor of house-building to 
advise those who desire to escape the instability of 
the world to build on a low and solid foundation, 
out of the storm’s reach, rather than on a vulner-
able mountaintop or on shifting sand.

Prosa 5
At the beginning of Prosa 5, Lady Philosophy 
announces that the time has come to proceed to 
the application of stronger medicine. She then 
embarks upon an analysis of Fortune’s gifts, such 
as money, to determine their true worth. First, 
she proves that none of the narrator’s possessions, 
whose loss is so painful to him now, ever properly 
belonged to him. She notes the irony of the fact 
that a man, who possesses divinity of soul, needs to 
possess household goods, which have no divinity, 
in order to feel complete. By becoming enslaved to 
a desire for such things, mankind debases his divine 
nature. Such is the condition of mankind, that only 
when it truly understands its own nature does its 
nobility surpass that of all other things; when it 
loses sight of that knowledge, it falls lower than all 
the beasts. Finally, riches and wealth often bring a 
man more harm than good by causing him to worry 
about losing them.

Metrum 5
Lady Philosophy eulogizes the first age of man 
wherein human beings lived in harmony off the fruits 
of the earth, before they had learned to do things like 
make wine, dye cloth, dig gold out of the earth, and 
shed each other’s blood out of greed and animosity.

Prosa 6–Metrum 6
Prosa 6 addresses the dignities and powers accruing 
to public office, which are not themselves inher-
ently good but are dependent upon the virtues of 
the man who occupies the office. Furthermore, 
the power residing in such office extends only to 
superficial things; it cannot control another man’s 
thought, nor does it provide protection from the 
vicissitudes of Fortune. Any dignities or power that 
a man may possess have in and of themselves no 
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innate goodness or virtue; otherwise, they would 
never be possessed by wicked men. The same may 
be said of all Fortune’s gifts. Metrum 6 uses NERO 
as an example of one who was blessed by Fortune, 
yet who performed great wickedness.

Prosa 7
The narrator responds to this part of Fortune’s 
arguments by saying that he never coveted mate-
rial things, but rather desired power in order 
to perform virtuous deeds so that men should 
remember his good government. Philosophy 
points out that this indicates a desire for glory or 
renown, which conflicts with perfect virtue. She 
deflates the meaningfulness of even this enterprise 
by reminding the narrator how insignificant the 
earth is when compared to the vastness of the 
heavens. Similarly, Fame, however long it lasts, 
amounts to nothing in the vastness of eternity. 
Finally, she reminds him that the glory of virtue, 
like Fortune’s other gifts, cannot be retained after 
death when the soul cares nothing for the renown 
of this world.

Metrum 7
Metrum 7 is a meditation on the leveling power 
of death, which renders Fame meaningless. Those 
who achieve Fame suffer two deaths: that of the 
body, and that which occurs when renown fades 
into oblivion.

Prosa 8
Lady Philosophy states that lest the narrator should 
think that her hostility toward Fortune is uncom-
promising, she will discuss the benefits of Fortune’s 
behavior. When Fortune treats a man favorably, she 
blinds him to the truth; but when she turns against 
him, she provides him with beneficial instruction 
showing him the frailty of worldly good and distin-
guishing his true friends from those who befriended 
him merely because of his good fortune.

Metrum 8
Metrum 8 celebrates love as the binding force of 
the universe, the force that preserves stability in 
the midst of change and enables contrary elements, 
such as the sea and the land, to exist together. If 
mankind only possessed the love that governs the 
physical universe, it would enjoy happiness.

Book Three
A Latin inscription notes the ending of the second 
book and the beginning of the third.

Prosa 1
Prosa 1 opens with the narrator’s praises of Phi-
losophy for enabling his recovery from despair. He 
now feels himself equipped to handle whatever 
new assaults Fortune makes on his well-being. He 
asks Philosophy to continue with his education and 
to reveal more of the remedies to which she had 
alluded earlier. Philosophy notes that she has saved 
this set of remedies for later because they are, at 
first, more biting or painful than the others; how-
ever, once put into practice, they will seem sweet. 
By following Philosophy’s teaching, he will be led 
to true happiness. First, however, she will further 
explain the false goods or false causes of happi-
ness so that, fully understanding them, he will be 
more able to repudiate them and to embrace true 
happiness.

Metrum 1
Philosophy uses examples from nature and the 
physical world to illustrate how the contrast 
between cloudy and clear, bitter and sweet, and 
so forth, may enhance the effect of the good part 
in each pair. In the same way, by first understand-
ing the false goods, the narrator will more eagerly 
embrace the truth.

Prosa 2–Metrum 2
In Prosa 2, Philosophy defines true happiness as 
that complete good which, once obtained, leaves 
nothing more to be desired. It lacks nothing, but is 
a perfect state in which all other forms of goodness 
come together. While the desire for such happiness 
is planted naturally in the hearts of men, error often 
leads them to seek false goods (or goals) rather 
than true ones. Some seek riches, some honors and 
dignity, others power, and still others the renown 
of a glorious reputation, while there are some who 
hope to find happiness through sensuous delight. 
In conclusion, no matter how various men’s goals 
are regarding happiness, all are really pursuing it as 
the end to their actions and desires. In Metrum 2, 
Philosophy uses various examples from nature to 
illustrate the law of natural inclination, whereby 
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all things seek their proper place or path, just as 
the wild bird, well-cared for in a cage, always longs 
for the forest, or the green sapling, blown down by 
mighty strength, will spring back toward the sky if 
that force is removed.

Prosa 3
Philosophy notes that mankind also exhibits the 
force of natural inclination in its striving for happi-
ness, but that many things mislead humanity in the 
course of the search. Riches, honors, power, repu-
tation, and sensual delight cannot be true goods 
because the possession of them is never sufficient. 
The narrator confirms that despite all he possessed, 
he still lacked perfect happiness.

Prosa 4–Metrum 7
Prosa 4 through Prosa 7 and Metrum 3 through 
Metrum 7 present a detailed argument showing 
how all the goods and objects of endeavor men-
tioned above (riches, honors, power, reputation, 
and sensual delight) are incapable of providing 
mankind with true happiness. Therefore they are 
classified as false goods.

Prosa 8–Metrum 8
In Prosa 8, Philosophy states that not only does the 
attempt to achieve these false goods fail to bring 
ultimate fulfillment to the seeker, but that these 
goals may also cause harm to other people. For 
example, in order to get money, one has to take it 
from someone else; to get honors, one must subject 
oneself to those who bestow them. The seeking of 
power will cause other people to plot against you 
while a famous reputation will destroy your secu-
rity. Living a voluptuous life will cause others to 
despise you for being a slave to the body. In sum, 
these worldly goods are not paths that may bring 
mankind to true happiness. In Metrum 8, Philoso-
phy bemoans the ignorance that blinds mankind 
and leads poor mortals to plunder the earth looking 
for that which has its dwelling in the heavens.

Prosa 9–Metrum 9
In Prosa 9, Philosophy announces that she will 
now examine the nature of true happiness. Here 
her conversation with the narrator is cast in the 
form of a dialogue, in which the narrator is given 

the author’s name, Boece. However, instead of 
directly and positively defining true happiness, she 
once again begins by referring to the false goods 
previously discussed; but now she hints that suf-
ficiency—the sense of complete fulfillment and the 
absence of lack—may be the key. Once more, the 
narrator finds himself in agreement with everything 
she says. Now they are finally ready to discuss the 
source of true happiness. In Metrum 9, Philosophy 
invokes God, the supreme governor of the universe, 
asking his assistance in the search for perfect truth.

Prosa 10
Having concluded that the sovereign good does 
exist and that it is the source of all other good, 
in Prosa 10 Philosophy proceeds to demonstrate 
the relationship between this sovereign or perfect 
good and God, in whom sovereign good resides. If 
perfect good did not reside in God, she reasons, He 
would not be the creator of all things; rather, there 
would have to be something antecedent to Him, 
and therefore more perfect than He, since perfect 
things are of earlier origin than imperfect things. 
Furthermore, since the perfect good is the source 
of true happiness, it follows that true happiness 
resides in and with God and is therefore identical 
to God.

Metrum 10
Lady Philosophy speaks to all mortals who have 
been held captive by the chains of earthly desire, 
inviting them to come to this source of true good-
ness, where they will find rest and security.

Prosa 11
Lady Philosophy explains the relationship of sover-
eign good to the concept of unity, pointing out that 
unity and good are the same because everything that 
exists does so only so long as it preserves its unity. 
The primary example of this truth is the relation-
ship between the soul and the body. Providence has 
granted everything an instinct for self-preservation, 
which leads to the preservation of unity.

Metrum 11
Metrum 11 notes that he who seeks the truth 
should look inside himself, in the recesses of his 
mind, so that the light of truth may disperse the 
dark clouds of error. The seeds of truth that lie 
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dormant in the mind may be awakened by the 
breath of learning.

Prosa 12
In keeping with the circuitous and repetitious 
structural pattern established by the progression of 
meaning in the text so far, Prosa 12 further explores 
several ideas that have already been introduced: 
that the world is governed by God, that God is all-
sufficient, and that God is all-powerful or omnip-
otent. After providing further evidence of these 
truths, Philosophy then introduces the question of 
evil, which will be further explored in Book Four.

Metrum 12
Metrum 12 employs the story of ORPHEUS and 
EURYDICE as a parable to illustrate the dangers of 
fixing one’s thoughts upon earthly things and thus 
losing touch with the sovereign good. Orpheus’s 
inability to refrain from looking back to see if his 
wife was following him when they left Hades sym-
bolizes the attachment to earthy things. The loss 
of his wife, which resulted from his attachment, 
represents the loss of sovereign good.

Book Four
A Latin inscription notes the ending of the third 
book and the beginning of the fourth.

Prosa 1
Prosa 1 begins with the narrator praising the 
enlightenment Philosophy has brought him thus 
far, but stating that he remains troubled by one 
thing: the fact that while God is the absolute 
ruler of all things and is equivalent to the sover-
eign good, evil nevertheless exists and is allowed 
to pass unpunished. Furthermore, while vice flour-
ishes, virtue not only goes unrewarded but is cast 
down and trampled by the wicked. This troubles 
the narrator because such things should not be 
possible under the government of an omniscient 
and omnipotent God who wills nothing but what 
is for the best. Philosophy responds that the state 
of things would indeed be monstrous if what he 
describes were true, but it is not—it cannot be if 
all the previous conclusions that they have come to 
concerning God’s management of the universe are 
true. She then announces her intention of proving 
to the narrator that under God’s rule the good are 

always powerful, the wicked are always defeated, 
and that happiness attends good men. In doing so 
she will show him the path by which he may return 
to his true country.

Metrum 1
Metrum 1 expands on the idea introduced by Phi-
losophy at the end of Prosa 1 when she claims 
that she will provide the narrator’s mind with the 
equipment (feathers) to rise from earth into the 
heavens, leaving the clouds behind and ultimately 
reaching heaven’s outermost sphere (see PTOLEMY), 
and then moving beyond even that to the region 
where God resides who is the source of light (and 
who governs the universe, etc.). If he does arrive 
in this place, the narrator will realize that this is his 
true home—where he was born and where he will 
choose to remain. If he should, from this perspec-
tive, decide to look down upon the earth, he will 
see that those tyrants who are now feared by all 
people will be exiled from those fair realms.

Prosa 2
Lady Philosophy sets out to prove the idea that 
the good are powerful and the bad, weak. First she 
returns to the already accepted premise that all 
men seek happiness. If this is true, then even evil or 
wicked men seek happiness. Since true happiness 
has been shown to be the same as true goodness 
(the sovereign good), which is equivalent to God, 
it follows that all men, even evil ones, seek the true 
good by simply seeking happiness. They turn away 
from the true course when they mistake partial or 
false goods for their goal. And since seeking partial 
or false goods can never lead to true happiness or 
sufficiency, evil men can never be as powerful as 
good men because they can never achieve their 
goal. If they willfully and knowingly desert the good 
in favor of evil, she goes on to say, they not only 
lose power, but they also cease to fully exist, just as 
a corpse, while it is still a man, may not be said to 
be a man in the full sense of the word. Things that 
exist preserve their rank, nature, and being. When 
they lose any of these essentials, they cease to be. 
Although the wicked may seem to have the power 
to act, they do not; such power is only an effect of 
weakness. They are able to do evil, but would not 
be able to if they retained the power of doing good.
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Metrum 2
Lady Philosophy paints a picture of the proud and 
powerful king sitting on his throne whose external 
appearance is merely a mask for the inner turmoil 
of one who is himself tyrannized by lust, passion, 
grief, and false hope. Ruled by these masters, the 
king himself is actually weak and feeble. Rather 
than controlling his actions, he is controlled by his 
passions.

Prosa 3
After recapitulating the idea that men who do evil 
may never truly prosper despite external appear-
ances, Philosophy proceeds to elaborate on the 
way that evil diminishes a man, robbing him of 
his human nature—an idea that was introduced 
in Prosa 2. Some men, succumbing to evil, become 
like beasts. The man who succumbs to avarice is 
thus compared to a wolf; he who perpetrates fraud 
and trickery is likened to a fox; the man who rages 
with anger resembles a lion; and he who wallows in 
lust is like a filthy sow wallowing in the mire.

Metrum 3
Metrum 3 uses the story of ULYSSES’ adventure on 
the island of the witch CIRCE as an illustration of 
the way that men may be turned into beasts. (When 
Ulysses and his men landed on Circe’s island, the 
sailors—all except Ulysses—drank an enchanted 
wine and were transformed into swine. Their suf-
fering was the greater because their souls remained 
those of men trapped in the bodies of animals.) 
Wickedness is even more destructive to men than 
is Circe’s spell, because wickedness leaves the body 
intact but inflicts a deadly wound upon the soul.

Prosa 4
At the beginning of Prosa 4, the narrator concurs 
with the idea that wicked men are like beasts, but 
expresses the wish that they were also without the 
power to harm good people. Philosophy claims, 
once again, that they are actually without power, 
even though this belief runs contrary to popular 
opinion. She also raises the question of whether a 
wicked man who receives punishment suffers more 
than one who is not punished for his evil actions, 
arguing that he who does receive punishment is 
happier because the punishment of evil is a virtue 

and virtue is equivalent to happiness. Those who 
believe otherwise are blinded by error. Since their 
wicked deeds contribute primarily to their own suf-
fering and oppression, those who have committed 
evil deserve pity rather than hatred. They ought to 
be brought to judgment as the sick are brought to a 
physician, so that by the medicine of chastisement 
they may be cured of their vices.

Metrum 4
Metrum 4 condemns war and strife among mem-
bers of the human race as nonsensical, especially 
when considered alongside the many other perils 
that threaten mankind. Good men ought to be 
cherished and the wicked ought to be pitied and 
brought to correction.

Prosa 5–Metrum 5
In Prosa 5, the narrator says he understands the 
idea that happiness attends virtue while suffering 
follows vice, but that the operations of Fortune 
seem somehow exempt from this rule because she 
sometimes causes the worthy to suffer and the 
wicked to prosper. Philosophy responds by say-
ing that this apparent injustice is merely a result 
of his ignorance regarding the manner in which 
God operates. Since God is a good governor and 
the supreme ruler of the universe, all things must 
necessarily proceed as they ought to. In Metrum 
5, Philosophy gives examples of things that arouse 
fear and wonder in the hearts of ignorant men, 
such as the eclipse or dark phase of the moon, 
simply because they do not understand the cause. 
Fear and wonder cease when ignorance gives way 
to knowledge.

Prosa 6
In Prosa 6, the narrator asks Philosophy to explain 
the workings of the universe and how things that 
appear unjust are actually part of God’s plan. Philos-
ophy responds that although the subject is a difficult 
one for human comprehension, she will neverthe-
less try to enlighten him. The key elements of her 
explanation are Providence and Destiny. Provi-
dence is defined as the divine intelligence, proceed-
ing from God, which creates the plan and order of 
the universe. Destiny is the force by which this plan 
is enacted. The closer something is to Providence 

Boece  27



(i.e., to the divine intelligence of God), the more 
immutable (or less subject to the force of Destiny) it 
is. Because all things have their origin in the Divine 
mind, the order of the universe and the way that 
events occur within it are as they should be. To 
someone who does not understand this order, the 
order of things appears confused, when in reality 
it is the human understanding of that order that is 
at fault. For example, the man who appears just or 
good to another man may appear otherwise in the 
eyes of Providence. If a good man suffers adversity, 
there may be a good reason for it. For example, 
some good men are allowed to suffer greatly so that 
their virtues may be exercised and strengthened by 
the practice of patience. The same principle applies 
to the destiny of the wicked. For example, some evil 
men are allowed to experience prosperity because 
poverty would prompt them to commit even greater 
enormities that those they are already guilty of. In 
sum, nothing occurs by chance in the realms of 
Providence and Destiny. Because God is the ruler of 
all things, all things are ordered and created for the 
best; therefore, man should not question that order.

Metrum 6
Philosophy directs the narrator’s attention to the 
great harmony and order that exist in the natu-
ral world, pointing out how the sun never invades 
the sphere of the moon and how the evening star 
regularly makes its appearance at sundown. For 
the same reasons, the seasons proceed in order 
from spring to summer to autumn to winter, these 
changes imparting life and growth to all inhabitants 
of the natural world. He who controls and directs 
these events is the world’s Creator, and they are all 
motivated by the force of love.

Prosa 7–Metrum 7
Prosa 7 begins with Philosophy asking the narrator 
if he realizes the implication of what she has been 
explaining to him, which is that all fortune is good. 
(This returns their conversation to the narrator’s 
original complaint, that he is suffering undeserved 
ill fortune.) For that reason, it is his obligation, she 
tells him, to embrace and do battle with whatever 
Fortune sends him—with adversity, so that it may 
not cause him to despair, and even with prosperity, 
lest it corrupt him. Metrum 7 gives several exam-

ples from classical literature of heroic men who 
embraced what Fortune sent to them and made the 
best of it. These men are AGAMEMNON, ULYSSES, 
and HERCULES. It concludes with an exhortation 
for noble souls to follow the example of these men.

Book Five
A Latin inscription notes the ending of the fourth 
book and the beginning of the fifth.

Prosa 1
Prosa 1 opens with the narrator raising the question 
of chance. Can such a thing exist in the universe as it 
has been described by Philosophy? Philosophy replies 
that chance does not exist, because it is by definition 
an event that is not produced by any cause or chain 
of causes, and nothing of that nature can exist in a 
divinely ordered universe. An event that appears to 
occur by chance is in reality simply an unexpected 
outcome that can always be traced back to a cause 
or series of causes. And the causes that lead to the 
event ultimately proceed from Providence.

Metrum 1
Metrum 1 uses the path taken by the Tigris and 
Euphrates Rivers as an example of apparent chance 
that is really divinely determined. After springing 
from a single source, these rivers divide into two 
separate channels. If they were to reunite, they 
would cause many disasters, uprooting trees and 
destroying ships; thus, their continuing in their 
separate courses is an example of the work of Provi-
dence that appears to be chance occurrence.

Prosa 2
The narrator raises the difficult question of human 
free will and how it fits into a universe controlled 
by Providence and Destiny. Philosophy affirms the 
existence of free will, noting that those beings who 
seek to align themselves with divine thought have 
more freedom to act than those who do not. The 
wicked, who have allowed themselves to become 
enslaved to pernicious desires, are the least able to 
exercise free will. The eye of Providence watches 
over all and rewards each according to his merit.

Metrum 2
Metrum 2 is a hymn of praise to the omniscient 
power of God, a power that allows Him to see and 
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know everything, including all present, past, and 
future events.

Prosa 3
Prosa 3 resumes the discussion of free will, with the 
narrator noting that the idea of God’s foreknowl-
edge seems incompatible with man’s free will. If 
God always already knows not only the works but 
also the plans and wills of men, then there can be 
no freedom of the will—no action or will other 
than that which Divine Providence has foreseen. 
If this was not the case, then the prescience of God 
would not be infallible. The narrator goes on to say 
that he cannot accept the argument, put forth by 
some men, that something is not necessarily going 
to happen because God has foreseen it but rather 
that it is known to Divine Providence because it 
is going to happen. This, he argues, diminishes the 
force of God by putting his knowledge secondary to 
the event. Furthermore, if everything that happens 
is determined by Divine Providence, then it is use-
less to hope or to pray to God for anything.

Metrum 3
Metrum 3 sums up the position of mankind with 
relation to the question of Providence versus free 
will, contending that the mind of man, encum-
bered by its imprisonment in the body, is unable to 
fully understand the subtle way in which these two 
things are knit together. When a mortal neverthe-
less seeks to discover the answers to this and other 
similar questions, he is motivated by the memory of 
his soul’s union with the divine. These intimations 
of immortality lead him to seek out greater truth.

Prosa 4
Prosa 4 returns to an analysis of the contradiction 
that the narrator perceives between the ideas of 
divine prescience and human free will. Philosophy 
offers an alternative view of the situation, propos-
ing the idea that prescience can exist without being 
the necessitating cause of future events, that God 
can know what is going to happen without that 
knowledge having to determine what will happen. 
Part of the narrator’s difficulty in understanding 
this idea derives from the limitations of human 
understanding. Philosophy thus takes the oppor-
tunity to explain how humans come to an under-

standing of something through perception (sense), 
imagination, and reason.

Metrum 4–Prosa 5
Metrum 4 and Prosa 5 continue to explore the 
difficulty of answering this question of divine pre-
science versus human free will, given the limita-
tions of human intelligence. If we could elevate 
ourselves to the level of divine intelligence, then 
we would perceive exactly how the prescience of 
God knows and understands all things, although 
they have no certain outcome.

Metrum 5
Metrum 5 is a celebration of the noble faculties of 
man that cause him, alone among the beasts, to 
heave himself aloft and, standing upright, to spurn 
the earth in favor of the heavens. Philosophy urges 
the narrator (and all earthly men) to take this fig-
ure as his example and to elevate his mind lest it 
should sink below its proper level.

Prosa 6
Lady Philosophy concludes her argument regard-
ing divine prescience versus human free will by 
explaining the concept of God’s eternal nature. 
God exists outside time or temporality, beholding 
past, present, and future events simultaneously. His 
divine prescience therefore does not change the 
nature or outcome of things, but perceives those 
things as present that shall be produced in time. 
Thus, His prescience does not interfere with or 
limit human free will. This last section of the text 
closes with Philosophy’s assurance that prayers are 
not in vain, but that when they are sincere they 
cannot be unsuccessful. Finally, she admonishes 
the narrator to resist vice, to honor and love virtue, 
and to exalt his mind to God.

A Latin inscription notes the end of the Book of 
Boethius.

COMMENTARY
Chaucer’s Boece was probably composed in the late 
1370s or early 1380s. Its strongest influence on 
Chaucer’s other work appears in his later efforts, 
particularly the narrative poem TROILUS AND CRI-
SEYDE, which, some critics have argued, constitutes 
Chaucer’s attempt to rectify an omission Boethius 
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made when he neglected to include romantic 
love among the series of “false goods” pursued 
by humans in their quest for happiness. Both the 
despair Troilus experiences when betrayed by his 
love and, more specifically, the spiritual awaken-
ing that occurs when his soul literally flies up into 
the seventh sphere are informed by the Consola-
tion, and certain reflective passages, as noted in the 
summary of the Troilus contained in this book, are 
close to a direct translation of the Latin writer’s 
work. The Boethian view of fortune influenced 
a number of The Canterbury Tales, most notably 
“The KNIGHT’S TALE,” “The CLERK’S TALE,” “The 
FRANKLIN’S TALE,” and “The NUN’S PRIEST’S TALE.” 
The latter has often been viewed as a philosophical 
corrective to “The MONK’S TALE,” which exhibits 
an extremely negative view of human destiny con-
trolled by the capricious goddess FORTUNE, practi-
cally ignoring the redeeming possibilities of human 
intelligence and free will. In the Consolation, intel-
ligence and free will provide human beings with the 
keys that enable them to cope with and transcend 
fortune. The influence of Boethius also appears 
in some of Chaucer’s lyric poems, including “The 
FORMER AGE,” “FORTUNE,” “LAK OF STEDFAST-
NESSE,” and “TRUTH.” “The Former Age” is actu-
ally a translation from the Consolation, Book Two, 
Metrum 5. When translating the work as a whole 
into what became known as the Boece, Chaucer 
had translated the meters, which were poetry in the 
Latin original, into prose, perhaps to better or more 
easily capture the sense of the words. The existence 
of “The Former Age” has prompted some scholars 
to suggest that Chaucer intended to create poetry 
translations for all of the meters that would perhaps 
eventually be used to replace the prose translations. 
Such an idea is, however, merely speculation.

Structurally, the work is divided into five books, 
each of which treats one or more aspects of the phil-
osophical problem of man’s existence in an appar-
ently hostile world. At the heart of the matter lies a 
paradox: the regularity with which God governs the 
rest of the universe compared to the irregularity He 
permits in human affairs. An important example of 
this irregularity is the apparent prosperity of wicked 
men and the suffering of virtuous ones. Each book 
is also divided into sections, alternating longer pas-

sages of philosophical dialogue, designated Prosa 
(Prose), with shorter ones titled Metrum (Meter). 
The proses generally consist of a dialogue between 
the narrator, sometimes referred to as “Boece,” and 
Lady Philosophy, whose role is to enlighten him 
with responses to his questions and with further 
questions designed to arouse his own slumbering 
and bemused intelligence until it is able to perceive 
truth. The meters tend to be moments of reflection 
(on the argument thus far, to allow it to sink in), 
celebration (of some important insight gained thus 
far), or exhortation (to act upon an insight). They 
often employ concrete examples taken from classi-
cal mythology to illustrate the argument made in 
the previous prose section. For example, the fate of 
Ulysses’ men on Circe’s enchanted island is given 
to illustrate the way humans suffer when they let 
themselves be reduced to the level of beasts.

Many readers of Chaucer’s Boece have specu-
lated on reasons for translating the text into Middle 
English. Some have argued, based on its pervasive 
influence in his later work, that he did it to provide 
himself with a convenient reference. Others feel 
that he did it simply because of his great admiration 
for the work and a desire to make it available to a 
wider audience. At the beginning of the 21st cen-
tury it is easy to forget that the Consolation of Phi-
losophy was for centuries one of the most influential 
books ever written in Latin. It was translated into 
Old High German, Italian, Spanish, Greek, French 
(by JEAN DE MEUN), Old English (by Alfred the 
Great), and early Modern English by Queen Eliza-
beth I, who felt it an important text for a monarch 
to know. Donald Howard, in his 1987 biography 
of Chaucer, speculates that Chaucer prepared his 
translation as an educational text for the young 
king RICHARD II.

It is also worth noting that Chaucer’s translation 
has been faulted by some scholars for not adhering 
more closely to the classical text of Boethius, but in 
fact his version is a careful compilation rather than 
a strict translation, relying to some extent on the 
French translation of Jean de Meun and incorpo-
rating commentary by NICHOLAS TRIVET. Further-
more, the Latin text of Boethius that Chaucer used 
for his primary source would have been a Vulgate 
Latin version of the classical original that would not 
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be expected to preserve the locutions of the origi-
nal language. Specifically, Chaucer’s Latin text was 
probably the version of the Consolation that typically 
accompanies Trivet’s 14th-century commentary.

CHARACTERS
For information on mythological and historical fig-
ures that are alluded to in Chaucer’s Boece, and 
elsewhere in the poet’s work, see entries in Part III 
of this book.

Albyn Chaucer’s version of the name of a Roman 
consul referred to in BOETHIUS’s Consolation of Phi-
losophy, which Chaucer translated under the title 
Boece. His actual name was probably Decius Albi-
nus. In his attempts to tell Lady Philosophy why 
Fortune has turned against him, Boethius explains 
that he made himself an object of spite and vul-
nerable to attack by defending certain powerful 
Romans who had been accused of treachery and 
fraud against the government of THEODORIC, king 
of the OSTROGOTHS, who ruled in Italy from A.D. 
493 to 526 after the capital of the Roman Empire 
had been moved to Constantinople. Albinus was 
one of the accused men whom Boethius risked his 
own reputation and life to defend.

Basilius One of the men serving in the sixth-
century court of Theodoric, king of the Goths, 
who spoke out against BOETHIUS, causing him to 
be charged with crimes against the king and sent 
into exile. After making the allegations against 
Boethius, Basilius was also exiled. He is mentioned 
in Book One, Prosa 4 of the Boece where Boethius 
tells Lady Philosophy how he came to be in the 
situation that she has found him in.

Boethius Anicius Manlius Severinus Boethius 
is best known to readers of Chaucer as the fifth-
 century Roman author of the Consolation of Philoso-
phy, which Chaucer translated into Middle English 
under the title Boece. The Consolation had consider-
able influence on many of Chaucer’s own works, 
including TROILUS AND CRISEYDE, The HOUSE OF 
FAME, and several tales in THE CANTERBURY TALES.

A member of the Roman aristocracy, Boethius 
served in the government of the Ostrogothic king 

THEODORIC, who ruled in Italy from A.D. 493 to 
526, after the de facto fall of the Western Roman 
Empire. Reconciliation between the Roman aris-
tocracy and the court of Theodoric was accom-
plished in part by diplomatic courtesy, which 
included recognition of the Roman Senate and 
the appointment of Romans to almost all civilian 
posts. This partly explains how Boethius became, 
first, a consul in Rome, and, then, a senior adviser 
and administrator (the Master of Offices) in The-
odoric’s court at Ravenna. In addition, Boethius 
had given Theodoric successful advice on how to 
deal with a famine. Despite his close working rela-
tionship with the king, however, Boethius main-
tained strong ties to the Senate, defending and 
protecting it whenever its power or reputation was 
threatened.

Boethius was charged with conspiracy against 
Theodoric after he supported a senator, Albinus, 
who had been denounced for conducting treason-
able correspondence with the court of the East-
ern Roman emperor Justin. In defending Albinus, 
Boethius found himself charged with writing letters 
advocating Roman liberty from Ostragothic rule. 
Furthermore, he was accused of using black magic 
to enhance his career—a charge that was liable, at 
that time, to be made against a philosopher who 
studied astronomy, which was one of Boethius’s 
favorite disciplines. Perhaps the worst part of his 
downfall lay in the fact that the Roman Senate, 
whose champion he had been so often, did not 
come to his defense. Evidently some senators, 
especially those whose behavior he had criticized, 
resented his position in Theodoric’s court and 
denounced him. After his arrest and imprisonment, 
he was tried in absentia by a Roman senatorial 
court at Ravenna. Unable to defend himself, he 
was sentenced to death. The events leading up to 
his imprisonment and sentencing are all discussed 
in his most famous work, the Consolation of Philoso-
phy, where he meditates on and tries to make sense 
of his fall from good fortune.

As a writer, Boethius primarily devoted himself 
to a cultural tradition of translating Greek science 
and thought into Latin. He intended to translate all 
of ARISTOTLE and PLATO into Latin and to furnish 
the translations with commentaries, but achieved 
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only part of his plan, translating a major part of 
Aristotle’s Organon and none of Plato. His con-
cern with the educational disciplines is reflected 
in his writings on arithmetic and music, two of 
the four members of the mathematics-based dis-
ciplines known as the quadrivium. (The other two 
were geometry and astronomy.) He may well have 
been the first person to use the word quadrivium, a 
concept that went on to become one of the basic 
building blocks of the medieval university curricu-
lum. His concern with logic, reflected in his desire 
to translate Aristotle and Plato, comes across most 
powerfully in the Consolation, where he frequently 
refers to the arguments and examples of these 
writers to support his own logic-based analysis of 
his fate. The last thing that he is known to have 
written, the Consolation remains his most powerful 
work and the only one to receive much attention 
from modern readers.

Decius Paulinus A Roman consul in the fifth-
century government of THEODORIC the Ostrogoth. 
When he fell into disfavor, and others in the gov-
ernment would have seized his property, BOETHIUS 
claims to have drawn “hym out of the jowes of hem 
that gapeden” (Boece, Book One, Prosa 4, lines 
96–97) [him (or possibly them, i.e., the riches) out 
of the jaws of those who gaped]. Paulinus was one 
of several people Boethius defended, contributing 
to his own fall from favor, exile, and eventual exe-
cution. The prosecution of Paulinus is mentioned 
by CASSIODORUS, who was at that time serving as 
Theodoric’s chief secretary.

Gaudentius (Gaudencius) One of three men 
who came forward to support the charge that was 
made against BOETHIUS of plotting against THE-
ODORIC, the Ostrogothic king of Rome in whose 
government Boethius served. The role he played in 
bringing about Boethius’s banishment is referred to 
in Book One, Prosa 4 of the Boece, Chaucer’s trans-
lation of Boethius’s Consolation of Philosophy.

Lady Philosophy An allegorical figure who plays 
a major role in the Boece, Chaucer’s Middle English 
translation of BOETHIUS’s Consolation of Philosophy. 
The work begins with the narrator (Boethius) in 

exile, lamenting the current state of his life and 
misfortunes. In the midst of his complaint, a beauti-
ful yet ancient woman with a piercing gaze appears. 
As he looks at the woman, her size mysteriously 
alters. Sometimes her height appears to extend into 
the heavens; sometimes she is no taller than other 
human beings. Her clothes are finely made, but 
dark and dusty in appearance. The lower hem of 
her garment is embroidered with the Greek let-
ter 0, and the upper border features the letter 0. 
Between the two letters there are steps like a ladder 
so that men might climb from the lower letter to the 
higher one. But instead of using her peaceably, men 
have violently torn her garments and carried pieces 
away. In her right hand, Philosophy carries her 
books, and in her left hand, her scepter. Her first 
action is to banish the Muses who have been keep-
ing Boethius company, accusing them of increasing 
his sorrow with their sweet-seeming venom. The 
rest of the Boece (and of the Consolation of Philoso-
phy) consists of a dialogue between Lady Philoso-
phy and Boethius wherein she instructs him so that 
he may better understand and thus cope with his 
suffering, rather than spending the remainder of his 
life groaning and complaining over the bitterness 
of his fate.

Opilio (Opilion) In the Boece, and in its source, 
The Consolation of Philosophy, Opilio was one of the 
men who accused Boethius of conspiring against 
King THEODORIC (Book One, Prosa 4, line 114). 
As a result, Boethius, who had served as one of 
Theodoric’s most trusted advisers, was exiled and 
later executed. The Consolation of Philosophy was 
written during his exile.

Paulyn See Decius Paulinus, above.

Triguilla (Trygwille) In the Boece, Triguilla 
(“Trygwille”) is described as a person who, like 
Boethius, served under Theodoric. Boethius crit-
icizes Triguilla and a man named Conigastus for 
using their influence to oppress the poor, and tells 
Lady Philosophy that he denounced them both 
(Book One, Prosa 4, lines 57–61). Aside from this 
comment, no other historical evidence of this man’s 
life exists.
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FOR FURTHER READING
For consideration of issues having to do with Chau-
cer’s adaptation of BOETHIUS’s text, see Bernard L. 
Jefferson’s Chaucer and the Consolation of Philoso-
phy of Boethius (1917, rpt. 1968). Perhaps due to 
the limited popularity of the text, very little has 
been written on Chaucer’s Boece that would be of 
interest to the general reader. Those interested in 
the literary influence of the Consolation should con-
sult HOWARD PATCH’s The Goddess Fortuna in Medi-
eval Literature (1927). C. S. Lewis provides a brief 
but notable critical reading of the Consolation, along 
with consideration of its influence on medieval lit-
erature, in The Discarded Image (1964, rptd. 1971).

Book of the Duchess, The
The Book of the Duchess is generally acknowledged 
to be the earliest of Chaucer’s major poems. An 
elegiac poem, it commemorates and mourns the 
death of Blanche, duchess of Lancaster, who died 
in 1368 of unknown causes, though plague is the 
likely culprit. (See BLANCHE OF LANCASTER.) At 
this time, Chaucer was an esquire in the household 
of the current king of England, EDWARD III. In this 
capacity, Chaucer would have come into contact 
with various members of the royal family, and this is 
doubtless how he met and became acquainted with 
the duchess and her husband, JOHN OF GAUNT, 
the duke of Lancaster. The Book of the Duchess is 
believed to have been written sometime between 
the duchess’s death and 1372. It may have been 
read at one of the annual commemorations of her 
passing, which continued to be held for a number 
of years.

SUMMARY
Part One
An unnamed first-person narrator describes his 
sickness. Although he does not give it a name or 
mention a specific cause, the illness appears to be 
psychological rather than physical. The symptoms 
he notes—insomnia, a lack of interest in the world 
around him, the inability to feel joy, and a pervasive 
feeling of “heaviness” or sorrow—all suggest depres-

sion. He hints at one possible cause when he says 
that he has been suffering for eight years, and that 
his cure lies within the power of only one “physi-
cian,” which is most likely a reference to the healing 
power of the beloved, should she at last choose to 
return his affection. From this general description 
of his state of mind, the narrative progresses to a 
particular episode of insomnia when the narrator 
attempts to pass his sleepless hours by reading a 
book of tales, probably OVID’s Metamorphoses, which 
contains a version of the story described below and 
was popular among medieval readers.

Part Two
The narrator next relates the story that he read, the 
tragedy of King Seys and Queen Alcyone. King Seys 
departs upon a sea voyage, leaving his wife behind. 
When weeks pass and she has not heard from him, 
Alcyone suspects that something may have gone 
wrong and prays to the goddess Juno for news of her 
husband. Juno sends Morpheus, the god of sleep, 
to animate the drowned body of Seys, making it 
appear and speak to Alcyone in a dream in which 
he reveals his fate. Three days after learning of the 
king’s death, Alcyone dies of overwhelming grief.

Part Three
When he has finished the tale, the narrator 
decides to try praying to Morpheus for sleep, 
naively promising to give the god a feather bed 
if he will come to the narrator’s aid. Shortly after 
saying the prayer, he falls asleep. He dreams of 
waking in a chamber where the stained-glass win-
dows depict scenes from the TROJAN WAR, and 
the walls are painted with scenes and text from 
the famous French allegory of love, Le ROMAN 
DE LA ROSE. As he lies in bed, the narrator hears 
(still in his dream) sounds associated with hunt-
ing: horns, dogs barking, horses running, and men 
shouting. Saddling his own horse, which awaits 
him in the chamber, he follows the sounds of the 
hunt until he comes upon a young puppy, who 
in turn leads him to a lone knight dressed all 
in black, sitting against a tree. Unaware of the 
narrator’s approach, the Black Knight begins to 
speak a tale of woe, recounting the recent death 
of his lady. The narrator waits until the knight 
has finished speaking, and then approaches to see 
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if he can raise the knight’s spirits. The rest of the 
poem consists of the knight recounting the story 
of how he met, fell in love with, and married his 
lady. The narrator, pretending not to have over-
heard the knight’s lament, periodically encour-
ages the knight to continue speaking about his 
lady and what happened to cause him such grief. 
When he comes to relate the death of his lady, 
the knight initially speaks in metaphor, saying he 
played with Fortune at a game of chess and lost 
his queen. Finally, he speaks the true source of his 
pain, the death of his wife. At the same moment, 
the end of the hunt is sounded, and the knight, 
now referred to as “king,” rides away to his home, 
a “long castle” on a “rich hill.” The narrator, hear-
ing the castle bell begin to strike, is awakened 

from his sleep and decides that his dream is worth 
recording.

COMMENTARY
As a result of the Norman (French) conquest of 
England in 1066, the literature of the English court 
was written primarily in French during the period 
when Chaucer composed The Book of the Duchess, 
even though the language spoken at court was a 
mixture of a dialect of French, ANGLO-NORMAN, 
and Middle English. Chaucer was one of the first 
writers to compose for the court in English, but his 
early poems, including The Book of the Duchess, still 
show a strong French influence in vocabulary, style, 
and structure. The poem’s meter is a traditional 
four-stress, 18-syllable meter derived from French 
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poetry. Like most verse of the time, it was likely 
written to be read aloud to a gathering of people. 
The printing press had yet to be invented, so each 
book had to be copied out by hand, which ren-
dered it precious in both senses of the word—cop-
ies were rare and expensive. The Book of the Duchess 
survives in only three manuscripts and one early 
print edition, so it probably did not have a very 
wide circulation in Chaucer’s day. On the other 
hand, Chaucer surely considered it one of his major 
works, for he named it among his poems every time 
he listed them.

The poem is spoken by a first-person narrator 
and divided into three parts. The first part focuses 
on the lovesick narrator, describing his pain and 
sleeplessness. His insomnia leads him to read from a 
book of tales. The second part of the poem tells the 
story he chose to read, the tragedy of King Seys and 
Queen Alcyone. The third part recounts a dream 
he has after finally falling asleep. In this dream he 
meets a strange grieving Black Knight who eventu-
ally reveals the cause of his sorrow: his wife’s death. 
One of literature’s primary functions during the 
Middle Ages was to teach, both by doctrine and 
by example, while simultaneously providing enter-
tainment. Each part of The Book of the Duchess 
relates the predicament of someone suffering from 
an excess of passionate grief, the kind of grief that 
results from lost or unrequited love. The poem also 
illustrates the dangers of such excessive grief: It can 
bring sickness, even death. The resolution of the 
knight’s grief at the end of the poem is offered as a 
lesson to the reader as well as the narrator.

The theme of the poem, that excessive passion 
may destroy a person’s life, appears frequently in the 
literature of the period, and is related to medieval 
ideas regarding health and sickness (see HUMORS). 
According to the dictates of medieval medicine, 
the ideal way to maintain a state of health was to 
maintain one’s emotional, intellectual, and physi-
cal balance, not allowing any one emotion, intel-
lectual interest, or physical activity to consume an 
excessive amount of one’s time and energy. But, of 
course, people in the 14th century, just like people 
today, found it much easier to preach and prescribe 
regarding such matters than to actually follow the 
recommended course of action. Chaucer’s poem 

indirectly yet brilliantly addresses the question of 
what to do when one does become a victim of over-
whelming grief. Simply stated, the answer seems 
to be, “look around you—there is always someone 
whose cause for grief is greater, whose suffering 
is more bitter. See if you can help that person. In 
doing so, you may help yourself.” The narrator of 
the poem, pretending not to have overheard the 
knight’s initial lament on the death of his queen, 
prods him to tell the whole story leading up to his 
present emotional state. Accordingly, the knight 
recounts how he met, courted, and ultimately 
married his beloved wife. In telling this story, the 
knight seems to experience, along with the pain 
of recounting his courtship and his wife’s loveli-
ness, an emotional catharsis that releases him from 
the paralysis of his grief, allowing him to return to 
his castle, a symbol of the society from which he 
has divorced himself. The narrator, after listening 
to the Black Knight relate the story of losing his 
queen, seems to have forgotten his own grief.

Dream poetry was a popular genre or type of lit-
erature in medieval Europe, particularly when the 
subject was love. Chaucer was to use this genre 
again when he composed The HOUSE OF FAME and 
The PARLIAMENT OF FOWLS, both of which deal with 
the subject of love. Detailed research has shown 
that Chaucer’s immediate sources for his Book of the 
Duchess were several poems by the French writer 
GUILLAUME DE MACHAUT. The names of these 
poems are “Le Jugement dou Roy de Behaingne” 
[The Judgement of the King of Bohemia], “Le 
Dit de la Fonteinne Amoureuse” [The Speech 
of the Fountain of Love], “Remede de Fortune” 
[The Remedy of Fortune] and “Le Dit dou Lyon” 
[The Speech of the Lion]. A minor source, JEAN 
FROISSART’s “Le Paradys d’Amours” [The Paradise 
of Love] provided Chaucer with the opening lines 
of his poem. Elements of all these poems are, like 
the ingredients of a recipe, lifted from their origi-
nal context and recombined to make Chaucer’s 
poem. Despite the fact that some 900 of its 1,334 
lines exhibit a direct debt to another poet’s work, 
The Book of the Duchess does not read like a poem 
cobbled together from various sources. Perhaps 
Chaucer had the French poems by memory, which 
enabled him to employ them so fluidly. Whether 
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or not this is the case, his ability to combine the 
material from his sources into a seamless whole 
certainly testifies to his skill as a poet. By modern 
standards, this method of composition might seem 
lazy or dishonest. Thus it is important to remember 
that originality was not prized in the Middle Ages 
as it is today. The poet’s technical skills, his ability 
to tell an old story more effectively or beautifully 
than it had been told before was what mattered. 
That is why, for example, so many different poets 
wrote their own version of the Trojan War story. 
One significant way in which The Book of the Duch-
ess differs from its French sources is in Chaucer’s 
use of couplets (two-line units of verse) rather than 
stanzas (three or more lines). The stanzaic format 
is more formal, creating distinct, separate units of 
meaning within the larger poem. The formalism of 
the stanza tends to distance the reader emotionally. 
Couplets are more conversational, more suited to 
the narrative technique that Chaucer employs to 
tell this story of love and loss. Without the emo-
tional distance created by the formalism of the 
stanza, the reader is more able to empathize with 
the suffering of someone whose social status, as a 
prince, might otherwise inhibit such feeling.

In contrast to the innovation embodied in 
Chaucer’s use of couplets rather than stanzas, other 
features of the poem are considerably more conven-
tional than his later works. His description of the 
Duchess Blanche, for instance, follows the stylized 
rhetorical formula for the depiction of a beautiful 
woman. In medieval poetics, this rhetorical device, 
known by its Latin name effictio, uses head-to-toe 
detailed description of someone’s physical appear-
ance. It serves as the external counterpart to the 
description of character, in keeping with the notion 
that a beautiful exterior mirrors a beautiful soul. In 
The Canterbury Tales, composed near the end of 
his career, Chaucer veers away from the formulaic 
quality of effictio, and is much more selective in 
choosing details, although the ones that he does 
choose, like the mormal (ulcer) on the Cook’s leg, 
tend to be more particular and memorable.

Like much of Chaucer’s work, The Book of the 
Duchess features references to stories and char-
acters taken from classical (Greek and Roman) 
mythology. Scenes from the story of the Trojan 

War, for example, adorn the stained glass windows 
of the chamber the dreamer-narrator wakes up in. 
The Black Knight compares himself to Tantalus, 
a famous figure of Greek mythology. He compares 
his queen to Penelope, the wife of Odysseus (see 
ULYSSES) in the Greek Odyssey, who was famed 
for her faithfulness to her husband. Chaucer also 
makes use of allusions to characters from the 
Bible, having the Black Knight, for example, refer 
to his queen as another Esther, the Old Testament 
model of wifely virtue. Allusions to the actual peo-
ple that the poem commemorates also appear in 
the text of the poem. The knight’s reference to 
his wife as “good fair White” (line 948) refers to 
Blanche, whose French name means “white” in 
English. The “long castel” (“castle”) with white 
walls on a “ryche hil” (“rich hill”) (lines 1,318–19) 
to which the knight returns after leaving the nar-
rator are puns on “Lancaster,” the duchy Blanche 
brought to her husband when they married, and 
his favorite residence, Richmond, which at the 
time the poem was written was called Rychemont, 
or “rich hill.”

CHARACTERS
For information on mythological and historical fig-
ures that appear in The Book of the Duchess and 
elsewhere in Chaucer’s work, such as Alcyone, 
Ceyx, Juno, Morpheus, and Octavian, see entries 
in Part III of this book.

Black Knight A central character in Chaucer’s 
elegiac Book of the Duchess. Falling asleep after read-
ing a story from Ovid’s Metamorphoses, Chaucer’s 
narrator dreams of walking into a forest where he 
encounters a young knight, dressed entirely in 
black, sitting on the ground beneath a tree. Curios-
ity compels him to approach the man, who appears 
to be mourning. Coming up behind him, the narra-
tor stands as still as he can, listening to the man 
speak some verses that reveal the source of his sor-
row: His lady has died. When he has finished, the 
narrator decides to speak to the knight, to see if he 
can perhaps ease his pain. The rest of the poem 
consists of a dialogue between the two, whereby the 
knight gradually and indirectly, through metaphor 
and other figures of speech, reveals the whole story 
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of his relationship with the lady, whom he refers 
to as “Fair White.” The therapeutic value of the 
experience seems evident when, at the end of the 
poem, the knight leaves the narrator to return 
home, signaling a movement away from isolation 
and back into society. A series of noncomic puns 
near the end of the poem supports other evidence 
that the Black Knight may represent JOHN OF 
GAUNT, the brother of EDWARD III who played an 
influential part in the government of his grand-
nephew, RICHARD II. Gaunt lost his first wife, 
BLANCHE OF LANCASTER, when he was a young 
man, and it is believed that Chaucer composed 
The Book of the Duchess at Gaunt’s request, to 
commemorate his wife’s death. The puns referred 
to above play upon Blanche’s name and the name 
of Gaunt’s favorite residence: The knight is 
described riding away to a “long castle” (Longcas-
tel was an alternative designation for Lancaster), 
with “walls white” (blanche is the French word for 
“white”) on a “rich hill” (Richmond broken down 
into its components of “rich” and “mond,” i.e., 
“mound” or hill).

Eclympasteyr A minor classical deity, men-
tioned along with Morpheus, the god of sleep, in 
the description of Morpheus’s cave that appears in 
The Book of the Duchess. The name does not derive 
from classical mythology, but it does appear in JEAN 
FROISSART’s Paradys d’amours, where Eclympasteyr 
is a son of Morpheus. The source of the name is 
uncertain, but it may have been invented by Frois-
sart. In French, Froissart’s native tongue, the root 
words of its two components, enclin and postere, 
together mean “supine.”

Lady White In The Book of the Duchess, Lady 
White is the allegorical white queen whom the 
Black Knight claims to have lost when he played 
a game of chess with Fortune. As the poem pro-
gresses, the Knight reveals that Lady White was 
not a mere playing piece but a very beautiful, 
kind, and loving woman whom he wooed, won, 
and then lost to death. Lady White probably rep-
resents Blanche (the French word for “white”), 
the duchess of Lancaster (see BLANCHE OF LAN-
CASTER) and wife to JOHN OF GAUNT, who is rep-

resented in the poem by the Black Knight. This 
elegiac poem is thought to have been written to 
commemorate Blanche’s death, which occurred 
in 1367.

FOR FURTHER READING
A good general assessment of The Book of the Duchess 
and its relationship to Chaucer’s other early poetry 
may be found in Wolfgang CLEMEN’s Chaucer’s Early 
Poetry (trans. 1963). Readers interested in learning 
more should consider The Shorter Poems volume of 
the Oxford Guides to Chaucer series (1995). The 
Shorter Poems contains chapters that assess the social 
and cultural contexts of poetry in the late 14th cen-
tury, as well as formal and thematic issues relating 
to the genre of the dream vision. In the same vol-
ume, ALASTAIR MINNIS’s chapter on The Book of the 
Duchess summarizes critical opinion on date, style 
and rhetoric, structure, sources, genre, and themes. 
Chaucer’s Dream Visions and Shorter Poems, edited 
by William A. Quinn (1999) contains 16 essays by 
various authors, along with a brief introduction to 
each of the poems, including The Book of the Duch-
ess. Similarly, Critical Essays on Chaucer’s Troilus and 
Criseyde and His Major Early Poems (1991), edited by 
David C. Benson, anthologizes previously published 
essays as well as extracts from longer discussions of 
the early poems. For a discussion of the poem’s his-
torical context, see D. W. ROBERTSON, “The His-
torical Setting of Chaucer’s Book of the Duchess” (in 
Medieval Studies in Honor of Urban Tigner Holmes, 
Jr., 1966), and Edward Condren, “The Historical 
Context of the Book of the Duchess” (Publications of 
the Modern Language Association, 1971). Robertson’s 
essay explores the difference between medieval and 
modern notions of grief and consolation; Condren’s 
uncovers new historical evidence to establish a date 
for the poem’s composition. Linda Ann Loschiavo 
returns to the matter of the poem’s date in “The 
Birth of ‘Blanche the Duchesse’: 1340 versus 1347” 
(Chaucer Review, 1978), using further evidence from 
the historical record to argue for a later date of com-
position, based on the duchess’s date of birth. Read-
ers interested in comparing The Book of the Duchess 
to its sources should consult Barry Windeatt’s Chau-
cer’s Dream Poetry: Sources and Analogues (1982), 
which brings together the chief French sources and 
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analogues of Chaucer’s four dream poems, presented 
here in translation. Feminist readings of The Book 
of the Duchess are provided in Margaret Hallissy’s 
Clean Maids, True Wives, Steadfast Widows: Chau-
cer’s Women and Medieval Codes of Conduct (1993), 
and Elaine Tuttle Hansen’s Chaucer and the Fictions 
of Gender (1992). A useful edition of The Book of the 
Duchess appears in Chaucer’s Dream Poetry (Long-
man, 1997), which contains introductions to each of 
the dream vision poems, bottom-of-the-page glosses, 
and commentary.

Book of the Lion, The
Mentioned among those works Chaucer claims as his 
own in the Retraction that follows The Canterbury 
Tales, The Book of the Lion is unknown and was pre-
sumably lost. It may have been a translation or adap-
tation of one of two French works, either the Dit dou 
Lyon [Word of the Lion] of GUILLAUME DE MACHAUT 
or EUSTACHE DESCHAMPS’s poem of the same name. 
Chaucer did borrow from these two writers on other 
occasions. Some scholars speculate even further 
afield by arguing that this lost poem may have been 
written in honor of Prince Lionel’s marriage to Vio-
lante, daughter of BERNABÒ VISCONTI.

“Canon’s Yeoman’s Tale, The”
The second of two tales in Fragment VIII (Group 
G) of The Canterbury Tales, “The Canon’s Yeo-
man’s Tale” stands out from the rest of those in 
the Canterbury Group by virtue of its curious 
form and unusual circumstances. The tale-teller 
and his master are the only people who join the 
pilgrimage after it has left the TABARD Inn, and 
the disruption caused by their arrival provides the 
occasion for the story that follows. This tale does 
not appear in the HENGWRT MANUSCRIPT of The 
Canterbury Tales, which has led to some disagree-
ment over whether it was originally intended to 
be part of that work, or even if it was authored by 
Chaucer.

SUMMARY
At the village of BOGHTON UNDER BLEE (Boughton 
under the Blean Forest, about five miles from CAN-
TERBURY), the pilgrims are overtaken by a man wear-
ing a black cloak with a white ecclesiastical gown 
underneath and riding his horse so hard that it is cov-
ered with flecks of foamy sweat. This man, a church 
Canon, is accompanied by his yeoman, or manser-
vant. The two explain in turn how the yeoman saw 
the pilgrims ride out from their previous night’s lodg-
ing and alerted his master so that he could join their 
company. The yeoman turns out to be the more talk-
ative of the two, so it is he who answers the Host’s 
questions, announcing that his master is an alche-
mist, a kind of cross between a chemist and a magi-
cian, who is able to turn base (nonprecious) metals 
into silver and gold. Responding to the Host’s curios-
ity, the yeoman rattles on, ultimately revealing too 
many details regarding his master’s profession. The 
Canon, growing suspicious of their extended conver-
sation, rides near and chastises his servant for reveal-
ing his secrets. When the yeoman defiantly continues 
talking, the Canon flees in embarrassment. The yeo-
man curses his former master, and then begins his 
tale with a promise to reveal all that he knows of 
the art of alchemy and how its practitioners deceive 
themselves and other people.

The yeoman has been with the Canon seven 
years, he says. He has lost everything he owned, 
including his health (his skin has been particularly 
affected from contact with chemicals and fire), and 
has decided to use his experience as a warning to 
others. As a preface to the tale he is about to tell, 
the yeoman presents a somewhat jumbled catalogue 
of various equipment and terminologies current in 
his master’s profession, including the elusive “phi-
losopher’s stone,” which was supposed to be the 
key to transforming base metals into gold or silver. 
He then gives an account of one of the methods 
whereby his master would attempt to “multiply” 
a small amount of money, making it grow into a 
larger sum. This is only a prelude to the actual tale 
the Yeoman intends to tell of a Canon so full of 
deceit and falsehood that he could infect or pollute 
an entire town the size of ROME.

The yeoman’s story then settles down to focus 
on one particular example of this Canon’s cor-
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ruption. This involves a somewhat naive chantry 
priest from London, from whom the Canon bor-
rows a mark, a coin equivalent to two-thirds of a 
pound. When the Canon returns the money three 
days later as agreed, the priest commends him for 
promptly repaying his debt, remarking that others 
of his acquaintance have not been so conscien-
tious. The Canon pretends to be appalled by the 
very mention of such behavior and announces that 
in order to show his gratitude for the priest’s kind-
ness, he will show the priest his skills in “philoso-
phie,” by which he means ALCHEMY. He asks the 
priest to send his serving man to fetch some quick-
silver, or mercury, and swears that he will turn 
it into silver right before the priest’s eyes. As the 
Canon begins heating the mercury in a crucible, he 
throws in a magical powder and calls for the priest’s 
help in building up the fire. Then, pretending to 
assist him, the Canon lays on top of the crucible a 
special piece of charcoal, one that secretly has been 
hollowed out and filled with silver shavings secured 
with a wax seal. When the wax melts, the silver 
drops into the container. The mercury vaporizes, 
but the silver melts and the Canon is able to pour 
it into a mold, from which he then extracts a silver 
ingot that appears to have been transmuted from 
the mercury. The priest excitedly congratulates 
and blesses the Canon and begs the man to teach 
him his “noble craft.” Thus encouraged, the Canon 
offers to perform the feat a second time so that 
the priest may become more knowledgeable of his 
methods. The second trick is nearly the same as the 
first, except the silver filings are this time hidden 
within a hollow stick, with which the Canon stirs 
the fire. The third time, the Canon asks for a piece 
of copper, which he casts into the crucible and 
sprinkles with his powder. Then, when the mixture 
has been dumped into a basin of water to cool, he 
substitutes a silver ingot, which has been hidden in 
his sleeve, for the copper one, and invites the priest 
to fish it out. They take the silver to a goldsmith 
to assay its worth. Finding it to be genuine, the 
priest excitedly begs the Canon for the recipe to 
the powder, which the Canon agrees to sell him 
at the discounted cost of £40 as a special favor for 
a friend. The Canon extracts the priest’s promise 
that he will keep the recipe a secret, and the two 

part company. When the priest tries to use the 
recipe to duplicate the Canon’s results, he fails over 
and over again. Thus ends the tale of the Canon 
alchemist and how he duped a gullible priest.

Now the yeoman enlarges upon his theme, 
extending the argument regarding the evils of 
alchemy to reflect upon the evils of money in gen-
eral, asking his audience to consider how gold is 
a great cause of argument among people from all 
ranks of society. From there the perspective nar-
rows once again, with a few final warnings against 
the temptations of alchemy, noting the paradox 
that attempts to multiply gold or silver typically 
result in their reduction through either theft or 
accident. The tale concludes with a final warn-
ing that includes an allusion to the First Fall of 
ADAM in Eden. The secrets of alchemy, the yeo-
man claims, are the secrets of God, who does not 
wish for man to achieve the philosopher’s stone. 
And any man who seeks the contrary of God’s will 
shall certainly not thrive.

COMMENTARY
Because the term is an unfamiliar one for many 
modern readers, any discussion of “The Canon’s 
Yeoman’s Tale” must begin with an explanation 
of alchemy. In brief, alchemy, or “philosophie,” as 
it is sometimes termed in medieval texts, was a 
pseudoscience whose primary aim was to turn base 
metals (such as lead or mercury) into precious ones 
(specifically, gold or silver). It was based on ideas 
and theories about the nature of the physical world 
that originated in the ancient Middle East, and 
which held that gold was a perfectly balanced blend 
of other materials. Many of the alchemical trea-
tises translated into Latin during the Middle Ages 
were originally written in Arabic. The alchemist’s 
quest involved experimenting to find combinations 
of various different elements, such as ammonium 
chloride (Chaucer’s “sal ammoniac”), arsenic sul-
phide (“orpyment”), copper acetate (“verdegrees”) 
and borax (“boras”), which, upon being heated to 
an extremely high temperature, would burn off 
their impurities and combine together to make 
either gold or the philosopher’s stone, which could 
itself then be used to turn base metals into gold. If 
the process proved successful, a series of four colors 
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should have been observed within the vessel where 
the elements were heated during a process of distil-
lation and sublimation. First, the oxidized materials 
would turn black, then white (the “albificacioun” 
mentioned by the Canon’s Yeoman), yellow (“citri-
nacioun,” from citrus, to indicate a lemon color), 
red (“rubificacioun”), and finally gold. There were 
also attempts to make elixirs from the distillations 
of such experiments, in the belief that, just as the 
philosopher’s stone would cause a base metal to 
achieve perfection by turning to gold, such an 
elixir, if given to a sick person to drink, would pro-
mote perfect health and perhaps even immortality.

Considering the limitations of scientific under-
standing at the time these texts were written and 
translated, it is not surprising that their contents 
proved attractive to the people of their day, espe-
cially when we consider the continuing popularity 
of schemes to make money quickly and easily, and 
“miraculous” regimens to regain health or remain 
youthful.

Some readers express surprise that the characters 
involved with alchemy in the yeoman’s tale, and 
in his life, are clerics, but in fact historical records 
show that most practitioners of the “art” were 
churchmen, mainly because it required fluency in 
Latin and a good education in order to understand 
the tremendously difficult texts. In accordance with 
the Yeoman’s experience, there seem, historically, 
to have been primarily two distinct reasons why 
people practiced alchemy. Some people, like the 
yeoman’s master, seem to have honestly believed, 
at least at first, that the aims of the practice were 
actually capable of being achieved, that base met-
als could indeed be transmuted into gold if only 
the correct combination and proportion of materi-
als could be found. These individuals, according to 
the Yeoman’s experience, were the self-deceived. 
Others, like the Canon who bilks the priest of £40, 
merely practiced for the purpose of deceiving others 
and making money. Ironically, such practitioners 
did learn to “multiply,” but not in the ways prom-
ised by the alchemical treatises. Such treatises were 
plentiful in Chaucer’s day and are likely to have 
provided him with much of the information for the 
yeoman’s prologue. Two of these treatises are men-
tioned at the end of the tale: the Rosarie of ARNAL-

DUS OF VILLANOVA (Arnold of the Newe Toun) and 
a “book Senior,” which was a work translated from 
Arabic and known in Latin as the Epistola solis ad 
lunam crescentem (Letter of the Sun to the crescent 
Moon). As for the tale of the Canon and priest, 
there is no known direct source, although a story 
by Ramón Lull (d. 1315) in which a swindler uses a 
somewhat similar trick to multiply some gold is one 
of the few plausible analogues.

Determining the tale’s genre is even more prob-
lematic than finding its sources. The prologue is 
allied most closely to the confessional prologues 
given to the Wife of Bath and the Pardoner, 
though in this case the personal information that 
is revealed concerns the speaker’s master rather 
than the speaker himself. HELEN COOPER, in The 
Canterbury Tales volume of the Oxford Guides to 
Chaucer, suggests that the prologue is “more fully 
dramatic, in several senses, than any other sec-
tion of the Tales.” Cooper notes the “new things” 
happening to the pilgrims, such as the arrival of 
two new and unexpected characters whose appear-
ance is explained by the yeoman’s claim that his 
master observed the pilgrims at the hostelry where 
they spent the previous night. This unanticipated 
arrival is quickly followed by an equally unantici-
pated departure when the Canon flees. The shift 
in the yeoman’s attitude, from bragging about his 
master’s skill, to denouncing his cunning decep-
tion, constitutes a form of dramatic reversal. The 
tale itself, like the prologue, takes as its theme 
the idea that alchemy promises what it can never 
deliver. Although derived primarily from alchemi-
cal treatises, it occasionally sounds like some of the 
condemnations of alchemy issued by the church. It 
furthermore incorporates a story that, aside from 
having no sexual dimension, resembles a FABLIAU. 
The way in which Chaucer combines these features 
gives the tale a total effect that seems much more 
complex than the sum of its parts. One of the most 
intriguing question raised by the tale’s themes and 
concerns relates to the reliability of the tale’s nar-
rator and, specifically, to whether we may trust his 
claim that the Canon of his tale is not the same 
man as the Canon under whom he has served. The 
narrator calls the pilgrim’s attention to this sup-
posed fact twice, once at the beginning of the tale 
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and once after he is some way into it. The adamant 
nature of his second notification calls attention to 
itself in such a way as to cast doubt upon his hon-
esty. After all, if the Canon of the tale is his master, 
the yeoman himself has been involved in cheat-
ing people out of money while serving under that 
master. Considered in this light, the Canon’s pre-
cipitous arrival among the pilgrims, along with the 
yeoman’s initial praises of his master’s abilities, sug-
gests that the two men intended to practice their 
deception upon members of the group but were 
prevented by a combination of the Host’s probing 
questions and the yeoman’s loose tongue.

The tale’s most pervasive theme is that of decep-
tion: the yeoman makes false claims about his 
master’s skills, they both believe (or have believed) 
that alchemy can be practiced successfully, and the 
Canon of the yeoman’s story uses trickery to rob 
a gullible priest. The pervasiveness of this theme 
throughout The Canterbury Tales—in “The MILL-
ER’S TALE,” “The REEVE’S TALE,” “The WIFE OF 
BATHS’ TALE,” “The FRIAR’S TALE,” “The SUMMON-
ER’S TALE,” “The CLERK’S TALE,” “The MERCHANT’S 
TALE,” “The SHIPMAN’S TALE,” and especially 
“The PARDONER’S TALE,” shows it to be one that 
Chaucer considered important as well as capable 
of being developed in a great variety of ways. In 
all of these tales, deception is allied with the baser 
human motives such as lust, envy, spite, sadism, and 
greed. Greed is likewise the Canon’s motivation, yet 
alchemy, which is supposed to be a method of mul-
tiplying one’s riches, paradoxically diminishes them. 
The details Chaucer uses to develop the theme of 
deception illuminate its relationship to two other 
tales in the Canterbury group, “The Pardoner’s 
Tale” and “The SECOND NUN’S TALE.” Like the pro-
tagonists of “The Canon’s Yeoman’s Tale,” the Par-
doner is motivated by greed, the lust for wealth, and 
he tricks people to get their money. Although the 
death that awaits the Pardoner’s three rioters makes 
no actual appearance in the Canon’s Yeoman’s 
story, it is hinted at in the demise of the yeoman’s 
health and by the blazing fires of the alchemical pro-
cess that prefigure the fires of hell. When describing 
those who have been deceived by the alchemist, 
the yeoman often uses the term “bleynt” (blinded), 
which recalls the Second Nun’s use of the same 

word to describe the spiritual state of nonbelievers. 
Fire also plays an important role in “The Second 
Nun’s Tale,” there symbolizing the fires of lust to 
which Cecilia is immune, so much so that when 
she is placed into a cauldron over a blazing fire 
she does not even sweat. In contrast, the yeoman 
has been greatly affected by his proximity to the 
fires of the alchemical process; his complexion has 
turned a leaden shade of gray and his eyesight has 
literally become bleared. The ironies that emerge in 
the comparison of these two tales are additionally 
enhanced by those within the yeoman’s tale, par-
ticularly his revelation that his complexion has gone 
through a process of turning from red to white to 
grayish-black, the opposite of the color process that 
was supposed to occur when the alchemical process 
was successful. Furthermore, not only has he gone 
from being financially well-endowed to a condition 
of poverty, but his health has diminished as well. 
He is so fragile, in fact, that merely speaking of the 
Canon and his pursuits makes him feel ill, some-
thing he mentions several times. The character of 
both the canons in this tale affords comparison with 
another of The Canterbury Tales’ ecclesiastical fig-
ures, the Clerk who tells the tale of patient Griselda. 
The two canons, of course, are anything but patient 
in their greedy pursuit of wealth, and they offer a 
striking contrast to the poor Oxford scholar who is 
devoted to a pursuit of knowledge that disregards 
material wealth while maintaining a sense of moral 
virtue. Ironically, in dress they resemble each other, 
both wearing worn and tattered cloaks. The Clerk, 
however, seems to bear his poverty with patience 
and fortitude, while the Canon feverishly seeks to 
escape his, through the quest for elusive riches.

From our own historical vantage point, we are 
able to see that the feverish pursuits of those who 
studied alchemy were not all in vain, their efforts 
were a prelude to the science of chemistry. Today 
it is indeed possible to manufacture precious sub-
stances in a laboratory, from gems like diamonds 
and emeralds to disease-inhibiting pharmaceuti-
cals. From this perspective it is important to con-
sider that Chaucer himself does not seem to be 
condemning scientific knowledge or the pursuit of 
the same (he did, after all, translate the TREATISE 
ON THE ASTROLABE), except in the case where such 
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pursuit proved damaging to the human psyche or to 
human society, as alchemy for the sake of deceiv-
ing people clearly did. In contrast, in his Inferno, 
DANTE ALIGHIERI, whose work had demonstrable 
influence on Chaucer’s, located alchemists with 
other practitioners of fraud in hell where they are 
endlessly tormented by a loathsome itch. This dis-
ease is the external symbol of their moral corrup-
tion, an infectious social disease with the potential 
to wreak destruction within the social body.

CHARACTERS
For information on the historical and mythological 
figures alluded to in this tale, see entries in Part III 
of this book.

Canon The unnamed Canon in “The Canon’s 
Yeoman’s Tale” practices ALCHEMY for the sole pur-
pose of making money by cheating other people. 
The Canon’s yeoman depicts him plying his trade 
on a naive priest, first convincing the priest that he 
possesses a powder that, heated to the desired tem-
perature, will turn quicksilver (mercury) into silver. 
After seeing the process demonstrated three times, 
the priest pays £40, a large sum in those days—the 
annual budget for an Oxford student was around 
£3—for the recipe. Some commentators have sug-
gested that the Canon of the yeoman’s tale is the 
same person as the Canon for whom the yeoman 
works, despite the yeoman’s denial of that assump-
tion. If they are one and the same person, the tale 
casts an even longer shadow of moral degeneracy 
over the characters of these two latecomers to the 
pilgrimage.

Canon’s Yeoman, the See character entry in The 
CANTERBURY TALES.

Priest The “annueleer” or chantry priest of 
“The Canon’s Yeoman’s Tale” who is deceived by 
the Canon, who claims to possess the secrets of 
alchemy, that is, of turning base metals into pre-
cious ones. The priest is first taken in by the Canon 
because of the apparent honesty he displays by 
repaying a loan on time. Unused to such behavior, 
the priest mistakenly uses it to gauge the verity of 
the Canon’s claim that he can transform quick-

silver (mercury) into silver by the application of 
heat and a magical powder. After observing the 
transformation three times (he actually witnesses 
three tricks), the priest pays £40 for the powder’s 
recipe, but after the Canon’s departure finds him-
self unable to duplicate the experiment.

FOR FURTHER READING
For additional analysis of “The Canon’s Yeoman’s 
Tale,” including further information regard-
ing sources, dating, genre, structure, theme, and 
style, see HELEN COOPER’s The Canterbury Tales 
volume of the Oxford Guides to Chaucer series 
(1996). Helen Phillips’s An Introduction to The 
Canterbury Tales (2000) provides critical discus-
sion, placing the work in historical, political, and 
economic contexts, as well as including a survey 
of past and current critical approaches. One of the 
most provocative critical problems presented by 
“The Canon’s Yeoman’s Tale” is its absence from 
the Hengwrt Manuscript of The Canterbury Tales. 
Albert Hartung’s ‘Pars Secunda’ and the Develop-
ment of the ‘Canon’s Yeoman’s Tale’ ” (Chaucer 
Review, 1977) uses textual and historical evidence 
to argue that the second part of the tale was not 
originally part of The Canterbury Tales, but was 
intended for a separate occasion and a special audi-
ence. In Geoffrey Chaucer: The Canterbury Tales, 
Edited from the Hengwrt Manuscript (1980), N. F. 
BLAKE presents the argument that the tale should 
be omitted based on the idea that Hengwrt is the 
most authoritative manuscript (i.e., the closest to 
the author’s intentions) that we have, based on 
paleographical evidence. Peter Brown’s “Is the 
‘Canon’s Yeoman’s Tale’ Apocryphal?” (English 
Studies, 1983) suggests that the tale’s authenticity 
should be based on critical rather than paleographi-
cal evidence. RALPH HANNA takes the same posi-
tion, but offers expert analysis of the manuscript 
as well as scribal practice to support his claim that 
the tale should be included. Dolores Frese’s An Ars 
Legendi for Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales (1991) uses 
literary analysis to confirm the importance of the 
tale for understanding Chaucer’s overall design in 
the work as a whole. Scholars who view the tale as 
an integral part of The Canterbury Tales often point 
out its thematic relationship to the tales around it. 
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This topic is the focus of Olson Glending’s “Chau-
cer, Dante, and the Structure of Fragment VIII 
(G) of the ‘Canterbury Tales’ ” (Chaucer Review, 
1982); Erik Kooper’s “The Extremities of the Faith: 
Section VIII of The Canterbury Tales” (published 
in ‘A Wyf Ther Was’: Essays in Honour of Paule 
Mertens-Fonck, 1992, edited by Juliette Dor); Rob-
ert Longsworth’s “Privileged Knowledge: St. Ceci-
lia and the Alchemist in the ‘Canterbury Tales’ ” 
(Chaucer Review, 1992); Eric Weil’s “An Alchemi-
cal Freedom Flight: Linking the Manciple’s Tale to 
the Second Nun’s and Canon’s Yeoman’s Tales” 
(Medieval Perspectives, 1991); and Kieran Kealy’s 
“Voices of the Tabard: The Last Tales of The 
Canterbury Tales” (published in From Arabye to 
Engelond: Medieval Studies in Honour of Mahmoud 
Manzalaoui, 1999, edited by Christa Canitz and 
Gernot Wieland). There are a number of useful 
studies of the “science” of alchemy and its repre-
sentation in the tale, including Abraham Lindy’s 
A Dictionary of Alchemical Imagery (1998), Stanton 
J. Linden’s Darke Heirogliphicks: Alchemy in English 
Literature from Chaucer to the Restoration (1996), 
or LEE PATTERSON’s “Perpetual Motion: Alchemy 
and the Technology of the Self” (Studies in the Age 
of Chaucer, 1993). Mark J. Bruhn’s “Art, Anxiety, 
and Alchemy in the Canon’s Yeoman’s Tale” (Chau-
cer Review, 1999) and Sheila Delany’s “Run Silent, 
Run Deep: Heresy and Alchemy as Medieval Ver-
sions of Utopia” (published in Medieval Literary 
Politics: Shapes of Ideology, 1990, by Sheila Delany) 
explore the more political aspects of alchemical dis-
course in 14th-century England. The source of the 
“Canon’s Yeoman’s Tale” is explored in Edgar Dun-
can’s “Chaucer and ‘Arnald of the Newe Town’: A 
Reprise” (Interpretations, 1977), which suggests that 
the source Chaucer claims for the tale is not its true 
source. The tale’s relationship with literary works 
by other authors is explored in Gregory Jember’s 
“Chaucer and Malory” (published in Arthurian and 
Other Studies Presented to Sunichi Noguchi, 1993, 
edited by Takashi Suzuki and Tsuyoshi Mukai); 
in James Landman’s “The Laws of Community, 
Margery Kempe, and the ‘Canon’s Yeoman’s Tale’ ” 
(Journal of Medieval and Early Modern Studies, 1998) 
and in Michael Calabrese’s “Meretricious Mixtures: 
Gold, Dung and the ‘Canon’s Yeoman’s Prologue’ 

and ‘Tale’ ” (Chaucer Review, 1993), which notes 
the tale’s similarities to the 14th-century Antiovidi-
anus, a satire on Ovidian art, in its use of chemical, 
theological, and scatological imagery. New histori-
cist Peggy Knapp’s “The Work of Alchemy” (Jour-
nal of Medieval and Early Modern Studies, 2000) 
compares “The Canon’s Yeoman’s Tale” to Renais-
sance dramatist Ben Jonson’s play The Alchemist, 
noting that both works demonstrate links between 
material transformation and the early history of 
capitalism.

Canterbury Tales, The
Chaucer’s most celebrated work. Put together near 
the end of his life (some of the tales were composed 
earlier in his career), The Canterbury Tales is also 
his longest work, extending to 17,000 lines of verse 
and prose. The work opens with a GENERAL PRO-
LOGUE that describes the meeting of 31 pilgrims 
at the TABARD Inn in SOUTHWARK, a suburb of 
London on the south side of the river Thames. 
Vividly detailed portraits of 21 of the pilgrims form 
the body of this prologue, in which the narrator 
(later revealed to be “Chaucer”) provides some 
hints about himself by the tone and manner of the 
descriptions. The group has gathered at the inn 
prior to embarking on a pilgrimage to the shrine 
of Saint THOMAS À BECKET at CANTERBURY. The 
narrator, who arrived at the inn separately, relates 
his decision to join the pilgrims and explains how 
the Host of the Tabard, Harry Bailly, proposed a 
tale-telling contest to pass the time as they travel. 
The reward for the best set of tales is to be a dinner, 
paid for by the other pilgrims. The Host’s instruc-
tions specify that each pilgrim should tell four sto-
ries, two on the way to the shrine, and two on the 
return. Only 24 stories are extant, however, which 
presents the possibility that Chaucer either did not 
finish the work before he died around 1400 or that 
he revised his intentions but neglected to revise 
the Host’s instructions. As it is, the only traveler 
who performs twice is Chaucer, and that is because 
his first tale was not very good. The tales are often 
linked by narrative exchanges among the pilgrims, 
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which are always lively and sometimes vociferous in 
nature, often reflecting cultural or social tensions. 
The absence of some links, and the varying order 
in which the tales appear in different manuscripts, 
further suggests that the work comes to us unfin-
ished. It has nevertheless long been considered a 
literary masterpiece.

The stories of the The Canterbury Tales feature 
a broad spectrum of literary genres such as the 
BEAST FABLE, the chivalric romance, the FABLIAU 
(dirty story), the sermon, and the saint’s life. Often 
the tales seem highly appropriate to the teller, as 
with “The KNIGHT’S TALE” (a chivalric romance) 
and “The SECOND NUN’S TALE” (a saint’s life). In 
other cases, as with “The REEVE’S TALE,” the rela-
tionship between tale and teller depends upon the 
relationship between the teller and another of the 
pilgrims whom the teller wishes to insult. Some-
times the tale is an expression of the teller’s ideas on 
a particular topic. The most famous of these is “The 
WIFE OF BATH’S TALE,” which engenders a debate 
on marriage that is joined by the Clerk, the Mer-
chant and the Franklin. Chaucer’s sources for The 
Canterbury Tales were many and varied, and are dis-
cussed at length under the individual entry for each 
tale. Some scholars believe that he got his idea for 
the framework from the Italian writer BOCCACCIO, 
whose Decameron also featured a group of storytell-
ing travelers. Wherever he got the idea, the tales 
have enjoyed tremendous popularity and remained 
almost continuously in print since William Caxton’s 
1483 edition to the present, providing inspiration 
(and story material) for writers as famous as William 
Shakespeare, and leading many to agree with the 
17th-century poet John Dryden who exclaimed that 
“here is God’s plenty.”

BRIEF SYNOPSES OF TALES
The following brief synopses are given in the order 
that the tales appear in the ELLESMERE MANUSCRIPT 
and The Riverside Chaucer. For more information, 
see entries on the individual tales.

Just as the Knight is the first pilgrim described in 
the General Prologue, so is “The Knight’s Tale” the 
first to be related on the pilgrimage to Canterbury. 
The story, taken from Boccaccio’s TESEIDA, tells of 
two prisoner knights, Palamon and Arcite, who fall 

in love with the sister-in-law of their captor, Duke 
Theseus of Athens. Both of them eventually escape 
from prison and are given the opportunity to fight 
for Emily’s love, despite the fact that she does not 
want to marry either. Arcite, with the help of the 
god Mars, wins the tournament, but is thrown from 
his horse and killed immediately following. After 
a period of mourning, Emily is given to Palamon, 
and the two have a long and happy marriage. As 
mentioned above, “The Knight’s Tale” belongs to 
the genre of chivalric romance (see CHIVALRY and 
COURTLY LOVE).

“The Knight’s Tale” is followed by that of the 
drunken Miller, who interrupts the Host’s invita-
tion to the Monk to tell the next story. “The MILL-
ER’S TALE,” a bawdy fabliau, narrates the attempts 
of two men, a student named Nicholas and a clerk 
named Absalom, to seduce Alison, the wife of a 
naive old carpenter. One of them, Nicholas, is suc-
cessful. Absalom ends up kissing her behind and 
being farted on by Nicholas.

The Reeve insists on telling the next tale because 
he believes that the Miller’s was intended to insult 
him. The Reeve, like the cuckolded husband of 
“The Miller’s Tale,” is a carpenter by profession. In 
“The Reeve’s Tale,” two students, John the Clerk 
and Alan decide to prevent a corrupt miller named 
Simkin from stealing grain from their college when 
he grinds it into meal. At first the miller appears to 
outwit them by setting loose their horse and then 
stealing the grain while they try to catch it. Later, 
when they are forced to spend the night because it 
is too late to travel, they get their revenge by hav-
ing sex with Simkins’s wife and daughter.

The Reeve’s performance is followed by “The 
COOK’S TALE.” Like the Miller, the Cook appears to 
be drunk. This story of a rebellious young appren-
tice named Perkyn Revelour breaks off after only 
58 lines, leaving little indication of how Chaucer 
intended to develop it.

“The MAN OF LAW’S TALE,” which comes next, 
tells the story of Constance, the emperor of Rome’s 
daughter whose marriage to the Sultan of Syria ends 
in tragedy because of her mother-in-law’s hatred of 
the Christian faith. After her husband’s murder, 
Constance is set adrift on the sea and eventually 
lands in northern England. Here she again suffers 
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persecution because of her faith and is cast out 
to sea once more. At the end of the story, she is 
reunited with her father and her sufferings come 
to an end. Many scholars consider this story an 
allegory of the soul’s journey away from and its final 
return to God, after suffering many hardships dur-
ing the pilgrimage of life.

“The Wife of Bath’s Tale” is the story of a knight-
rapist who can redeem himself and save his life only 
by finding the correct answer to the following ques-
tion: What do women desire more than anything 
else in the world? After traveling far and wide, he 
finally receives the answer from a loathsome hag 
he meets in the forest. She says that what women 
desire most is sovereignty over their husbands. The 
knight agrees that if her answer saves him, he will 
grant whatever she requests. As a result, he soon 
finds himself married to the hag. When she asks 
the young man whether he would rather have her 
beautiful and unfaithful, or ugly and faithful, he 
lets her decide (i.e., gives her sovereignty), and she 
grants him the best of both possibilities—beauty 
and faithfulness.

The next story, “The FRIAR’S TALE,” tells how 
a summoner encounters a devil dressed as a yeo-
man. The two agree to share what they “earn” in 
the course of a day’s work. When they come upon 
a carter who curses his horse, commending it to the 
devil, the summoner asks the devil why he did not 
take the animal. The devil answers that the man’s 
curse was not heartfelt. But when the summoner is 
cursed by an old lady from whom he tries to extort 
money, the devil quickly carries him off to hell 
because her curse was sincere. The purpose of this 
tale is to insult the Summoner, who responds by 
telling a tale that makes fun of friars.

“The SUMMONER’S TALE” tells of a greedy friar 
who badgers a sick man for money to support his 
brotherhood. For his efforts, he receives the gift of 
a fart, which he must divide among his brethren.

“The CLERK’S TALE” professes to be the transla-
tion of a story from PETRARCH, which also appears 
in Boccaccio’s Decameron. It relates the events 
following the marriage of Walter, the marquis of 
SALUZZO in northern Italy, to Griselda, a virtuous 
peasant girl. Although Walter married this woman 
for her wisdom and virtue, he feels the need to 

repeatedly test her obedience and devotion to him, 
which he does by taking away each of her chil-
dren after they are born and by finally appearing 
to divorce her so that he may take another wife. 
Because Griselda never challenges or even seems to 
resent him despite the insults and injuries he offers 
to her, Walter ultimately relents, returns her chil-
dren, and the two are reconciled. This tale provides 
a view of marriage that contrasts sharply with “The 
Wife of Bath’s Tale.”

“The MERCHANT’S TALE” is the Merchant’s 
response to the Clerk’s story of wifely obedience. 
Claiming to draw upon his own experience of 
how women really behave in marriage, the Mer-
chant tells the story of the aged knight January, 
who, after refusing to marry throughout his youth, 
decides that he must now possess a young wife. His 
marriage to May is doomed to failure by the differ-
ence in their ages. She is pursued and soon falls for 
a young squire named Damian, and the two lov-
ers struggle to find the opportunity to consummate 
their passion. In the meantime, January loses his 
sight, which makes him more possessive; he tries 
to always have a hand on May. The lovers finally 
manage to rendezvous by climbing together into a 
pear tree while January sits below. January regains 
his sight and sees them having sex, but May is able 
to talk her way out of the situation.

“The SQUIRE’S TALE,” which follows the Mer-
chant’s, tells of Cambyuskan (Genghis Khan), 
whose birthday is graced by an array of magical gifts, 
including a ring for the king’s daughter Canacee, 
which enables her to understand the language of 
birds, and to speak to them in return. A female 
falcon tells Canacee the story of her betrayal by a 
male of her species, and the tale promises much 
more, far more than could be delivered in the space 
allotted to other tales, before it breaks off. “The 
Squire’s Tale” remains unfinished.

The Squire’s performance is followed by “The 
FRANKLIN’S TALE.” This is the story of a Breton 
knight, Arveragus, and his wife, Dorigen, whose 
happy marriage is disrupted by his two-year absence. 
During this time, Dorigen, whose devotion to her 
husband never comes into question, is ardently 
pursued by a squire named Aurelius. She finally 
attempts to silence him by agreeing to become his 
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lover if he can remove all the rocks lining the coast 
of BRITTANY. With the help of a magician, he suc-
ceeds, and Dorigen is faced with the dilemma of 
breaking her promise to him or betraying her mar-
riage vows. Despite this complication, the story 
ends happily when Aurelius releases her from her 
promise. The mutual respect and devotion that 
Arveragus and Dorigen share offers another view 
of marriage.

One of the least popular of all The Canterbury 
Tales, “The PHYSICIAN’S TALE” narrates the life of 
the martyr Virginia, who agrees to be killed by her 
father rather than submit to the lustful desire of the 
corrupt judge Apius.

The physician’s performance is followed by “The 
PARDONER’S TALE,” in which three young rioters go 
out in search of Death, intending to kill him and 
thus put a stop to his ravages. They are distracted 
from their mission, however, when they find a large 
quantity of gold lying unattended in a field. They 
selfishly plot against each other to keep from hav-
ing to divide the gold three ways, and, as a result, 
they all end up dead. “The Pardoner’s Tale” is con-
sidered one of the best Canterbury tales.

In “The SHIPMAN’S TALE,” a merchant’s wife bor-
rows money from a corrupt monk (John the Monk). 
The monk, who poses as a family friend, borrows 
the sum from the merchant and then gives it to the 
man’s wife (who is unaware of the money’s source) 
in exchange for sexual favors. When the monk tells 
the merchant he has repaid the loan by giving the 
money to his wife, she is unable to deny receiving it, 
but claims to have believed it was a gift.

Disturbing to modern readers because of its appar-
ent anti-Semitism, “The PRIORESS’ TALE” is the story 
of a child murdered by Jews because he sings a hymn 
to the Virgin while passing through their neighbor-
hood. His body, which was thrown into a latrine, is 
found because the Virgin miraculously enabled him 
to continue singing after his death. This tale belongs 
to the genre of miracles of the Virgin.

The pilgrim “Chaucer” tells the next story, 
“The TALE OF SIR THOPAS,” whose subject matter 
and formal elements parody the kind of metrical 
romances that were popular in Chaucer’s day. The 
tale breaks off when the Host interrupts its narra-
tor, asking for something different.

Chaucer responds to this request with “The 
TALE OF MELIBEE,” which relates the debate that 
takes place between Melibee and his wife, Pru-
dence, over how he should respond to the men who 
broke into his house and attacked his family. Both 
participants in the argument, but especially Pru-
dence, draw upon the Bible, philosophy, and other 
authoritative sources to support their point of view. 
This particular feature of the tale suggests that it 
belongs to the genre of wisdom literature, loosely 
defined as collections of wise sayings. Although not 
very popular among modern readers, this tale, and 
other members of its genre, were in high demand 
during Chaucer’s day.

“The Tale of Melibee” is followed by “The 
MONK’S TALE,” a collection of “tragedies,” each 
one about someone who attains a high degree of 
success or felicity in life and then loses everything. 
The Monk’s view of tragedy differs from classical 
or Renaissance ideas on the subject by emphasizing 
the role of fortune rather than that of character. 
The form of this tale is modeled on Boccaccio’s 
De casibus virorum illustrium (On the fall of famous 
men).

“The NUN’S PRIEST’S TALE” follows the Monk’s 
gloomy performance with a much more cheerful 
and optimistic story, a beast fable that tells how the 
rooster Chaunticleer escaped the jaws of a wily fox 
who intended to eat him. The story’s moral warns 
against succumbing to pride.

“The SECOND NUN’S TALE” follows that of the 
Nun’s Priest. An example of the genre of the saint’s 
life, it tells the story of Saint Cecilia, who converted 
her husband and several other people to Christian-
ity before dying a martyr’s death in ancient ROME.

The next narrative, “The CANON’S YEOMAN’S 
TALE,” is related by a man who joins the pilgrims 
after they have already journeyed some distance 
along the road. The CANON whom this yeoman 
serves is an alchemist (i.e., one who professes to turn 
base metals into precious ones). The purpose of the 
yeoman’s story is to reveal how those claiming to be 
alchemists trick people out of their money.

“The MANCIPLE’S TALE” is a story derived from 
OVID’s Metamorphoses. It tells how the god Phoe-
bus (Apollo) had a pet crow who revealed that 
Phoebus’s wife was unfaithful. The god killed his 
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wife and then, stricken with horror and remorse, 
cursed the bird, depriving it of speech and turning 
its feathers black. The moral of this story is that 
one should exercise discretion in speech.

The last narrative is “The PARSON’S TALE,” a 
long prose sermon describing the Seven Deadly 
Sins and defining true penitence.

In most manuscripts of The Canterbury Tales, 
“The Parson’s Tale” leads straight into CHAUCER’s 
RETRACTION, in which the poet takes leave of his 
book and his life. Here he asks God’s forgiveness 
for those things that he has written, including 
some of the foregoing tales, that contain elements 
of sin. Whether or not this document constitutes 
an actual record of a death bed confession is still 
under debate.

CHARACTERS
Listed here are the pilgrims in The Canterbury 
Tales. For information on the characters within the 
tales, see the “Characters” section for each tale in 
Part II: Works. Entries for biblical, mythological, 
or historical figures mentioned in the General Pro-
logue to The Canterbury Tales appear in Part III of 
this book.

Bailly, Harry The innkeeper of the TABARD Inn, 
where the Canterbury pilgrims spend the night 
before departing on their pilgrimage to the shrine 
of Saint THOMAS À BECKET at Canterbury cathe-
dral. Referred to in the GENERAL PROLOGUE TO 
THE CANTERBURY TALES as the host of the inn, 
Bailly is described as a large man with big bright 
eyes who is bold in his speech, wise, and manly. He 
is also characterized as “right a myrie man” (line 
757) [a very merry man], an impression reinforced 
by his own generous use of the words “myrie” and 
“myrth” [mirth] throughout the speech he utters 
in the General Prologue. After the pilgrims have 
eaten supper, Bailly joins in their conversation and 
offers to reveal a plan that he pledges will help to 
shorten their journey by making it more enjoyable, 
that is merry. The plan is for each of them to tell 
four stories—two on the way to the shrine and two 
on the return trip—as part of a storytelling contest. 
Bailly offers to accompany them both as guide and 
as judge for the storytelling contest. Upon their 

return, the winner will receive supper at the Tab-
ard, which will be paid for by all the other pil-
grims. Bailly also at this time establishes himself 
as a moderator among the pilgrims by suggesting 
that anyone who challenges his judgment regard-
ing the tale-telling shall bear the expenses incurred 
by the rest of the company during the journey to 
CANTERBURY and back. We later see him fulfill-
ing his role as moderator by suggesting the order 
in which the pilgrims participate in the contest 
(although his suggestions are not always followed), 
and by pronouncing judgment upon each pilgrim’s 
performance in the prologues and epilogues to the 
various tales. Sometimes, as in the case of the Par-
doner, the Miller and others, he passes judgment 
upon the pilgrim’s character.

Hints of Bailly’s character may be discerned 
through his interactions with the other pilgrims. 
The characterization of him as a “merry man” in 
the General Prologue is borne out by many of his 
comments and exhortations as he jokes, cajoles, 
and otherwise urges the pilgrims to get along with 
each other, and to get on with the story-telling. He 
does, however, seem preoccupied by certain themes 
that surface in the tales. One of these is the behav-
ior of wives. When the Clerk has concluded his 
tale of the patient Griselda, the Host comments, 
“By Goddes bones, / Me were levere than a barel 
ale / My wyf at hoom had herd this legende ones!” 
(lines 1,212b–1,212d) [By God’s bones / I would 
rather than a barrel of ale / that my wife at home 
had heard this tale once!]. This is the first hint of 
friction between Bailly and his wife. Stronger hints 
emerge in the epilogue to “The MERCHANT’S TALE” 
of May who deceives her husband with a lover. The 
Host’s response here is even more emphatic: “Ey! 
Goddes mercy!” he begins, and continues: “Now 
swich a wyf I pray God kepe me fro! / Lo, whiche 
sleightes and subtilitees / In wommen been! For 
ay as bisy as bees / Been they, us sely men for to 
deceyve, / And from the soothe evere wol they 
weyve; / By this Marchauntes tale it preveth weel.” 
(lines 2,419–2,425) [Aye, God’s mercy! . . .  Now, 
from such a wife, I pray God keep me! / Lo, what 
cunning and treachery / is in women! / For always 
as busy as bees / Are they, to deceive us innocent 
men, / And from the truth they will always turn 
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away; / This Merchant’s tale proves it well]. Bailly 
then describes his own wife as “trewe as any steel” 
(line 2,426), but qualifies his praise by adding that 
“of hir tonge, a labbyng shrewe is she / And yet she 
hath an heep of vices mo;” (lines 2,428–2,429) [of 
her tongue, a blabbing shrew is she / And yet she 
has a heap of additional vices;]. After admitting, 
“in conseil” (“confidentially”), that he regrets his 
marriage, he stops himself from elaborating further 
on his wife’s vices, fearing that one of the pilgrims 
may report his words to her after they return to 
Southwark. Finally, at the close of Chaucer’s “TALE 
OF MELIBEE,” Bailly exclaims, “I hadde levere than 
a barel ale / That Goodelief, my wyf, hadde herd 
this tale! / For she nys no thyng of swich pacience 
/ As was this Melibeus wyf Prudence. / By God-
des bones, whan I bete my knaves, / She bryngeth 
me forth the grete clobbed staves, / And crieth, 
‘slee the dogges everichoon, / And brek hem, bothe 
back and every boon!’ ” (lines 1,893–1,900) [I had 
rather than a barrel of ale / That Goodelief, my 
wife, had heard this tale! / For she is no thing of 
such patience / As was this Melibeus’ wife, Pru-
dence. / By God’s bones, when I beat my servants, 
/ She brings me the great club-shaped staves / And 
cries, ‘slay the dogs, every one, / And break them, 
both back and every bone!’]. When Bailly refuses to 
exhibit the desired brutality in disputes with either 
his servants or his neighbors, Goodelief calls him a 
“false coward,” a “milksop” and a “coward ape.” No 
wonder, we are left thinking, this man was so eager 
to go on pilgrimage!

Nevertheless, the extent to which Harry praises 
or condemns female behavior reflects standard, cli-
chéd attitudes toward women in the 14th century. 
His attitudes toward men are less clichéd and more 
problematic. As Thomas Richardson has noted in 
his essay on the Host that appears in Chaucer’s Pil-
grims (1996, edited by Laura Lambdin and Robert 
Lambdin), Harry Bailly seems “obsessed with male 
sexuality.” When he calls upon the MONK to take his 
turn in the tale-telling contest, Bailly interjects the 
following interesting commentary upon the Monk’s 
appearance: “I pray to God, yeve hym confusion / 
That first thee broghte unto religioun! / Thou wold-
est han been a tredefowel aright, / Haddestow as 
greet a leeve as thou hast myght / To parfourne al thy 

lust in engendrure, / Thou haddest bigeten ful many 
a creature” (lines 1,943–1,948). [I pray to God, send 
him destruction / Who first brought you into reli-
gion! / You would have been an excellent copulator 
of fowls, / Had you as much leeway as you have might 
/ To perform all your lust in the act of procreation, 
/ You would have begotten very many a creature.] 
“Tredefowel,” here translated literally as “copula-
tor of fowls,” is used metaphorically to characterize 
what Bailly perceives as the Monk’s sexual energy 
and potential, by comparing him to a rooster in a 
hen-yard. Bailly has a similar response to the NUN’S 
PRIEST, when, after pronouncing a blessing upon the 
priest’s breeches and testicles (a rather odd blessing, 
to say the least), he says: “But by my trouthe, if thou 
were seculer, / Thou woldest ben a trede-foul aright” 
(lines 3,450–3,451). Richardson suggests that these 
reactions may reveal a latent homosexuality, one that 
at least partly explains the Host’s strong reaction to 
the Pardoner, whose sexuality is put into question in 
the General Prologue when he is described as either 
“a geldyng or a mare” (line 691). At the conclu-
sion of his tale, the Pardoner invites the pilgrims to 
come forward and purchase pardons that will provide 
them with absolution from sin, should some deadly 
accident befall them in the course of the pilgrimage. 
The Pardoner singles out Harry Bailly, saying, “I rede 
that oure hoost heere shal bigynne, / For he is moost 
envoluped in synne.” (lines 941–942) [I advise that 
our host here shall begin / For he is most enveloped 
in sin]. The Host reacts immediately, exclaiming that 
he would rather suffer damnation (“Christ’s curse”) 
than give him any amount of money, and swears “by 
the croys which that Seint Eleyne fond, / I wolde I 
hadde thy coillons in myn hond / In stide of relikes or 
of sentuarie. / Lat kutte hem of, I wol thee helpe hem 
carie; / They shul be shryned in an hogges toord!” 
(lines 951–955) [by the cross which Saint Helen 
found / I wish I had your testicles in my hand / In 
place of relics or a reliquary. Let them be cut off, I will 
help you carry them; / They shall be enshrined in a 
hog’s turd!]. Is this simply a reaction to being singled 
out by the Pardoner, and referred to as the most 
sinful of the group? Or is there another reason for 
the Host’s outburst? Perhaps the answer lies in the 
tale itself, which has illustrated the dangers of what 
were, in 14th-century England, commonly referred to 
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as the “tavern vices”—swearing, drinking, and gam-
bling. Bailly does swear liberally, as the above quota-
tions show. More importantly, does Bailly, as the host 
of a tavern, imagine himself to be the target of the 
Pardoner’s moralizing? If so, his anger is easily under-
stood as that of a man whose means of making a liv-
ing is brought into question by someone whose own 
line of work, the selling of pardons, was considered 
even more reprehensible (for further discussion, see 
entry on the Pardoner, below).

Unlike the Pardoner, the Host is one of the 
pilgrims thought to have been based on an actual 
person. J. M. MANLY’s research uncovered a man 
named Henricus Bailiff (such variations in the spell-
ing of a person’s name were common at this time) 
listed in a government document as an “ostlyer,” or 
innkeeper in SOUTHWARK in 1380–81. The same 
man is described as one of four controllers for the 
subsidy (i.e., tax collectors) for Southwark. He also 
appears to have served as a specially appointed cor-
oner, and as witness to a deed dated 1387. Chaucer 
is thought to have begun writing The Canterbury 
Tales around this time.

Canon A man who attempts to join the pilgrim-
age to CANTERBURY, which serves as the frame-
work for The Canterbury Tales. His arrival, riding 
as if the demons of hell are after him, comes late in 
the sequence of tales, and his somewhat demonic 
appearance suggests much about his character and 
motives. By profession he is an ecclesiastic, affili-
ated with a particular church or cathedral, and 
belongs to one of three chief orders of regular can-
ons: the Augustinian, the Premonstratensian, or 
the Gilbertine. Although each order was, like the 
monastic orders, distinguished by its dress, the cos-
tume of this Canon contains elements of all three, 
perhaps suggesting that he stands for canons in 
general, which would not be unusual in the genre 
of estates satire, to which The Canterbury Tales 
is allied. Generally speaking, the canonical orders 
seem to have been founded to enact a compromise 
between the requirements of the monastic and 
the pastoral life. Like a monk, a canon would (or 
should) spend time praying, singing the canonical 
hours, chanting masses for the dead, studying, fast-
ing, and performing administrative duties within 

the parish to which he was attached. On the other 
hand, like a priest, he would also serve parishio-
ners by visiting the sick, hearing confession, staff-
ing hospitals and schools, and so forth. Ideally, he 
would act as an inspirational example of a man who 
has successfully balanced the active and the con-
templative life of Christian service. Theoretically, 
such an ideal should have been easier to attain 
than that of the more restricted monastic orders; 
however, contemporary accounts report even more 
cases of abuse within the canonical orders than 
within those of the monastic orders. Perhaps one 
explanation for this occurrence may be found by an 
examination of the types of men who entered the 
canonical orders—those second (or third or fourth) 
sons of nobility who, unable to inherit their father’s 
entailed wealth, felt that the church offered the 
only acceptable alternative profession, but who 
chose the canonical rule specifically because of its 
comparative laxity. Certainly Chaucer’s Canon, 
who dabbles in the pseudoscience ALCHEMY, would 
seem to be of doubtful moral character, especially 
if we believe the story told by the Canon’s yeoman 
who accompanies him and who functions as his 
servant and helper. This man initially brags about 
his master’s abilities in the practice of alchemy (the 
transmutation of base metal into gold), but when 
those abilities are challenged by the Host, the yeo-
man embarks upon a disparagement of the Canon 
that causes the man to flee in embarrassment. Once 
the man has gone, the yeoman speaks even more 
freely of the sordid life he has had in the Canon’s 
service, a service that has deprived him of both 
worldly goods and health. It is not clear, however, 
whether the Canon for whom the yeoman worked 
has been consciously cheating those who contrib-
ute time and wealth to his enterprise, or whether 
he honestly believes that he will one day discover 
the secret for turning base metals into gold. His 
furtive behavior and sudden flight do, nevertheless, 
strongly suggest guilt.

Canon’s Yeoman, the In The Canterbury Tales, 
one of two characters who join the pilgrimage en 
route. The Canon and his Yeoman appear riding 
their horses furiously in pursuit of the pilgrims who 
have just reached the village of BOGHTON UNDER 
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BLEE, not far from their final destination. The nar-
rator marvels at the appearance of the two men, 
noting the Canon’s Yeoman’s discolored complex-
ion which, the man explains, has come from staring 
too long into the fires kindled by his master, who 
is an alchemist (see ALCHEMY). The Canon’s Yeo-
man informs the Host that the two men wish to 
join the pilgrims, suggesting that the group may 
profit by such an acquaintance. When the Host 
presses him for more information, the Canon’s Yeo-
man hints that the Canon could, through his craft, 
pave the path to CANTERBURY with silver and gold. 
The Host expresses skepticism, based on the poor 
(“sluttish” is his word) appearance of the Canon’s 
apparel. Apparently overcome by the reasoning 
behind such an argument, the Canon’s Yeoman 
reveals that the Canon is actually a hoaxer who 
uses alchemy to trick people out of their money. At 
this point the Canon sidles closer to his servant to 
hear what the man is saying, discovers that he has 
been betrayed, and leaves the group. The Canon’s 
Yeoman, emboldened by his initial confession, now 

promises that he will never rejoin his master, and 
proceeds to tell “The CANON’S YEOMAN’S TALE,” 
in which he purports to reveal the secrets of the 
alchemical trick. The term yeoman, used to des-
ignate this man’s professional status had, in the 
Middle Ages, a more ambiguous definition than 
any other professional designations used to describe 
the Canterbury pilgrims. In the most basic sense 
of the word, a yeoman was a free man who, at 
some point in his life, owned property, and who 
was attached in service to a member of the nobil-
ity or clergy. The term was also frequently used to 
indicate such a one who performed military service, 
usually as an archer, though there is nothing in this 
man’s description or his tale to indicate that he has 
occupied such a position.

Carpenter, the One of a group of tradesmen 
mentioned, but not described individually, in the 
GENERAL PROLOGUE TO THE CANTERBURY TALES. 
In the 14th century, a carpenter was, by definition, 
someone who built or repaired things made with 
wood. He was distinguished from a joiner, who 
fashioned things like doors, staircases, and furni-
ture, and a cabinetmaker, by virtue of the fact that 
his projects usually involved larger structures such 
as houses, vaulted ceilings within houses, bridges, 
and appendages to buildings such as church bel-
fries. Another way the carpenter’s job differed from 
that of a modern-day member of his profession was 
that part of his task involved the gathering of mate-
rials. Carpenters in Chaucer’s day harvested trees 
and converted their wood into seasoned lumber 
in the form of boards and beams and other pieces 
used in construction. The others in the Carpenter’s 
group include a Weaver (“Webbe”), a Cloth Dyer 
(“Dyere”), and a Tapestry Maker (“Tapycer”). The 
fact that the five guildsmen all wear the same type 
of uniform indicates their membership in one of 
the medieval parish guilds, the forerunner of craft 
guilds and the modern-day trade unions. Though 
originally established to protect individual mem-
bers from instances in which illness, disability, or 
death threatened their economic security, parish 
guilds were eventually overshadowed by the trade 
and craft guilds that set standards for the qual-
ity of the goods produced, regulated holidays and 
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Artist’s rendering of the Canon’s Yeoman, from the 
Ellesmere Manuscript of The Canterbury Tales. The 
Canon’s Yeoman is not described in the General Prologue 
because he joins the pilgrims after they are on the road.



hours of work, and fixed prices and wages to some 
extent. Certain details of Chaucer’s portrait of the 
guildsmen, such as their silver- (rather than brass) 
mounted knives, might suggest either prosper-
ity or pretentiousness, depending on whether one 
judges the portraits to contain elements of satire. 
Those scholars who argue against finding satire in 
their description note that Chaucer provided his 
guildsmen with none of the traditional mercantile 
vices such as fraud, usury, and avarice. None of the 
guildsmen tells a tale on the pilgrimage to Canter-
bury, although a character in “The MILLER’S TALE,” 
John, is a carpenter by profession. One of the other 
pilgrims, the Reeve, is also a carpenter, and the 
offense he takes at the Miller’s description of John 
leads him to present a satiric portrait of a miller in 
his own tale.

Clerk of Oxford, the The portrait of the Clerk, 
or student, follows that of the Merchant in the 
GENERAL PROLOGUE TO THE CANTERBURY TALES. 
The two portraits contrast strikingly with one 
another, with the Merchant’s wealth and material-
ism thrown into high relief by the student’s poverty 
and devotion to enriching his mind rather than his 
pocketbook. He and his horse, who are both thin to 
the point of emaciation, provide concrete evidence 
of the Clerk’s priorities, which lead him to spend all 
the money he can get on books rather than on 
clothing or other possessions. His threadbare cloak 
likewise reminds us of those lines from the Friar’s 
portrait where that man is described as being “nat 
lyk a cloysterer / With a thredbare cope, as is a 
povre scoler, / But he was lyk a maister or a pope. / 
Of double worstede was his semycope” (lines 259–
262) [not like a cloisterer with a threadbare cloak, 
such as that of a poor student, but he was like a 
master or a pope. His short cloak was of double 
worsted]. Friars, according to the rule of their 
founder, Saint Francis, were supposed to abjure 
material wealth and all its trappings as part of their 
devotion to the service of God. Students, although 
not required to be poor, usually were because, as 
Hastings Rashdall notes in The Universities of 
Europe in the Middle Ages, most of them came from 
the rural middle class—small landowners of limited 
wealth whose sons might attend university with a 

view to entering the clergy, which would make 
them eligible for an endowed office known as a 
benefice. Chaucer tells us that his clerk has not yet 
achieved this goal, but then suggests that he does 
not want to: “Ne was so worldly for to have office” 
(line 292). Other features of the Clerk’s character 
correspond similarly to his appearance. Diligently 
praying for the souls of those who provide him with 
the wherewithal to attend school, he speaks not a 
single word more than is necessary; when he must 
speak, his words are always consonant with moral 
virtue. The tale he tells, of the patient and virtuous 
Griselda, seems illustrative of the latter. The Clerk’s 
field of study is logic, which was part of the basic 
university curriculum called the seven liberal arts. 
This curriculum was divided, apparently by 
BOETHIUS, into the trivium and the quadrivium. The 
former included grammar, rhetoric, and logic, 
which were supposed to be the keys to knowledge. 

Artist’s rendering of the Clerk of Oxford, from the 
Ellesmere Manuscript of The Canterbury Tales. 
Although the book clutched in his hand testifies to 
the Clerk’s preoccupation with learning, little else in 
this illustration corresponds to his description in the 
General Prologue. In particular, the man’s thinness 
seems to have been transformed into corpulence.
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The subjects of the quadrivium were arithmetic, 
geometry, astronomy, and music. If the clerk is a 
typical Oxford student, he would have entered the 
university around the age of 14, and he would have 
taken approximately four or five years to complete 
his Bachelor of Arts. The comment that this clerk 
has been engaged in the study of logic for a long 
time, in addition to the fact that he teaches, sug-
gests that he has completed his undergraduate 
studies and is working toward the M.A. degree, 
which took an additional two or three years. To be 
considered a candidate for the M.A., he would 
have to be at least 20 years old, to have proven 
himself of good moral character, and, finally, to 
have met all the necessary academic requirements. 
Chaucer’s portrait of the Clerk, together with the 
style and content of his tale, self-consciously taken 
from the Italian writer PETRARCH, suggest that he 
may be quite close to qualifying for the terminal 
degree, at which point he would pass from the clas-
sification of “student” to that of “master.”

Cook, the The Cook’s is one of the shortest of 
the detailed portraits in the GENERAL PROLOGUE 
TO THE CANTERBURY TALES. He is the only pilgrim 
who has been chosen to accompany the group to 
provide a specific service, and most of the lines 
describing him provide us with examples of his 
expertise in food preparation. Most of the fare that 
is mentioned—stews, pies, and ale—recalls what 
ordinarily would have been served in a tavern or 
an inn, and additional information contained in 
the Cook’s prologue indicates that he owns a shop 
out of which he sells his wares. Such shops were 
an important part of the London economy because 
most people did not cook in their homes. As a gen-
eral rule, only fairly wealthy members of the mer-
chant class, as well as aristocratic households, had 
their food prepared on site, and that was done by a 
professional or semi-professional staff. Two items 
in the Cook’s repertoire—“mortreaux” (a kind of 
stew) and “blankmanger” (a type of sweet rice pud-
ding made with meat, poultry, or fish)—were more 
complicated and expensive to make, and less likely 
to be sold in a shop. Thus, at some point in his 
career, Chaucer’s cook may have been employed 
in such a household. The Cook’s portrait in the 

General Prologue is fairly straightforward with the 
exception of one shocking, though understated, 
detail—the “mormal,” or ulcer, on his shin. The 
narrator’s insertion of this detail in the midst of 
describing the types of food the Cook can prepare 
is, to say the least, somewhat unappetizing. In addi-
tion, we later learn, through Harry Bailly’s remarks 
in the Cook’s prologue, that the man is not above 
serving spoiled food in order to save money, thereby 
endangering the health of his clientele. Perhaps the 
ulcer on his shin is a symbolic reflection of this 
vice. The name that the Cook gives for himself 
in his prologue, “Hogge of Ware,” and the fact 
that the Host addresses him as “Roger,” have led 
some scholars to search for a real-life counterpart 
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Artist’s rendering of the Cook, from the Ellesmere 
Manuscript of The Canterbury Tales. The Cook waves 
a meat hook in his left hand as a sign of his profession, 
in the other hand, he appears to carry his hat. Some 
observers believe that the square patch on his leg is 
a bandage covering the “mormal” mentioned in the 
description of him found in the General Prologue to 
The Canterbury Tales.



to the man, and several plausible candidates have 
been located. “The COOK’S TALE,” concerning a 
riotous cook’s apprentice named Perkin Reveler is 
broken off after only 57 lines. It is long enough 
to show that it was likely to have belonged to the 
same genre (the FABLIAU) as the Miller’s and the 
Reeve’s tales, but not long enough to reveal exactly 
what the plot may have been. A comment in the 
HENGWRT MANUSCRIPT suggests that Chaucer sim-
ply never finished the tale.

Doctor of Physic The Doctor of Physic, or Phy-
sician, as he is called once the tale-telling contest 
has gotten under way, is one of the 22 pilgrims 
described in some detail in the GENERAL PROLOGUE 
TO THE CANTERBURY TALES. Like the Sergeant of 
the Law, he represents, and occupies, the highest 
attainable rank in his profession, one that could be 
attained only after 17 years of study and residency 
at a university. The superlative nature of the Physi-
cian’s training and ability is abundantly in evidence 
at the beginning of his portrait. One example is 
the narrator’s statement that this Doctor can speak 
with authority on both medicine (“physic”) and 
surgery, which were considered two distinct profes-
sions in Chaucer’s day, and only rarely practiced by 
the same person. A physician, the more educated 
and prestigious of the two, had an extensive uni-
versity education, which included a firm founda-
tion in the trivium (logic, grammar, and rhetoric), 
as well as the quadrivium (geometry, astronomy, 
arithmetic, and music) before he advanced to the 
study of medicine. A surgeon, on the other hand, 
entered that profession following a path similar to 
that of a craftsman, such as a carpenter, learn-
ing a trade. One desiring to enter the profession 
would apprentice himself to a “master surgeon” for 
a period of seven years, after which he would enter 
practice, either on his own or in partnership with 
another surgeon.

Medical theory in the 14th century consisted 
of an amalgamation of knowledge gleaned from 
Greek, Roman, and Middle Eastern traditions. 
One of the primary formulas for understanding the 
human body came from an ancient Greek philoso-
pher, Empedocles of Sicily. Empedocles believed 
that the human body was a microcosm of the 

universe and that, as such, its composition mir-
rored that of the universe, believed at that time 
to be composed of four “elements:” air, fire, earth, 
and water. These elements were then paired with 
four different qualities, hot, cold, dry, and moist. 
Earth was considered to be cold and dry, air was 
hot and moist, water, cold and moist, and fire, 
hot and dry. This became the foundation of the 
humoral theory: The idea that the human body 
was composed of four substances called “humors.” 
These were black bile (cold and dry and correlat-
ing with earth), yellow bile (hot and dry, correlat-
ing with fire), phlegm (cold and moist, correlating 
with water), and blood (hot and moist, correlat-
ing with air). Illness or disease was believed to 
occur when one or more of these humors became 

Artist’s rendering of the Doctor of Physic, from the 
Ellesmere Manuscript of The Canterbury Tales. The 
doctor is depicted conducting an examination of 
what is probably urine to determine his patient’s well-
being.
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unbalanced. A physician’s goal was to restore bal-
ance among the humors, which he accomplished 
by practices such as blood-letting (many diseases, 
including obesity, were thought to be caused by an 
excess of blood) and the administration of herbal 
medicines. Some of these medicines were effec-
tive for specific conditions. Comfrey, for instance, 
was used to treat bruises and speed the healing of 
broken bones. Betony was useful in treating fevers. 
Other medicines were used as purgatives, either 
emetic (causing vomiting) or laxative, in the belief 
that such action would relieve the body of what-
ever humoral substance was in excess. This type 
of remedy is mentioned twice in Chaucer’s work, 
once in “The KNIGHT’S TALE,” when the wounded 
Arcite is believed to be suffering from an excess of 
clotted blood, and again in “The NUN’S PRIEST’S 
TALE,” when the hen Pertelote suggests a laxative 
to relieve the rooster Chaunticleer of nightmares. 
The macrocosm/microcosm theory of the human 
body also helps explain why astrology was impor-
tant in the treatment of disease. An accomplished 
physician would cast a horoscope for his patient to 
determine the day and hour when the position of 
the planets was most favorable and thus treatment 
was most likely to be beneficial. Chaucer’s Doc-
tor’s ability to do this is referred to when we are 
told that he is able to “fortunen the ascendent / of 
his ymages for his pacient” [calculate the planetary 
positions / using their images for his patient].

Whether or not we see satire in Chaucer’s 
portrait of the Doctor of Physic depends to some 
degree upon our own biases. The narrative notes 
that “In al this world ne was ther noon hym lik” 
[in all the world there was no other like him], and 
most of the description refers to specific knowl-
edge and skills, both of which are rated as excel-
lent. This tone of unqualified praise and admiration 
does not, however, persist throughout the portrait. 
Some hints at satire appear when the Doctor’s 
mutually profitable relationship with the apoth-
ecary (pharmacist) and his belief in the medicinal 
property of gold (i.e., of making a profit) are men-
tioned. We are also provided with no information 
regarding the results he achieves treating patients. 
Like the Friar and the Monk, whose portraits are 
clearly satirical, the Doctor is rather expensively 

and ostentatiously dressed for one of his rank and 
profession, another detail hinting at abuse or at 
least misplaced priorities. This was particularly 
true in an age when wearing the proper apparel 
was considered so important that sumptuary laws 
were passed in the attempt to regulate what colors, 
styles, and fabrics could be worn by members of dif-
ferent social classes. “The PHYSICIAN’S TALE,” like 
“The MAN OF LAW’S TALE” about Constance, and 
“The CLERK’S TALE” concerning Griselda, is one of 
pathos involving a woman who is unjustly perse-
cuted. “The Physician’s Tale” stands apart from the 
other two, however, in having a tragic rather than 
a happy ending.

Dyer, the (Dyere) One of a group of trades-
men mentioned, but not described individually, 
in the GENERAL PROLOGUE TO THE CANTERBURY 
TALES. His title indicates that he is engaged in 
the profession of dyeing textiles, that is, material 
that has been or can be woven into cloth. The 
dyeing process took place either before the cloth 
was woven (typically more desirable because the 
color was more uniform) or after. The others in this 
group of tradesmen include a Haberdasher, Car-
penter, Weaver (“Webbe”) and Tapestry Maker 
(“Tapycer”). By virtue of his involvement in the 
cloth trade, it is natural for the dyer to associ-
ate with a weaver and a haberdasher (a merchant 
who sold ribbons, tape, and other sewing notions 
as well as caps and gloves. He might also have 
business dealings with a tapestry maker whose job 
involved the design and weaving of the complex 
pictorial wall-hangings that were popular among 
wealthy members of the middle class as well as with 
the aristocracy. The fact that the five guildsmen all 
wear the same type of uniform indicates their mem-
bership in one of the medieval parish guilds, the 
forerunner of craft guilds and the modern-day trade 
unions. Though originally established to protect 
individual members from instances in which illness, 
disability, or death threatened their economic secu-
rity, parish guilds were eventually overshadowed by 
the trade and craft guilds that set standards for the 
quality of the goods produced, regulated holidays 
and hours of work, and fixed prices and wages to 
some extent. Certain details of Chaucer’s portrait 
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of the guildsmen, such as their silver- (rather than 
brass) mounted knives, might suggest either pros-
perity or pretentiousness, depending upon whether 
one judges the portraits to contain elements of sat-
ire. Those scholars who argue against finding satire 
in their description note that Chaucer provided his 
guildsmen with none of the traditional mercantile 
vices such as fraud, usury, and avarice. None of 
the five guildsmen tells a tale on the pilgrimage to 
CANTERBURY.

Eglantine, Madame Eglantine is the elegant, 
atypical (for a nun) first name of Chaucer’s 
Prioress. 

Franklin, the The Franklin’s portrait follows 
that of the Sergeant of the Law in the GENERAL 
PROLOGUE TO THE CANTERBURY TALES. The title 
“franklin” basically signifies that this man is a land-
owner, “an early example,” Larry Benson notes, “of 
the English country squire.” Although he is labeled 
an Epicurean, that is, one devoted to pursuing the 
delights and pleasures associated with the senses, 
there is nothing negative or satirical about his por-
trait. The provisions in his generously stocked pan-
try and wine cellar are not, for example, enjoyed 
in isolation; indeed, the Franklin has the reputa-
tion for being a veritable saint of hospitality (hence, 
the reference to Saint Julian) in the region where 
he lives. A substantial portion of his description is 
devoted to the various dishes that seasonally furnish 
his table. His constant readiness to serve as host 
is underscored by the fact that he owns a “table 
dormant,” one that stands ready to receive food 
and drink at any hour, rather than the collapsible 
trestle variety that could be removed between meals 
and that was more typical of the average medi-
eval household of someone belonging to his rank 
[clause moved to beginning of sentence]. He has a 
beard that is either as white as a daisy or as the sun 
(“day’s eye”), depending upon how one translates 
the Middle English “dayesye.” His sanguine com-
plexion, according to medieval medical theory of 
the four bodily HUMORS, indicates a jovial and gen-
erous-minded personality as well as good physical 
condition. The Franklin’s good-natured optimism 
is reflected by his tale of Dorigen and Arveragus, 

which shows the rewards of love and constancy in 
marriage. (See entry in Part III for the set of tales 
known as the MARRIAGE GROUP.) It is not at all 
unusual that a man of the Franklin’s position should 
serve in the offices mentioned at the conclusion 
of his portrait, as presiding officer at court sessions 
and as a member of Parliament, sheriff (“shirreve”), 
and “contour” (either a financial auditor or a kind 
of lawyer) for the shire in which he lived. These 
offices, in fact, provide substantial assistance in our 
attempts to define his social position. Some schol-
ars, and the Oxford English Dictionary, have defined 
a franklin as a landowner “of free but not noble 
birth, and ranking next below the gentry” (Volume 
6, page 148). Others, following the Middle English 
Dictionary, believe that he is a member of the gentry, 
that is, landowners ranking just below the nobility. 
As gentry status was primarily determined by one’s 
position and influence in the community, as well 
as land ownership and wealth, it seems reasonable 
to assume that, with respect to Chaucer’s Franklin, 
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the MED definition works best, though it should 
be stressed that the definition of the term was in 
flux during Chaucer’s time, as those referred to in 
legal documents by the appellation franklin seemed 
to be enjoying increasing status and influence. If 
we define “contour” as “lawyer,” the positions men-
tioned above all relate to the administration of jus-
tice. One who served as “lord and sire” at sessions, 
also known as justice of the peace, had the job of 
maintaining the peace, investigating alleged felonies 
and charges of trespassing, and making sure cer-
tain standards of fair trade were maintained at local 
shops and markets. A sheriff had similar duties. As 
D. W. ROBERTSON notes, sheriffs were responsible 
for appointing bailiffs, who helped to make arrests 
and collect revenues such as taxes and fines. Sher-
iffs also presided over certain lower courts where 
they reviewed petty offenses. They summoned and 
seated juries, executed writs (a form of legal order 
from a judge or other high-ranking official), and col-
lected revenues owed to the crown, including fines. 
The third title, “knight of the shire,” designated one 
of several different types of commoners elected to 
serve in Parliament, the others being citizens and 
burgesses, who were both from urban areas, whereas 
a knight of the shire was from the country. The 
word “knight” in the title does not necessarily indi-
cate that the holder of that office was a member of 
the nobility, but rather, as with the other offices 
held by the Franklin, indicates a position of wealth 
and status within the community. A “contour” was 
a type of lawyer who, like a modern attorney, repre-
sented his client’s interests in court, making argu-
ments and counterarguments in support of his case. 
All of these responsibilities together suggest that the 
Franklin was a highly influential man in his commu-
nity in addition to his being a generous host.

Friar, the Huberd the Friar is the third clerical 
figure to be described in the GENERAL PROLOGUE 
TO THE CANTERBURY TALES. The Prioress and the 
Monk, both of whom rank higher in the ecclesiasti-
cal hierarchy, are described before him. The order 
in which these clerical pilgrims appear mirrors their 
rank, showing a progression from highest to lowest. 
The Prioress is the mother superior of her convent, 
the Monk is an important member of a wealthy 

order, and the Friar belongs to one of the four mendi-
cant orders (the Carmelites, Augustinians, Domini-
cans, and Franciscans) whose members took vows of 
poverty and supported themselves by begging, and 
whose founding mission was to spread the word of 
God through preaching and to relieve the suffering 
of the diseased and the outcast. From this descrip-
tion of what the Friar was supposed to be, it is easy 
to see that Chaucer’s portrait of Huberd is one of 
the most satirical and damning ones to appear in the 
General Prologue. Rather than poverty and service 
to others, Huberd’s chief concerns are maintaining 
a lively social life and making money. Although he 
makes his own living by begging and receiving vol-
untary donations, he scorns the company of other 
beggars and of lepers, preferring that of rich frank-
lins, well-victualed innkeepers, and fair wives. One 
reason for his popularity, it seems, is his license to 
hear confession. Although it was accepted practice 
for licensed friars to offer confession, this put them 
in competition with parish priests and bishops, which 
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often provoked controversy and ill will between the 
mendicant orders and the secular clergy. To enable 
him to compete successfully with the parish priests 
in his area, the Friar has adopted the tactic of giv-
ing an easy penance to those from whom he antici-
pates receiving a substantial gift (“a good pitaunce”). 
The Friar’s greed is lampooned by “The SUMMONER’S 
TALE,” which, ironically, is itself a response to the 
Friar’s depiction of an avaricious summoner. Perhaps 
the rivalry between these two men mirrors the com-
petition among members of their professions (the 
Summoner is a member of the secular clergy) for 
the limited resources of the average citizen. Another 
abuse hinted at in the portrait of Huberd is that of 
engaging in sexual activity. First, we are told that 
he “hadde maad ful many a mariage / Of yonge 
wommen at his owene cost” (lines 212–213) [had 
made many a marriage / Of young women at his 
own expense]. Although providing the dowry for a 
young woman whose family was unable to do so was 
a laudable charitable activity, the Friar’s failure to 
exhibit any other type of charity, in addition to other 
details of the Friar’s description, suggests that these 
lines refer to his efforts to find husbands for victims 
of his own seduction. At the very least they suggest 
an improper partiality for young women. The Friar’s 
white neck, according to the medieval “science” of 
PHYSIOGNOMY, indicates a lecherous nature, which 
is further hinted in the references to his wanton 
(“wantowne”) and merry nature. His skill in sing-
ing and making ballads likewise recalls the portrait 
of the Squire, a young man devoted to the service 
of love, and also reminds us of Nicholas, the young 
scholar of “The MILLER’S TALE, who employs his 
musical ability toward the seduction of Alison, his 
landlord’s wife. Despite these criticisms, the portrait 
is on its surface that of a man who leads a pleasant 
and enjoyable life: In the final lines of his portrait, 
we see a man who can romp (“rage”) like a puppy 
(“whelp”), who is particularly successful in achieving 
reconciliations and ending quarrels and whose eyes 
“twynkled in his heed aryght / As doon the sterres 
in the frosty nyght” (lines 267–268) [twinkled in his 
head exactly like the stars on a frosty night].

Geffrey Geffrey, or Geoffrey, was Chaucer’s first 
name. He refers to himself by his first name in 

several poems in which he himself acts as narrator, 
most notably in The Canterbury Tales where, as one 
of the pilgrims, he is called by name to participate 
in the tale-telling contest. Ironically, the tales that 
Chaucer, or Geffrey, tells, are not terribly good. 
One of them, “The TALE OF SIR THOPAS,” is so bad 
that the Host interrupts him and makes him start 
again. This raises some question about whether the 
Geffrey who participates in the pilgrimage, and the 
“Geffrey Chaucer” mentioned in the prologue to 
“The MAN OF LAW’S TALE” as a notable poet of the 
day, should be considered to be the same. Obvi-
ously, on a literal level, they are. But in another 
sense, the narrator persona that Chaucer invents 
and inserts into his poetry is a fictional creation, an 
idea that is supported by the frequency with which 
Chaucer makes that narrator appear dimwitted or 
foolish, whether it is by having him tell a silly story 
like “The Tale of Sir Thopas,” or by having the 
eagle in The HOUSE OF FAME tease him about his 
bad luck in love.

Haberdasher, the One of a group of tradesmen 
mentioned, but not described individually, in the 
GENERAL PROLOGUE TO THE CANTERBURY TALES. 
His title indicates that he is a merchant selling rib-
bons, beads, purses, gloves, pins, caps, toys, and 
other small wares. By the 14th century, the group 
had also absorbed those craftsmen formerly known 
as milliners, who created hats for women. The other 
members of his group include a Carpenter, Weaver 
(“Webbe”), Dyer of cloth (“Dyere”), and a Tapestry 
Maker (“Tapycer”). The fact that the five guildsmen 
all wear the same type of uniform indicates their 
membership in one of the medieval parish guilds, 
the forerunner of craft guilds and the modern-day 
trade unions. Though originally established to pro-
tect individual members from instances in which ill-
ness, disability, or death threatened their economic 
security, parish guilds were eventually overshad-
owed by the trade and craft guilds that set standards 
for the quality of the goods produced, regulated hol-
idays and hours of work, and fixed prices and wages 
to some extent. Certain details of Chaucer’s portrait 
of the guildsmen, such as their silver- (rather than 
brass) mounted knives, might suggest either pros-
perity or pretentiousness, depending upon whether 
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or not one judges the portraits to contain elements 
of satire. Those scholars who argue against find-
ing satire in their description note that Chaucer 
provided his guildsmen with none of the traditional 
mercantile vices such as fraud, usury, and avarice. 
None of the guildsmen tells a tale on the pilgrimage 
to CANTERBURY.

Knight, the The first pilgrim to be described 
in the GENERAL PROLOGUE TO THE CANTERBURY 
TALES, the Knight is also invited to tell the first 
tale. Because he and his son are the only two mem-
bers of the nobility taking part in the pilgrimage, 
some readers have argued that his position is deter-
mined by social rank: He is the highest-ranking 
layman in the group.

It is difficult to pin down exactly when the insti-
tution of knighthood arose in Europe. Some schol-
ars trace its origins back to the seventh and eighth 
centuries A.D., pointing to the existence of social 
structures like the Germanic “comitatus” in which 
a chieftain renowned for his honor and courage was 
protected by a band of warriors who swore to defend 
him to their death, considering it shameful to leave 
the battlefield alive if he were slain. In return for their 
devotion, the chieftain provided them with protec-
tion and weapons and shared his wealth with them. 
Out of such arrangements grew the system of feudal-
ism, which helped to compensate for the fact that 
few early medieval rulers could afford to support a 
standing army large enough to protect their lands. 
Feudalism may be defined as a legal arrangement by 
which an overlord (usually a king or other high-rank-
ing member of the nobility) granted arable land to a 
vassal (a lower-ranking member of the nobility) in 
exchange for a pledge of military support, as well as 
various other services. The vassal in turn granted 
parcels of that land to knights who each pledged 
to follow the vassal (and his lord) into battle when 
required to do so. Crops and livestock harvested from 
the land, which was worked by peasants (another 
important element of the feudal arrangement) helped 
to sustain the knights, the vassals, and the king, as 
well as the peasants. Although knights were con-
sidered to be free men in the sense that they gave 
their pledges voluntarily, their promise to come to 
the lord’s aid was a binding one. If they reneged, they 

faced serious consequences such as the loss of their 
lands and even exile or imprisonment. The institu-
tion of knighthood reached its zenith in England in 
the 14th century, the “golden age” of chivalry, when 
fictional accounts of knights and their adventures 
became the most popular form of secular literature. 
These fictional accounts are the wellspring of most 
popular conceptions of knighthood—the armor-
plated warrior, mounted on horseback, who lived in 
a castle, and fought for honor, love, and his liege-
lord. In 14th-century England, a knight was, first and 
foremost, a soldier, a military man who maintained 
his position in the economic and political hierarchy 
by fighting. This explains why much of Chaucer’s 
Knight’s portrait is given to describing his military 
career. The particular emphasis on the naming of 
individual campaigns subtly shifts the impact of this 
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description. The fact that all of the campaigns in 
which he has participated belong to the series of holy 
wars known as the Crusades enhances the nobility of 
his profession. Ostensibly, crusaders were not merely 
fighting for land and power but for the conversion of 
heathen lands and people to Christianity.

The Knight’s portrait stands out from those of 
the other pilgrims described in the General Prologue 
by its focus on moral attributes rather than on details 
of his physical appearance. At the beginning of the 
description, we are told that he is a worthy man who 
loves “trouthe and honour, fredom and curteisie” 
(fidelity, good reputation, generosity, and courteous 
behavior) as well as prowess in arms. Although we 
are eventually presented with a few details such as 
his rust-stained tunic of fustian and his plainly attired 
horse, instead of being left to determine for ourselves 
how to interpret these items, we are informed that 
he is wise as well as worthy, as humble in demeanor 
as a maiden, and that he has never performed any 
“vileynye” (rude behavior) to any man. Thus, like 
the Parson and the Plowman, the Knight is generally 
considered to be one of the ideal portraits featured 
in the General Prologue. Many scholars argue that, 
as such, he functions as a kind of paragon against 
which the virtues and failings of the other pilgrims 
may be measured.

Despite these indications that Chaucer did 
not intend the Knight’s portrait to be satiric, at 
least one reader, Terry Jones (of Monty Python 
fame) makes an interesting argument for view-
ing it as just that in his book on the subject, 
Chaucer’s Knight: The Portrait of a Medieval Mer-
cenary (1980). Such a view is significantly chal-
lenged, however, by historical evidence for the 
high regard in which the Crusades were held 
during the late 14th century (see Maurice Keen’s 
essay in English Court Culture in the Later Middle 
Ages, edited by V. J. SCATTERGOOD and J. W. 
Sherborne). The tale that the Knight tells is a 
chivalric romance recounting the story of two 
noble knights, Palamon and Arcite, and their 
rivalry for the love of Emily, the sister-in-law of 
Theseus, duke of Athens. See also CHIVALRY.

Manciple, the The Manciple’s portrait follows 
that of the Miller in the GENERAL PROLOGUE TO 

THE CANTERBURY TALES, and like the Miller, the 
Manciple is a cheat. The title of his profession, 
along with information provided in his descrip-
tion, indicates that he is a kind of purchasing 
agent for one of the “temples,” or residences, 
of the great London law school known as the 
INNS OF COURT. The two Temple inns, Middle 
Temple and Inner Temple, take their name from 
their previous owners, the Knights Templar, from 
whom they were leased in 1324. The Manciple’s 
duties consist of buying provisions for one of 
these inns, and he is such a shrewd business-
man that he always comes out ahead. He is so 
shrewd, in fact, that he is able to swindle the 

Artist’s rendering of the Manciple, from the Ellesmere 
Manuscript of The Canterbury Tales. The Manciple 
is mentioned in the General Prologue to the tales, 
but Chaucer does not provide any description of his 
physical features or attire, so the artist was free to use 
his own creativity in this portrait. The item he holds in 
his hand may be a gourd filled with wine drawn from 
the pouch hanging at his waist.
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men for whom he works, something that leads 
the narrator to marvel upon the man’s ability 
to do so in spite of his relative lack of education 
(compared to that of the lawyers). We are given 
no physical description of the Manciple’s features 
or of his clothing—a strong contrast to the por-
trait of the Miller, whose red hair, huge mouth, 
wide nostrils, blue hood, and white cloak are very 
striking visual details. We do get a more personal 
glimpse of the Manciple’s personality, however, 
in the prologue to his tale when he criticizes the 
Cook’s drunkenness; but when the Host tells him 
to be careful lest the Cook should start examin-
ing the Manciple’s failings, the man quickly backs 
off, displaying a strong reluctance that he himself 
should be the object of scrutiny. “The MANCI-
PLE’S TALE,” concerning Phoebus APOLLO and his 
crow, is intended to function as a moral fable 
stressing the importance of discretion in speech. 
The ironic nature of the Manciple’s interpreta-
tion of the story is discussed in the Commentary 
section of the entry on the tale itself.

Man of Law, the See Sergeant of the Law, 
below.

Merchant, the The Merchant’s portrait follows 
that of the Friar in the GENERAL PROLOGUE TO 
THE CANTERBURY TALES. In medieval England, the 
term “merchant” applied primarily to wholesale 
importers and exporters of such commodities as 
wool, wine, and cloth. As such, they were typi-
cally wealthy men, and members of professional 
organizations such as the Merchants of the Staple, 
who traded in wool and leather, and the Merchant 
Adventurers, whose commodities included wine 
and cloth, and who, in the 15th century, were 
responsible for launching various exploratory voy-
ages as they searched for a sea route to the Spice 
Islands of the East Indies. In contrast to many of 
the other descriptions of the pilgrims in the Gen-
eral Prologue, the Merchant’s is very brief (only 
14 lines, compared to the 62 devoted to the Friar) 
and the details used to describe him are rather 
conventional.

Some scholars have suggested that the Mer-
chant’s forked beard and parti-colored clothes 

indicate a duplicitous nature. This is curious when 
considered in light of the fact that Chaucer himself, 
in various portraits, is depicted wearing a forked 
beard. Additional surviving illustrations of the phe-
nomenon suggest that it was a fashionable style for 
facial hair during the period. Parti-colored clothes, 
the other feature supposedly hinting at dishonesty, 
were commonly worn by various merchant guilds 
and companies located in London during Chaucer’s 
lifetime. These historical facts subvert efforts to 
read meaning into the Merchant’s clothing, other 
than to say that he enjoyed being fashionable, an 
assertion confirmed by his elegantly clasped boots. 
The Merchant’s portrait also includes a reference 
to the town of Orwell, specifically that the Mer-
chant wished more than anything else that the sea 
might be kept safe between Orwell in England and 
Middleburg in the Netherlands. Teresa Tavormi-
na’s notes in The RIVERSIDE CHAUCER point out 
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that Chaucer’s family had family roots in Ipswich, 
quite near Orwell.

The presence of details that parallel Chaucer’s 
life reminds us that the poet belonged to a family of 
vintners, or wine merchants, a business he doubt-
less would have followed in, had he not become a 
courtier and civil servant. Indeed the position he 
eventually occupied as controller (i.e., supervisor 
of tax collection) for the export tax and for the 
subsidy (a heavier tax) on wool, sheepskins, and 
leather, in the port of London, would have insured 
his continuing contact with members of the mer-
chant class.

Other features of the Merchant’s portrait give 
us subtle hints of his personality. The idea that he 
delivers his opinions solemnly and that he readily 
reveals the amount of his profits suggests a certain 
amount of pride, which is further hinted in the 
reference to him sitting “high” upon his horse, and 
to the dignified (“estatly”) manner in which he 
conducts his financial wheeling and dealing. His 
anxiety over the safety of the sea (presumably he 
is referring to the threat of piracy) between Orwell 
and Middleburg indicates that he was probably 
involved in the wool and cloth trade. The only 
suggestion we have of possible corruption occurs 
in the following lines: “Wel koude he in eschaunge 
sheeldes selle. / This worthy man ful wel his wit 
bisette: / Theer wiste no wight that he was in dette, 
/ So estatly was he of his governaunce / With his 
bargaynes and with his chevyssaunce” (lines 278–
282). [Well was he able to sell shields in exchange. 
/ This worthy man used his wits very well: / There 
no creature knew that he was in debt, / So dignified 
was he of his management / With his buying and 
selling and with his borrowing.] Shields is a trans-
lation of the old French escu, a type of coin, and 
would seem to be a reference to money-changing, 
which, if done for a profit, was considered a form of 
usury. Likewise “chevyssaunce,” defined as “borrow-
ing and lending for profit,” indicates that he prac-
ticed usury, which was prohibited by the church. 
The prologue to “The MERCHANT’S TALE” reveals 
a little more about his personal life, namely, that 
he recently married and, so far, has not found the 
experience a pleasant one. The tale that he pro-
ceeds to tell constitutes an ironic treatment of mar-

riage in which a wealthy old knight named January, 
after choosing a wife some 40 years younger than 
himself, anticipates a wedded life of uninterrupted 
bliss. It is offered in response to the idealistic rep-
resentation of virtuous womanhood presented in 
“The CLERK’S TALE.”

Miller, the The portrait of the Miller follows that 
of the Plowman in the GENERAL PROLOGUE TO THE 
CANTERBURY TALES. In 14th-century England, mill-
ers were typically members of the gentry, freemen 
who leased their premises from a local landlord. 
By the later Middle Ages, most mills were water-
powered and used two stones grinding against each 
other two transform grain into flour. Historically, 
these mills had been the property of manors and 
abbeys, and the lords or abbots who owned them 
created monopolies by requiring all tenants on 
their lands to use their mills or pay a fine. As a 
symbol of the means by which the rich and pow-
erful controlled the peasantry, the mill became a 
target of class hatred, even though the man who 
operated the mill was also a tenant. General dislike 
and distrust of millers is attested by an abundance 
of anecdotes and rhymes depicting members of the 
profession as brutish men, liars, and cheats. The 
most common method of cheating was to steal from 
a customer who brought bags of grain to be milled 
into flour. The bags were weighed before and after 
the process, but the miller had ample opportunity 
to “intervene” by adjusting his scales, adulterating 
the flour, or simply pressing his “golden thumb” on 
the scale when the outgoing flour was weighed.

The Miller is the first member of the third estate 
(the working class) to be overtly satirized in the 
General Prologue, and the details of his portrait 
indicate both physical and spiritual grossness. His 
short-shouldered, thick-set body is perfectly suited 
to his favorite sport, wrestling, and this, along with 
the one other example given to demonstrate his 
strength—that there was no door he could not 
either heave off its hinges or bash in by battering it 
with his head—suggests a man who is crude to the 
point of brutishness. He is also a thief, stealing from 
those who bring their grain to him for milling into 
flour, and tells stories full of “sin” and “harlotry” 
(obscenities). Animals were used iconographically 
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in the Middle Ages, and the three animals men-
tioned in his portrait—the ram, fox, and sow—all 
highlight specific elements of the Miller’s personal-
ity. The ram corresponds to the man’s strength; 
the fox, to the wiliness and cunning he employs 
in stealing from his customers; and the sow, to the 
bestial quality of the lewd stories he tells. Accord-
ing to the medieval “science” of PHYSIOGNOMY, his 
red hair likewise hints at deceit and treachery. (Red 
hair, prominent moles, and a huge mouth were 
conventionally associated with ugliness in medieval 
iconography.) The bagpipe that he carries and plays 
has been variously interpreted as a symbol of glut-
tony, lechery (because of its physical resemblance 
to the male genitalia), or drunkenness. “The MILL-

ER’S TALE” is the second to be told on the pilgrim-
age to CANTERBURY. Although the Host has invited 
the Monk to succeed the Knight, who told the first 
one, the Miller drunkenly interrupts, announcing 
his intention to requite (i.e., pay back) the Knight’s 
telling. The story that he tells is a FABLIAU, a comic 
tale of adultery that in many ways functions as 
a subversive mirror of the Knight’s depiction of 
romantic love.

Monk, the In the GENERAL PROLOGUE TO THE 
CANTERBURY TALES, the Monk’s portrait follows 
that of the Prioress and her retinue, and precedes 
that of the Friar, with the result that all of the 
clergy belonging to fraternal orders are grouped 
together and arranged according to their status. 
The Prioress, as head of a convent, comes first; the 
Monk, a prominent member of a wealthy order, 
appears next; and the Friar, whose order was based 
on the idea of voluntary poverty and who supported 
himself by begging, is last.

Monasticism came to England in the sixth cen-
tury, when Pope Gregory the Great dispatched 
AUGUSTINE (who later attained sainthood) to 
England with the express purpose of converting the 
Saxon kings of southern England. The monastery 
Augustine established in CANTERBURY eventually 
became the most powerful seat of Christianity in 
Britain. By the 14th century, the two chief monastic 
orders had established their ascendancy in England: 
the Benedictines and the Augustinian canons. The 
Benedictine Rule, established by Saint BENEDICT in 
the sixth century, contained the first set of regula-
tions created to govern monastic life. These reg-
ulations were intended to lead monks to religious 
perfection by the practice of humility, obedience, 
prayer, silence, and retirement from the concerns 
of the world. The three main tasks of those living 
under the Benedictine Rule were participating in the 
divine service (mainly prayers and praise), perform-
ing manual labor (such as agriculture, crafts, and 
housekeeping), and studying, which included the 
copying of manuscripts, a task essential to the pres-
ervation and transmission of knowledge throughout 
the Middle Ages. The importance of the divine ser-
vice is underscored by its prominence in the daily 
routine of monastic life. There were seven prayer 
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Artist’s rendering of the Miller, from the Ellesmere 
Manuscript of The Canterbury Tales. The Miller is 
depicted playing the bagpipes that are described in the 
General Prologue. His mount is the least attractive of 
all those horses featured in the Ellesmere Manuscript. 
His thumbs literally are gilded to remind us of his 
thievery.



services, beginning at 2 or 3 A.M. and held at regular 
intervals throughout the day and evening. The aim 
of such devotion to prayer was to bring members of 
the monastic community closer to God and to sepa-
rate them from the distractions and temptations of 
the secular world.

Many scholars believe that Chaucer’s Monk 
belongs to either a Benedictine monastery or 
one of the branches of the Augustinian canons 
because of ironic references to each in his descrip-
tion. In lines 173–176, the narrator tells us that 

“The reule of Seint Maure or of Seint Beneit— / 
By cause that it was old and somdel streit / This 
ilke Monk leet olde thynges pace, / And heeld 
after the newe world the space.” [The rule of 
Saint Maurus or of Saint Benedict— / Because it 
was old and somewhat strict / This same Monk let 
old things pass, / And held after the new world the 
space.] After elaborating on the Monk’s contempt 
for the monastic ideal of seclusion from the world 
and wordly pastimes, such as hunting, the naïve 
narrator affirms that his opinion is “good,” and 
declares “What, sholde he studie and make hym-
selven wood, / Upon a book in cloystre alwey to 
poure, / Or swynken with his handes, and laboure, 
/ As Austyn bit? How shal the world be served? 
/ Let Austyn have his swynk to hym reserved!” 
(lines 184–188) [What, should he study and make 
himself crazy, / Always poring over a book in clois-
ter, / Or toiling with his hands, and working / As 
Augustine commanded? How shall the world be 
served? / Let Augustine keep his toil to himself!] 
These comments, along with other elements of 
his description, indicate that Chaucer’s portrait 
of the Monk is satiric and strongly influenced by 
Wycliffite criticism of the regular clergy whose 
increasing worldliness, and especially their love of 
riches and secular entertainments, seemed so at 
odds with the founding principles of their order, 
which directed them to a life of prayer and con-
templation designed to bring them into a more 
harmonious relationship with God.

The Monk’s position as an “outridere” —that 
is, one who takes care of the monastery’s business 
requiring travel—in addition to his fondness for 
hunting, confirms our impression of his pursuit of 
worldly pleasures, a quality that he, in contrast to 
the Prioress, flaunts openly. The active aggressive-
ness of the Monk’s personality is further displayed 
in his physical description: “His heed was balled, 
that shoon as any glas, / And eek his face, as he 
hadde been enoynt. / He was a lord ful fat and in 
good poynt; / His eyen stepe, and rollynge in his 
heed, / That stemed as a forneys of a leed” (lines 
198–202) [His head was bald, and shone like glass, 
/ And also his face, as if he had been anointed. 
/ He was a large man and in good physical con-
dition; / His eyes were bright and rolling in his 
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Artist’s rendering of the Monk, from the Ellesmere 
Manuscript of The Canterbury Tales. The Monk is 
pictured wearing a black habit and a wide-brimmed 
hat that prevents us from seeing his shiny bald head. 
Although the horse is shown with the golden bells 
mentioned in the General Prologue, the Monk himself 
seems to lack the bravado of his verbal description, 
perhaps to mirror the melancholy of his tale.



head, / Which steamed like a furnace under a caul-
dron]. Some of these traits could also indicate a 
strong sexual drive, a characteristic that may be 
further hinted at by the “curious pin” he uses to 
fasten his hood, which features a “love-knotte” at 
one end. The Host hints further at this possibil-
ity when he addresses the Monk in the prologue 
to “The MONK’S TALE,” expressing the opinion 
that the Monk’s manly qualities would have made 
him a better lover and breeder than a churchman. 
This detail of the Monk’s attire reminds us of the 
Prioress’s brooch bearing the inscription Amor vin-
cit omnia (Love conquers all). Another trait the 
Monk seems to share with the Prioress is a fondness 
for fine clothing. He dresses like a wealthy gentle-
man, in a fur-lined tunic and supple leather boots. 
This suggests pride, chief among the seven deadly 
sins. The Monk’s tale follows the pilgrim Chaucer’s 
“TALE OF MELIBEE.” When invited to take his turn 
in the tale-telling contest, he somewhat pompously 
announces that he will now tell a tale, or two, 
or three, and then perhaps a version of the Life 
of Saint EDWARD. But first he will tell a series of 
tragedies, which appear to be his favorite type of 
literature. (He says he has a hundred of them in 
his cell.)

Nun’s Priest, the Although he is not described 
at all in the GENERAL PROLOGUE (all of the others, 
except the Canon’s Yeoman, are), but only men-
tioned in passing as one of three priests accompa-
nying the Prioress, the Nun’s Priest engages in the 
tale-telling contest that provides the framework for 
The Canterbury Tales. The tale that he tells (see 
“The NUN’S PRIEST’S TALE”) is a BEAST FABLE about 
a rooster named Chaunticleer who dreams that he 
is in danger and then, after a lengthy learned discus-
sion with his wife, Pertelote, wherein they debate 
the significance of dreams, finds himself in the very 
situation that he had dreamed about. Although 
this tale, which constitutes a lively response to the 
Monk’s dreary catalogue of tragedies, is one of the 
most admired of The Canterbury Tales, very little is 
revealed about its teller. 

In the 14th century, priests, as members of the 
secular clergy, worked “in the world,” ministering 
to the laity, in contrast to the regular clergy (e.g., 

monks and nuns) who belonged to a self-contained 
monastic community and whose chief occupation 
was prayer. In the ecclesiastical hierarchy, priests 
occupied a position directly below bishops and 
above deacons. A bishop was the head of a geo-
graphical district called a diocese. Each diocese was 
made up of a number of smaller units known as 
parishes, each of these headed by a parish priest. 
Generally speaking, a priest’s function was to medi-
ate between the people and God, presiding over 
religious services and feast day celebrations, and 
administering the seven sacraments (baptism, con-
firmation, confession, the Eucharist, matrimony, 
holy orders, and extreme unction). Each parish 
priest was the holder of a “benefice,” which outlined 
his specific duties as well as the terms of the rev-
enues he received in return for his service. To enter 
the priesthood, a candidate was required to be of 
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Artist’s rendering of the Nun’s Priest, from the Ellesmere 
Manuscript of The Canterbury Tales. The Nun’s Priest is 
not described in the General Prologue. The illustrator 
portrays him as a rather small man with a pale, almost 
effeminate face.



“legitimate” birth (i.e., mother and father must be 
married), at least 25 years of age, and unmarried, 
a status he was sworn to maintain. He must also 
receive the approval of a bishop and, theoretically 
at least, demonstrate a sufficient education in Latin 
and the classics. Ideally priests-in-training received 
a university education based on the trivium and 
quadrivium, as well as the study of canon law, theol-
ogy, and church ritual. This ideal, however, was far 
from the reality, and there was substantial inconsis-
tency in the education and training of priests both 
in England and on the Continent.

Because women were prohibited from the 
priesthood, and thus from administering the sac-
raments, which were considered essential to a 
Christian life, religious communities composed of 
women had, of necessity, to secure the services 
of a priest or a bishop. In the case of the for-
mer, the priest might be a resident of the com-
munity, or he could be a local priest within whose 
parish the convent was located. In the case of 
Chaucer’s Nun’s Priest, his title suggests that he 
resides within the community he serves. Because 
the Prioress is the head of this community, the 
priest would be her subordinate, simultaneously 
possessing the paradoxical elevation of status con-
ferred by his control over the administration of 
the sacraments. Some scholars have viewed the 
mild antifeminism of “The Nun’s Priest’s Tale” 
(which is, after all, directed toward a hen rather 
than a woman) as a reflection on his position as 
subordinate to a woman. The care with which 
the priest disclaims ownership of the antifeminist 
rhetoric would seem to suggest that he is some-
what anxious about expressing such views.

Oswald (Osewold) The first name of the 
Reeve, described below. His name is not revealed 
until the prologue to his tale, in which we are 
told that he was “grieved” by “The Miller’s Tale” 
because he, like the duped husband of that story, is 
a carpenter by trade. Although the text states that 
the Reeve is from Norfolk, J. M. MANLY has noted 
that the name, Oswald, was rare in 14th-century 
Norfolk, though common farther north, in areas 
like Northumbria where Oswald was the name of 
a local saint.

Pardoner, the The Pardoner’s portrait follows 
that of the Summoner in the GENERAL PROLOGUE 
TO THE CANTERBURY TALES. The primary duty 
of this church official was to sell “indulgences,” 
official church documents that were recognized 
as providing a substitute for the temporal punish-
ment of sins. While contrition and confession were 
believed to remove the moral guilt of sin, the need 
for punishment would also need to be satisfied, 
either on Earth or in purgatory. Alternative ways 
of satisfying this requirement originally consisted 
of such things as giving alms or performing peni-
tential acts that involved the voluntary undertak-
ing of physical hardship or suffering, such as that 
imposed by self-flagellation or voluntary absten-
tion from food.

Artist’s rendering of the Pardoner, from the Ellesmere 
Manuscript of The Canterbury Tales. In this illustration, 
the artist paid careful attention to the details supplied 
by Chaucer in the General Prologue. His cap has 
a “vernicle” (a miniature copy of Saint Veronica’s 
handkerchief, upon which Christ’s features were 
miraculously imprinted) sewn in front, and his long 
yellow hair trails out beneath it. A satchel of pardons is 
slung around the horse’s neck.
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Certain people, such as the Crusaders who fol-
lowed Pope Urban II’s call to reclaim Jerusalem 
from the Turks, were granted immediate and full 
indulgence (i.e., exemption from punishment) 
for their service. The Crusades issued in an era in 
which the practice of making pilgrimages to reli-
gious shrines became a popular mode of display-
ing devotion to God and his saints. In 1300 Pope 
Boniface VIII granted year-long indulgences to 
those who made the journey to Christ’s Tomb in 
Jerusalem and to the basilicas of the Holy Apostles 
in Rome. This meant that if a person who made 
such a pilgrimage died within a year of his journey, 
he would be exempt from the rigors of purgatory. 
Contributing alms to ecclesiastical foundations and 
building projects, providing assistance to the poor, 
and saying a prescribed number and type of prayer 
(such as the “Hail Mary” and the “Our Father”) 
were also eventually authorized as means of provid-
ing a penitent with varying degrees of indulgence. 
The idea that punishment could be mitigated or 
eliminated in exchange for money attracted criti-
cism for obvious reasons. For starters, it directly 
contradicted Christ’s statement that it is as easy for 
a camel to pass through the eye of a needle, as it is 
for a rich man to enter the gates of heaven. Most 
criticism, however, was aimed at the apparently 
widespread practice of selling fake indulgences 
(i.e., those that were not authorized by the pope or 
his representatives).

Aside from the title of his profession, the first 
information we are given about Chaucer’s Par-
doner regards his customary place of employment: 
ROUNCIVALE, a hospital located in Charing Cross, 
a neighborhood on the periphery of medieval 
LONDON. LARRY BENSON’s notes to The RIVERSIDE 
CHAUCER explain that this hospital was very active 
in the sale of indulgences to raise money. (All hos-
pitals were at this time operated by the Catholic 
Church as charitable institutions.) Interestingly, 
this particular hospital’s sale of indulgences had, by 
the time that Chaucer was writing The Canterbury 
Tales, twice been associated with fraud involving 
the fabrication of these documents. The Pardoner’s 
corruption is also signaled by his attempts to sell 
fake holy relics (items alleged to have belonged to a 
saint), and his claim that he can provide absolution 

(forgiveness) of sin, a power not within his purview; 
absolution could be provided only by clergy such as 
priests and bishops, who were granted the authority 
to hear confession.

Essential to our understanding of the Pardoner 
is his friendship with the Summoner, with whom 
he sings what appears to be a bawdy love song. 
The Pardoner’s physical description includes thin 
locks of straight yellow hair that hang down over 
his shoulders and staring eyes that are compared 
to those of a hare. His voice is high like the bleat 
of a goat and his chin is naturally hairless rather 
than recently shaven. All of these characteristics 
lead to the narrator’s deduction that this man 
is either “a geldyng or a mare,” that is, either 
castrated or homosexual. Considered a criminal 
offense in the Middle Ages, homosexuality could 
lead to prosecution in ecclesiastical court. The 
Pardoner’s long hair and refusal to wear his hood 
additionally suggest defiance of the rules govern-
ing clerical attire.

Despite these characteristics, the narrator pro-
ceeds in typical fashion to state that, regarding his 
occupation, the Pardoner is exceptionally skilled. 
This remark does not, however, indicate that the 
narrator is naively taken in by the Pardoner’s tricks 
and deceptions. When describing the man’s relics, 
the narrator clearly shows his own understanding 
that the relics are fake, and the people who buy 
them are the Pardoner’s “apes,” or dupes. The nar-
rator does, however, grudgingly admit that the man 
is also an excellent speaker when it comes to either 
reading a lesson or delivering a sermon, and that he 
is also an excellent singer, all talents that he culti-
vates because his ability to make a living depends 
upon them.

“The PARDONER’S TALE,” one of the most finely 
crafted of The Canterbury Tales, excellently illus-
trates the Pardoner’s storytelling talents while at 
the same time providing an example of a sermon 
on his favorite theme, radix malorum est cupiditas 
(Latin for “greed is the root of evil”). This tale of 
three rioters who go out seeking to slay Death, and 
are themselves slain by their own greed, constitutes 
the perfect ironic commentary on the Pardoner’s 
practice of his profession, which is itself motivated 
entirely by greed.
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Parson, the The Parson’s portrait follows that 
of the Wife of Bath in the GENERAL PROLOGUE TO 
THE CANTERBURY TALES. The Parson is undeniably 
the most admirable of the pilgrims. The details of 
his description reveal that he is the priest of a rural 
parish who displays great concern for the spiritual 
well-being of his parishioners.

For more information on the role of priests 
in the 14th century, see the Nun’s Priest, above. 
Chaucer’s Parson is a learned man and an accom-
plished preacher, who teaches as much by example 
as by words, visiting members of his parish when 
they are sick or in trouble and fulfilling his duties 
in bad weather as well as good. Much of the infor-
mation provided in his portrait focuses on what he 
does not do, such as excommunicating people for 
failing to give a tithe (10 percent) of their income 
to the church, or leaving his post vacant and trav-
eling to London in hopes of securing a second 
income. These behaviors that he avoids would be 
characteristic of a corrupt priest. Despite the Par-
son’s kindness and goodwill, he is not tolerant of 
obstinate sinners and, be they of high or low rank, 
he does not hesitate to issue a sharp rebuke when 
such is called for. Chaucer gives us no description 
of the Parson’s clothing or physical features, which 
increases our sense of him as an ideal figure. His 
tale, which is a sermon on the subject of penitence, 
is the last to be told on the pilgrimage to CANTER-
BURY. The Plowman described in the General Pro-
logue is his brother.

Piers, Daun Daun, or “Sir” Piers is the name of 
the Monk who appears in the GENERAL PROLOGUE 
TO THE CANTERBURY TALES and who participates in 
the tale-telling contest. His name is not mentioned 
until the Knight interrupts his performance, asking 
him to tell a different tale (line 2,792).

Plowman, the The Plowman’s portrait follows 
that of his brother, the Parson, in the GENERAL 
PROLOGUE TO THE CANTERBURY TALES. A member 
of the peasant class, this 14th-century agricultural 
laborer would have, in all likelihood, owned a plow 
and team of oxen, as well as holding, as tenant, a 
sizeable parcel of land. In an era when between 40 
to 80 percent of peasants working the land did not 

own a plow or team, he would have been an invalu-
able asset to his community. Ancillary to the work 
of plowing the fields for spring planting and follow-
ing the autumn harvest, this Plowman, his portrait 
tells us, “hadde ylad of dong ful many a fother” (line 
530) [had hauled many a cartload of dung], pre-
sumably used to fertilize his fields. He also engages 
in the activities of digging ditches (“dykes”) and 
threshing wheat following the harvest. In agricul-
ture, ditches were used to drain inundated fields 
and to create an obstacle between herds of animals 
and cultivated fields. Threshing, which separated 
the wheat grain from its husk by beating it with a 
flail, was an important step in preparing grain to be 
ground into flour.

Like his brother, the Plowman is an admirable 
figure, selflessly devoted, in this case, to the ideal 
of hard work. Living in peace and perfect charity, 
loving God first and then his neighbor as much as 
himself, he displays a willingness to work for noth-
ing if to do so were possible. Both his attire and 
his mount give further evidence of the Plowman’s 
humility. He is dressed in a tabard—a loose, sleeve-
less tunic typically worn by workmen—and rides a 
mare. Chaucer’s idealization of the Plowman follows 
a 14th-century tradition of using men of his occu-
pation as a mouthpiece to criticize social ills and to 
advocate reform. The most well-known example 
of this is WILLIAM LANGLAND’s poem The Vision of 
Piers Plowman (see PIERS PLOWMAN) wherein the 
labor of workers like the Plowman is praised for its 
contribution to the physical, emotional, and spiri-
tual well-being of the individual, the family, and 
society as a whole. There is a shadow side, how-
ever, to this image of the Plowman, one created by 
the events like the BLACK DEATH, which created a 
widespread shortage of manual laborers in England. 
Finding themselves in increasing demand, and 
forced to work longer and harder, laborers wanted 
to see improvements in wages, living conditions, 
and status. Resistance to change helped fuel pro-
tests and revolts, the most famous being the PEAS-
ANTS’ REVOLT OF 1381. The Plowman does not 
participate in the pilgrims’ tale-telling contest.

Prioress, the The Prioress is the fourth pilgrim 
to be described in the GENERAL PROLOGUE TO THE 
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CANTERBURY TALES. Her title indicates that she is 
the governor of a monastic foundation for women. 
The day-to-day activities of such an establishment 
would follow the rule of Saint BENEDICT, which laid 
out a structure and moral framework for the lives 
of the regular clergy. According to the Benedictine 
Rule, the three main tasks of those living in reli-
gious foundations were to participate in the divine 
service, to engage in manual labor, and to study the 
Bible and other religious and philosophical texts. 
The day was structured around the performance of 
the divine offices (religious services) of which there 
were seven, beginning with Matins at 2 A.M. and 
occurring at regular intervals throughout the day 
and evening. Nuns (and monks) took vows of chas-
tity, poverty, and obedience, and were supposed 
to observe strict silence, except during certain 
“rest” periods. In addition to the manual labor of 
housekeeping, gardening, and farming, nuns might 
also engage in embroidery, sewing, and the copy-
ing or illumination of manuscripts. They were also 

supposed to remain “enclosed,” which meant that 
travel was forbidden unless required to conduct the 
business of the foundation, or because of a medical 
emergency. Although they were allowed to own 
no personal property, some communities became 
quite wealthy, communally, owing to bequests and 
dowries brought by women of wealthy aristocratic 
or merchant families. Indeed, as early as the 10th 
century, some monasteries had accumulated such 
wealth and power that they vied in influence with 
the neighboring nobility. This change in their mate-
rial status was frequently accompanied by a relax-
ing of the monastic rule. By the 13th century, there 
were numerous reports of nuns traveling (without 
legitimate reason), dancing, wearing expensive 
clothes and jewelry, keeping pets, and hiring extrav-
agant entertainment for religious festivals. Efforts 
at reform culminated in the famous Periculoso bull 
issued by Pope Boniface VIII in 1298. This papal 
decree unambiguously condemned a variety of lax 
behaviors and required that “all and sundry nuns, 
present and future, to whatever order they belong 
and in whatever part of the world, shall henceforth 
remain perpetually enclosed within their monaster-
ies; so that no nun tacitly or expressly professed in 
religion shall henceforth have or be able to have 
the power of going out of those monasteries for 
whatsoever reason or cause, unless perchance any 
be found manifestly suffering from a disease so great 
and of such a nature that she cannot, without grave 
danger or scandal, live together with others” (qtd. 
in Elaine Power, Medieval English Nunneries c. 1275 
to 1535, 1964). The bull’s failure to substantially 
curb the behaviors it condemned is attested by the 
continuing struggle of bishops and other authori-
ties to enforce compliance and, when necessary, to 
punish transgressors.

Aside from her title and her ability to sing the 
divine service, little else in the portrait of Chaucer’s 
Prioress seems indicative of her profession. Most of 
the characteristics attributed to her derive from tra-
ditional formulas used to describe courtly heroines. 
They include physical features like her small mouth, 
her well-formed (“tretys”) nose, and her gray eyes, as 
well as behavioral characteristics such as her refined 
table manners, dignified demeanor, and the tender-
heartedness she displays toward small animals. Her 
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Artist’s rendering of the Prioress, from the Ellesmere 
Manuscript of The Canterbury Tales. The Prioress 
rides sidesaddle and wears the habit of a Benedictine. 
Mirroring her description in the General Prologue, she 
has a broad forehead and a small mouth. The shadow 
of a wimple can just be detected.



name, Madame Eglentyne, means “briar rose,” and 
has similar associations. All of these things together 
reflect the likelihood that she originally came from 
a noble family and joined the convent for economic 
reasons rather than religious fervor. (Because mar-
rying off the eldest daughter was often very expen-
sive for a noble family, the younger ones frequently 
went into religious service.) Unlike the portraits of 
the three pilgrims who precede her in the General 
Prologue, the Knight, the Squire, and the Yeoman, 
Chaucer’s description of the Prioress does appear 
to contain some satire. Her mastery of French, one 
of the achievements that suggests refinement and 
nobility, is rendered less impressive by the narra-
tor’s statement that she speaks a provincial dialect 
rather than the Parisian variety spoken at court. 
The details of her physical description, which make 
her sound like the heroine of a courtly romance, are 
qualified by this hint about her size: “For hardily, 
she was nat undergrowe” (line 156) [For certainly, 
she was not undergrown], which by way of under-
statement politely suggests that she is overweight. 
As indicated above, nuns were ordinarily forbidden 
to keep animals, which shows that either she had 
a special dispensation for her small hounds or she 
was breaking the rules. Her feeding of roasted meat 
and wastel bread to the dogs would also seem to 
be a violation of her order, since to do so suggests 
luxury and wastefulness. Her preoccupation with 
her appearance, expressed by her pleated wimple 
and fine jewelry, and her swearing, all seem to fur-
ther undermine the idea that she takes her profes-
sion seriously. The jewelry itself, a coral bracelet 
upon which hangs a brooch bearing the inscription 
Amor vincit omnia (Love conquers all) strikes an 
ambiguous note within the context of her other 
attributes. Does amor refer to divine, or human, 
love? While none of these attributes may impress 
a modern reader as serious flaws, the blatant anti-
Semitism of the tale she tells does raise troubling 
questions about her character and about general 
attitudes toward the Jewish population in Europe at 
this time. The Prioress is accompanied by another 
nun, a chaplain, and three priests. Although none 
of these individuals is described, the Second Nun 
and one of the priests (the Nun’s Priest) do partici-
pate in the tale-telling contest.

Reeve, the The Reeve’s portrait follows that of 
the Manciple in the GENERAL PROLOGUE TO THE 
CANTERBURY TALES, although, according to the 
narrator, he rides at the very end of the procession. 
In contrast to the Manciple, about whose physical 
appearance we are given no information, his is a 
strikingly detailed portrait, beginning with the first 
line’s characterization of him as “sclendre” (slen-
der) and “choleric.” The latter refers to his tem-
perament and, according to the medieval theory 
of the bodily HUMORS, would indicate that he pos-
sesses a shrewd wit, a sharp tongue, and a lecherous 
disposition. The shrewd wit is amply demonstrated 
by information given here about how he conducts 
himself in the practice of his profession. Other 
details depict a man who is close-shaven with 
close-cropped hair, whose legs are long and lean as 
a stick. He wears a long blue surcoat (a loose outer 
garment), and bears a rusty knife. The title of reeve 
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Artist’s rendering of the Reeve, from the Ellesmere 
Manuscript of The Canterbury Tales. The Reeve is 
depicted as he is described in the General Prologue 
with long legs, a slender body, a clean-shaven face, and 
riding a dappled-gray horse.



indicates that he acts as the manager of a manor or 
estate, overseeing the protection and maintenance 
of pasture, fields, and woods belonging to the lord 
of the estate. In addition to overseeing all of the 
work done on the estate, he would also generally 
be responsible for collecting any rents (in goods 
or services) from tenants who lived on and farmed 
any portion of the estate. His responsibilities would 
include keeping yearly records of rents due and 
paid, as well as the estate’s expenses. These records 
would be presented to the lord of the estate at 
Michaelmas each year. Reeves were also responsi-
ble for convening an annual manorial court, where 
fines would be assessed on tenants who failed to 
meet their obligations or in some other way vio-
lated the rules of the estate.

This particular reeve appears to excel in car-
rying out his managerial duties, and particularly 
in discerning any cheating by those who work 
under him such as the herdsmen (“hierde”) or 
individual farm managers (“baillif ”). He himself, 
however, is not above practicing certain deceits 
upon the estate’s owner who, at 20 years of age, 
would be a particularly vulnerable target. In a 
position of such power and authority, the Reeve 
would have many opportunities to cheat his mas-
ter, most of them involving dishonest accounting 
practices. The Reeve’s ability to “bettre than his 
lord purchace” (line 608) [buy more property than 
his lord], thanks to the wealth he has “astored 
pryvely” (secured secretly) undoubtedly refer to 
the fruits of his deceitful business dealings. His 
“wonyng . . . ful faire upon an heeth; / With grene 
trees yshadwed” (lines 606–607) [very attractive 
dwelling on a heath; / Shaded with green trees] 
provides tangible evidence of the prosperity he has 
achieved by such means. Interestingly, the estate 
managed by the Reeve is in Norfolk, a region asso-
ciated, during the 14th century, with fraudulence 
and deceitfulness, as well as parsimoniousness, 
another characteristic that would help to explain 
the Reeve’s financial success. The Reeve’s horse, 
Scot, is the only mount to be given a name in the 
General Prologue, and that, too, seems to reflect 
upon the Reeve’s character. One meaning of the 
word, “scot,” was a tax levied on the members 
of a community in proportion to their ability to 

pay. Chaucer seems to be hinting that the Reeve 
acquired his horse as a form of payment, either 
from the tenants of the estate he manages or from 
his lord.

The Reeve’s sharp tongue and lecherous dispo-
sition, characteristics suggested by his physical fea-
tures, are not explicitly referred to in the General 
Prologue, but do surface later in both the prologue 
to his tale and the tale itself. In the prologue, he 
announces his intention to requite the Miller for 
that man’s insulting description of a carpenter (car-
pentry is one of the Reeve’s skills), and also con-
fesses his own “coltes tooth,” which inspires him 
with a lustful appetite inappropriate to his age. The 
tale that follows tells of a swindling miller whose 
pride is brought low when both his wife and his 
daughter are tricked into having sex with two stu-
dents. The Reeve’s name, given in the prologue to 
his tale, is Oswald.

Robyn (Robin) The name of the Miller who 
is described in the GENERAL PROLOGUE TO THE 
CANTERBURY TALES (lines 545–566) and who tells 
the second tale along the road to CANTERBURY. 
JILL MANN, in Chaucer and Medieval Estates Satire, 
points out similarities between the portrait of the 
Miller and that of “Robyn the rybaudoure,” a fig-
ure who appears in WILLIAM LANGLAND’s Vision of 
PIERS PLOWMAN and who perhaps provided Chau-
cer with the Miller’s name.

Roger Hogge The name of the Cook in the GEN-
ERAL PROLOGUE TO THE CANTERBURY TALES.

Scot Scot is the name of two different horses in 
Chaucer’s work. The first is the dappled gray horse 
ridden by the Reeve who is described in the GEN-
ERAL PROLOGUE TO THE CANTERBURY TALES (lines 
615–616). The second is the horse cursed by its 
rider in “The FRIAR’S TALE” (lines 1,543–1,544).

Second Nun, the The Second Nun is presum-
ably the nun who is mentioned in the GENERAL 
PROLOGUE TO THE CANTERBURY TALES as a mem-
ber of the Prioress’s household. She is not described 
in the prologue, but she does participate in the 
tale-telling contest. For information on daily life of 
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women in monastic communities, see the entry on 
the Prioress, above.

Although we know next to nothing about the 
Second Nun based on her description, we may 
at least assume that the religious establishment 
to which she belongs is not one that Boniface 
would have approved of. She and her mistress, 
the Prioress, are, after all, traveling on a pilgrim-
age, an activity that was strongly discouraged 
by English bishops. Any other judgment of her 
character must be based upon inferences drawn 
from the tale she tells on the road to Canterbury. 
The subject of “The SECOND NUN’S TALE” is the 
life of Saint CECILIA, an early Christian martyr. 
In the Canterbury Tales volume of the Oxford 
Guides to Chaucer, HELEN COOPER suggests that 
the tale told by the Second Nun has a more direct 
claim to “trouthe” (i.e., truth in the philosophi-
cal sense) for several reasons. First, the lack of 
characterization of its narrator prevents contami-

nation by a “fallible narrator”; second, the lack 
of a link that contains any reaction to either the 
tale or the teller makes the tale immune to ironic 
interpretation; finally, not only is it “rhetorically 
appropriate” for a nun to tell the story of a virgin 
saint, but the story is much more intellectually 
pure than its closest equivalent, “The PRIORESS’ 
TALE,” whose emotional narrative belongs to 
a subgenre of the saints’ life, MIRACLES OF THE 
VIRGIN.

Sergeant of the Law, the The Sergeant of the 
Law’s portrait follows that of the Clerk in the GEN-
ERAL PROLOGUE TO THE CANTERBURY TALES. He 
tells “THE MAN OF LAW’S TALE.” His title, sergeant, 
indicates that he belongs to the most prestigious 
and powerful rank of lawyers in Chaucer’s time. 
As such, his education and career would have fol-
lowed a somewhat different path from that of a 
modern-day lawyer. There was no regulating or 
licensing body for lawyers in 14th-century England, 
but there were two generally recognized routes for 
attaining the necessary education and experience. 
The more traditional one involved attending one 
of the universities, where, along with other basic 
requirements of the curriculum, one studied canon 
(i.e., church) law, civil law, and logic. After tak-
ing a degree, the aspiring lawyer then became an 
apprentice attached to a particular court, where he 
observed other lawyers in action and thus gained an 
understanding of the law in practice. By the latter 
part of the 14th-century, the INNS OF COURT, which 
later entirely took over the training of lawyers, 
were becoming a place where apprentices could 
get a more structured legal education, listening to 
lectures read by experienced lawyers and partici-
pating in moot courts. The latter gave apprentices 
the opportunity to hone their skills of argumenta-
tion before using them in actual practice. Much of 
their time, however, was spent in one of the courts 
of Westminster, where they learned by observing 
the successes and failures of professionals. There 
were two basic types of lawyer during the period. 
One, called an “attorney,” performed the relatively 
simple function of taking a litigant’s place in court 
and authorizing the procedural steps in the law-
suit. The other, known as a “pleader” or “counter,” 
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Artist’s rendering of the Second Nun, from the 
Ellesmere Manuscript of The Canterbury Tales. The 
Second Nun is mentioned but not described in the 
General Prologue, so the artist had complete liberty 
in creating her portrait. Unfortunately, his inspiration 
seems to have deserted him. This is one of the least 
interesting of all the Ellesmere portraits.



because he made arguments on behalf of his client, 
and then countered any opposing arguments that 
were presented. The “pleaders” or “counters” were 
the ones who, in the early 13th-century, began to 
be referred to as “Sergeants,” a term derived from 
a French word meaning “servant,” because this 
type of lawyer was essentially serving the needs of 
his client. An apprentice lawyer could attain the 
rank of Sergeant only after practicing successfully 
as a senior apprentice, a position that allowed him 
to argue cases before the court under the super-
vision of the justices and lawyers who practiced 
in that court. If a senior apprentice distinguished 
himself during this period, he might eventually be 
nominated to join the small, elite group of lawyers 
known as sergeants-at-law. Because the nominated 
came directly from the king, it was nearly com-
pulsory. It was also expensive, whether or not the 
apprentice chose to accept the honor. If he did 
accept, he was required to buy robes, to distribute 
gold rings to all who attended the ceremony, and 
to bear the expenses of a celebratory feast. If he 
refused the honor, he was required to pay a con-
siderable fine. Once recognized as a sergeant, how-
ever, the rewards were considerable. As the highest 
ranking legal official next to justices who sat on the 
King’s Bench, sergeants had their pick of clients 
and were often involved in land disputes (the most 
common type of civil suit at the time) for which 
their efforts and expertise were well paid.

Three things are emphasized in Chaucer’s por-
trait of the Sergeant: his professional activities, such 
as sitting as a judge at assizes; his discretion and 
dignity, which make him appear wise; and finally, 
his wealth, which has earned him a reputation as 
a buyer of property. Scholars have debated over 
whether this portrait contains elements of satire. 
The strongest hint appears in the lines which state 
that “Nowher so bisy a man as he ther nas, / And 
yet he semed bisier than he was” (lines 321–322) 
[Nowhere was there a man as busy as he was, and 
yet he seemed busier than he was]. JILL MANN, in 
Chaucer and Medieval Estates Satire, points out that 
Chaucer omits traditional censures of greed or dis-
honesty that would have been known to him from 
depictions of the legal profession in the work of 
JOHN GOWER and WILLIAM LANGLAND. The Ser-

geant’s unostentatious clothing also creates a favor-
able impression of the man, especially when he is 
compared to some of the more heavily satirized pil-
grims, whose dress inappropriately corresponds to 
their rank or profession. Chaucer himself may have 
studied law, and he certainly had firsthand experi-
ence with lawyers of the sergeant’s rank arising from 
his involvement in various types of litigation, includ-
ing his arrest in 1388 on a charge of debt. When the 
Sergeant is invited to participate in the tale-telling 
contest, the Host, Harry Bailly, addresses him as 
“Sire Man of Lawe,” which was evidently an accept-
able form of address for one of his rank. The tale 
that he tells is the story of the long-suffering Con-
stance, the emperor of Rome’s daughter whose life 
is an exemplary fable of the virtues of submission 
to God’s divine plan. Thematically, it is somewhat 
similar to “The CLERK’S TALE,” concerning patient 
Griselda.

Shipman, the The Shipman’s portrait follows 
that of the Cook in the GENERAL PROLOGUE TO 
THE CANTERBURY TALES. Like the Merchant, the 
Shipman appears to be engaged in trade. Although 
the term shipman could designate the captain, or 
master, of a ship, it could also refer to an important 
member of the crew. Chaucer doesn’t make it clear 
to which category his Shipman belongs, though the 
reference to his clothing, a “gowne of faldynge” (fal-
dynge being a coarse, inexpensive grade of woolen 
cloth), intimates that he is not likely to be captain 
of the ship upon which he sails, the Maudelayne. 
Various hints regarding his character suggest a cer-
tain roguishness reminiscent of an era when the 
threat of piracy still existed in European waters. 
The strongest of these hints is the reference to 
his sending those he fought home by water (i.e., 
tossing them overboard in a fight), which may be 
interpreted as a defense of his ship’s cargo, or as 
an aggressive action taken against another ship’s 
crew. The Shipman furthermore lacks a “nyce” (i.e., 
scrupulous) conscience, which is illustrated by his 
habit of stealing wine during return voyages from 
the French region of BORDEAUX. These details of 
his portrait, in addition to the location of his home 
base in Dartmouth, have led scholars to speculate 
that Chaucer may have based his description of 
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the Shipman on a man named John Hawley who 
worked out of Dartmouth and who owned a ship 
named the Magdaleyne. Although later earning the 
distinction of a royal commission to protect Eng-
land from its naval enemies, Hawley had a history 
of raiding other merchant ships and stealing wine. 
In spite of this, he seems to be a respected citi-
zen of Dartmouth, where he served as a justice of 
the peace, mayor, and eventually admiral’s deputy. 
Hawley was known to be a skilled seaman; likewise, 
Chaucer’s Shipman, who excels in his craft and who 
is praised as the best navigator between Hull, on 
the northern coast of England, and Carthage, in 
northern Africa. Because shipmen are rarely found 
in other examples of medieval estates satire, some 
scholars have argued that this portrait is not meant 
to be satirical, discounting the mild criticism implied 
by the reference to his filching wine. On the other 
hand, “The SHIPMAN’S TALE,” concerning the dou-
ble-dealing monk, Sir John, who superbly swindles 
his rich merchant friend, suggests a fairly contemp-
tuous attitude toward members of the profession 
that provided him with his employment. Look-
ing back at the portrait after having read the tale 
lends a darker coloring to the activities mentioned 
in the former.

Squire, the The Squire is the second pilgrim 
described in the GENERAL PROLOGUE TO THE CAN-
TERBURY TALES. He is the son of the Knight, and 
belongs to the tripartite group of Knight, Squire, 
and Yeoman. In the later Middle Ages, the word 
squire had several related meanings. The one that 
applies here is “knight in training.” The word 
derived from the Old French esquier, which meant 
“shield bearer,” which partially represents the 
squire’s duties. The related English term “esquire,” 
or “squire,” originally denoted a person responsible 
for attending to the knight’s horses. By the 14th 
century, a squire was additionally required to carry 
the knight’s armor, spear, and whatever other weap-
ons he might bear when they were not in use. To be 
eligible to be a squire, a young man generally had to 
be born into the family of a knight. A squire’s train-
ing typically began at an early age, perhaps as early 
as seven or eight years old. At that time, the boy 
would be sent to the household of another knight 

or a member of the nobility, where, in a religious 
ceremony following some kind of physical trial or 
vigil, he would be girded with a sword, symbolizing 
his new rank. Once initiated, he would be schooled 
in the arts of war as well as more peaceful pastimes 
such as music, dancing, and courtly behavior. His 
education also included horsemanship, hawking, 
and hunting, and was rounded off with instruc-
tion in religion. The squire not only transported 
the knight’s armor from place to place, but gener-
ally accompanied his knight into battle, ready at 
all times to come to his assistance, whether that 
involved strapping him into his armor, replacing a 
shattered weapon with a fresh one, or taking charge 
of prisoners captured on the field. In times of peace, 
his duties were more domestic and included serving 

Canterbury Tales, The  73

Artist’s rendering of the Squire, from the Ellesmere 
Manuscript of The Canterbury Tales. The Squire has 
curly hair and wears a short gown, in agreement with 
the description of him that appears in the General 
Prologue.



at the knight’s table and providing entertainment 
in the form of music and singing. A squire usually 
graduated to the rank of knight around the age of 
21, once he had proven himself through his partici-
pation on the field of battle. All of the above would 
seem to apply to Chaucer’s squire who, though 
still in service to his father, stands on the cusp 
of receiving his own knighthood for his military 
service, which is mentioned in the text: “And he 
hadde been sometyme in chyvachie, / In Flaun-
dres, in Artoys, and Pycardie” (lines 85–86) [And 
he had been sometime on a cavalry expedition/ in 
Flanders, in Artois, and Picardy]. It is important to 
note, however, that the Squire’s military service is 
of a distinctly different character from his father’s. 
While the Knight served in such exotic locations as 
Prussia, Lithuania, and Morocco, for the purpose 
of fighting the Turks, the Squire’s service has a 
domestic flavor. Flanders was a medieval country 
comprised of what is roughly modern-day northern 
Belgium; Artois and Picardy are regions in north-
ern France.

The Squire’s youthful high spirits, the concern 
with fashion that is reflected in his embroidered 
clothing, and the emphasis given his courtly accom-
plishments such as riding, composing and singing 
songs, playing the flute, and dancing, together con-
stitute a rather conventional iconographic image of 
the noble yet somewhat naïve young lover whose 
characteristics are mirrored elsewhere in The Can-
terbury Tales by Aurelius, who appears in “The 
FRANKLIN’S TALE.” These characteristics, along 
with the physical details of his portrait, such as the 
flowers embroidered on his clothing and the simile 
stating that he is “as fressh as is the month of May,” 
grant him an association with youth and spring-
time, creating further contrast to his serious, sober 
father, so dedicated to his profession, so uncon-
cerned with outward appearances, that he has 
come directly from his most recent expedition, still 
wearing a “bismotered” (presumably with blood) 
coat of mail. The contrast between the two men is 
exhibited again in the tales they tell. Although the 
Squire, like his father, attempts to tell a chivalric 
romance, his performance is, in every other way, 
strikingly dissimilar. “The KNIGHT’S TALE” of Pal-
amon and Arcite, of their kinship and their rivalry 

over the lady Emily, with its tragic denouement, is, 
as Stanley Kahrl has noted, “a celebration of clas-
sical order in the chivalric world.” “The SQUIRE’S 
TALE,” on the other hand, is a disordered mish-
mash of several different stories, set in the exotic 
realm of “TARTARY.” When it becomes obvious 
that the Squire’s performance will either degener-
ate into nonsense or go on forever (or both), he is 
courteously interrupted by the Franklin who, per-
haps to smooth things over, tells a tale of a squire 
who, faced with terrible temptation, acted as nobly 
as a knight might be expected to do.

Summoner, the The Summoner’s portrait 
follows that of the Reeve in the GENERAL PRO-
LOGUE TO THE CANTERBURY TALES. The title of 
this man’s profession indicates his employment as 
a server of summonses for an ecclesiastical court. 
In the Middle Ages, there were two branches of 
law, canon (i.e., church) law and civil law. Eccle-
siastical courts, which were convened by bishops 
or their representatives, had jurisdiction over such 
offenses as disturbing the peace, breach of contract, 
perjury, slander, and libel, as well as sexual offenses 
such as fornication, adultery, and prostitution. The 
penalties for someone judged guilty ranged from 
taking an oath never to repeat the offense to some-
thing as severe as excommunication. Most often, 
however, punishments consisted of or included a 
fine. Despite the nature of a summoner’s duties, 
the position was a nonclerical one and so did not 
require entering the priesthood of the Catholic 
Church, though it did require some basic school-
ing as a summoner’s duties required that he be 
able to read and write. As an official of the court, 
a summoner’s primary responsibility was to locate 
persons accused of offenses against canon law, and 
to make sure they appeared in court on the day 
of their scheduled hearing. In addition to these 
duties, in some areas, summoners were authorized 
to act as investigators, and were licensed to issue 
subpoenas based on their investigations. Such a 
system was inherently vulnerable to abuse. The 
fact that summoners were paid a percentage of the 
monies they brought in through fines gave them an 
incentive to discover guilt, be it real or fabricated. 
Chaucer’s Summoner has this power, and he uses it 
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self-servingly, to increase his financial gain. Sum-
moners were also known to let guilty people get 
away with their crimes in exchange for a bribe. 
Chaucer’s Summoner, we are told, “wolde suffre 
for a quart of wyn / A good felawe to have his 
concubyn / A twelf month, and excuse hym atte 
fulle” (lines 649–651) [would allow, for a quart of 
wine / A good fellow to have his concubine / A 
twelve-month, and excuse him fully]. “Good fel-
low” becomes, in the next several lines, an obvious 
euphemism for someone who routinely violates the 
laws of the Roman Catholic Church: “And if he 
foond owher a good felawe, / He wolde techen him 
to have noon awe / In swich caas of the ercede-
kenes curs, / But if a mannes soule were in his purs; 
/ For in his purs he sholde ypunysshed be” (lines 
653–657) [And if he found anywhere a good fellow 
/ He would teach him to have no awe / In such a 
case of the archdeacon’s curse, / Unless a man’s 

soul were in his purse; / For in his purse he should 
be punished]. The term “archdeacon’s curse” here 
refers to excommunication.

The Summoner’s attitude that money is all that 
is needed to buy a clear conscience and a clean soul, 
and that therefore no one ought to fear excommu-
nication as long as he can pay, betrays the deep 
cynicism that is the source of his moral corruption. 
Even Chaucer’s naïve narrator, who seems, or at 
least pretends to be, oblivious to most of the other 
pilgrim’s moral flaws, is taken aback by the Sum-
moner, and spurred to issue a corrective to the 
man’s immoral practices: “But wel I woot he lyed 
right in dede; / Of cursyng oghte ech gilty man him 
drede, / For curs wol slee right as assoillyng savith” 
(lines 659–661) [But well I know he lied, indeed, / 
Of excommunication ought each guilty man have 
fear, / For excommunication will kill just as absolu-
tion saves.] The Summoner’s physical description 
is every bit as disturbing as the depiction of his 
character. His skin is described as fire-red, pimpled 
(“saucefleem”), and infected with something called 
“scall” (probably alopicia) that has caused hair loss 
from his eyebrows and beard. These details of his 
description are dramatically emphasized by further 
reference to the “whelkes white” (pustules) and 
“knobbes” (swellings) on his cheeks. The causes of 
these eruptions are likewise hinted at in the text 
when we are told he loves to eat garlic, onions, 
and leeks and to drink strong red wine, all of which 
were considered to aggravate conditions such as 
his. These physical characteristics, according to the 
medieval pseudoscience of PHYSIOGNOMY, suggest 
that he is lecherous, a hint that is at least partially 
confirmed by his willingness to excuse this vice in 
others, provided they give him a suitable bribe, and 
by the information that he has the young girls of his 
diocese in his control because he knows all of their 
secrets. What he does with that power is left to the 
imagination.

The Summoner’s companionship with the Par-
doner, in light of the Pardoner’s description, has 
led some commentators to speculate that a homo-
sexual relationship exists between the two. Oth-
ers have suggested that the two men may have 
a professional relationship, something along the 
order of the one the Doctor of Physic has with the 
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Manuscript of The Canterbury Tales. The illustrator 
portrays the “scalled browes,” and “piled berd” 
described in the General Prologue, but neglects to 
include the garland that he wears on his head or the 
buckler made of cake. He carries a summons in his 
extended hand.



apothecary who sells the medicines prescribed by 
the doctor: The Summoner makes his money from 
exposing sin, while the Pardoner profits by selling 
forgiveness in the form of ecclesiastical pardons. 
The final details of the Summoner’s portrait—the 
garland or wreath he wears upon his head and the 
shield he has fashioned for himself from a loaf of 
bread—suggest a frivolity that only increases the 
portrait’s grotesqueness. The garland is described 
as being “as greet as it were for an ale-stake” (line 
667) [as large as if it were for an ale-stake], a refer-
ence to the use of a garland or bush tied to a stake 
to indicate a roadside ale-house. Aside from being 
just the kind of silly behavior exhibited by a drunk, 
the comparison functions as another reminder of 
the Summoner’s fondness for alcohol. In the tale-
telling contest, the Summoner clashes with the 
Friar, whose tale paints a damning portrait of the 
Summoner’s occupation. The Summoner’s tale 
requites that performance with an equally damning 
portrayal of a friar. The antagonism between the 
two could be explained by the fact that they might 
both be competing for the same sources of income 
if the Summoner were visiting people within the 
district where the Friar had his license to beg.

Tapestry Maker, the (Tapycer) One of a group 
of tradesmen mentioned, but not described individ-
ually, in the GENERAL PROLOGUE TO THE CANTER-
BURY TALES. His title indicates that he is engaged 
in the profession of weaving tapestries; these could 
range in size from small pieces used to adorn a piece 
of clothing to large wall hangings used for decora-
tive and insulation purposes in medieval houses and 
castles. The others in his group include a Weaver 
(“Webbe”), a Dyer of cloth (“Dyere”), a Carpenter, 
and a Haberdasher. The fact that the five guildsmen 
all wear the same type of uniform indicates their 
membership in one of the medieval parish guilds, 
the forerunner of craft guilds and the modern-day 
trade unions. Though originally established to pro-
tect individual members from instances in which ill-
ness, disability, or death threatened their economic 
security, parish guilds were eventually overshad-
owed by the trade and craft guilds that set standards 
for the quality of the goods produced, regulated hol-
idays and hours of work, and fixed prices and wages 

to some extent. Certain details of Chaucer’s portrait 
of the guildsmen, such as their silver- (rather than 
brass-) mounted knives, might suggest either pros-
perity or pretentiousness, depending upon whether 
or not one judges the portraits to contain elements 
of satire. Those scholars who argue against find-
ing satire in their description note that Chaucer 
provided his guildsmen with none of the traditional 
mercantile vices such as fraud, usury, and avarice. 
None of the five guildsmen tells a tale on the pil-
grimage to CANTERBURY.

Weaver, the (Webbe) One of a group of trades-
men mentioned, but not described individually, 
in the GENERAL PROLOGUE TO THE CANTERBURY 
TALES. His title (“Webbe”) indicates that he is 
a weaver of cloth (a profession also practiced by 
another pilgrim, the Wife of Bath). A weaver’s job 
required him to take skeins of wool or other yarn 
(wool was the most common in England), affix it 
to a hand-operated loom, and then move the dif-
ferent parts of the loom in such a way that the yarn 
was woven into cloth. The other members of his 
group include a Carpenter, Haberdasher, Dyer of 
cloth (“Dyere”), and Tapestry maker (“Tapycer”). 
The fact that the five guildsmen all wear the same 
type of uniform indicates their membership in 
one of the medieval parish guilds, the forerunner 
of craft guilds and the modern-day trade unions. 
Though originally established to protect individual 
members from instances in which illness, disability, 
or death threatened their economic security, par-
ish guilds were eventually overshadowed by the 
trade and craft guilds that set standards for the 
quality of the goods produced, regulated holidays 
and hours of work, and fixed prices and wages to 
some extent. Certain details of Chaucer’s portrait 
of the guildsmen, such as their silver- (rather than 
brass) mounted knives, might suggest either pros-
perity or pretentiousness, depending upon whether 
or not one judges the portraits to contain elements 
of satire. Those scholars who argue against finding 
satire in their description note that Chaucer pro-
vided his guildsmen with none of the traditional 
mercantile vices such as fraud, usury, and avarice.

One interesting feature of the Weaver’s profes-
sion is its alliance with those of three of the other 
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craftsmen accompanying him. A tapestry mak-
er’s profession was, in a sense, parallel to that of 
a weaver: The latter wove cloth for garments and 
household linens, while the former wove decora-
tive cloth most often used as wall-hangings. A dyer 
added color to wool before it was woven, or to cloth 
after the weaving process had been completed, while 
a haberdasher was a merchant who sold ribbons, 
sewing tape, purses, gloves, hats, and other small 
wares in a shop. The fact that all of these trades-
men are wearing the same livery suggests that they 
may have been members of a company, each one 
involved in one stage of the production of finished 
products that would have been sold in the shop of 
the haberdasher. The carpenter’s membership in the 
guild is somewhat puzzling, yet it is not inconceiv-
able that such a craftsman could have maintained 
the looms employed by the weaver and the tapestry 
maker, as well as providing equipment for the dyer 
and completing building and repair projects for the 
haberdasher in exchange for a cut of the profits. 
His role would be especially important if the weaver 
and tapestry maker mentioned here were actually 
masters of their trade who employed a number of 
apprentices and journeymen working under them. 
Such an arrangement would help to explain why a 
weaver, traditionally one of the lowest paid skilled 
occupations in England, could afford to wear a silver-
mounted knife, or to appear so dignified and well-
appointed in his attire that the narrator comments, 
“Wel semed ech of hem a fair burgeys / To sitten in 
a yeldehalle in a deys” (lines 369–370) [Well seemed 
each of them a fair burgess / to sit in a guildhall upon 
a dais]. Although the meetings of trade guilds were 
held in the city guildhall, to sit upon a dais, or raised 
platform, was an honor reserved for the major and 
aldermen, the highest ranking civic officials. Fur-
ther along in his description, the narrator suggests 
that each had enough “catel” [property] and “rente” 
[income] to be an alderman, another feature of the 
description which suggests that the weaver must be, 
or—what is more likely, believe that he is—a man of 
more consequence than most members of his profes-
sion in 14th-century England. Alternatively, these 
five men could belong to what was known as a “par-
ish guild,” a group organized by its members for the 
purpose of mutual welfare (such unions provided for 

injured and sick members, and, in case of death, took 
responsibility for the burial), and to perform other 
charitable acts. In The Oxford Guides to Chaucer: 
The Canterbury Tales, HELEN COOPER argues that 
Chaucer’s portrait of the guildsmen is entirely satiric, 
the fine details of their clothing and their apparent 
“worthiness” to serve as aldermen reveal their own 
pretentiousness and sense of self-importance. Most 
of the men who were elected mayor and alderman 
came from the wealthier and more influential mer-
cantile guilds—the Drapers, Tailors, Vintners, Gro-
cers, Fishmongers, Goldsmiths, and so forth. None 
of Chaucer’s guildsmen tells a tale on the pilgrimage 
to CANTERBURY.

Wife of Bath, the The Wife of Bath’s portrait 
follows that of the Physician in the GENERAL PRO-
LOGUE TO THE CANTERBURY TALES. Like the Prior-
ess, this “good Wife” has attracted a great deal of 
critical attention, partly because of the controversy 
that arises over interpreting her character. Accord-
ing to some scholars, she is a caricature of a strong 
and independent woman, the nightmarish personi-
fication of the same antifeminist literary tradition 
that she attempts to adapt to her own uses. Others 
see her as a positive representation of independent 
womanhood, a kind of protofeminist making the 
best life that she can for herself in a repressive, 
male-dominated society.

While women’s status during the latter part of 
the Middle Ages was in flux, they were expected 
(and exhorted) to conform to certain standards of 
behavior and, particularly when married, to per-
form certain tasks. The ideal woman was wise, 
courteous, meek, and prudent. And although a 
surprising number of women belonging to the mer-
chant class and nobility did receive an education, 
wisdom, in a woman’s case, was measured primarily 
by ability to make sound decisions regarding her 
behavior and the running of her household. As a 
wife, a woman was expected to bear children, keep 
house, cook, nurse (or, in the case of wealthy fami-
lies, supervise servants who cooked and cleaned 
and nursed children), and in some cases, perform 
income-producing activities such as spinning and 
weaving. Although the Wife of Bath has no chil-
dren, she possesses a prodigious sexual appetite, a 
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detail that speaks to the cultural anxiety regarding 
women’s behavior, which had to be strictly regu-
lated in order to insure that the children who were 
supported by their father’s income, and who inher-
ited their father’s name and property, were, geneti-
cally speaking, his children. The popular joke that 
referred to a man whose wife committed adultery as 
a “cuckold,” alluded to the cuckoo bird’s propensity 
for laying its eggs in the nest of another bird; when 
the cuckoo chicks hatched, they pushed the other 
chicks out of the nest and were then raised by their 
“adopted” parents. Chaucer’s decision to make Ali-
son childless, whatever its source, certainly impacts 
our perception of her, though perhaps not as much 
as it would have affected a medieval reader’s. Chil-
dren likely would have complicated Alison’s desire 
to remarry, reducing the amount of money she 
would bring to a marriage because of the portion 

that would go to her children’s inheritance. Not 
only this, but the fact that the new husband would 
be expected to support any minor children, would 
have made her a less attractive commodity in the 
marriage market. Ultimately, whether we approve 
or disapprove of the Wife of Bath depends upon our 
own perceptions and biases regarding the behavior 
of the sexes within the institution of marriage.

It is important, however, to acknowledge that 
the Wife of Bath’s description in the General Pro-
logue does contain some satiric elements, hinting 
at qualities such as pride, wrath, envy (she becomes 
enraged when other women go before her to pres-
ent their church offering), and lust (she has had 
five husbands, in addition to other “company” in 
youth), although none of these details is as damn-
ing as those found in the portraits of the corrupt 
clerics such as the Monk or Friar. And some details 
of her description are positive, like the narrator’s 
praise of her clothmaking ability, and the descrip-
tion of her face, which is fair and ruddy-hued. Her 
sanguine complexion (see HUMORS), in addition to 
her evident enjoyment of social occasions, indi-
cates a good-natured gregariousness. Her clothing 
and the horse that she rides suggest prosperity. The 
outline provided by these details is substantially 
fleshed out by information contained in the pro-
logue to her tale and throughout the tale itself. 
And whether our ultimate reaction to her is one of 
attraction or repulsion or something in-between, 
one thing is certain: We know more about her than 
we do about any of the other pilgrims.

Wilkin (Wilkyn) This name is a diminutive of 
William. The Wife of Bath uses the name to speak 
of one of her aged husbands in the prologue to her 
tale (line 432).

Yeoman, the The Yeoman appears third in the 
GENERAL PROLOGUE TO THE CANTERBURY TALES. 
He is a member of the Knight’s household and his 
occupational name, yeoman, indicates that he is 
a freeborn servant (i.e., that he serves the Knight 
voluntarily in exchange for some kind of compen-
sation, typically taking the form of land or wages). 
In a feudal household, his rank places him immedi-
ately below a squire. The placing of his portrait fol-
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lowing that of the Squire would appear to preserve 
this hierarchical order.

The Yeoman’s portrait encompasses only 14 
verses, making it one of the shortest in the General 
Prologue. Only the Merchant, Cook, and Plowman 
are described in fewer lines. He is also the only one 
of two pilgrims—the other being the Plowman—
who are described at any length, yet do not tell a 
tale. Because a yeoman in 14th-century England 
could perform a number of different services within 
the household to which he was attached, we have 
to look at the details of his portrait for further clues. 
The most obvious one appears in the last line of his 
description when the narrator simply states, “A for-
ster [forester] was he, soothly, as I gesse” (line 117). 
His attire, the “cote and hood of grene” perfectly 
correspond to the requirements of the position of 
forester. In Chaucer’s day, a forester’s responsibility 
was to oversee the maintenance and protection of 
forested lands attached to his master’s estate. Most 
importantly, he guarded against poachers and pre-
vented the unlawful harvesting of wood, as well as 
supervising the work of gamekeepers and falconers. 
A forester would also preside over hunting expedi-
tions, a role that is hinted at in the reference to 
his hunting horn, and in the description of him as 
being skilled in “wodecraft,” that is, the ceremonies 
of the hunt. The bow, arrows, and knife that he 
has brought on the pilgrimage may likewise be read 
as accoutrements of his role as forester, but, cou-
pled with his shield (“bokeler”), they also suggest 
the military function of the yeoman class. As John 
Conlee points out in his discussion of the Yeoman 
in Chaucer’s Pilgrims (1996), the three figures—
knight, squire, yeoman—constituted the basic 
English fighting unit during the Middle Ages. The 
yeoman’s weapon was the longbow and he, along 
with his fellow archers, was integral to England’s 
martial success throughout the HUNDRED YEARS’ 
WAR. Although the Yeoman’s portrait consists 
almost entirely of external details, some of those, 
such as the description of his arrows, which are 
“bright and kene” and “drouped noght with fetheres 
lowe” (did not fall short from being in a poor condi-
tion) and his “myghty bowe” (mighty bow) clearly 
suggest that he is exemplary of his type. Despite the 
Host’s plan for all the pilgrims to participate in the 

tale-telling contest on their way to CANTERBURY, 
the Yeoman does not.

FOR FURTHER READING
So many good books have been written about The 
Canterbury Tales that it is difficult to know where 
to begin. One of the most readable explorations is 
PAUL RUGGIERS’s The Art of The Canterbury Tales 
(1965) which analyzes individual tales (except for 
those of the Physician, Monk, Manciple, and Par-
son) under the headings of romance and comedy, 
describing how they depict various aspects of the 
human condition, and how they bring together 
different literary forms. Particularly interesting is 
Ruggiers’s discussion of the narrator and his role 
in the poem. Another book that makes some 
important observations on the work as a whole 
is RALPH BALDWIN’s The Unity of The Canterbury 
Tales (1955), the first study that pointed to pilgrim-
age as the unifying idea and central theme of The 
Canterbury Tales. An interpretive tale-by-tale read-
ing is provided by Trevor Whittock’s A Reading of 
The Canterbury Tales (1968), which emphasizes the 
variety of worldviews represented in the work and 
notes how the recurrence of certain themes main-
tains a moral focus. The most thorough scholarly 
treatment of the General Prologue and each tale is 
HELEN COOPER’s contribution to The Oxford Guides 
to Chaucer: The Canterbury Tales (1989), which pro-
vides an excellent critical discussion of all the tales, 
including their probable dates of composition and 
their sources and analogues. For those interested in 
feminist theory, Carolyn Dinshaw’s Chaucer’s Sexual 
Poetics (1989) provides an enjoyable and enlighten-
ing read of “The Man of Law’s Tale,” “The Wife of 
Bath’s Tale,” and “The Clerk’s Tale.” Priscilla Mar-
tin’s Chaucer’s Women: Nuns, Wives and Amazons 
(1990) more fully discusses the role of women in a 
variety of Chaucer’s texts, including The Canterbury 
Tales. Peggy Knapp’s Chaucer and the Social Con-
test (1990) draws on recent literary theory, particu-
larly on the writings of M. M. Bakhtin and Michel 
Foucault, to provide an interesting overview of the 
tales, which focuses on three areas of contention in 
the 14th century: the division of social duties into 
the three estates, the controversies surrounding 
religious reform efforts, and the roles of women.
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Chaucer’s Retraction
Chaucer’s Retraction is a short piece of prose 
appearing at the conclusion of The CANTERBURY 
TALES, beneath the rubric, “Heere taketh the 
makere of this book his leve.” Within the text 
that follows, Chaucer repents of writing those of 
his works that display vanity or are conducive 
of sin. Those he names are “the book of Troi-
lus” (TROILUS AND CRISEYDE), “the book . . . of 
Fame (The HOUSE OF FAME), “the book of the 
XXV. Ladies” (The LEGEND OF GOOD WOMEN), 
“the book of the Duchesse” (The BOOK OF THE 
DUCHESS), “the book of Seint Valentynes day of 
the Parlement of Briddes” (The PARLIAMENT OF 
FOWLS), “the tales of Caunterbury, thilke that 
sownen into synne” (The Canterbury Tales—those 
that tend toward sin), “the book of the Leoun” 
(BOOK OF THE LION), and many another book, 
song or “lecherous lay” that he may have forgot-
ten about. For the virtuous works that he wrote, 
such as the BOECE and “othere bookes of legendes 
of seintes, and omelies, and moralitee, and devo-
cioun” (line 1,087) [other books of saints’ lives, 
homilies, and books of morality and devotion], 
Chaucer gives thanks to Christ and His Mother. 
The final lines—where he asks for grace to bewail 
his sins and to seek the salvation of his soul so that 
he may at the day of judgment be one of those 
that shall be saved—lend credence to the tradi-
tion that the piece is a deathbed confession, a tra-
dition that appeared as early as the 15th century. 
Although Chaucer’s authorship of the Retraction 
has been questioned by those who do not like to 
think that he would repudiate what we consider 
some of his greatest work, it is strongly supported 
by the Retraction’s appearance in all manuscripts 
containing “The PARSON’S TALE” (the final tale of 
the Canterbury set) complete. There is further-
more a sense of continuity between the Parson’s 
performance and Chaucer’s parting words. In the 
Retraction, the poet prays for the salvation of his 
soul, and more specifically for “grace of verray 
penitence, confessioun and satisfaccioun” (line 
1,089), each of which is exhaustively discussed in 
the Parson’s penitential treatise.

FOR FURTHER READING
Much of what has been written about the Retrac-
tion participates in the debate over whether the 
piece should be read as an integral part of The Can-
terbury Tales. Most scholars agree that it should. 
Readers interested in pursuing this topic should 
consider Lee Patterson’s “The ‘Parson’s Tale’ and 
the Quitting of the ‘Canterbury Tales’ ” (Traditio, 
1978). Patterson was one of the first modern critics 
to provide both internal and external evidence to 
support this position. Other essays that agree with 
Patterson include James Dean’s “Chaucer’s Repen-
tence: A Likely Story” (Chaucer Review, 1989); 
Jameela Lares’s “Chaucer’s ‘Retractions’: A ‘Ver-
ray Parfit Penitance,’ ” and Kieran Kealy’s “Voices 
of the Tabard: The Last Tales of The Canterbury 
Tales” (both published in From Arabye to Engelond: 
Medieval Studies in Honour of Mahmoud Manzalaoui 
on His 75th Birthday, 1999, edited by A. E. Christa 
Canitz and Gernot R. Wieland). Other, more recent 
treatments of this theme can be found in Margaret 
Hallissy’s “The End of English Literature: The Case 
of Geoffrey Chaucer” (Confrontation, 2000) and 
in DEREK BREWER’s “From the Many to the One: 
Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales” (published in Prologues 
et epilogues dan la littèrature anglaise du Moyen Âge, 
2001, edited by Leo Carruthers and Adrian Papa-
hagi). On a slightly different note, Peter W. Travis’s 
“Deconstructing Chaucer’s Retraction” (Exemplaria, 
special issue, 1991) uses Derridean theory to show 
how the Retraction is simultaneously marginal to 
and an important element of The Canterbury Tales, 
generating, by the “hermeneutic double-bind” that it 
creates, multiple meanings and interpretations that 
deny ultimate closure. Three thought-provoking 
essays that seek to qualify the Retraction’s signifi-
cance in the overall scheme of The Canterbury Tales 
are Douglas Wurtele’s “The Penitence of Geoffrey 
Chaucer” (Viator, 1980); Matthew C. Wolfe’s “Plac-
ing Chaucer’s Retraction for a Reception of Closure” 
(Chaucer Review, 1999); and Míceál Vaughan’s 
“Creating Comfortable Boundaries: Scribes, Editors 
and the Invention of the Parson’s Tale” (published 
in Rewriting Chaucer: Culture, Authority, and the Idea 
of the Authentic Text, 1400–1602, 1999, edited by 
Thomas A. Prendergast and Barbara Kline). Albert 

80  Chaucer’s Retraction



E. Hartung’s “ ‘The Parson’s Tale’ and Chaucer’s 
Penance” (published in Literature and Religion in the 
Later Middle Ages: Philological Studies in Honor of Sieg-
fried Wenzel, 1995, edited by Richard G. Newhauser 
and John A. Alford) uses psychoanalytic theory to 
suggest that “The Parson’s Tale” and the Retraction 
originally belonged to a separate document that was 
later appended to The Canterbury Tales. The rela-
tionship of the Retraction to other literary works is 
also a popular topic. Edmund Reiss’s “Chaucer and 
Medieval Irony” (Studies in the Age of Chaucer, 1979) 
and Rosemarie McGerr’s “Retraction and Memory” 
(Comparative Literature, 1986) both discuss ways in 
which Chaucer’s Retraction exhibits an Augustin-
ian world view. The Retraction’s kinship with other 
medieval literary productions is the subject of John 
Wall’s “Penance as Poetry in the Late Fourteenth 
Century” (published in Medieval English Religious and 
Ethical Literature, 1986, edited by Gregory Kratzmann 
and James Simpson); Melissa Furrow’s “The Author 
and Damnation: Chaucer, Writing and Penitence” 
(Forum for Modern Language Study, 1997); and W. 
A. Davenport’s Chaucer and His English Contempo-
raries: Prologue and Tale in “The Canterbury Tales” 
(1998).

“Chaucer’s Words unto 
Adam, His Owne Scriveyn”

One of the short poems attributed to Chaucer in the 
manuscripts, “Chaucer’s Words unto Adam” con-
sists of seven lines, in which the poet rebukes the 
young man who was apparently his scribe for mak-
ing numerous errors in his transcription of Chaucer’s 
work, which the poet then had to go back and cor-
rect. The BOECE and TROILUS AND CRISEYDE are spe-
cifically mentioned in the poet’s expressed wish that 
if his careless scribe should have to write them out 
anew, he might develop “scalle,” a scabrous eruption 
of the scalp with which Chaucer’s Summoner was 
also afflicted. Because of the reference to Troilus and 
the use of the RHYME ROYAL stanza, it appears likely 
that Chaucer’s poem to his scribe was composed 
around the middle of the 1380s. A stanza in book five 

of the Troilus also indicates that Chaucer was con-
cerned over the accurate transmission of his text.

FOR FURTHER READING
Scholars writing about “Chaucer’s Words unto 
Adam” have mainly concerned themselves with 
establishing the identity of the scribe named Adam. 
Readers interested in this question should consult 
AAGE BRUSENDORFF’s The Chaucer Tradition (1925; 
rpt. 1965) and ELEANOR HAMMOND’s Chaucer: A 
Bibliographical Manual (1908). Possible sources or 
literary inspiration for the poem are discussed by 
R. E. KASKE in Chaucerian Problems and Perspectives: 
Essays Presented to Paul E. Beichner (1979, edited by 
Edward Vasta and Zacharias P. Thundy) and by 
ROBERT K. ROOT in The Poetry of Chaucer: A Guide 
to Its Study and Appreciation (1922; rpt. 1957). An 
interesting discussion of the poet’s prescience in 
expressing such concern over the transmission of 
his work is found in Carolyn Collette’s essay on this 
subject, “Afterlife” (published in A Companion to 
Chaucer, 2000, edited by Peter Brown). The related 
issue of textual transmission as it relates to Chau-
cerian studies is also addressed by Tim Machan in 
“Texts,” published in the same volume.

“Clerk’s Tale, The”
The Clerk’s tale of patient Griselda is one of sev-
eral Canterbury tales that focus on the institution 
of marriage (see MARRIAGE GROUP). The tale fol-
lows “The SUMMONER’S TALE” in most manuscripts 
of The Canterbury Tales, but no overt relationship 
connects one to the other. In the prologue to the 
tale, the Host, Harry Bailly, invites the clerk to 
tell the next tale, but in this case does not com-
ment upon what has gone before. The tale’s themes 
appears to mirror the humble and serious demeanor 
of the narrator as he is described in the GENERAL 
PROLOGUE to the tales.

SUMMARY
In SALUZZO, a town of northern Italy, lives a mar-
quis famed among his people for his good govern-
ment. Under his rule, their lives are so comfortable 
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and secure that they have only one complaint, 
which is that the marquise, whose name is Walter, 
remains unmarried. His people fear that he may 
someday die, leaving them without an heir to carry 
on in the same benevolent tradition. Although he 
has never wished to marry, Walter acknowledges 
the cause of their concern and agrees to take a wife, 
on condition that he may freely choose the woman 
and that, whoever she may be, they promise to 
honor her and to treat her with the same respect 
that they would show to an emperor’s daughter.

With these conditions met, Walter sets a date 
for his espousal and chooses a wife. Instead of 
selecting a woman from his own class, however, he 
decides to marry Griselda, the daughter of a poor 
peasant named Janicula. Evidently, Walter has had 

his eye upon her for some time, taking note of her 
virtuous beauty and thinking to himself that if ever 
he should marry, she would be the one. When the 
day of the promised wedding arrives, Walter goes 
to the cottage where Griselda and her father live 
and asks Janicula for his daughter’s hand in mar-
riage. After receiving her father’s consent, Walter 
speaks with Griselda, laying down certain condi-
tions for the marriage, which are, in the main, that 
she must always do everything that he asks her to 
do, and that she must do it without complaining 
or questioning. Protesting her unworthiness to be 
his wife, Griselda agrees, promising upon her life 
never to disobey him either in thought or in deed. 
The two are married and Griselda proves such a 
kind and noble lady that the people find it hard 
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to believe that she is Janicula’s daughter. Further-
more, when Walter is absent from home, she suc-
cessfully governs the land. There is no discord or 
ill feeling among her subjects that she is not able to 
appease and amend, and everything she does is for 
the common good of the people.

Before long, Griselda gives birth to a baby girl. 
Although a male would have been preferable (to 
serve as his father’s heir), the pregnancy successfully 
carried to term at least suggests the likelihood that 
the couple will produce an heir in the future. Soon 
after the birth of his daughter, the marquis decides 
that he wants to test his wife’s patience, to see if 
she will indeed live up to the promise she made on 
their wedding day. To this end, he goes one night 
to her chamber and, reminding her of that promise 

and of the poverty from which he raised her, tells 
her that he intends to take her daughter away. As 
an excuse for this deed, he lies to her, saying that 
the nobles he governs resent being subject to a poor 
man’s daughter, and that they have resented it even 
more since her daughter was born. Therefore, to 
restore their faith in him, he wants to remove their 
daughter from their home. He does not say what he 
intends to do with the child, and Griselda does not 
ask, though there is the suggestion that he means 
to have her killed. Griselda responds with complete 
humility: Both herself and her child are his prop-
erty, for him to do with as he will, whether that be 
to save or “spill” (destroy).

When a man comes to take the child away, 
Griselda continues to behave stoically, kissing the 
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child good-bye, giving it her blessing, and asking 
only that if her daughter must be killed, the girl 
should be given a proper Christian burial. Walter 
does not have the child murdered, however, but 
secretly sends it to live with his sister, the count-
ess of Panico, near BOLOGNA. Meanwhile, Griselda 
behaves no differently than she ever has, but is 
always patient, kind, and loving both to her hus-
band and to his subjects, and she never mentions 
her daughter’s name.

Four years pass, and Griselda gives birth to 
another child, this time a son. When the child 
is two years old, Walter decides to test his wife 
again. He has this child taken away as well. This 
time, the man who carries out Walter’s command 
shows less regard for Griselda’s feelings and refuses 
to answer when she requests that the child have 
a proper burial. Once again, Walter is not disap-
pointed in Griselda’s behavior. She never com-
plains or reproaches him, nor is her demeanor 
toward him altered. This, the narrator reassures us, 
is not because Griselda does not love her children, 
but because she is such a steadfast wife and will not 
break her promise.

The people of the realm begin to speak against 
Walter, believing that he has murdered his own 
children. Nevertheless, he stubbornly persists in his 
scheme to test his wife.

The years pass. When his daughter has reached 
the age of 12, Walter secures a fake papal dis-
pensation allowing him to annul his marriage to 
Griselda so that he may take another wife. Again, 
he gives the excuse of quelling the rancor and dis-
satisfaction of his people. Griselda’s patience never 
falters; stripping herself of the clothes and jewels 
that Walter has given her, she asks only for a shift 
to hide her nakedness as she returns to her father’s 
house—this in exchange for the dowry that can-
not be returned, her maidenhood. Griselda’s father 
receives her back into his home, fearing that she, 
like many another peasant girl, has simply served as 
a means to satisfy her lord’s lust, only to be cast off 
when she no longer stirs his appetite. Preparations 
begin for Walter’s new marriage. Because Griselda 
knows his taste and preferences better than anyone 
else, Walter asks her to come to the palace and 
make it ready for his bride. Griselda gladly submits 

to his will. Walter brings his 12-year-old daughter 
home to Saluzzo and presents her to the people and 
to Griselda as his new bride. When he asks Griselda 
what she thinks of the woman he has chosen, 
Griselda praises her beauty and expresses the wish 
that the couple may live in happiness and prosper-
ity, but beseeches Walter not to torment his new 
bride. Overcome by her long-suffering humility, 
Walter finally decides that the testing of his wife 
has gone far enough. He reveals his satisfaction at 
her “wifely steadfastness” and takes her in his arms. 
Griselda is too stunned by this turn of events to 
understand what is going on, and when he goes 
on to reveal that the “bride” and her brother are 
actually their own two children, she faints. After 
she awakens, Griselda embraces her two children, 
giving thanks for this wonderful turn of events. 
Griselda is thus restored to her place as wife and 
mother and enjoys many good years living in pros-
perity with her family. Her daughter marries a wor-
thy noble and her son succeeds her husband. The 
Clerk concludes his tale by marveling at Griselda’s 
steadfast patience and remarking that the purpose 
of the story is not to suggest that wives ought to 
behave like Griselda, but to argue that every person 
should try to be as patient in the face of adversity. 
To this some manuscripts add a “lenvoy,” or send-
off, from the poet himself, which speaks directly to 
women, exhorting them, in somewhat humorous 
terms, not to be humble or, worse still, put up with 
any abuse from their husbands.

COMMENTARY
The Clerk mentions that he has taken the tale 
from the work of PETRARCH, an Italian writer who 
was nearly contemporary with Chaucer. In fact, 
Petrarch’s life was ending—he died in 1374—just 
around the time that Chaucer’s literary career 
began. Petrarch’s Latin story, De obedientia ac fide 
uxoria mythologia (A fable of wifely obedience and 
faithfulness) was itself a translation of the last tale 
in BOCCACCIO’s DECAMERON. Textual comparisons 
suggest that Chaucer drew upon Petrarch’s tale, 
as well as a French translation of it. Both of his 
sources were written in prose; Chaucer was the 
first to tell the story in poetic form. The story of 
“Patient Griselda” was a popular one during the 
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Middle Ages. Over the next few centuries there 
appeared many versions in several languages, 
including ones written for the stage. Boccaccio’s 
version seems to be the earliest surviving written 
version of this form, but many key elements of 
the story reappear in folklore all over the world. 
One well-known version emphasizes the husband’s 
wickedness even more; he is the robber bridegroom 
whom the brothers Grimm recorded in their collec-
tion of traditional German tales.

Although deciding which genre it belongs to has 
been one of the critical problems associated with 
“The Clerk’s Tale,” a number of scholars agree that 
it belongs most properly to the genre of the EXEM-
PLUM, that is, a short tale used to illustrate a moral 

point, which here is the value of patience in adver-
sity. Some have argued that the story belongs more 
specifically to the form of ALLEGORY, presenting, 
through the medium of human actors, a story of the 
soul’s obedience to God. Walter’s persistent testing 
and tempting of Griselda remind us of the tempta-
tions of Job in the Bible. It is also possible to read 
the tale from an ironic perspective, seeing it as a 
satirical commentary on the genre of the allegorical 
exemplum.

Certainly, to a modern sensibility, Walter’s 
treatment of Griselda does seem harsh. Whether 
that would be the case in a society more hierar-
chically ordered is open to debate. According to 
the teachings of the church fathers, a woman was 
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supposed to be obedient to her husband, just as the 
husband was supposed to be obedient to God. Saint 
PAUL wrote that the husband ought to be the head 
of a marriage just as Christ was head of the church. 
In practice, however, women often did not prove 
as malleable as Griselda, as the Wife of Bath dem-
onstrates by telling us of her experience in mar-
riage. Griselda’s position is unusual in that she is 
married to a man to whom she owes not only the 
allegiance of a wife but also that which a peasant 
would owe to the overlord of an estate. This dispar-
ity in their social status is something to which both 
Griselda and Walter refer on those occasions when 
he approaches her with a “test” of her love and 
patience. Their difference in rank is amplified by 
Walter’s wealth compared to the poverty in which 
Griselda lived before her marriage. The “largesse,” 
or generosity, Walter exhibits in raising someone 
like Griselda from poverty may have gone a long 
way toward ameliorating a medieval reader’s cen-
sure of Walter’s behavior, at least until the point 
at which he returns her to poverty, however tem-
porary. On the other hand, the Clerk himself con-
demns Walter’s behavior, as do the people under 
his rule. Admittedly the people in the story have 
different reasons for their condemnation, believ-
ing that Walter has murdered his own children, 
whereas the Clerk simply bemoans his “wicked” 
and self-serving behavior toward his wife.

Many modern readers have found Walter’s 
behavior mysterious, even unfathomable. If he 
chose Griselda for her steadfastness and honesty, 
as he claims to have done, why does he need to test 
her, over and over again? The Clerk asks the same 
question, offering the explanation that “wedded 
men ne knowe no mesure” (i.e., no restraint) “when 
that they fynde a pacient creature” (lines 622–623). 
The text offers several additional clues to Walter’s 
behavior. When he is first introduced as a man who 
is high born, noble, handsome, strong, young, full 
of honor and courtesy, and discreet enough to gov-
ern his country, the last characteristic mentioned 
in this description suggests something of a falling 
off from the superlative quality of the foregoing 
terms. “Discreet enough” is hardly the language a 
poet as discriminating as Chaucer would choose to 
describe an excellent ruler. A quick look at Chau-

cer’s characterization of Theseus in “The KNIGHT’S 
TALE” clearly illustrates this fact. 

The narrator goes on to describe Walter’s one 
particular flaw, which is that he will not marry. This 
has become a cause of concern to the people whom 
he rules. They fear that he may die without an heir, 
and so leave them under the rule of a stranger. Thus 
they petition him to take a wife: “Boweth youre 
nekke under that blisful yok / Of soveraynetee, 
noght of servyse, / Which that men clepe spousaille 
or wedlok” (lines 113–115) [Bow your neck under 
that blissful yoke / Of sovereignty, not of servitude, 
/ Which men call espousal or wedlock]. Although 
their language tries to paint a favorable picture of 
marriage, referring to it as a relationship of sover-
eignty, rather than a yoke of servitude, Walter sees 
it differently: “Ye wol . . . myn owene peple deere, 
/ To that I nevere erst thoughte streyne me. / I me 
rejoysed of my liberte, / That seelde tyme is founde 
in mariage; / Ther I was free, I moot been in ser-
vage” (lines 143–147) [You wish . . . my own dear 
people, / What I never before thought to constrain 
myself to do. / I rejoiced in my liberty, / Which is 
seldom found in marriage; / Where I was free, now 
I must be in servitude]. The reason Walter has not 
married is because he does not want to lose his free-
dom. The very term that they attempt to disallow, 
“servyse,” is the one he uses to epitomize his view 
of wedlock. Still, he agrees to their petition on one 
condition, that he may freely choose his bride, and 
that no matter whom he chooses, they will be con-
tent and treat her with due respect.

The Clerk says that Walter had been observ-
ing Griselda for some time, and that he chose her 
not because of her beauty (though she is beauti-
ful), but because of her virtue, which in this case 
means goodness, though the hint at virginity is also 
appropriate. To choose a mate for such a reason 
is certainly praiseworthy, but the unfolding of the 
story suggests a darker motive in Walter’s choice. To 
a modern sensibility, judged on his behavior alone, 
Walter is nothing more or less than a sadist. Shortly 
after the birth of their first child, we are told that 
“This markys in his herte longeth so / To tempte his 
wyf, hir sadnesse for to knowe, / That he ne myghte 
out of his herte throwe / This merveillous desir his 
wyf t’assaye; / Nedelees, God woot, he thoghte hire 
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for t’affraye” (lines 451–455) [This marquis in his 
heart so desires / To tempt his wife, in order to know 
her steadfastness, / That he was unable to dispel 
from his heart / This wondrous desire to test his wife; 
/ Unnecessarily, God knows, he intended to frighten 
her]. Although “sadness” in Middle English actu-
ally means “seriousness” or “steadfastness,” the rest 
of this passage is quite damning, revealing Walter’s 
obsession with frightening his wife for no apparent 
reason, other than the pleasure it gives him, which 
the text specifically refers to. After telling her that 
he means to take away her son, we are told that 
“forth he goth with drery [dreary] contenance, / But 
to his herte it was ful greet plesance [delight]” to 
see his wife “in pacience suffre al this array [treat-
ment]” (lines 671–672, 670). To hide his cruelty 

from Griselda, he tells her that the people he governs 
resent her poor birth, which the reader knows to be a 
lie. The people he governs love and respect Griselda. 
Furthermore, each successive “test” is performed in 
a more abusive manner than the one before. When 
the sergeant acting on Walter’s behalf comes to take 
away her son, he treats Griselda less sympatheti-
cally than when he took her daughter, brusquely 
refusing to answer her pleas to give the child’s body 
a proper burial. And when Walter reveals his plan 
to annul his marriage to Griselda so that he can 
remarry someone of higher birth, he does so “in open 
audience,” ruthlessly shaming her in public. Finally, 
he heartlessly requests that she return to the palace 
wearing her poor rags, to prepare it for the recep-
tion of his new wife. In the previous instances of 
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his cruelty, Walter at least had an unselfish-seeming 
excuse, even if it was a lie; but in this, his motives 
are openly self-centered. He asks Griselda to deco-
rate the castle and prepare for the banquet because 
she knows how he likes things done.

So what are we to make of Griselda’s goodness 
and virtue? Can it possibly constitute virtue to sanc-
tion the behavior of a man like Walter? While it is 
true that he remains innocent of the darkest crime 
of which Griselda has reason to suspect him—that 
of murdering their children—he is extraordinarily 
guilty of the sin of pride, which in the period when 
Chaucer was writing ranked among the deadliest of 
the Seven Deadly Sins. And as far as she knows, he 
does order the children murdered. By accepting his 
will in such circumstances, does Griselda become 
the accomplice of evil, even though the sin she 
commits is one of omission rather than commission? 
The Christian thing to do, in the Middle Ages as 
now, would be to protect the lives of her children, 
even if that meant that she must defy her husband.

All of these things work together to complicate 
any allegorical reading of the text, although it still 
seems possible to read it as an exemplum illustrating 
the value of perseverance in the face of apparently 
evil circumstances. Griselda’s all-enduring patience 
is certainly a marvel, little short of miraculous, and 
must inspire wonder, even if it is a wonder tainted 
by disgust. On top of this, or woven into the exem-
plary fabric of the tale, is what appears to be a strand 
of social commentary, offering a mildly satirical view 
of the respect accorded the nobility for no other 
reason than an accident of birth. Were it not for his 
position at birth, as heir to a member of the nobility, 
Walter would lack the merit to achieve the respect 
he inherits along with his title; Griselda illustrates 
the opposite side of this coin. She makes such a 
marvelous lady that the people of Saluzzo cannot 
believe she is really the daughter of poor Janicula. 
In this way, “The Clerk’s Tale” provides a concrete 
example of that dictum expressed by the Loathly 
Hag in “The WIFE OF BATH’S TALE,” when she tells 
the recreant knight that true nobility is dependent 
on virtuous living rather than on status and wealth.

“The Clerk’s Tale” has also been compared to 
“The MAN OF LAW’S TALE” of Constance. Like 
Griselda, Constance is steadfast in the face of tre-

mendous suffering; like Griselda, she has little 
choice in the matter, but is the pawn of the more 
powerful people (father, husbands, mothers-in-
law) whose lives intersect with hers. What seems 
to set Griselda apart, and some would say, above, 
Constance, is Griselda’s will. When she agrees to 
marry Walter, Griselda makes a solemn promise 
to be faithful and obedient to him no matter what 
he may require of her. This promise is what Wal-
ter tests, and it is her patience that fills him with 
delight when he observes her reaction to losing 
each one of her children. Viewed from this per-
spective, rather than being a story of victimization, 
“The Clerk’s Tale” becomes the story of a contest 
of wills, and Griselda is the one who triumphs over 
Walter. None of his manipulations or the priva-
tions visited upon her can destroy her integrity, can 
cause her to renege on her promise. She does not 
cry out or complain, even when she suffers greatest 
in her heart. Chaucer emphasizes this quality of 
Griselda’s character by the way he transforms his 
sources. In A New Introduction to Chaucer (1998), 
Derek Brewer states that the poet’s use of the word 
“sad” provides a key to understanding the tale. 
Rather than indicating an emotional state, as in the 
word’s modern meaning, in this text (and in Middle 
English generally), the word “sad” means serious, 
calm, or steadfast, and is therefore, paradoxically, 
“anti-expressive” (page 313). To underscore this dif-
ference in meaning, we are directed to consider 
Chaucer’s TROILUS AND CRISEYDE, the most emo-
tional of his works, where the word “sad” appears 
not even once, in any of its forms. It appears 10 
times in “The Clerk’s Tale,” and only nine else-
where in the entire corpus of The Canterbury Tales.

Ultimately any reading of this text is going to 
depend, like any reading of any other text, on what 
the reader brings to the text in the way of his or her 
own intellectual, emotional, and ideological bag-
gage. That is why a feminist reader is likely to see 
the tale as sadistic male fantasy; why a reader com-
ing to it from a traditional patriarchal point of view, 
like Harry Bailly, can read it as an exemplum offer-
ing a passive and silent woman as the ideal model 
of womanly behavior; why the Clerk, sensible of the 
extremity of Griselda’s situation, concludes by say-
ing that the tale is not meant to suggest that wives 
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ought really to behave in such a manner, but rather 
to inspire all people to exhibit patience in the face 
of adversity. The additional “envoy,” inserted into 
most (but not all) manuscripts of the tale, offers yet 
another point of view when it playfully exhorts wives 
not to behave as Griselda, less they be devoured by 
Chichevache, a legendary cow, forever lean because 
she fed upon patient wives.

CHARACTERS
For information on the biblical and legendary fig-
ures alluded to in this tale, see entries in Part III of 
this book.

Clerk, the See character entry in The CANTERBURY 
TALES.

Griselda The heroine of “The Clerk’s Tale,” 
Griselda is a young Italian peasant woman who 
arrests the attention of Walter, the marquis of 
SALUZZO. When his people insist that Walter marry 
so that he can provide them with an heir, Wal-
ter chooses Griselda to be his bride. His choice 
is remarkable because, during the medieval period 
in Europe, for a variety of complex social, eco-
nomic, and political reasons, people very rarely 
married outside their social class. Walter violates 
this tradition because Griselda has impressed him 
as being a woman who possesses wisdom as well 
as beauty. Why he could not find a woman with 
similar qualities from within the nobility is hinted 
at in the explanation that Griselda’s poverty and 
the hard work it necessitated helped to make her 
wise beyond her years. Nothing that she does either 
before or after the marriage suggests that Walter’s 
original opinion of her was in error; nevertheless, 
he feels compelled to test her love, first by tak-
ing away her children, then by having their mar-
riage annulled so that he can marry someone of 
his own class, and finally by asking her to return to 
his house as a servant to oversee preparations for 
the wedding banquet. Griselda bears all of these 
insults with patience and fortitude, earning her-
self the sobriquet “Patient Griselda,” which still has 
currency today to describe a long-suffering wife. 
Ultimately, Walter’s need to test Griselda’s patient 
obedience is banished by her amazing steadfast-

ness. He reveals that all of the hardships have 
been nothing more than a trial of her goodness and 
restores her to her position as his wife, simultane-
ously reuniting her with her children, whom she 
had thought to be dead.

Janicula The father of Griselda in “The Clerk’s 
Tale.” Notable as being the poorest man in his 
village, Janicula agrees to give his only daughter, 
Griselda, in marriage to Walter, the wealthy mar-
quis of SALUZZO in northern Italy. When Walter 
sends Griselda back to her father following approxi-
mately 19 years of marriage, Janicula, who has 
always suspected Walter’s motives, believes that 
he has simply grown tired of Griselda and feels 
that, because of her heritage as the daughter of 
a poor peasant, he can cast her off and marry 
another. One of the most moving scenes in the tale 
describes Janicula’s meeting with his daughter upon 
her homecoming. Hearing that she comes wearing 
nothing but a smock (the medieval equivalent of a 
slip), he goes out to meet her carrying her old coat 
to put over her. But, for some reason which we 
are not told, the old coat no longer fits. Symboli-
cally, this detail serves to remind us of the way that 
Griselda outgrew her former status as she adapted 
so naturally to her position as Walter’s wife.

Walter The Marquis of SALUZZO, who marries 
Griselda in “The Clerk’s Tale.” The Clerk’s descrip-
tion of Walter at the beginning of his tale portrays a 
young man of considerable fine qualities whose abil-
ity to rule is appreciated by his subjects. Walter 
behaves as a good governor in every way save one—
he remains unmarried, a fact that disturbs his people 
because they would like him to provide them with an 
heir, which would prevent the succession from pass-
ing to a stranger in the event of Walter’s death. 
Although marriage is not something that Walter par-
ticularly relishes, he agrees to marry but unconven-
tionally chooses a peasant girl, rather than a member 
of his own class, as his bride. The reason given for his 
choice is that Griselda possesses a rare combination 
of virtue and beauty. Griselda soon proves that his 
choice was a wise one by governing with wisdom and 
virtue while Walter is away from home; nevertheless, 
Walter decides that he must test her faith and the 
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vow she made when they were married that she 
would let him rule her in all things. After a series of 
deprivations that ultimately strip Griselda of all that 
she gained through becoming Walter’s wife, includ-
ing their two children, the sadistic Walter finally 
decides that he need test his wife no longer. He 
restores her to her position and reunites her with her 
children. Some readers have seen this tale as an alle-
gory of the Christian soul’s relationship to God, 
expressing the idea that the Christian must submit to 
God in all things in order to gain salvation.

FOR FURTHER READING
Critical studies of “The Clerk’s Tale” are numer-
ous. Readers interested in a specific topic should 
consult the online bibliography of Chaucer’s 
works supported by the University of Texas at San 
Antonio Library and The New Chaucer Society 
(http://uchaucer.utsa.edu). Otherwise, Chaucer’s 
Religious Tales, edited by C. DAVID BENSON and 
Elizabeth Robertson (1990), contains a number of 
excellent essays, including: “Critical Approaches 
to the ‘Clerk’s Tale’ ” by Charlotte Morse, Eliza-
beth Kirk’s “Nominalism and the Dynamics of the 
‘Clerk’s Tale’: ‘Homo Viator’ as Woman,” Frank 
Robert Worth’s “Pathos in Chaucer’s Religious 
Tales,” David C. Benson’s “Poetic Variety in the 
‘Man of Law’s’ and the ‘Clerk’s Tales,’ ” and DEREK 
PEARSALL’s “Chaucer’s Religious Tales: A Question 
of Genre.” Readers interested in the relationship 
between the tale and its sources should consider 
Robert R. Edwards’s Chaucer and Boccaccio: Antiq-
uity and Modernity (2002). Edwards’s chapter 
five compares the hermeneutics of Boccaccio’s, 
Petrarch’s, and Chaucer’s versions of the story. 
Further discussion of the tale and its literary rela-
tives may be found in Warren Ginsberg’s Chaucer’s 
Italian Tradition (2002), Robin Kirkpatrick’s “The 
Griselda Story in Boccaccio, Petrarch and Chau-
cer” (in Chaucer and the Italian Trecento, 1983) and 
N. S. Thompson’s Chaucer, Boccaccio and the Debate 
of Love: A Comparative Study of “The Decameron” 
and “The Canterbury Tales” (1996). Judith Bron-
fman’s Chaucer’s “Clerk’s Tale”: The Griselda Story 
Received, Rewritten, Illustrated (1994) studies the 
origin and development of the story from the 14th 
through the 20th centuries. As might be expected, 

much modern critical appraisal of the tale has been 
influenced by gender theory. Some noteworthy 
examples of feminist readings of “The Clerk’s Tale” 
feature in Arlyn Diamond’s “Chaucer’s Women 
and Women’s Chaucer” (published in The Author-
ity of Experience: Essays in Feminist Criticism, 1977, 
edited by Arlyn Diamond and Lee R. Edwards), 
CAROLYN DINSHAW’s Chaucer’s Sexual Poetics 
(1989), Elaine Hansen Tuttle’s Chaucer and the 
Fictions of Gender (1992), Lesley Johnson’s “Rein-
carnations of Griselda: Contexts for the ‘Clerk’s 
Tale’ ” (published in Feminist Readings in Middle 
English Literature: The Wife of Bath and All Her Sect, 
1994, edited by Ruth Evans and Lesley Johnson), 
Catherine Cox’s Gender and Language in Chaucer 
(1997), and Angela Jane Weisl’s “ ‘Quiting Eve’: 
Violence against Women in The Canterbury Tales” 
(published in Violence against Women in Medieval 
Texts, 1998, edited by Anna Roberts). Two recent 
essays make interesting connections between “The 
Clerk’s Tale” and its historical milieu. Both Olsen 
Glending’s “The Marquis of Saluzzo and the Mar-
quis of Dublin” (published in Speaking Images: 
Essays in Honor of V. A. Kolve, 2001, edited by 
R. F. Yeager and Charlotte Morse) and Michael 
Hanrahan’s “ ‘A Straunge Succesour Sholde Take 
Youre Heritage’: The Clerk’s Tale and the Crisis 
of Ricardian Rule” (Chaucer Review, 2001) iden-
tify ways in which the tale reflects notable people 
and events relative to the court and politics of 
RICHARD II. Similarly, Charlotte Morse’s “Griselda 
Reads Philippa de Coucy” (also published in Speak-
ing Images: Essays in Honor of V. A. Kolve), identi-
fies resemblances between Griselda and Philippa de 
Coucy, wife of Robert de Vere, who was scandal-
ously divorced by her husband during the period 
that Chaucer was serving as a civil servant in the 
government of Richard II.

“Complaint of Chaucer to His 
Purse, The”

A short begging poem written in the French 
BALLADE form, with three stanzas of seven lines 
each (the most common ballade stanza was eight 
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lines, but there were variations); a rhyme scheme 
of ababbcc with the same three rhymes repeated 
in all three stanzas; and a concluding envoy. It is 
testimony to Chaucer’s poetic genius that he was 
able to execute the rhyme scheme of the ballade 
form without ever repeating a word, except in the 
one line refrain, “Beth hevy agen, or elles moot I 
dye” [Be heavy again, or else must I die], which 
formed the concluding line of each stanza. Typi-
cally, “complaint” poems feature a narrator describ-
ing his sad mood and appealing to some beloved 
lady to provide relief from his distress. In this poem, 
Chaucer appears to be playing off the conventions 
of the form, addressing his purse as if she were a 
beloved lady, but asking her to display some “heavy 
cheer” (“expression” and, by extension, “appear-
ance,” which would indicate that she had been 
replenished with coins) rather than the “light 
cheer” (i.e., “happy mood”) ordinarily requested 
by such plaintiffs. Another traditional image that 
he puns on is that of the yellow-haired beloved, 
when he asks that, before another day goes by, he 
may see “your colour lyk the sonne bryght / That 
of yelownesse hadde never pere” [your color like 
the bright sun / Whose yellowness is beyond com-
pare]. The yellow referred to here, of course, is that 
of gold. Such begging poems were not unheard of 
during the period in which Chaucer was writing. 
Some other examples include THOMAS HOCCLEVE’s 
“Complaint to Lady Money,” JOHN LYDGATE’s “Let-
ter to Gloucester,” and, on the opposite side of the 
English Channel, JEAN FROISSART’s “Dit du flourin” 
and EUSTACHE DESCHAMPS’s “Se tout le ciel estoit 
de feuilles d’or.” Chaucer’s poem is unique, how-
ever, in using the language of a lover’s appeal to 
apply for this form of relief. The concluding envoy 
stanza of Chaucer’s poem, though it only appears in 
five of the 11 surviving manuscripts of the poem, 
is the strongest evidence we have for assigning the 
poem a date. It directs the narrator’s complaint 
to the king (“conqueror” of Brutus’s ALBION), and 
most likely represents Chaucer’s efforts to have the 
annual pension that had been awarded to him by 
King RICHARD II renewed by Richard’s successor, 
HENRY IV. If this is true, it must have been writ-
ten sometime between September 30, 1399, when 
Henry was accepted as king, and February 16, 1400, 

when a document antedated to the day of Henry’s 
coronation the previous year renewed the original 
annuity and increased it by an additional 40 marks. 
Since Chaucer died later the same year, this could 
be the last poem that he wrote.

FOR FURTHER READING
An edition of “The Complaint of Chaucer to His 
Purse” with a critical introduction is featured in 
Geoffrey Chaucer: The Minor Poems: Part One 
(1982), edited by George Pace and ALFRED DAVID. 
Information about the historical context of the 
poem may be gleaned from Andrew Finnel, “The 
Poet as Sunday Man: The Complaint of Chaucer to 
His Purse.” (Chaucer Review, 1973), from Chaucer 
Life Records (1996, edited by Martin Crow and Clair 
Olsen), and from Paul Strohm, “Saving the Appear-
ances: Chaucer’s ‘Purse’ and the Fabrication of the 
Lancaster Claim” (published in Chaucer’s England: 
Literature in Historical Context, 1992, edited by Bar-
bara Hanawalt; also published in Hochon’s Arrow: 
The Social Imagination of Fourteenth-Century Texts, 
1992, by Paul Strohm). The genre of the piece is dis-
cussed in Olson Glending, “Toward a Poetics of the 
Late Medieval Court Lyric” (published in Vernacular 
Poetics in the Middle Ages, 1984, edited by Lois Ebin) 
and W. A. Davenport, Chaucer: Complaint and Nar-
rative (1988). For critical analysis, see Charles Lud-
lum, “Heavenly Word-Play in Chaucer’s ‘Complaint 
to His Purse’ ” (Notes and Queries, 1976), J. A. BUR-
ROW, “The Poet as Petitioner” (Studies in the Age of 
Chaucer, 1981), Daniel Ransom, Poets at Play: Irony 
and Parody in the Harley Lyrics (1985), and Jane 
Chance, “Anti-Courtly Love in Chaucer’s Com-
plaints” (Mediaevalia, 1988, for 1984). The related 
topic of critical reception is the subject of Thomas 
Prendergast’s “Politics, Prodigality, and the Recep-
tion of Chaucer’s ‘Purse’ ” (published in Reinventing 
the Middle Ages and the Renaissance: Constructions of 
the Medieval and Early Modern Periods, 1998, edited 
by William Gentrup). Elizabeth Fowler discusses 
the poem’s (and Chaucer’s) influence on later writ-
ers in “Chaucer and the Elizabethan Invention of 
‘Self ’ ” (published in Approaches to Teaching Shorter 
Elizabethan Poetry, 2000, edited by Patrick Cheney 
and Anne Lake Prescott). A manuscript illustration 
featuring Chaucer pointing to a purse hanging at his 
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waist is the topic of “The Historiated Initial in the 
Devonshire Chaucer” (Notes and Queries, 1977). 
The poem’s relationship to other of Chaucer’s works 
is examined in Peter Beidler, “Chaucer’s Request 
for Money in the Man of Law’s Prologue” (Chaucer 
Yearbook, 1995).

“Complaint of Mars, The”
Poem that uniquely blends astronomy, mythology 
and human love. The actual movements of the 
planets Mars and Venus in the sky provide a meta-
phor for the progress of the relationship between 
god and goddess as it appears in classical myth.

SUMMARY
“The Complaint of Mars” is divided into three 
parts: an introductory “Proem,” spoken by a bird 
on St. Valentine’s Day; a “Story,” told by the same 
narrator, which concerns the love of Venus and 
Mars, and a “Complaint,” spoken by Mars after he 
has been separated from his mistress.

The “Proem” sets the scene for a love poem 
with the bird narrator inviting his companions to 
join him in rejoicing to greet the rising sun on 
Valentine’s Day, while simultaneously acknowledg-
ing that lovers who do not want to be discovered 
together will need to flee lest they be victims of 
gossip’s wicked tongue. Yet they may at least take 
comfort in the knowledge that darkness will fall 
again. The bird goes on to say that in honor of 
Saint Valentine’s Day he intended to sing the com-
plaint that woeful Mars made upon departing from 
Venus on the morning that Phoebus (i.e., the Sun) 
discovered them with his fiery torches.

The “Story” briefly relates how Mars and Venus 
became lovers, translating the action of the myth-
ological story into astronomical terms. The two 
planets move closer and closer to one another in 
the skies until they come into conjunction in the 
zodiacal sign of TAURUS, signified by the white bulls 
painted on the bed chamber where the two con-
summate their love. The sun, Phoebus APOLLO, is 
also moving toward Taurus, threatening to reveal 
their affair. Because Venus moves more rapidly 

through her orbit than Mars, Venus escapes to the 
next zodiacal sign, MERCURY. Slow-moving Mars is 
left behind, where he prepares to be overtaken and 
perhaps burned up by the fires of the sun. Although 
Mars dons his armor to prepare for the confronta-
tion, his sorrow over being separated from Venus is 
so great that he can scarcely endure.

In contrast to the rest of the poem, the third part, 
the “Complaint” of Mars, is fairly conventional. It 
describes the sorrow suffered by the speaker, the 
excellence of his lady, and his greater sorrow that 
she may suffer without his being able to comfort 
her; it then questions the reason and motives of a 
god who constrains people to fall in love but denies 
them the means to satisfy their passion. Only in the 
final stanzas, in which he calls upon knights, whose 
patron he is, to have compassion on him, do we get 
a sense of the speaker’s individuality. The Com-
plaint concludes with the request that all those 
who are in love remember and do some kind deed 
for Venus in this time of affliction.

COMMENTARY
The most interesting feature of Chaucer’s “Com-
plaint of Mars” is the way the “Story” portion of the 
poem combines astronomy and mythology into a 
relatively seamless whole so that the planets Venus 
and Mars become synonymous with the god and 
goddess. Their movements across the heavens pro-
vide a concrete physical correlative to the story 
of their love affair as it is recorded in OVID and 
elsewhere, although traditionally it was Venus’s 
husband, VULCAN, and not Apollo, who discovered 
the lovers together. Chaucer’s substitution doubt-
less arose from his desire to have the story reflect 
actual astronomical events for the year 1385. Inci-
dentally, these events constitute the best evidence 
for providing the poem with a date of composition, 
although it is possible that the “Complaint” por-
tion may have been composed at an earlier date 
and tacked on. Given the references to St. Val-
entine’s Day in the beginning of the poem, some 
scholars believe that it, like The PARLIAMENT OF 
FOWLS, was an occasional poem composed for a 
St. Valentine’s Day celebration. A few scholars 
have argued, based on some notes made by the 
manuscript copyist JOHN SHIRLEY, that the poem 
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symbolically represents a court scandal, hinting at 
a love affair between John Holland, Lord Hunting-
don, and Isabella, duchess of York (the daughter of 
JOHN OF GAUNT). The dynamics of the poem’s plot 
have caused some readers to point out similarities 
to TROILUS AND CRISEYDE. Like Troilus, Mars is left 
behind, abandoned by a fearful woman who imme-
diately throws herself into the arms of another 
lover (Criseyde takes Diomede, Venus is received 
by Mercury). Both sets of lovers also seem to be 
caught in situations beyond their control, which 
raises the Boethian question of fate versus free will. 
“The Complaint of Mars” survives in eight manu-
scripts and in the early editions of Julian Notary 
(1499–1501) and William Thynne (1532).

FOR FURTHER READING
Of the short poems written by Chaucer, no other 
has generated as much response as “The Complaint 
of Mars.” Its critical merit is discussed at length 
in George Cowling’s Chaucer (1927), who argues 
that it was composed as a kind of allegory of the 
court scandal mentioned above. Haldeen Braddy 
takes a similar position in Chaucer and the French 
Poet Graunson (1947). This view has since been dis-
puted by JOHN NORTON-SMITH in Geoffrey Chaucer 
(1974). The poem’s astrological basis is examined 
in Chauncy Wood’s Chaucer and the Country of the 
Stars: Poetical Uses of Astrological Imagery (1970), 
J. C. Eade’s “ ‘We Ben to Lewed or to Slowe’: 
Chaucer’s Astronomy and Audience Participation” 
(Studies in the Age of Chaucer, 1982), and in “The 
Astronomy-Astrology in Chaucer’s ‘The Complaint 
of Mars’ ” (Chaucer Review, 1981) by Johnstone Parr 
and Nancy Ann Holtz. The poem’s source is exam-
ined in Paul Battles’s “Chaucer and the Traditions of 
Dawn-Song” (Chaucer Review, 1997), and its genre 
in LEE PATTERSON’s “Writing Amorous Wrongs: 
Chaucer and the Order of Complaint” (published 
in The Idea of Medieval Literature: New Essays on 
Chaucer and Medieval Culture in Honor of Donald 
R. Howard, 1992, edited by James M. Dean and 
Christian Zacher). Carolynn Van Dyke looks at the 
genre question from a slightly different perspective 
in “ ‘To Whom Shul We Compleyn?’ The Poetics 
of Agency in Chaucer’s Complaints” (Style, 1997). 
Critical assessment of the poem is the focus of Janet 

Chance’s “Anti-Courtly Love in Chaucer’s Com-
plaints” (Mediaevalia, 1988, for 1984) and James M. 
Dean’s “Mars the Exegete in Chaucer’s ‘Complaint 
of Mars’ ” (Comparative Literature, 1989). For con-
sideration of the poem within the context of the 
Chaucer canon, see WOLFGANG CLEMEN’s Chaucer’s 
Early Poetry (1963) and Traugott Lawlor’s discus-
sion in Chaucer and Chaucerians (1966, edited by 
DEREK BREWER).

“Complaint of Venus, The”
One of the short poems attributed to Chaucer in 
the manuscripts. In a number of the manuscripts 
it follows “The COMPLAINT OF MARS,” which it 
could be seen as responding to, although it does 
not specifically address the situation (the enforced 
separation of the planets Venus and Mars by their 
movements in their individual orbits) that forms 
the theme of that poem, nor does it allude in any 
way to the myths concerning the love affair of the 
Greek god and goddess.

SUMMARY AND COMMENTARY
“The Complaint of Venus” survives in eight man-
uscripts and two early printed editions. While 
“The Complaint of Mars” appears to be an origi-
nal work, that of Venus is a translation/adapta-
tion of three BALLADES by the French poet OTON 
DE GRANDSON. The most significant change 
Chaucer made in adapting Grandson’s work was 
to change the gender of the speaker from male to 
female.

The three ballades narrated by this female 
voice each develop a different idea, although 
the theme of love and the problem of jealousy 
help to bind the three parts together. Part One 
essentially praises the beloved’s worthiness, the 
excellence that extends to every part of his being 
and causes him to be honored by all men. Part 
Two describes in great detail and with consider-
able emotion the misery inflicted by jealousy and 
how it robs the lover of any glad feeling. Part 
Three contrasts to Part Two by opening on a 
much calmer note as the narrator promises that, 
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despite the torments of jealousy, she never wishes 
to be set free from love’s snare. The last stanza 
then recalls the beloved’s worthiness, reinforc-
ing her decision to remain true and bringing the 
theme of the poem full circle. The poem con-
cludes with an envoy, a conventionalized stanza 
of the ballade form that was typically addressed to 
a prince, patron, or person of other importance. 
The speaker of the envoy is the poet rather than 
the narrator, and in this one Chaucer directs 
his comments rather nonspecifically to the plu-
ral “Princes,” requesting that the work be given 
a favorable reception despite its imperfections, 
which he attributes to two things: his own age, 
which has dulled his spirits, and the difficulty of 
finding rhymes in English. (French was a far more 
suitable language for the composition of bal-
lades because of its plenitude of similar-sounding 
inflectional endings.) Despite these difficulties, 
Chaucer succeeded admirably, strictly maintain-
ing the same rhymes throughout each ballade and 
carrying one rhyme (on/aunce) through all three 
ballades and into the envoy itself. The purpose of 
the envoy could in fact be to call attention to the 
virtuosity of his performance.

The date of Chaucer’s “Complaint of Venus” 
is, as with most of the other short poems, uncer-
tain. In attempting to determine the approximate 
time of its composition, scholars have suggested 
that it probably followed shortly after that of “The 
Complaint of Mars,” which was likely to have been 
written in 1385 or shortly thereafter. F. N. ROB-
INSON assigns it a later date based on the envoy’s 
comment about the poet’s age. A few scholars have 
argued, based on some notes made by the manu-
script copyist JOHN SHIRLEY, that the complaints 
of Venus and Mars symbolically represent a court 
scandal, hinting at a love affair between John Hol-
land, Lord Huntingdon, and Isabella, duchess of 
York (the daughter of JOHN OF GAUNT), but no his-
torical evidence exists to corroborate this theory.

FOR FURTHER READING
As with “The Complaint of Mars,” most early dis-
cussions of this work have focused on its possible 
relationship to the court scandal mentioned above. 
Haldeen Braddy treats the subject at length in his 

Chaucer and the French Poet Graunson (1947). JOHN 
SCATTERGOOD’s “Chaucer’s ‘Complaint of Venus’and 
the ‘Curiosite’ of Graunson” (Essays in Criticism, 
1994; rptd. in Reading the Past: Essays on Medieval and 
Renaissance Literature, 1996) argues that John Shir-
ley’s comments about the scandal were misconstrued 
by earlier critics; Scattergood analyzes the poem’s 
connection to Otto de Graunson’s “Cinque ballades.” 
Helen Phillips’s “ ‘The Complaint of Venus’: Chaucer 
and de Graunson” (published in The Medieval Trans-
lator, 4; Medieval and Renaissance Texts & Studies, 
no. 123, edited by Roger Ellis and Ruth Evans) com-
pares the diction of Chaucer’s poem with that of its 
sources to explore how Chaucer “reconceived what 
de Graunson had writen for a male speaker as an 
expression of a woman’s feelings.”

“Complaint to His Lady, A”
“A Complaint to His Lady” is actually a series of 
four fragments, or perhaps drafts, on the same 
theme—that of a lover who has served his lady 
for a long time without satisfaction or reward. As 
a result of that service, the lover suffers sleepless 
nights and ill health. In fragments one and two, 
the narrator describes his situation to an audi-
ence that may be described as a sympathetic but 
uninvolved third party. The third fragment is a 
description of the beloved’s qualities in allegorical 
terms such as Beauty, Bounty (Generosity), and 
Sadness (Constancy), whereby the lover attempts 
to justify his devotion. The fourth and longest 
fragment is addressed directly to the lady. Here 
the lover argues the strength of his devotion, puz-
zling over the fact that the greater his love for 
her, the less attracted she is to him. This sec-
tion closes with a final plea for some drop of pity 
to save his troubled heart from losing all hope. 
Considering the poem’s fragmentary nature and 
thoroughly conventional language and sentiment, 
it is of little interest to most readers except, per-
haps, as an experiment in versification. The first 
two fragments are written in RHYME ROYAL, the 
seven-line iambic pentameter stanza that Chaucer 
was to use for most of his major works. The third 
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is in terza rima, a three-line stanza form with the 
rhyme scheme aba bcb cdc, and so forth, invented 
by the Italian poet DANTE ALIGHIERI. It represents 
the first known appearance of this Dantean verse 
form in English. The fourth fragment consists of 
nine stanzas and is the least polished of them all; 
the second of its nine stanzas has fewer lines and 
a different rhyme scheme than the rest. The poem 
survives in two manuscripts and in Stowe’s 1561 
edition of Chaucer’s work. In one manuscript the 
poem is titled “The Ballad of Pity” and treated as 
a continuation of “The COMPLAINT UNTO PITY.” 
Although there is no concrete evidence by which 
to assign the poem a date of composition, the 
terza rima stanzas argue for placing it sometime 
after Chaucer’s first trip to Italy in 1373, though 
it is possible that he knew Dante’s work before 
visiting that country. The poem also bears cer-
tain similarities of language and sentiment to the 
unfinished “ANELIDA AND ARCITE” whose nine-
line stanza closely resembles the stanza used in 
fragment four of the “Complaint.”

FOR FURTHER READING
Readers interested in learning more about “A 
Complaint to His Lady” and its place in the Chau-
cer canon should consult WOLFGANG CLEMEN’s 
Chaucer’s Early Poetry (1963) and AAGE BRUSEN-
DORFF’s The Chaucer Tradition (1925; rpt. 1965). 
JOHN NORTON-SMITH’s Geoffrey Chaucer (1974) 
disputes the authenticity of the poem, though most 
other critics accept its attribution to Chaucer as 
genuine. In “The Textual Reliability of Chaucer’s 
Lyrics: ‘A Complaint to His Lady’ ” (Medievalia 
et Humanistica, 1974), Paul Clogan argues that 
the extensive emendations made by editors of the 
poem are unjustified. Clogan sees the poem as a 
series of unfinished metrical innovations, showing 
Chaucer experimenting and practicing his art.

“Complaint unto Pity, The”
One of the short poems attributed to Chaucer in the 
manuscripts, “The Complaint unto Pity” is an alle-
gorical lover’s lament (see ALLEGORY). Like “ANELIDA 

AND ARCITE,” it is divided into a narrative plus a 
complaint. The narrative portion, which consists of 
eight stanzas, describes the lover’s situation: how he 
has for a long time been in search of the allegorical 
figure of Pity so that he might tell her about his suf-
fering in the service of Love. Finding Pity dead and 
buried “in a heart,” surrounded by Beauty, Pleasure, 
Youth, Honesty, and other allegorical figures associ-
ated with Love, he announces that his own hopes are 
dead as well. Nevertheless, he reveals the content 
of the “complaint” that he had written as a petition 
asking for Pity’s help. This petition forms the second 
half (nine stanzas) of the poem. The complaint opens 
with words of praise directed to Pity and goes on to 
describe the deadly harm suffered by the narrator. As 
the poem develops, he explains that Cruelty, Pity’s 
opposite, is responsible for his woe. So that men will 
not recognize her for who she is, Cruelty hides behind 
the mask of Beauty. Without the addition of Pity, the 
beloved’s other qualities, such as Generosity, Gentle-
ness, and Courtesy, are meaningless. Furthermore, 
if Pity allows this state of affairs to continue, her 
renown will be quickly destroyed. For these reasons, 
the narrator says, she should have mercy upon him 
and come to his aid. The poem closes on a note of 
despair, with the narrator apparently giving up all 
hope that Pity will ever respond to his request; yet, 
he vows that he will remain faithful anyway, weeping 
and mourning Pity’s death with a sore heart.

“The Complaint unto Pity” survives in nine man-
uscripts and was also printed in William Thynne’s 
1532 edition of Chaucer. Its use of allegory resembles 
that of the French ROMAN DE LA ROSE, of which 
Chaucer made a partial translation (see ROMAUNT 
OF THE ROSE, THE). As with the other short poems, 
the date of composition is uncertain. Many scholars 
believe that it was written early in Chaucer’s career 
because it is derivative (though no exact source has 
been found), displaying little of the innovation that 
was to characterize the poetry of Chaucer’s mature 
period. His use of the RHYME ROYAL stanza, which 
became the stanza form for most of Chaucer’s major 
works, suggests the alternative possibility of later 
composition (after The BOOK OF THE DUCHESS and 
The HOUSE OF FAME). Although it is not considered 
an important work of Chaucer’s, “The Complaint 
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unto Pity” is well worth reading because it provides 
a glimpse of Chaucer doing what he so often and so 
comically elsewhere accuses himself of doing: writ-
ing love poetry. The situation of the narrator in the 
“Complaint” corresponds exactly to the persona of 
the unsuccessful love poet portrayed in The Book of 
the Duchess, The House of Fame, and The PARLIAMENT 
OF FOWLS. Within these three poems, it is Chaucer’s 
lack of success in the game of love that leads to the 
experience that provides the source for the poem.

FOR FURTHER READING
For further discussion of this poem’s place in 
the Chaucer canon, see AAGE BRUSENDORFF’s 
The Chaucer Tradition (1925; rpt. 1965), Paul F. 
Baum’s Chaucer’s Verse (1961), and WOLFGANG 
CLEMEN’s Chaucer’s Early Poetry (1963). JOHN 
NORTON-SMITH’s Geoffrey Chaucer (1974) pro-
vides critical evaluation of the poem. Otherwise, 
little else has been written about “Complaint unto 
Pity,” though it typically merits brief mention in 
comprehensive studies of the poet’s work, as an 
early translation from the French. Two essays 
that treat it somewhat more thoroughly are James 
Simpson’s “Breaking the Vacuum: Ricardian and 
Henrician Ovidianism” (Journal of Medieval and 
Early Modern Studies, 1999) and Charles Nolan’s 
“Structural Sophistication in ‘The Complaint unto 
Pity’ ” (Chaucer Review, 1979).

“Complaynt d’Amours”
The “Complaynt d’Amours,” or “Love Com-
plaint,” is one of the short poems not attributed 
to Chaucer in the manuscripts but which W. W. 
SKEAT concluded was authentic because of its 
many echoes of Chaucer’s language, its RHYME 
ROYAL scheme, and its appearance in manuscripts 
that do contain genuine pieces. The closing stanza 
furthermore states that the poem was written for 
the occasion of Saint Valentine’s Day, when all 
the birds gather to choose their mates—an obvi-
ous reference to the situation Chaucer created in 
the plot of The PARLIAMENT OF FOWLS. In keeping 
with the conventions of the love complaints, this 

13-stanza poem features a lovesick first-person 
narrator describing the suffering he endures as 
a result of unrequited love, suffering that is so 
extreme it will soon, he claims, bring about his 
death. It is addressed to the lady who causes his 
pain, although at one point he admits that by lov-
ing her against her will, he actually brings his grief 
upon himself. She, as is typical of the women to 
whom such poems are addressed, takes pleasure 
in his despair, responding to his lovelorn sighs 
with laughter. So although she is the epitome 
of beauty and goodness, she lacks the desirable 
quality of pity. In spite of that, the narrator vows 
that he will love her until death and asks that she 
accept this love complaint that he has written for 
her on the occasion of Saint Valentine’s Day.

FOR FURTHER READING
To trace the debate over this poem’s authenticity, 
see the explanatory notes in The RIVERSIDE CHAU-
CER, edited by LARRY BENSON. Due to its doubtful 
provenance and highly conventional form and sub-
ject matter, “Complaynt d’Amours” has not been 
the subject of much critical attention. To better 
understand the poem in context, readers might wish 
to consult Jocelyn Wogan-Browne’s The Idea of the 
Vernacular: An Anthology of Middle English Literary 
Theory, 1280–1520 (1999) and William Quinn’s 
Chaucer’s Dream Visions and Shorter Poems (1999). 
Chaucer’s use of the motif of St. Valentine’s Day in 
this and other of his poems is traced in HENRY ANS-
GAR KELLY’s Chaucer and the Cult of Saint Valentine 
(1986).

“Cook’s Prologue and Tale, 
The”

The Cook’s unfinished tale follows that of the 
Reeve in the order established by the ELLESMERE 
MANUSCRIPT.

SUMMARY
After responding gleefully to the Reeve’s satiriza-
tion of the Miller in the previous tale, the Cook, 
Roger Hogge of WARE, offers to tell one of his own. 
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Unlike the two previous tales, “The Cook’s Tale” 
is not offered in requital to another story or to a 
perceived slight. However, when the Host, Harry 
Bailly, criticizes the manner in which Roger runs 
his business, selling pasties that have been warmed 
over many times and food that has been contami-
nated by flies, Roger promises that later in the tale-
telling game he will deliver a story of a “hostileer” 
or innkeeper, to requite Harry for his remarks.

“The Cook’s Tale” is the story of an apprentice 
cook named Perkyn Revelour, whose last name 
provides an apt representation of his behavior. 
The description of this young man at the begin-
ning of the tale recalls the language used to 
describe the principals in “The MILLER’S TALE.” 
He is merry as a goldfinch, brown as a berry, and 
keeps his black locks of hair elegantly combed. 
He is as full of love as the hive is of honey, and 
takes advantage of every available opportunity, 
such as weddings and public festivals, to sing and 
dance. After this initial description, the portrait 
darkens as the narrator reveals Perkyn’s fond-
ness for drinking in the local tavern and gambling 
with dice. To support both of these habits, he 
steals from his master, the cook to whom he is 
apprenticed. For a time, the master attempts to 
reform the errant young man with rebukes, but 
even the occasional trip to NEWGATE Gaol (jail), 
the famous London debtors’ prison, has no appar-
ent effect upon his character. At last the master 
decides that it would be less costly to release the 
young man from his apprenticeship than to con-
tinue putting up with his behavior and risk the 
possibility that he will corrupt the master’s other 
apprentices and servants. After losing his position 
at the cookshop, Perkyn Revelour moves in with 
another young rake whose habits are similar to his 
own, and whose wife, for the sake of appearances, 
runs a shop, although she maintains her liveli-
hood by working as a prostitute. At this point the 
tale simply ends without any apparent resolution. 
It appears unclear, from what follows, whether or 
not it was interrupted or broken off.

COMMENTARY
At its beginning, “The Cook’s Tale” appears to 
follow in the tradition of the two tales that come 

before, “The Miller’s Tale” and “The REEVE’S 
TALE,” both of which are FABLIAUx. Just as the 
comedy of “The Reeve’s Tale” contrasts to the 
good-humored merriment of “The Miller’s Tale” 
by providing a darker, more cynical view of human 
nature and human behavior, so does “The Cook’s 
Tale” take that darkness and cynicism one step fur-
ther. It is as if we see characters such as Simkin the 
miller and Nicholas the clerk engaging in lying and 
cheating behavior that, abstracted from the back-
ground of comedy and the veneer of humanism 
provided by the artistry of the former tales, reveals 
the meanness and squalor of their motives.

“The Cook’s Tale” is too short and undeveloped 
to trace its possible source. A number of theories 
have been advanced to account for the brevity of 
the tale and its abrupt ending. The HENGWRT MAN-
USCRIPT leaves the rest of the page blank except for 
a scribal note saying, “Of this cokes tale maked 
Chaucer na moore” [Of this cook’s tale made 
Chaucer no more]. Since the poet was still work-
ing on The Canterbury Tales when he fell sick with 
the illness that would take his life, he may have 
intended to return to “The Cook’s Tale” later. Cer-
tainly, the Cook’s being called upon to tell a tale 
in the prologue to “The MANCIPLE’S TALE,” which 
appears later in the series of Canterbury stories, 
with no mention of him having previously told one, 
suggests an inconsistency that has yet to be satis-
factorily explained. On the other hand, in an arti-
cle published in volume five of Poetica, Eric Stanley 
has made a strong case for considering the tale to 
be complete as it is. As the basis of this interpreta-
tion, Stanley argues that the Cook reduces all to its 
lowest essentials. Seeing the two preceding tales as 
examples of what can befall a man who carelessly 
allows untrustworthy folk to share his dwelling 
(John the Carpenter is undone by renting a room to 
the lascivious clerk Nicholas, and Simkin the miller 
suffers similarly when he allows two students to 
spend the night in his home), the Cook tells a story 
that offers an alternative to putting up with such a 
plague. When the apprentice becomes too much of 
an annoyance and an expense, the master simply 
throws him out, and that is all there is to it. Other 
readers have argued that the beginning of the tale 
is too specific in its description of Perkyn and the 
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setting in CHEAPSIDE, a district of central LONDON, 
as well as in its introduction of the various forms 
of riotous behavior, for it to logically break off so 
suddenly. Finally, V. A. KOLVE has suggested yet 
another alternative, which is that the tale could 
have developed in a vein other than that of the 
fabliau. In Chaucer and the Imagery of Narrative, 
Kolve points out that other narrative possibilities 
abide in the existing fragment, such as that of a 
prodigal son story.

CHARACTERS

Cook, the See character entry in The CANTER-
BURY TALES.

Perkyn Revelour The one and, really, only prin-
cipal character of “The Cook’s Tale” (considered 
by some critics to be a fragment). Perkyn is an 
apprentice in a cookshop in CHEAPSIDE, a district 
of central LONDON. He is described as being fond of 
singing, dancing, drinking in taverns, and gambling 
with dice. He steals from his master to pay his gam-
bling debts, and he is eventually dismissed from his 
apprenticeship as a result of this behavior.

FOR FURTHER READING
Additional discussion of “The Cook’s Tale” may 
be found in HELEN COOPER’s The Canterbury Tales 
(rev. ed. 1996) volume of the Oxford Guides to 
Chaucer series. As well as critical analyses of each 
tale, Cooper includes commentary on all aspects 
of The Canterbury Tales as a whole, and surveys 
literary responses to the work during the 15th and 
16th centuries. Readers interested in the origins 
and analogues of “The Cook’s Tale” should con-
sult the relevant chapter in Sources and Analogues 
of The Canterbury Tales, vol. 1, edited by Robert 
M. Correale and Mary Hamel (2002). A look at 
various later attempts to write a conclusion to the 
unfinished tale is provided in The Canterbury Tales: 
Fifteenth-Century Continuations and Additions, edited 
by John M. Bowers (1992). M. C. Seymour’s essay 
“Of This Cokes Tale” (Chaucer Review, 1990) pro-
vides an interesting argument in favor of the idea 
that Chaucer did finish the tale, but that his end-
ing was lost. A thoughtful discussion of how “The 

Cook’s Tale” may have fit into Chaucer’s overall 
scheme for The Canterbury Tales appears in the 
book-length study A Distinction of Stories by Judson 
Boyce Allen and Theresa Moritz (1981).

“Former Age, The”
Lyric poem by Chaucer, describing an age when 
humankind lived together peacefully in an Edenic 
paradise.

SUMMARY
Surviving on fruits, nuts, and grains offered by 
the earth’s bounty, early humans lived together in 
caves and forests, where they were free from the 
tyranny of taxes and other ills that beset civilized 
human beings. They did not make war on each 
other, because they had no possessions that had to 
be guarded or that could be taken away. Nor did 
they have any weapons with which to fight. Devoid 
of all pride, envy, and avarice, they lived together 
in humility with good faith serving as their ruler. 
The poem concludes with a lament that all of this 
has passed away to be replaced by a civilization 
where deceit, covetousness, treason, envy, man-
slaughter, and murder hold sway.

COMMENTARY
“The Former Age” is one of four of Chaucer’s 
shorter poems that distinctively shows the influ-
ence of the Roman writer BOETHIUS. Specifically, 
the poem appears to have been inspired by Book 
Two, Metrum 5 of the Consolation of Philosophy, 
where Lady Philosophy eulogizes the first age of 
man, an age when human beings lived in harmony 
off the fruits of the earth, before they had learned to 
do things like make wine, dye cloth, dig gold out of 
the earth, and shed each other’s blood out of greed 
and animosity. Many of these images are specifi-
cally recalled in Chaucer’s poem. In one of the two 
surviving manuscripts, the poem is called “Aetas 
Prima” (i.e., the first age); in the other, “Chaucer 
upon the fyfte metur of the second book.” The idea 
of a former golden age also figured in several other 
works that Chaucer commonly drew upon for his 
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own poetry, the French ROMAN DE LA ROSE and 
OVID’s Metamorphoses.

FOR FURTHER READING
For a more thorough examination of the relation-
ship between this poem and its Boethian source, 
see Bernard Jefferson’s Chaucer and the Consolation 
of Philosophy of Boethius (1917). Other scholars who 
consider sources include A. V. C. Schmidt, “Chau-
cer’s ‘Nembrot’: A Note on ‘The Former Age’ ” 
(Medium Ævum, 1978), Bernard Witlieb, “Jupiter 
and Nimrod in ‘The Former Age’ ” (Chaucer News-
letter, 1980), James Dean, “The World Grown Old 
and Genesis in English Historical Writings” (Specu-
lum, 1982), and Rita Copeland, “Rhetoric and Ver-
nacular Translation in the Middle Ages” (Studies 
in the Age of Chaucer, 1987). A. V. C. Schmidt’s 
“Chaucer and the Golden Age” (Essays in Criticism, 
1976) provides a fairly thorough, if dated, critical 
evaluation, while Andrew Galloway’s “Chaucer’s 
‘Former Age’ and the Fourteenth-Century Anthro-
pology of Craft: The Social Logic of a Premodernist 
Lyric” (English Literary History, 1996) argues for an 
ironic interpretation, based on style and diction, of 
the poem’s nostalgia.

“Fortune”
A series of three linked BALLADES by Chaucer.

SUMMARY
Chaucer’s “Fortune” begins with a complaint 
wherein the narrator describes the confusing and 
sometimes calamitous changes wrought by Fortune 
in the world. Nevertheless, the narrator concludes 
with a personal defiance of her powers in the tradi-
tion of SOCRATES. The second ballade consists of 
Fortune’s response to the plaintiff’s charges. She 
reminds him of the gifts she has bestowed upon 
him in the past, and points out that her apparent 
cruelty has a hidden benefit: Bereft of Fortune, he 
discovers who his true friends are. Finally, she con-
cludes that the plaintiff must, like other men born 
under her variable reign, be content with his lot, 
which is determined by the revolution of Fortune’s 

wheel. The third ballade contains one stanza spo-
ken by the narrator, with two responding stanzas 
from Fortune. The narrator refuses to be molli-
fied by Fortune’s defense of herself, saying that he 
damns her teaching; it is adversity. In Fortune’s 
final stanzas she suggests that the narrator’s anger 
arises from the loss of his former good fortune. 
This time she justifies her behavior by comparing 
it to fluctuations in the natural world—the ebb 
and flow of the sea and changes in the weather. 
Like them, her mutability is a normal function 
of natural law, which is determined by God. The 
world is naturally changeable; the only stability 
is in heaven. The three poems conclude with an 
envoy addressed to the plural “Princes,” in which 
the poet seems to be requesting advancement: 
“That to som beter estat he may atteyne” [That to 
some better rank he may attain].

COMMENTARY
In several of the 10 surviving manuscripts of this 
poem it is given the title “Balades de vilage [an 
error for “visage”] sanz peinture,” a French phrase 
that means “Ballades on a face without painting.” 
JAMES I. WIMSATT suggests the meaning that For-
tune is presented here without her usual applica-
tion of cosmetics, but it could also mean that this 
is a portrait accomplished with words rather than 
paint. Like “THE FORMER AGE,” “TRUTH,” and 
“GENTILESSE,” this poem contains strong echoes of 
the work of Roman philosopher and poet BOETHIUS. 
His Consolation of Philosophy also features a com-
plaint against Fortune, a defense and a discussion 
of her significance, although it is Lady Philosophy 
rather than Fortune herself who points out the way 
that Fortune’s operations are overseen by divine 
Providence. The plural “Princes” referred to in the 
envoy has been taken to refer to the dukes of Lan-
caster (JOHN OF GAUNT), York, and Gloucester. 
According to this theory, Chaucer’s request that 
either three of them, or two, should intercede on 
his behalf to his “best friend,” is a reference to 
an ordinance that no royal gift or grant should be 
bestowed by RICHARD II without the consent of at 
least two of the three dukes. (The function of this 
ordinance was to curtail Richard’s habit of giving 
extravagant gifts to those courtiers he favored, a 
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practice that served to alienate him from certain 
members of the nobility.)

FOR FURTHER READING
JAMES WIMSATT’s “Chaucer, Fortune, and Mach-
aut’s ‘Il m’est avis’ ” (published in Chaucerian 
Problems and Perspectives: Essays Presented to Paul 
E. Beichner, 1979, edited by Edward Vasta and 
Zacharias P. Thundy) provides an interesting dis-
cussion of critical and textual problems presented 
by “Fortune,” arguing that the poet’s main source 
was Machaut’s ballade, “Il m’est avis,” which also 
influenced his translation of Boethius and “The 
MERCHANT’S TALE.” AAGE BRUSENDORFF offers a 
dissenting opinion regarding the poem’s source, 
suggesting that Chaucer drew upon two ballades 
by French poet EUSTACHE DESCHAMPS. More 
recently, Ruth Morse’s “Absolute Tragedy: Allu-
sions and Avoidances” (Poetica: An International 
Journal of Linguistic Literary Studies, 1993) discuses 
the theme of tragedy in “Fortune” and other of 
Chaucer’s works, considering its association with 
deferred understanding or uncertainty, something 
best understood from a Boethian perspective. Cath-
erine Cox’s Gender and Language in Chaucer (1997) 
includes “Fortune” in her study of “the intercon-
nectedness of gender, epistemology, and poetics in 
Chaucer’s texts.”

“Franklin’s Tale, The”
“The Franklin’s Tale” follows the Squire’s inter-
rupted performance in The CANTERBURY TALES. 
This romantic story of a Breton Knight and his 
faithful wife presents one of the most positive views 
of marriage encountered in Chaucer’s work.

SUMMARY
In ARMORICA (see also BRITTANY) a knight named 
Arveragus is in love with a lady named Dorigen. He 
does many great deeds in her service until at last 
she takes pity on him and grants her love in return. 
Deciding to marry, they swear mutual faith and obe-
dience. In addition, despite his socially sanctioned 
position of mastery over his wife, Arveragus prom-

ises never to exercise his authority over Dorigen 
against her will. She, in turn, pledges humility and 
fidelity. Thus begins an ideal marriage, which the 
narrator takes a moment to praise as such, noting 
that mutual obedience is the only key to a long and 
happy relationship. Arveragus takes his wife home 
to KAYRUDD, in Brittany, where they live in bliss 
and prosperity for more than a year. Then Arvera-
gus decides to go to England to “seke in armes wor-
shipe and honour” (811) [seek honor and renown 
by fighting]. He intends to be gone for two years.

During her husband’s absence, Dorigen misses 
him sorely. She mourns him so deeply, in fact, that 
her friends begin to worry that she may die of grief, 
and they busy themselves at the task of cheering 
her up. Eventually their efforts pay off, and Dorigen 
is somewhat comforted. To further lift her spir-
its, her companions urge her to come outside and 
walk on the high cliffs above the sea. But Dorigen 
becomes dispirited again, seeing ships and barges 
come and go, but none bearing her husband home 
again. She becomes particularly upset by the sight 
of some treacherous black rocks standing in the 
sea, a source of great danger for incoming ships. 
Falling to her knees, she says a prayer, arguing that 
the rocks serve no good purpose and asking that 
they be destroyed.

Realizing that the view of the sea does little to 
calm Dorigen’s mind, her friends take her to dif-
ferent places. One of these is a beautiful garden 
where, one day after a picnic, her friends decide 
to sing and dance for entertainment. Dorigen sits 
apart from the merriment, thinking about her hus-
band. Among those dancing is a handsome squire 
named Aurelius. Unbeknownst to Dorigen, this 
young man has for a long time been infatuated with 
her, but he has despaired of finding an opportunity 
to confess his love. This particular outing provides 
him with the opportunity. Before they part, he tells 
Dorigen how he feels about her and, following the 
familiar formula of courtly love, asks her to have 
mercy on him; otherwise, he will die. Initially Dori-
gen tells him in no uncertain terms that she will 
never betray her husband, but she then teasingly 
agrees to grant his desire on one condition: that he 
remove all the rocks that make the coast of Brit-
tany treacherous for ships. She adds that she knows 
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this will never happen. Aurelius leaves her, promis-
ing to die a sudden and horrible death.

That night Aurelius, still burning in the fires 
of his desire, prays to Apollo for help, asking the 
god to work a kind of natural miracle—causing 
the tide to remain at its highest, covering the rocks 
along the coast, for a period of two years. After the 
prayer, he falls down in a trance. He is found by his 
brother, who puts him to bed.

Meanwhile, Arveragus returns home. He and 
Dorigen are reunited in bliss and spend their days 
celebrating his return. Wretched Aurelius remains 
in bed, sick with love, for two years. His brother, 
who is a scholar, knows the cause of his illness but 
keeps it a secret, always trying to think of a solution 

or cure. Finally he remembers an episode from his 
days as a student in France, when he came across 
a book of “natural magic” that gave information 
about how to create illusions. With that in mind, 
he rouses his brother from bed and returns with 
him to ORLEANS, the city where he studied. Once 
there, they immediately make the acquaintance 
of a young scholar-magician who promises he can 
create the illusion they desire. For this assistance, 
Aurelius promises to pay £1,000.

The two brothers return home and the magician 
keeps his promise. Aurelius visits Dorigen, reminds 
her of her vow, and directs her attention to the sea 
below the cliffs where the black rocks are no longer 
visible. Realizing that she must lose her honor no 
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matter what she does—whether she chooses to be 
unfaithful to her husband or to break her promise to 
Aurelius—Dorigen thinks over her situation, call-
ing to mind examples of many women who chose 
death rather than suffer the loss of their chastity. 
She decides to follow their example and commit 
suicide, but keeps putting it off until her husband 
comes home and asks why she is so upset. When 
she tells him what has happened, he says that she 
ought to keep her promise, because her “trouthe” 
(sworn promise) is a bond that she must keep in 
spite of the consequences. Arveragus breaks down 
and weeps, commanding his wife that she must 
never, on penalty of death, tell any person about 
this misadventure or give any sign that she is upset 
or depressed.

Dorigen goes to meet Aurelius at the appointed 
place (a garden), but instead runs into him on the 
street. When he asks where she is going, she says 
to the garden, where her husband has commanded 
her to go to keep her promise. Aurelius is so moved 
by her lamentation, and by the determination of 
her husband that she should not break her prom-
ise, that his own behavior seems to him degraded 
in comparison to their nobility, and he decides to 
release her from her bond. Dorigen returns home to 
tell her husband of their good fortune, and they live 
blissfully together for the rest of their lives, never 
again angry at each other. Aurelius, still obliged to 
the magician who created the illusion, visits him to 
determine a means of payment. When the magi-
cian finds out what has happened and why, he 
decides to release the squire from his debt, deter-
mining that a scholar ought to be able to do a cour-
teous deed just as well as a squire and a knight. The 
Franklin closes his tale with a question, asking the 
company of pilgrims: Who, among the characters 
in his story, was the most generous?

COMMENTARY
The genre of “The Franklin’s Tale” is self-declared. 
When the Franklin opens his prologue with the 
words, “Thise olde gentil Britouns in hir dayes / Of 
diverse aventures maden layes, / Rymeyed in hir 
firste Briton tonge, / Whiche layes with hir instru-
mentz they songe” (lines 709–712) [These old noble 
Britons in their day / Of various adventures made 

lays, / Rhymed in their original Briton language, / 
Which they sang to the accompaniment of music], 
he is giving the definition of a Breton lay. This 
genre originated, so far as we know, in Brittany, a 
peninsula of northwest France that lies between the 
Bay of Biscay and the English Channel. When the 
Angles, Saxons, and Jutes invaded Britain in the 
fifth and sixth centuries, many of the island’s Celtic 
inhabitants fled to this area and eventually settled 
there permanently. Their British heritage is what 
gave the region its name of Brittany (Bretagne in 
French) and themselves the appellation of Bretons. 
Other medieval examples of the genre are the lays 
of MARIE DE FRANCE and the Middle English poem 
Sir Orfeo. Marie is thought to be the originator of 
the genre, which typically took the form of a short 
narrative poem, often based upon earlier songs or 
verse-tales sung by Breton minstrels on themes 
drawn from Celtic legend. In this way stories that 
were originally committed to memory and passed 
down orally assumed a more stable, lasting form. 
Chaucer enhances the Breton atmosphere of his 
tale through its setting in Armorica/Brittany and 
the names of his characters, which are associated 
with British and Celtic legends. The story itself, 
however, appears to derive from Italy rather than 
Brittany. It is often discussed in relation to several 
tales belonging to the MARRIAGE GROUP, as desig-
nated by GEORGE LYMAN KITTREDGE.

There appears to be no indisputable surviving 
source for “The Franklin’s Tale,” though it does 
bear strong similarities to a tale in the Filocolo of 
the Italian writer BOCCACCIO. The plot situation of 
Boccaccio’s tale is as follows: A wife makes a rash 
promise to have sex with an admirer because she 
believes he can never grant her desire, to make a 
garden bloom in January. With the help of a magi-
cian, he does, and the husband insists that his wife 
fulfill her part of the bargain. The admirer, over-
come by the husband’s generosity, releases her, and 
is likewise released from his own debt by the magi-
cian. What Chaucer adds to the basic plot found 
here is a stronger sense of character motivation, 
as he develops the love of Dorigen and Arveragus, 
and their abiding concern for each other, and for 
honor, to a point that makes the characters both 
more believable and more sympathetic, despite the 
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tale’s idealism. In Boccaccio’s Filocolo, by contrast, 
the husband orders his wife to the garden because 
he rather cynically believes the lover has worked 
hard and deserves his reward.

Although they do not serve as direct sources, 
some of Chaucer’s favorite texts also appear to 
have influenced “The Franklin’s Tale.” Dorigen’s 
questions about the existence of the treacherous 
rocks in a world designed by a benevolent God echo 
BOETHIUS’s questions about the function of evil in 
his Consolation of Philosophy. The argument for 
equal partnership in marriage recalls a similar argu-
ment in Le ROMAN DE LA ROSE. Chaucer’s admira-
tion for these works is shown both by the frequent 

allusions to them in his poetry and by his transla-
tions of them. (See commentary under ROMAUNT 
OF THE ROSE and BOECE for more information.) 
Dorigen’s long complaint, where she recalls exam-
ples of wives and other women who have preferred 
death to violation of chastity, comes from another 
familiar source, Saint JEROME’s Epistola adversus 
Jovinianum (Letter against Jovinian). The genre of 
the “complaint,” popular in the Middle Ages and 
Renaissance, is spoken by a narrator who bemoans 
his or her unhappy lot and seeks to remedy it. The 
short poem “The COMPLAINT OF CHAUCER TO HIS 
PURSE” is another instance of Chaucer’s use of the 
form. His use of it here, in “The Franklin’s Tale,” 
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exhibits yet again his propensity for combining dif-
ferent genres.

Although the Franklin does not explicitly offer 
his tale as a response or challenge to a previous 
pilgrim’s efforts, it does repeat themes that have 
appeared before, such as the theme of sovereignty 
in marriage, which is featured in “The WIFE OF 
BATH’S TALE” and “The CLERK’S TALE.” The Wife’s 
tale, along with her prologue, argues that it is best 
to give the wife sovereignty over her husband in 
marriage. The Clerk’s tale argues, in allegorical 
form, for trusting in the husband’s right to the same, 
viewing that right as an extension of the divine 
order of things: The husband’s position as head 
of the family mirrors God’s as head of the church. 
Since “The Franklin’s Tale” addresses the same 
issue, that of sovereignty in marriage, and appears 
last in the series, its position alone, as the last word 
on the subject, would seem to give it a certain 
amount of authority over the other two. Looking 
at the outcomes of the three tales, however, we see 
that they all have happy endings. By scratching a 
bit beyond the surface of the two previous tales, we 
can discern that both have an ending that restores 
or creates a kind of balance that was lacking at 
their outset. Walter, for example, repents of his 
cruel behavior and finally recognizes Griselda as 
his true equal. The Knight who committed rape, 
the most aggressive act possible of mastery against 
a woman, submits to his wife’s sovereignty and is 
rewarded with a wife who is both beautiful and 
faithful, instead of one or the other. Considered in 
this light, it appears that all three tales argue for a 
kind of balance of power between the two parties of 
a marriage, if that marriage is to be a happy one.

Nevertheless, modern readers may chafe at the 
way Arveragus adamantly orders Dorigen to fulfill 
her vow, especially after having promised that he 
will never assert his authority as an agent of mastery 
over her. When Dorigen reacts by breaking down 
in tears, he becomes even more stern, saying “I yow 
forbede, up peyne of deeth, / That nevere, while 
thee lasteth lyf ne breeth, / To no wight telle thou 
of this aventure” (lines 1,481–1,483) [I forbid you, 
upon penalty of death, / That never, while your 
breath lasts, / You tell to any creature what has hap-
pened]. While everything does turn out for the best 

in the end, readers cannot escape the sense that 
Dorigen has lost stature because of the way that 
she is treated by her husband. There is also the nag-
ging question of Arveragus’s love. If he truly is so 
devoted to his wife, why does he, after a little more 
than a year of wedded bliss, travel to England to 
“seke in armes worshipe and honour” and stay away 
for two years? The text does not specify whether 
or not he has gone to fight in a war, or merely 
to prove his mettle in tournaments and jousts, a 
common pastime for knights in Chaucer’s day. The 
emphasis the narrator places on desire—“al his lust 
he sette in swich labour” (line 812) [he set all his 
desire toward such labor], suggests the latter. Even 
if he was at war, while 14th-century wives may have 
been accustomed to the long absence of husbands 
on military campaigns, presumably it was no easier a 
burden to bear then, than it is now.

A more traditional reading of the tale emphasizes 
an important theme that informs both “The Wife of 
Bath’s Tale” and “The Franklin’s Tale”—that of 
gentilesse, which might be defined as consistently 
behaving with goodness and generosity. The idea of 
gentilesse was problematic at the time when Chaucer 
was writing because members of the nobility were, 
simply by virtue of their birth, considered to be 
“gentle.” That they did not always behave in such a 
manner is liberally illustrated by historical examples 
as well as examples in Chaucer’s work that, upon 
several occasions, debate the definition of true gen-
tility. In the Wife’s tale, when the young knight-
rapist complains to his loathly wife that she comes 
from low or ignoble parents, she catechises him on 
the true nature of gentilesse, which is not something 
that can be handed down from one ancestor to 
another, but is a virtue that comes from God. The 
Franklin has already shown, in his interruption of 
the Squire’s recital, that he is concerned with gen-
tility, particularly with that which seems to be lack-
ing in his own offspring, and it is chiefly on the basis 
of that virtue that he praises the Squire and his 
tale-telling efforts. While some critics have seen the 
Franklin’s praise as self-serving, as cynical evidence 
of his social-climbing efforts, there seems little evi-
dence of such an attitude toward the man in the 
remainder of Chaucer’s characterization of him or 
in the tale that he is given to tell. The gentilesse 
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displayed by Arveragus is nothing less than absolute 
faith in a benign Providence. When Dorigen reveals 
the details of her dilemma, he says “It may be wel, 
paraventure, yet to day” (line 1,473) and urges his 
wife to keep her promise. The fact that the Frank-
lin has created a character like Arveragus, whose 
gentilesse obviously functions as the centerpiece of 
the tale, suggests that the Franklin’s gentilesse is not 
superficial but rather expresses an idealistic yearn-
ing toward perfection in a postlapsarian world.

In many respects, this tale as a whole serves 
to point out and emphasize one very basic tenet 
of Christian morality: that if one behaves as one 
ought according to the laws of God, things will 
somehow turn out for the best, even though it may 
be difficult to imagine such an outcome, given the 
circumstances. The tale also illustrates the conta-
giousness of Christian charity—how one person’s 
decision to act honestly and faithfully can cre-
ate a chain reaction of similar decisions by those 
who are affected. Specifically, Dorigen upholds 
her faith to her husband, who in turn behaves 
charitably toward her, and the squire, beneficiary 
of their actions, finds himself unable to profit from 
their good faith and love for one another. The 
scholar-magician, considering all these examples 
of people behaving charitably toward one another, 
feels obliged to meet the standard that has been 
set, and to prove that a scholar need not be out-
done by a knight or a squire in the realm of noble 
deeds.

In plot, “The Franklin’s Tale” most closely 
resembles that told by the Merchant. Both feature 
a squire in love with the wife of a knight, and a 
garden in which that love is to be consummated. In 
“The MERCHANT’S TALE,” however, the wife, May, 
is not in love with her husband, January, but is all 
too eager to give solace to the lovesick squire. This, 
along with the many naturalistic details pointing 
to January’s advanced age and the inappropriate 
burning fires of his lust, makes the tale a FABLIAU 
rather than a romance, distancing it from the con-
cerns of the Franklin’s story, and simultaneously 
illustrating a marriage in which the proper balance 
or harmony can never be established because of 
the difference in ages between old January and his 
young wife, May.

Chaucer’s use of the garden as the setting for 
illicit love reflects a tradition in the literature of 
courtly love that, to some degree at least, arose 
from the influence of JEAN DE MEUN’s use of the 
garden as the site of seduction in Le Roman de la 
Rose. Within this tradition, gardens are, for those 
unwilling to engage in sexual intrigue, dangerous 
places. When Dorigen makes her rash promise to 
Aurelius, she is in a garden—the same garden to 
which she is returning at the end of the tale to fulfill 
that promise. The fact that Aurelius meets her on 
the street, instead of in the garden, helps to explain 
why, within the conventions of courtly love, she 
gets away with her virtue intact. Alone with her, 
surrounded by the beauties of nature, it might have 
been more difficult for the lustful squire to release 
his lady from her vow.

One final feature of “The Franklin’s Tale” that 
seems to deserve comment is the way the plot 
depends upon what the narrator calls “natural 
magic.” When the magician consults his astrologi-
cal tables to discover the best time to create his 
illusion, he is, to some extent, depending on the 
alignment of the moon and the planets in their 
houses in order to determine when the highest tide 
of the year will occur, so that his “magic” will be 
aided by nature. During the Middle Ages, the term 
natural magic was inseparable from such scientific 
knowledge as circulated among human beings at 
this time, and self-proclaimed wizards would some-
times use their knowledge of astronomy (not yet 
distinguished from astrology) and other natural 
phenomena to give people the illusion that they 
possessed great powers, as does Mark Twain’s Con-
necticut Yankee when he “creates” a solar eclipse 
over King Arthur’s court.

CHARACTERS
For information on historical and mythological fig-
ures alluded to in this tale, see entries in Part III of 
this book.

Arveragus A Breton knight and husband to 
Dorigen in “The Franklin’s Tale.” The relation-
ship between Arveragus and Dorigen is notable for 
the mutual love and respect that endures through-
out their courtship and marriage, even when it is 
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severely tested by the rash promise she makes to 
Aurelius. Some scholars have seen in Arveragus 
the type of the ideal Christian husband; others 
have viewed him merely as an impossible ideal, 
perhaps even a caricature of the Franklin as he is 
presented in the GENERAL PROLOGUE TO THE CAN-
TERBURY TALES.

Aurelius The squire who is in love with Dori-
gen, wife to Arveragus, in “The Franklin’s Tale.” 
When we are introduced to Aurelius we find out 
that he has been in love with Dorigen for a long 
time but never had the courage to reveal his feel-
ings. Arveragus’s absence from home provides the 
motive and the opportunity for him to do so. Dori-
gen rebuffs his advances, affirming her devotion to 

her husband, but then teasingly promises to become 
Aurelius’s lover if he can move or destroy some 
treacherous rocks along the coast of BRITTANY that 
pose a danger for incoming ships, including that of 
her husband’s. Of all the lovesick young men who 
appear in Chaucer’s poetry, Aurelius is perhaps the 
most appealing, because he, unlike any of the oth-
ers, is able to overcome (or at least to redirect) his 
sexual urges when he understands the harm that 
will occur to the woman he desires.

Dorigen The wife of the Breton knight Arveragus 
in “The Franklin’s Tale.” The relationship between 
Dorigen and her husband is notable for the mutual 
love and respect they have for one another. That 
love is sorely tested, however, when Arveragus 
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leaves home for two years. Dorigen, pining away 
for her absent husband, rashly promises her love 
(including sexual favors) to a young admirer, Aure-
lius, if he can move or eliminate some threatening 
rocks that line the coast of BRITTANY, which pres-
ent a hazard for incoming ships. Dorigen’s devo-
tion to her husband is such that she never believes 
this feat can be accomplished; otherwise, she would 
not have made such a bargain. Psychologically 
her promise reveals that she is willing to consider 
anything if only it will ensure her husband’s safe 
return. Dorigen’s willingness to consider suicide 
and her unquestioning obedience to her husband’s 
demand that she fulfill the terms of her agreement 
with Aurelius have made her less than appealing 
to feminist readers, but to many within a medieval 
audience she would doubtless have appeared virtu-
ous and heroic. The tale’s happy ending affirms 
that both she and her husband have made the right 
decisions under stressful circumstances.

Franklin, the See character entry in The CAN-
TERBURY TALES.

Magician Minor but important character in “The 
Franklin’s Tale.” The magician is a young scholar 
from ORLEANS in France who offers to assist Aure-
lius in his quest to win the love of Dorigen, who is 
married to the Breton knight Arveragus. Dorigen 
has promised Aurelius that if he can remove some 
treacherous black rocks that line the coast of BRIT-
TANY and that thus imperil her husband’s home-
coming from England, she will be his lover. The 
magician uses “natural magic,” based on astronomi-
cal calculations, to help create the illusion that 
the rocks have disappeared. When he learns that 
Aurelius released Dorigen from her vow, however, 
the magician cancels the debt that Aurelius owed 
him for performing the trick.

FOR FURTHER READING
For in-depth analysis of “The Franklin’s Tale,” 
including further information regarding sources, 
dating, genre, structure, theme, and style, see 
HELEN COOPER’s The Canterbury Tales volume of 
the Oxford Guides to Chaucer series (1996). The 
position of the tale as a member of the “Marriage 

Group” is addressed in GEORGE LYMAN KITTREDGE’s 
Chaucer and His Poetry (1915). Kittredge was the 
first scholar to group certain tales together because 
of their mutual concern with the theme of mar-
riage. Canterbury Marriage Tales: The Wife of Bath, 
The Clerk, The Merchant, The Franklin, edited 
by Michael Murphy (2000) provides an updated 
examination of this debate. The increasing popu-
larity and relevance of gender theory has resulted 
in a number of books and articles focusing on Dori-
gen’s dilemma, including Mary R. Bowman’s “ ‘Half 
as She Were Mad’: Dorigen in the Male World of 
the ‘Franklin’s Tale’ ” (Chaucer Review, 1993), Bon-
nie Wheeler’s “ ‘Trouthe without Consequences: 
Rhetoric and Gender in the ‘Franklin’s Tale’ ” (pub-
lished in Feminea Medievalia I: Representations of the 
Feminine in the Middle Ages, 1993, edited by Bonnie 
Wheeler), and Nina Manasan Greenberg’s “Dori-
gen as Enigma: The Production of Meaning in the 
Franklin’s Tale” (Chaucer Review, 1999). Angela 
Jane Weisl’s Conquering the Reign of Femeny: Gen-
der and Genre in Chaucer’s Romances (1995) consid-
ers the tale in relation to other of Chaucer’s works 
as well as various sources and analogues, focusing 
on the interplay of gender and the romance genre. 
Felicity Riddy’s “Engendering Pity in the ‘Franklin’s 
Tale’ ” (published in Feminist Readings in Middle 
English Literature: The Wife of Bath and All Her Sect, 
1994, edited by Ruth Evans and Lesley Johnson) 
examines how the ideas of “gentilesse” and “pitee” 
reflect aristocratic, masculine values that are under-
mined by the tale’s conclusion with an open-ended 
question. In Feminizing Chaucer (2002), a new ver-
sion of JILL MANN’s Geoffrey Chaucer, the author 
includes a new preface that sketches developments 
in “Chaucerian gender studies” since c. 1990.

Readers interested in studying the relationship 
between “The Franklin’s Tale” and its sources 
should consider Gerald Morgan’s “Boccacio’s ‘Fili-
colo’ and the Moral Argument of the Franklin’s 
Tale’ ” (Chaucer Review, 1986), Dominique Battles’s 
“Chaucer’s Franklin’s Tale and Bocaccio’s Filo-
colo Reconsidered” (Chaucer Review, 1999) and/or 
Robert R. Edwards’s “Rewriting Menedon’s Story: 
Decameron 10.5 and the Franklin’s Tale” (published 
in The Decameron and The Canterbury Tales: New 
Essays on an Old Question, 2000, edited by Leonard 
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Michael Koff and Brenda Deen Schildgen). Andrea 
Rossi-Reder’s “Male Movement and Female Fixity 
in the Franklin’s Tale and Il Filocolo” (published in 
Masculinities in Chaucer: Approaches to Maleness in 
The Canterbury Tales and Troilus and Criseyde, 1998, 
edited by Peter G. Beidler) compares how “The 
Franklin’s Tale” and one of its Italian sources rep-
resent gender. Other essays, such as Thomas Reis-
ner’s “A British Analogue for the Rock-Motif in the 
‘Franklin’s Tale’ ” (Studies in Philology, 1979), pro-
pose a source for a specific feature of the tale. The 
imagery of the tale is considered in V. A. KOLVE’s 
“Rocky Shores and Pleasure Gardens: Poetry vs. 
Magic in Chaucer’s Franklin’s Tale” (published in 
Poetics: Theory and Practice in Medieval English Lit-
erature, 1991, edited by PIERO BOITANI and Anna 
Torti). The way that medieval conceptions of magic 
inform the tale is explored in a number of articles, 
including Paul Battles’s “Magic and Metafiction in 
the Franklin’s Tale” (published in Marvels, Monsters, 
and Miracles: Studies in the Medieval and Early Mod-
ern Imaginations, 2002, edited by Timothy S. Jones 
and David Sprunger) and Michelle Sweeney’s Magic 
in Medieval Romance from Chrétien de Troyes to Geof-
frey Chaucer (2000). Finally, issues of class, society, 
and politics are treated in Richard Firth Green’s 
A Crisis of Truth: Literature and Law in Ricardian 
England (1999) and in The Age of Saturn: Literature 
and History in The Canterbury Tales by Peter Brown 
and Andrew Butcher, both of which feature exten-
sive discussion of “The Franklin’s Tale.”

“Friar’s Tale, The”
This tale of a corrupt summoner sparks a bitter 
rivalry between the Friar and the Summoner, who 
feels that the story’s insults are aimed at him.

SUMMARY
The Friar begins his tale with a commendation of 
“The WIFE OF BATH’S TALE” and a promise that 
his own will be about a summoner of whom “may 
no good be sayd.” The Host interrupts, asking him 
to proceed with his tale and leave off comments 
directed toward those present. The Summoner 

responds, saying that the Friar should say whatever 
he wants; when the Summoner’s turn comes, he 
will get his revenge.

“The Friar’s Tale” tells about a summoner who 
abuses his office by false accusation and entrapment. 
A member of the laity employed by the church, 
the summoner’s duties consisted mainly of carrying 
summonses from the episcopal court to an individ-
ual who had been charged in that court for cer-
tain offenses, and, in cases where the accused was 
unable to travel to court, collecting a fine. Accord-
ing to Chaucer’s tale, these offenses might be sexual 
ones such as fornication, adultery, prostitution, and 
pandering, or others like slander, the robbing of 
the church (which included not paying a tithe of 
one’s income to the church), the violation of legal 
contracts such as a marriage contract, and/or the 
failure to observe any of the sacraments such as 
confession and communion. Because the summoner 
could collect the fine himself, and because attend-
ing the archdiocesan court often required travel and 
thus posed a hardship for many people, a summoner 
could, if he were so inclined, easily practice extor-
tion, either through false accusation or through col-
lecting a fine considerably higher than the amount 
he was required to turn over to the court. The sum-
moner described by the Friar is particularly given 
to such abuses of his office. As the tale opens, he is 
on his way to visit an old widow whom he intends 
to bribe or trick out of some money. En route, he 
encounters a yeoman dressed in green and carry-
ing a bow. They greet one another, and when the 
summoner says he is on his way to collect a “rente” 
that is owed to his lord, the yeoman asks if he is a 
“bailly” (i.e., bailiff), someone employed by a land-
owner to collect rent from tenants. Ashamed to 
admit his true profession, the summoner answers in 
the affirmative, to which the yeoman exclaims that 
he is a bailiff, too. Following this exchange, the two 
men become sworn brothers and decide to travel 
together for a time. Many of the details of their con-
versation are rich with irony, which only becomes 
apparent later when the yeoman reveals his true 
identity as a devil from hell. Yet even when he does 
so, the summoner reveals his own true nature by 
being intrigued rather than offended or frightened, 
and by maintaining that the oath of brotherhood 
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still stands: “I am a yeman, knowen is ful wyde; / My 
trouthe wol I holde, as in this cas; / For though thou 
were the devel Sathanas, / My trouthe wol I holde 
to my brother / As I am sworn” (lines 1,524–1,528) 
[I am a yeoman, this is widely known; / My word 
will I keep, as in this case; / For even if you were the 
devil, Satan, / My word shall I hold to my brother / 
As I am sworn]. To cement their bond, they agree 
to share out whatever goods they receive in the 
practice of their professions. Soon they come upon 
a carter, who curses his horse, commending it to the 
devil. When the summoner asks the devil why he 
does not take the horse, the devil replies that it is 
because the curse did not come from the heart. This 
observation is immediately illustrated by the carter’s 
praise and blessing of the horse when it ceases stall-
ing. Later they visit the poor old woman from whom 
the summoner hopes to extort some money. When 
she asks for a written copy of the indictment and 
permission to address the court through a repre-
sentative, the summoner denies her request saying, 
“the foule feend me fecche / If I th’excuse” (lines 
1,610–1,611) [the foul fiend fetch me / If I excuse 
you]. The old woman adds her own wish that he 
should go to the devil unless he repents of what he 
has said. When the summoner refuses, the devil 
carries him off to hell, because the woman’s curse 
was from the heart.

COMMENTARY
“The Friar’s Tale” is a gem of irony and satire, its 
hard glittering surface giving no quarter to the man 
or to the profession it lambasts. The portrait of the 
Friar in the GENERAL PROLOGUE TO THE CANTER-
BURY TALES hints that he possesses considerable wit 
and learning, both of which are subtly projected in 
his story of the summoner who loses his soul to the 
devil. The Friar’s own familiarity with the seedy 
side of humanity, also suggested by his description 
in the General Prologue, lends a kind of realism to 
his narration. The genre of this tale is not as clearly 
defined as that of some of the other Canterbury 
tales, but it seems to derive from a traditional folk-
tale formula that features, at its climactic moment, 
the delivery of a heartfelt curse. Structurally, it is 
divided into two parts. The first describes the abu-
sive practices of the summoner, who gets money 

from members of the parish in which he serves by 
a combination of perjury, entrapment, blackmail, 
and extortion. The Friar concludes his devastating 
portrait of this man with this pithy summary of his 
character: “He was, if I shal yeven hym his laude, 
/ a theef, and eek a somnour, and a baude” (lines 
1,353–1,354) [He was, if I shall give him his due, / a 
thief, and also a summoner, and a pimp]. Situating 
his titulary profession between the other two sug-
gests that there likewise exists a qualitative equiva-
lency among all three, that being a summoner is no 
better or worse than being a thief or a pimp.

The second part is the tale itself, in which the 
summoner meets a demon disguised as a yeoman. 
The tale immediately launches into a pervasive and 
delicious irony. Both the summoner and the demon 
lie about their professions, each claiming to be a 
bailiff, an officer of justice under a sheriff, whose 
duty it is to execute writs and processes of law, a 
civil function that corresponds somewhat to the 
summoner’s function in the ecclesiastical courts. 
The ironic aspect of this lie is that the summoner 
is indeed like the demon, both in profession and in 
character. Whereas the demon’s job is to summon 
souls who have sinned against God, the summoner’s 
is to bring to judgment those who have commit-
ted crimes against God’s church. Furthermore, the 
summoner, like the devil, is an agent of evil, albeit 
in the social rather than the theological realm. The 
demon’s disguise as a yeoman dressed in green and 
carrying a bow and arrows suggests that he is a 
hunter, and some scholars, like D. W. ROBERTSON, 
have seen in these details of his appearance hints 
at his true identity, especially since he claims to be 
from “fer in the north contree” (line 1,413) [far in 
the north country], the traditional location of hell 
in the Middle Ages. In medieval iconography, the 
color green is commonly associated with denizens 
of the supernatural world, and the devil is often 
depicted as a hunter of souls. Recognition of these 
details does add a degree of richness to the text, as 
the summoner’s failure to recognize the demon’s 
identity based on them suggests his moral blind-
ness. When, soon after their coming together, the 
demon openly admits his infernal nature, it doesn’t 
faze the summoner, suggesting an even greater 
degree of moral turpitude.
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The irony of the tale deepens considerably when 
the summoner, despite a number of indications that 
he will soon become the prey that the demon is in 
quest of, repeatedly misses the point. Perhaps, as 
PAUL RUGGIERS has suggested, the man is blinded by 
the demon’s pledge of brotherhood, by his seductive 
cordiality, and cannot imagine that he will turn 
against him; or, his blindness could simply be of the 
allegorical variety, showing that his vision is literally 
so clouded by sin that he is unable to perceive truth, 
even when it is delivered straightforwardly to him. 
The climax of the tale is prepared for by the episode 
in which the demon and his companion observe a 
carter who curses his horses for stalling in the road, 
yet they are not taken away by the demon because, 
as he explains, the curse was not sincere. When the 
summoner finds himself on the receiving end of such 
a curse, the inevitable outcome is visible to the reader 
long before it triggers the summoner’s awareness. 
Chaucer intensifies the irony, and thus gives it a 
decidedly comic tone, by first having the summoner 
condemn himself when he tells the old woman from 
whom he is trying to extort money, “Nay thanne . . . 
the foule feend me fecche / If I th’excuse.” (lines 
1610–1611). But of course, his condemnation of 
himself is not a sincere wish, although it does state 
what is going to happen if he does not excuse her of 
the fine he wishes to collect. When he threatens her 
further, accusing her of adultery, she exclaims, “Ne 
nevere I nas but of my body trewe! / Unto the devel 
blak and rough of hewe / Yeve I thy body . . . !” (lines 
1,621–1,623) [Never was I anything but chaste in 
body! / Unto the devil black and rough in appear-
ance / I commend your body . . . !]. As readers, we 
fully expect him to be whisked peremptorily away to 
hell; but no, the meticulous demon (at this point 
showing himself to be more scrupulous than the sum-
moner), has to make sure. So he asks her, “ ‘Now, 
Mabely, myn owene mooder deere, / Is this youre wyl 
in ernest that ye seye?’ ” (lines 1,626–1,627) [“Now, 
Mabel, my own dear old lady, / Is this your will in 
earnest that you speak?”]. Mabely, patient soul that 
she must be, answers yes, that is indeed her inten-
tion, unless “he wol hym repente” (line 1,629) [he 
wishes to repent], giving him yet another chance to 
redeem himself. The summoner, blinded by greed, 
immediately retorts, “Nay, olde stot, that is nat myn 

entente, / . . . for to repente me / For any thyng that I 
have had of thee. / I wolde I hadde thy smok and 
every clooth!” (lines 1,630–1,633) [Nay, old cow, 
that is not my intention, / . . . for to repent / For any-
thing that I have gotten from you. / I wish I had your 
smock and every bit of cloth!]. The demon now 
steps in to collect his due, as cordial as ever, asking 
the summoner not to be angry, and exhibiting the 
last bite of his (or the Friar’s) ironic wit when he says, 
“Thou shalt with me to helle yet tonyght” (line 
1,636) [You shall go with me to hell yet tonight], in 
perfect parody of Christ’s promise to the repentant 
thief at His crucifixion.

In addition to its satirical bent, “The Friar’s Tale” 
also offers, like much of satire, an alternative vision 
of life—one in which the bad get their just deserts 
and the good or innocent triumph. Indeed, the tale 
gains most of its acerbic edge from its context—as a 
tale told among a group of travellers, which includes 
a summoner who is its obvious intended target. It is 
like intentionally telling a mean joke or demeaning 
story about lawyers in a group where one member 
is a lawyer. Under these circumstances, the satire 
loses much of its putative ability to correct behavior 
and serves mainly as a spur to disharmony. Thus 
at the close of the Friar’s performance, the Sum-
moner exhibits considerable resentment, standing 
up in his stirrups, quaking like an aspen leaf with 
anger. His response to the Friar is vicious, particu-
larly in his prologue when he tells the story of a friar 
who, condemned to hell, is being shown around by 
an angel. Observing no other friars in the place, 
he asks the angel if they have all found a place 
in heaven, whereupon the angel takes the curious 
friar to see Satan, or rather Satan’s behind. Com-
manding Satan to lift his tail, the angel directs the 
friar’s attention to his “ers” (“ass”) where the friar 
observes a hord of friars swarming, like bees, in and 
out of the “develes ers” (“devil’s ass”).

CHARACTERS
For information on the saints, and biblical and his-
torical figures that are alluded to in this tale, see 
entries in Part III of this book.

Brok A horse who appears in “The Friar’s Tale.” 
Brok is drawing a cart that has become stuck in 
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the mire and the man driving the cart yells and 
curses at him to encourage his pulling efforts. One 
of the man’s curses commends the horse to the 
devil. This scene is observed by the tale’s two main 
characters, one of whom is a summoner, the other 
a devil from hell. When the summoner asks why 
the devil doesn’t fetch away the man’s horse, the 
devil replies that the man’s curse is not sincere. 
He does not really want the horse to go to hell; he 
just wants it to liberate his cart. Later, when an old 
woman who is being harassed by the summoner 
curses him to hell, the results are less benign.

Friar, the See character entry in The CANTER-
BURY TALES.

Mabely The old woman in “The Friar’s Tale” 
who curses the wicked summoner and, literally, 
sends him to the devil (line 1,626). The reason for 
her anger is that he has falsely accused her of com-
mitting sins, such as adultery, that would require 
her either to appear in an ecclesiastical court or to 
pay a fine. He contrives the accusation in the hope 
that she will be intimidated into giving him the 
money, which he will then pocket rather than turn-
ing over to any authority.

Rauf Rauf, a Middle English spelling of Ralph, 
is the name given to one of the fornicators whose 
deeds with various “wenches” of the parish are 
confessed to the wicked summoner of “The Friar’s 
Tale” (lines 1,355–1,358). The summoner uses the 
information to extort money from the men, whom 
he could otherwise force to appear in an ecclesiasti-
cal court to answer for their sins. That the women 
are described as being “at his retenue” [in his ser-
vice] suggests that the men are being set up.

Robert, Sir One of the fornicators whose deeds 
with various “wenches” of the parish are confessed 
to the wicked summoner of “The Friar’s Tale” (lines 
1,355–1,358). The summoner uses the information 
to extort money from the men whom he could oth-
erwise force to appear in an ecclesiastical court to 
answer for their sins. That the women are described 
as being “at his retenue” (“in his service”) suggests 
that the men are being set up.

Scot Scot is the name of two different horses in 
Chaucer’s work. The first is the dappled gray horse 
ridden by the Reeve who is described in the GEN-
ERAL PROLOGUE TO THE CANTERBURY TALES (lines 
615–616). The second is the horse cursed by its 
rider in “The Friar’s Tale” (lines 1,543–1,544).

FOR FURTHER READING
Not surprisingly, much critical discussion of “The 
Friar’s Tale” considers the morality of the tale or 
places it within a spiritual context. The Apocalyp-
tic Imagination in Medieval Literature by Richard K. 
Emmerson and Ronald B. Herzman (1992), which 
shows how The Canterbury Tales exemplifies typical 
medieval apocalyptic thought, includes discussion of 
this tale. In The ‘Canterbury Tales’ and the Good Soci-
ety (1986), Paul Olsen considers “The Friar’s Tale” 
in light of 14th-century spirituality and monasticism. 
V. A. KOLVE’s “ ‘Man in the Middle’: Art and Reli-
gion in Chaucer’s ‘Friar’s Tale’ ” (Studies in the Age of 
Chaucer, 1990), argues that the blessings and curses 
of the carter’s episode, the ethical center of the tale, 
invoke medieval images of humanity “in the middle” 
of heaven and hell and so deeply involved in every-
day life that it forgets spiritual concerns. Anne E. 
McIlhaney’s “Sentence and Judgment: The Role of 
the Fiend in Chaucer’s ‘Canterbury Tales’ ” (Chau-
cer Review, 1996), examines how, in several of The 
Canterbury Tales, devils act as agents of God to 
tempt evildoers. A. C. SPEARING’s essay, “The ‘Can-
terbury Tales’ IV: Exemplum and Fable” (published 
in The Cambridge Chaucer Companion, 1986), edited 
by PIERO BOITANI and JILL MANN, notes that several 
tales of the Canterbury group, including “The Friar’s 
Tale,” both exemplify and undercut the purposes of 
moral teaching. New historicist readings of the tale 
may be found in two volumes: DAVID AERS’s Chau-
cer (1986) reconstructs Chaucer’s ideological milieu 
and explores his representations of society in vari-
ous of The Canterbury Tales, while Stephen Knight’s 
Geoffrey Chaucer (1986) examines Chaucer’s world 
as it shifts from a feudal economy to one based on 
mercantilism, analyzing “The Friar’s Tale” from a 
socioeconomic perspective. Style is the subject of 
RALPH W. V. ELLIOTT’s essay, “Chaucer’s Clerical 
Voices,” (published in Medieval Religious and Ethi-
cal Literature, 1986), edited by Gregory Kratzmann 
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and James Simpson. Readers interested in learning 
more about the tale’s structural irony should consult 
Essays on Chaucerian Irony (1985) by Earle Birney, 
edited by Beryl Rowland. The folkloric features of 
the tale, specifically Chaucer’s use of contemporary 
oral material and traditions of play, are examined in 
Carl Lindahl’s Earnest Games: Folkloric Patterns in the 
“Canterbury Tales” (1987). The recently published 
Sources and Analogues of The Canterbury Tales: Vol-
ume 1 (2002), edited by Robert Correale and Mary 
Hamel, contains an anthology of sources and ana-
logues to 10 tales, including the Friar’s, along with 
facing-page translations of non-English material, 
as well as commentaries on source-and-analogue 
relations.

General Prologue to The 
Canterbury Tales

The General Prologue to The Canterbury Tales, 
probably the best-known work of medieval English 
literature, is dominated by descriptions of the 29 
pilgrims who, along with the narrator, are traveling 
to Canterbury to visit the shrine of Saint THOMAS 
À BECKET. At the end of the prologue, they agree 
to participate in a tale-telling contest, thus estab-
lishing the framework for the rest of this literary 
masterpiece.

SUMMARY
The poem begins with some of the most famous 
lines in English literature:

Whan that Aprill with his shoures soote 
The droghte of March hath perced to the roote, 
And bathed every veyne in swich licour 
Of which vertu engendred is the flour; 
Whan Zephirus eek with his sweete breeth 
Inspired hath in every holt and heeth 
The tendre croppes, and the yonge sonne 
Hath in the Ram his half cours yronne, 
And smale foweles maken melodye, 
That slepen al the nyght with open ye 
(So priketh hem nature in hir corages), 
Thanne longen folk to goon on pilgrimages, 

And palmeres for to seken straunge strondes, 
To ferne halwes, kowthe in sondry londes; 
And specially from every shires ende 
Of Engelond to Caunterbury they wende, 
The hooly blisful martir for to seke, 
That hem hath holpen whan that they were  
 seeke.

(lines 1–18)

The lines maintain their power even in trans-
lation: “When April with its sweet showers the 
drought of March has pierced to the root, and 
bathed each vein of every leaf with such liquor, of 
which sweetness is engendered the flower; When 
Zephyr with his sweet breath has inspired in every 
grove and field the tender crops, and the young 
sun has run half his course in Aries, and small 
birds that sleep all the night with open eyes make 
melody (as nature urges them in their hearts), then 
people long to go on pilgrimages, and palmers long 
to seek foreign shores, distant shrines known in 
many lands; and especially, from even the farthest 
shires in England, they go to Canterbury to seek 
the holy blissful martyr who has helped them when 
they were sick.”

At this point, the narrator moves from the gen-
eral to the specific, saying that one day, in a season 
such as he has just described, he was in SOUTH-
WARK, staying at an inn called the TABARD and 
getting himself ready to go on pilgrimage to CAN-
TERBURY. That night a group of 29 other pilgrims 
also lodged at the inn. The group was made up of 
various and sundry sorts of people who had met by 
chance and decided to travel together, since they 
all had the same destination. After speaking with 
each one of them, the narrator decided to join their 
company. But before he tells any more of what hap-
pened following his decision, he is going to describe 
his fellow travelers in terms of each one’s circum-
stances, profession, social rank, and attire.

The Knight is described as a worthy man who 
practices CHIVALRY and displays the qualities of 
fidelity, good reputation, generosity, and refined 
manners. He has spent much of his adult life 
fighting for his lord (a king or baron) in various 
wars, both in Christian lands and in pagan ones. 
He fought valiantly in Alisaundre (ALEXANDRIA), 
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Pruce (PRUSSIA), Lettow (LITHUANIA), Ruce (RUS-
SIA), Gernade (GRANADA), Algezir (ALGECIRAS, in 
Spain), Belmarye (MOROCCO), Lyeys (AYASH, Tur-
key), Satalye (Atalia, Turkey), in the Mediterra-
nean and at Tramyssene (TLEMCEN, near Morocco). 
Even though this Knight is very brave, the epitome 
of nobility, he is also prudent, humble, and kind. 
He rides a good horse, but he is not richly attired. 
His tunic is made of fustian, a kind of coarse cloth, 
and his habergeon (coat of mail) is stained, prob-
ably with rust, because he has come straight from 
his most recent expedition to join the pilgrimage.

The Knight is accompanied by his son, a young 
Squire. The squire is described as a lover and a 
lively “bachelor,” which means that he has attained 
the first degree of knighthood. Much emphasis is 
laid on his appearance. His hair falls about his head 
in curly locks. He is of medium height and dis-
plays marvelous agility as well as great strength. 
His tunic, in contrast to his father’s, is embroidered 
with red and white flowers. His gown is short, but 
its sleeves are long and wide. Several cavalry expe-
ditions, in FLANDERS, ARTOIS, and PICARDY (in and 
around France) form the sum of his experience 
in battle. His other accomplishments, for which 
he hopes to win the affection of his lady, are flute 
playing, singing, writing poetry, jousting, dancing, 
and drawing. Yet he is also courteous, humble, and 
willing to serve, as evidenced by his carving at his 
father’s table.

A Yeoman, employed as the Knight’s serving 
man, forms the third member of the Knight’s group. 
This Yeoman wears a green coat and hood and is 
accoutred with a mighty bow, a sheaf of peacock 
arrows, and a bracer to protect his arm from the 
bowstring. Short-haired and dark-complected, he is 
wise in “wood-craft,” which means that he knows all 
the procedures and ceremonies related to hunting. 
He also wears a sword and buckler (a small shield) 
on one side and, on the other, a small sharp dagger 
with an ornamented handle. A Saint Christopher 
medallion hangs about his neck. He carries a hunt-
ing horn with a green baldric (strap). All of these 
characteristics together suggest to the narrator that 
he is a forester, that is, gamekeeper, for the Knight.

The description of the Yeoman is followed by 
one of a Prioress. The characteristics and accom-

plishments of this noble lady do little to remind us 
that she is the superior of a convent. She sings and 
speaks French with a certain elegance (although 
her accent is that of an English convent school). 
Much is made of her irreproachable table man-
ners, of how she never lets a morsel drop carelessly 
from her lips, takes great care not to dip her fingers 
too deeply in her sauce, and always carefully wipes 
her mouth. She is pleasant and amiable, and so 
tenderhearted that she weeps quite easily, even, 
for example, over a mouse caught in a trap. Fond 
of animals, she keeps several small hounds, feed-
ing them with roasted meat, milk, and fine white 
(“wastel”) bread. The description of her face, apart 
from the nun’s wimple that hides her hair, sug-
gests that she could easily pass for the heroine in 
a medieval romance. Her nose is well-shaped, her 
eyes as gray as glass, her mouth small, soft and red, 
and she has a broad, fair forehead. She wears an 
elegant cloak and, wound about her arm, a bracelet 
of beads, possibly a rosary, which bears a golden 
brooch engraved with a crowned A, followed by the 
words Amor vincit omnia (Love conquers all).

A Second Nun rides with the Prioress and serves 
as her chaplain. Neither she nor the three priests 
mentioned here, who also accompany the Prior-
ess, are described; rather, the prologue advances 
quickly to tell of the next pilgrim, the Monk.

The overall impression imparted by the Monk’s 
portrait is of a self-possessed and masterful man 
who, like the Prioress, is more enamored of worldy 
pursuits than he is intent upon devoting his life to 
God. He is described as an “outrider,” which means 
that he has the task of riding out to visit and super-
vise activities on the estates belonging to his mon-
astery, which would be devoted to livestock and 
crop farming. In keeping with his virile and expan-
sive personality, he loves to hunt and keeps a num-
ber of valuable horses and greyhounds to aid him in 
that enterprise. He evidently belongs to the Bene-
dictine Order, founded by Saint BENEDICT in 529, 
but not surprisingly, pays little heed to the rules of 
his order that discourage his two favorite pastimes, 
hunting and spending time away from the monas-
tery. Of the Monk’s dress we are given three telling 
details: The sleeves of his cassock are “purfiled,” or 
trimmed at the cuff, with “grys,” an expensive gray 
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fur; the hood he wears on his head is fastened with 
an elaborate gold brooch called a love-knot; and 
his boots are soft and pliant. His bald head and face 
shine as if they have been anointed with oil, and his 
prominent eyes glow like a furnace. His body is fat, 
but in good condition, and he loves roasted swan 
more than any other meat.

The Monk is followed by a Friar, a limiter, 
which means that he possesses a license to beg 
within certain geographical limits. The description 
of his character at first sounds contradictory. He is 
wanton and merry, yet “a full solemn man”; but as 
the description progresses, we see that the solem-
nity merely functions as an official mask for the 
frisky opportunist underneath. This Friar excells in 
gossip and flattery, characteristics that, along with 
his authority to hear confession as he travels from 
town to town, ensure his popularity with those men 
and women who prefer the Friar’s light and easy 
penance over the stricter demands of their parish 
priest. The Friar’s sexual activity is hinted at in the 
statement that he has paid the marriage dowry of 
a number of young women, a duty that would nor-
mally have fallen to their fathers. Other features 
of his character similarly diminish our sense of this 
man’s true devotion to his profession. In every town 
he knows the innkeepers and bartenders much bet-
ter than the beggars or lepers whose acquaintance 
he considers neither respectable nor profitable. On 
the other hand, among those who possess money 
and power, he is both courteous and eager to be of 
service. He is such a successful beggar himself that 
even the poorest of widows cannot resist giving him 
at least a farthing. The Friar’s earnings far exceed 
what he actually needs to sustain him, and his 
profit is reflected in his dress, which is much more 
magnificent than what would typically be worn by 
someone of his profession. Physically, this man is 
as strong as a “champioun” (professional fighter), 
yet his neck is as white as a lily and his eyes twinkle 
like the stars on a frosty night. He plays the harp 
and has a good singing voice, yet lisps when he 
speaks, by way of affectation. His name is Huberd, 
more recognizable in modern English as Hubert. 
He is the only pilgrim given a name in the General 
Prologue, though several others are named in the 
passages that link the various tales together. At 61 

lines, the Friar’s description is the longest of the 
individual portraits in the General Prologue.

The description of the Friar is followed by that 
of the Merchant. The Merchant parts his beard in 
the middle and wears it in a forked style. The exist-
ing portraits of Chaucer show him sporting a beard 
groomed in a similar fashion. The Merchant’s head 
is crowned by a flemish hat made of beaver skin, 
a material considered sufficiently elegant to have 
been worn by members of the nobility. His parti-
colored clothing is interpreted by the artist of the 
ELLESMERE MANUSCRIPT as a red gown with blue 
and white flowers. Solemn and serious of speech, he 
frequently mentions the profit he makes in trade, a 
fault that formed part of the stereotype of the mer-
chant in medieval estates satire. The comment that 
he uses his wits so well that no man knew he was in 
debt provides further evidence of the Merchant’s 
business acumen, while at the same time suggest-
ing the importance of a dignified demeanor to the 
success of his endeavors. The portrait concludes 
with the narrator’s admission that he has never 
learned the Merchant’s name, another detail that 
points to the guarded nature of the man’s charac-
ter, the discreet brand of secrecy so important to 
his profession.

The Clerk of Oxford also bears the marks of 
estates satire. Like any stereotypical university stu-
dent, he is quite poor; the condition of his finances 
is revealed by his threadbare clothing and emaci-
ated appearance. The value that he puts on learn-
ing is shown by the suggestion that he would rather 
buy books, which were very expensive at the time, 
than spend his money on any type of material com-
fort or entertainment. The comment that even 
though he is a philosopher, yet he has little gold 
in his coffer, is punning off the double meaning 
of the word philosopher, which could indicate one 
who studies ideas, like Aristotle, or one who studies 
ALCHEMY, the pseudoscience of transmuting base 
metal into gold. Like the Merchant, the Clerk is 
sober and serious in his speech, and as glad to teach 
as he is to learn.

The Sergeant of the Law appears next in the 
lineup. This man’s title indicates that he has 
reached the highest order in his profession. He is 
characterized as prudent and wise, discreet and 
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dignified. The reference to the Sergeant’s having 
often been at the “Parvys” means that he followed 
common practice in giving client consultations at 
the parvis, or portico, of St. Paul’s Cathedral in 
LONDON. As a judge, the Sergeant has served at a 
court of assizes. Originally these courts, which were 
held in the various counties, were used to decide 
disputes over land tenure. By the 14th century, 
however, judges in assize courts heard all civil cases 
originating in the counties where they had jurisdic-
tion. The Sergeant evidently makes a good deal of 
money in his profession, for his interest in property 
extends to his buying a great deal of it for his own 
possession. Some sarcasm appends to his portrait 
in the narrator’s comment that “Nowher so bisy a 
man as he ther nas, / And yet he semed bisier than 
he was” (lines 321–322), which suggests a person 
who practices some degree of deception in present-
ing himself to the world. Still, he is an expert in his 
field, knows every statute from memory and can 
write up a flawless legal document. Furthermore, 
he dresses simply, in a motley tunic gathered at the 
waist by a silk belt.

A description of the Franklin, whose title means 
“landowner,” follows that of the Sergeant. The 
Franklin is an early version of the English country 
squire. He has held the office of sheriff (“shirreve”) 
and member of Parliament for his shire. The com-
ment about his presiding at judicial sessions as 
“lord” and “sire” suggests that he was also a justice 
of the peace. But by far the primary emphasis in 
this portrait lies on the Franklin’s hospitality and 
his tendency to gourmandize. His bread and ale are 
always of a high quality, and nowhere, the narrator 
tells us, was there a man better stocked with wine 
(“envyned”). His house is never without savory pies 
stuffed with meat, fish, or fowl, and all of his provi-
sions are so plenteous that his house apparently 
snowed (“snewed”) food and drink. Additionally, 
the food offered on the Franklin’s table varies with 
the changing seasons. His possession of a “table 
dormant,” one which remained standing through-
out the day instead of being dismantled and put 
aside between meals, adds to the sense of Epicu-
rean graciousness that is the dominant impression 
of this man’s portrait. Chaucer reveals only two 
details of the Franklin’s physical appearance: He 

has a beard as white as a daisy (the same type of 
flower held by the white-bearded Chaucer in one 
of his most famous portraits); and his complexion is 
sanguine, which, according to the medieval theory 
of the four HUMORS, means that the man has a 
hearty and cheerful demeanor, is generous in spirit, 
and has a good digestion. The sanguine tempera-
ment is dominated by blood, suggested, perhaps, by 
the ruddy complexion that usually accompanies it.

The portrait of the Franklin is followed by refer-
ence to a group of five guildsmen, none of whom 
is described individually. They are mentioned only 
by their professions of Haberdasher, Carpenter, 
Weaver (“webbe”), Dyer, and Tapestry Maker 
(“tapycer”). All of them wear the same type of 
livery, a uniform that, by its appearance, would 
identify the trade guild to which they belonged. 
Trade guilds, the medieval equivalent of modern 
trade unions, were established to uphold standards 
of production and to protect their members from 
competition. The prestige of the particular guild 
to which these men belong is indicated by the 
appearance of their uniforms, which are described 
as “fressh and newe,” and by their accessories, the 
knives mounted in silver rather than brass, their 
expensive belts (“girdles”) and money pouches.

The pilgrims are also accompanied by a Cook, 
whose name is later given as Roger Hogge of Ware, 
and who was apparently modeled upon an actual 
person of the same name and profession. He is 
accomplished in the basic culinary skills that would 
be appropriate for an innkeeper, such as the vari-
ous ways of cooking meat and of making stews and 
meat pies. He can also recognize a London ale by 
its taste and make a delicious “blankmanger,” a 
thick stew of chopped chicken or fish boiled with 
rice. All of these characteristics are startlingly con-
trasted with the comment that he has a “mormal,” 
a kind of ulcerous, foul-smelling sore, on one of his 
shins. At nine lines, the description of the Cook 
is the shortest individual portrait in the General 
Prologue.

The Shipman, whose description follows that of 
the Cook, makes his home in DARTMOUTH, on the 
southwestern coast of England, a convenient loca-
tion considering his occupation. He rides upon a 
“rouncy,” or cart-horse, and wears a tunic of coarse 
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woolen cloth (“faldyng”). A dagger attached to a 
rope hangs about his neck and he sports a deep tan. 
Together with his choice of a mount these things 
suggest a roguish temperament that is underscored 
by the lines where the Shipman is described as 
having stolen wine during its shipment from the 
French region of BORDEAUX. The remainder of this 
man’s portrait describes his expertise as a sailor, 
especially in the area of navigation. The ship upon 
which he sails is called the MAUDELAYNE.

The Doctor of Physic, or Physician, is the medi-
eval equivalent of the modern-day physician. His 
title indicates that he possessed the most advanced 
training available at the time. The fact that he is 
knowledgeable in both physic (diagnosis and treat-
ment) and surgery also indicates extensive training, 
since most medical practitioners of the time prac-
ticed in only one of these specialties. The initial 
emphasis given to the doctor’s knowledge of astron-
omy may strike the modern reader as peculiar, but a 
number of medieval medical texts stress the impor-
tance of planetary influences on physical and emo-
tional health. This attitude reflects the fact that 
medieval science did not yet distinguish between 
astronomy and ASTROLOGY, but was just beginning 
to do so. The statement that this doctor kept his 
patient “in houres by his magyk natureel,” and that 
he knew the cause of “everich maladye, / Were it of 
hoot, or coold, or moyste, or drye” (lines 416, 419–
420) refers to another branch of medieval medical 
theory, that of the bodily humors. According to 
this theory, an individual’s temperament and physi-
cal composition were thought to be determined by 
the four humors of the body (sanguine, phlegmatic, 
choleric, and melancholic), corresponding to four 
bodily fluids (blood, phlegm, yellow bile, and black 
bile), which in turn corresponded to four elements: 
air (hot and moist), water (cold and moist), fire 
(hot and dry), and earth (cold and dry). Ideally, 
the humors and their related fluids would exist in 
a balanced state within the human body. If dis-
ease occurred, it could indicate an imbalance that 
would have to be corrected in order for health to 
be restored. Because each humor was considered 
to have a period of dominance during a certain six-
hour period of each day, the timing of treatment 
was critical and had to be based upon whichever 

of the humors was involved in causing the disease. 
The doctor’s relationship with apothecaries, the 
medieval equivalent of the pharmacist, is a mutu-
ally beneficial one in which each helps the other to 
make a profit. The doctor’s reading includes works 
by GALEN, HIPPOCRATES, and various other textual 
authorities. In keeping with the advice offered by 
some of these authorities, he takes care of his own 
health by eating a moderate diet that is both nour-
ishing and digestible. An odd little detail is thrown 
in at this point, informing us that the doctor’s 
“studie was but litel on the Bible,” and alluding to 
the somewhat conventional (even at this point in 
history) association of science, particularly medi-
cal science, with atheism. Like many of the others 
in the General Prologue, this portrait includes a 
description of the doctor’s apparel, though we learn 
little aside from its colors (sangwyn = red and pers 
= blue) and the fact that his clothing is lined with 
taffeta and sandal, two varieties of silk. Despite his 
rich attire, however, the doctor is careful about his 
spending. The last two lines—“For gold in phisik 
is a cordial, / Therefore he lovede gold in special” 
(lines 443–445)—refer both to the ancient use of 
small amounts of gold taken orally for medicinal 
purposes and to the Physician’s love of money.

The Physician’s portrait is followed by that of the 
Wife of Bath. In Chaucer’s English, the word wife 
could also be used to simply mean “woman.” Given 
the Wife of Bath’s many marriages, in addition to 
the somewhat ironic fact that all the other pilgrims 
in the General Prologue are named with reference 
to their professions, its use here would seem to 
indicate that in her case “wife” should be granted 
the meaning it would have for a modern reader. 
The first detail given about the Wife is that she 
suffers from hearing loss, which the narrator sym-
pathetically (and perhaps ironically) pronounces 
“scathe,” that is, a pity. Aside from the profession 
of being a wife, she also engages in weaving. Her 
skill in the occupation surpasses the weavers of 
YPRES and GHENT, famous Belgian cloth-making 
centers in the 14th century. Her desire always to 
be the first in her church’s congregation to present 
her offering, and the anger she has been known to 
display when such a privilege was denied suggests 
that she is proud. Since she has a reputation as 
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a fine weaver, it comes as little surprise that the 
Wife has a fondness for adorning her head with fine 
linen kerchiefs, but the narrator’s willingness to 
swear that on a Sunday their accumulated weight 
was 10 pounds, like her need to be first at the offer-
ing, hints at inordinate pride. Her scarlet stockings, 
bold face, and ruddy complexion suggest a certain 
flamboyance in her personality, which is borne out 
by the remainder of her portrait. Her gapped teeth 
and broad hips point to a mature sexuality, while 
her fondness for talking and laughing reveal her 
highly sociable nature. A veteran of five marriages, 
she is also well-traveled, having been on pilgrim-
ages to places such as ROME and BOULOGNE, and 
three times to JERUSALEM. For this pilgrimage to 
Canterbury, she rides upon an “amblere,” a kind 
of walking horse, wearing a hat as broad as a shield 
(“a bokeler or a targe”). The concluding lines of 
the Wife’s portrait, “Of remedies of love she knew 
per chaunce, / For she koude of that art the olde 
daunce” (lines 475–476), again refer to her expe-
rienced sexuality, “the old dance” being a euphe-
mism for sexual intercourse.

The description of the Parson appears next in 
the General Prologue, although his tale appears last 
in the tale-telling contest, followed only by CHAU-
CER’S RETRACTION. The portrait embarks with a 
series of contrasts, announcing that although the 
Parson is poor in worldly goods, he is rich in spirit 
and in the performance of good works. The narra-
tor praises the man’s knowledge and his teaching 
ability, as well as his admirable patience and gener-
osity. For example, instead of excommunicating his 
parishioners when they do not pay their tithes, he 
would distribute money from his own income and 
from the church offering to those who were in need. 
His parish, located in the country, is large, with the 
houses located at great distances from one another; 
nevertheless, and in spite of bad weather, the par-
son manages to visit those who are sick or in trou-
ble, walking from place to place. By these means he 
provides a noble example to his flock, reflecting his 
belief that if a priest behaves wrongly, what might 
a layperson do? The Parson’s goodness is further 
highlighted by contrasting him to the type of priest 
who would desert his parish to go off to London 
where he might seek yet another appointment and 

so collect an additional benefice, only occasionally 
returning to his own parish to make sure those left 
in charge were collecting tithes. Throughout the 
description, the Parson is compared to a shepherd 
caring for his flock and, by extension, to Christ 
in his role as the Good Shepherd. The portrait 
concludes with further reference to the superlative 
qualities of this priest, his combination of humility 
and a firm sense of right and wrong. These qualities 
not only allow him to lead by example but also to 
apply rebuke, when necessary, to those of high as 
well as low estate.

The Parson is accompanied by his brother, a 
Plowman. The Plowman is a paid farm laborer who 
works for hire and who apparently possesses some 
property. He is far from being a materialist, how-
ever, and would rather, if it lay within his might, 
thresh and make ditches and plow for every poor 
man, for Christ’s sake. Living in peace and charity, 
he loves God first, his neighbor second (accord-
ing to the biblical injunction), and always pays his 
tithes. In accordance with his occupation, he wears 
a tabard—the loose, sleeveless outer garment of a 
workman—and rides a mare.

The Miller’s portrait emphasizes this man’s size 
and strength. Stout, big-boned, and well-muscled, 
he excels at the sport of wrestling. This hint of 
his brutishness is confirmed by the statement that 
there exists no door that he cannot either heave off 
its hinges or, failing that, break by ramming it with 
his head. The sword and buckler with which he is 
armed give further indication of his violent nature. 
The Miller’s beard is thick and red, his mouth as 
large as a furnace, his nostrils black and wide. The 
top of his nose is garnished by a wart that sprouts a 
tuft of hairs. The references to him as a “janglere” 
and a “goliardeys” reveal that he enjoys telling dirty 
stories, just like the one he tells on the pilgrimage. 
In addition to the above characteristics, we are 
told that he cheats his customers who bring him 
grain to be milled. The Miller is dressed in a white 
coat with a blue hood, just as he is illustrated in 
the Ellesmere Manuscript. He is skilled at playing 
the bagpipe and carries one of these instruments 
with him on the pilgrimage. In medieval symbol-
ogy, the bagpipe was associated with passion and 
drunkenness; some critics point out its similarity to 
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the male sexual organs, which suits “The MILLER’S 
TALE’s” preoccupation with bawdy sex.

The next portrait is that of the Manciple, 
whose occupation consisted of purchasing supplies, 
including food and drink, for one of the temples of 
the INNS OF COURT, medieval London’s centrally 
located school of law. Each temple corresponded 
to a kind of individual college within the larger 
institution. Chaucer’s use of the adjective gentil to 
describe the Manciple seems ironic, given the later 
revelation that he deceives those 30 experts of the 
law in whose service he is employed. He is never-
theless a shrewd businessman, always waiting and 
watching for the best deal.

The Manciple is followed by the Reeve, another 
man whose occupation is unfamiliar, at least in 
name, to modern readers. In Chaucer’s day, reeve 
was the title given to a man who managed an 
estate or farm. Like the Manciple, the Reeve is very 
skilled in his occupation, and he also uses his skill 
to cheat his employer, the 20-year-old owner of the 
estate he manages. As a result, he has amassed so 
much wealth, the narrator tells us, that he is more 
able than his lord to purchase land. Physically, the 
Reeve is slender, with long stick-like legs. He wears 
his beard as closely shaven as he can get it, and 
shaves his head in a style similar to a monk’s ton-
sure. According to medieval theory regarding the 
bodily humors, his choleric temperament indicates 
a rash temper and an inclination to lechery. As a 
young man, the Reeve learned the trade of car-
pentry, a fact that forms the basis of later conflict 
between the Miller and himself and which deter-
mines the type of tale the Reeve chooses to tell. The 
Reeve’s horse is dappled gray and named “Scot,” 
which is also the name of a horse in “The FRIAR’S 
TALE.” The Reeve’s attire consists of a long outer 
coat of dark blue (“pers”), and by his side he wears 
a rusty sword. The estate he manages, and upon 
which he has his own house, is near a town called 
Baldeswelle, modern BAWDESWELL, in the county of 
NORFOLK. We are told that the Reeve rides at the 
very end of the train of pilgrims, perhaps in keeping 
with the habit of shrewd watchfulness he employs 
while at work on his master’s estate.

The Reeve’s description is followed by that 
of the Summoner, a minor nonclerical official of 

the ecclesiastical courts. His job required that he 
deliver summonses for people to appear before a 
particular court, and he also acted as an usher while 
the courts were in session. The “crimes” for which 
a person could be summoned to an ecclesiastical 
court are ironically mirrored in the Summoner’s 
habits—his drunkenness, lechery, greed, and prob-
able homosexuality. Physically, he is character-
ized by a fire-red and pimply complexion, swollen 
eyelids and patchy hair loss in both his eyebrows 
and his beard, all of which suggest some form of 
inflammatory skin disease. Furthermore, the dis-
ease is resistant to all types of medical treatment. 
The “quyk-silver” (mercury), “lytarge” (lead mon-
oxide), “brymstoon” (sulphur), “boras” (borax), 
“ceruce” (white lead), and “oil of tartre” (cream 
of tartar) mentioned here were all used in medi-
cine at the time. We are also given information 
about the Summoner’s diet; his fondness for garlic, 
onions, leeks, and strong red wine would, accord-
ing to medieval medical theory, be one reason why 
he has such terrible eruptions on his skin. Drinking 
until he reaches a state of drunkenness, the Sum-
moner begins to speak in Latin that he has learned 
the same way a parrot learns to mimic the speech 
of its master, by listening to it continuously (as he 
attended court sessions) without knowing what it 
means. The narrator’s reference to him as a “gentil 
harlot and a kynde” is ironic and perhaps should 
be taken to mean that the Summoner excels at 
harlotry, that is, sinful behavior, by his very nature. 
As might be guessed by the description of him thus 
far, the Summoner is revealed to be a man eas-
ily bribed. For a quart of wine, for example, he 
will overlook the crime of unlawful fornication. His 
attitude toward the ecclesiastical courts is further 
disclosed by the narrator’s comment that, regard-
ing any likable fellow he meets, the Summoner will 
discourage him from fearing excommunication as 
long as he keeps money, and not his soul, inside 
his purse. The narrator, however, is anxious to dis-
tance himself from such an attitude, and follows 
this revelation with the statement of his own belief 
that excommunication will cause damnation. The 
only details given of the Summoner’s apparel refer 
to a large garland, or wreath, that he wears upon 
his head, and a round loaf of bread that he car-
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ries like a buckler, or small shield, both suggesting 
an irreverent or at least a festive attitude to the 
pilgrimage.

In companionship with the Summoner rides the 
Pardoner, who is employed by the Hospital of St. 
Mary Rouncesval, located in the London district 
of Charing Cross. He has just returned from Rome, 
where he traveled on business related to his profes-
sion. A pardoner was a churchman empowered to 
transmit, in exchange for alms, that is, payment, 
something called an indulgence, a formal document 
granting the recipient (the payor) forgiveness for 
sin. To raise money for various projects, religious 
institutions, which included hospitals at this time, 
would often hire pardoners as professional fundrais-
ers. A pardoner hired under such an agreement 
would, after paying a fee to the proper church offi-
cials, travel around a specified area, offering indul-
gences to those willing to pay for them. While the 
paying of alms was considered an important part of 
penance, the system presented considerable oppor-
tunities for abuse, and Chaucer’s Pardoner takes 
advantage of those opportunities. Pardoners usu-
ally made their sales pitch in parish churches; part 
of their success thus depended upon their ability to 
deliver a good sermon. This Pardoner, the narrator 
tells us, is an accomplished preacher and possesses 
an excellent voice for singing offertories, hymns 
inviting people to present alms. He also possesses a 
collection of fake relics, such as the pillow case that 
he tries to pass off as Saint Mary’s veil or the pig 
bones that he sells as saints’ remains. According to 
the medieval “science” of PHYSIOGNOMY, the Par-
doner’s stringy yellow hair indicates a personality 
that is deceitful, sharp-witted, and greedy for mate-
rial gain. His wearing it long suggests a contempt 
for church regulations, which dictated that clerics 
wear their hair short. The man’s glaring eyes show 
that he is a glutton and a drunkard, one who gener-
ally leads a dissolute life. All of these characteristics 
appear in the portrait of the Pardoner that emerges 
in the prologue to his tale. Finally, the song he 
sings with the Summoner, “Com hider, love, to 
me!” along with the Pardoner’s physical description 
and the narrator’s belief that he is either “a geldyng 
or a mare,” points to the possibility of a homosexual 
relationship between these two men.

The description of the Pardoner concludes 
Chaucer’s portraits of the pilgrims who have 
assembled at the Tabard Inn in Southwark prior to 
embarking on their journey. Now, Chaucer prom-
ises, he will tell us how the group passed the night, 
and afterward the story of the journey itself. At 
this point he issues one in his series of disclaim-
ers, asking the reader’s pardon if anything that he 
says in quoting the speech of the other pilgrims 
should give offense. He excuses himself by claiming 
that anyone who claims to report a man’s words 
should do so accurately, to the best of his ability; 
otherwise, his words will be untrue. Following these 
words of caution, the narrator describes the Host of 
the Tabard who presided over their evening meal. 
He is a large man with bright eyes, bold of speech, 
wise and yet merry. After the pilgrims have finished 
their meal, he addresses them all together, speak-
ing of his desire to furnish them with a pleasant 
pastime while on the road to Canterbury. The pil-
grims accept his advice, which is that each pilgrim, 
during the course of their journey, shall tell four 
tales, two on the way down to the shrine and two 
on the way back to London. The pilgrim who gives 
the best performance shall then be rewarded with 
supper at the Tabard, which would be paid for by 
all the other participants. In addition, the Host 
states, he will join the pilgrimage to be their guide 
and to judge the tale-telling contests. If anyone 
gainsays his judgment, that person will have to pay 
all traveling expenses incurred on the road. All 
the pilgrims agree to these terms, swearing an oath 
to adhere to his rules and conditions. The wine is 
fetched, everyone drinks and then goes to bed.

In the morning, after being awakened and gath-
ered together by the Host, who has already assumed 
his role as leader of the group, the pilgrims depart. 
They have traveled a short distance outside of Lon-
don, to a brook called the Watering of St. Thomas, 
when the Host proposes that the tale-telling con-
test begin. The first teller will be determined by the 
drawing of “cuts” or straws. The Knight, drawing 
the shortest, is chosen.

COMMENTARY
The General Prologue serves two purposes: It intro-
duces each of the pilgrims (with the exception of 
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the late-arriving Canon’s yeoman) and sets forth 
the story of how the tales came to be written. The 
narrator of the prologue, who has taken upon him-
self the task of providing a faithful record of the 
pilgrims and their tales, does not at this point name 
or describe himself, beyond making the modest 
claim that his wit is limited. Later, in the rubric 
that introduces the prologue to “The TALE OF SIR 
THOPAS,” we discover that he is Chaucer, although 
the ineptitude with which he tells that tale advises 
that he is once again (as he had done in such works 
as The HOUSE OF FAME and The LEGEND OF GOOD 
WOMEN), employing the persona of an ironic carica-
ture of himself.

Like each tale in the collection it introduces, the 
prologue is closely related to a recognized genre of 
the medieval period. In this case, the related genre 
is estates satire. The aim of estates satire was to 
provide an analysis of society by describing types of 
the various people who made up that society. This 
is why the pilgrims are referred to by their profes-
sion instead of their proper names. The purpose of 
this analysis was to illustrate hierarchical divisions 
as well as the social function and morality of each 
character type. Generally speaking, early medieval 
English society could be divided into three estates: 
those who fight (such as the Knight), those who 
pray (such as the Parson), and those who labor 
(such as the Plowman). Not every pilgrim, how-
ever, falls into one or the other of these catego-
ries. The Host, the Merchant, the five Guildsmen, 
and Chaucer himself were members of the rela-
tively new middle class. The “satire” component 
of estates satire resided in the genre’s method of 
enumerating the various abuses that each charac-
ter type was prey to. Its aim was entertainment and 
instruction toward proper behavior. But while most 
estates satire takes the form of invective, Chaucer’s 
employment of the genre shows a less clear-cut 
intention. Generally, he replaces straightforward 
criticism with a type of irony that employs the 
“naive superlative.” Described by a narrator who 
seems to want to like everyone he meets, all of the 
pilgrims are pronounced the very best of their kind. 
In the Parson’s and Knight’s cases, this is probably 
true; in the Monk’s case, it would seem to be meant 
ironically, but there is no direct indication of that 

within the prologue. Essentially, we are given a 
great deal of information about each pilgrim, yet 
we are ultimately left to decide for ourselves, on 
the basis of their variations and our own knowl-
edge, how to judge them, so that our response to 
the pilgrims becomes a measure of our own values 
rather than of simple agreement or disagreement 
with those of the author. The technique behind the 
pilgrims’ descriptions also deserves notice. Well-
known rhetorical handbooks, such as that written 
by GEOFFREY OF VINSAUF, provided a formal pat-
tern for the detail to be used in describing a person. 
This head-to-toe, very static and distant type of 
description, known by the Latin rhetorical term 
effictio, appears in Chaucer’s description of Duchess 
Blanche in The BOOK OF THE DUCHESS. None of the 
literary portraits in the General Prologue follows 
this pattern, though they are obviously based on it. 
Rather than providing the reader with every little 
detail of a pilgrim’s description, Chaucer picks and 
chooses, mingling particulars of dress, personality, 
occupation, and biography. Some images, such as 
the Cook’s “mormal” (ulcerated sore) or the Wife 
of Bath’s red stockings, are especially striking and, 
thus, memorable.

The structure of the General Prologue is some-
what haphazard. Chaucer himself apologizes 
that he has not described the people in an order 
determined by their social rank. Nevertheless, he 
does begin his description of the pilgrims with the 
Knight, the highest ranking member of the first 
estate. After describing this man’s entourage, he 
moves on to describe the highest ranking ecclesias-
tics, the Prioress and the Monk. The Friar, whose 
portrait follows that of the Monk, is probably so 
placed because friars and monks were frequently 
grouped together in estates satire. The Merchant, 
the Clerk, the Sergeant of Law, and the Franklin 
may be grouped together because they belong to 
the middle class and would have been considered 
more or less social equals. The logic behind the rest 
of the groupings is less obvious, although the Par-
son and the Plowman appear together because they 
are brothers, and the Summoner and the Pardoner 
because they are friends.

Although there were many examples of estates 
satire in existence that Chaucer could have con-
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sulted as sources for his text, he seems to have 
drawn primarily upon one of the most popular, 
the A-text of WILLIAM LANGLAND’s Vision of Piers 
the Plowman (see PIERS PLOWMAN). This version 
of Langland’s work opens with a prologue that 
features a spring setting followed by descriptions 
of various people working, or not working, in a 
“field of folk” that is an allegorical representation 
of late-14th-century England. Many of Langland’s 
descriptions here and later in the A-text, such 
as an idealized plowman, a thriving merchant, a 
friar who dresses in fine apparel, and a corrupt 
pardoner, provide analogues to 16 of Chaucer’s 
pilgrims.

The idea that at least some of the pilgrims were 
based on actual people whom Chaucer either 
knew, or knew of, stands in contrast to this view 
of the pilgrims as generic types. Of the ones who 
are named, either in the General Prologue or in 
the dramatic narratives that link the tales, Harry 
Bailly, the Host of the Tabard inn who proposes 
the tale-telling contest, and Chaucer himself, are 
the only pilgrims who indisputably correspond 
to living persons. Other comparisons are primar-
ily conjecture, but some are worth considering. A 
well-known lawyer, Thoms Pinchbeck, may have 
provided the model for the Sergeant of the Law 
against whose writings no one could “pinch.” The 
name “Roger” and “Hogge of Ware,” given to the 
Cook in the prologue to his tale, may well refer 
to an actual London cook who appears in records 
of the time as “Roger Knight de Ware, Cook.” In 
14th-century England, “Hogge” was a nickname 
for Roger. Other pilgrims whose relationship to real 
persons has been explored, but not proven, include 
the Knight, the Shipman, the Reeve, the Monk, 
the Franklin, the Doctor of Physic, the Wife of 
Bath, the Miller, and the Pardoner.

Some of the themes laid out by the General Pro-
logue are crucial to remember while reading the 
tales that follow. The most obvious of these is the 
theme of contest, which manifests on so many lev-
els. Most obviously, the pilgrims have pledged to 
engage themselves in a storytelling contest, the 
winner to be determined by the Host, who pro-
posed the contest and designed its rules. Other 
kinds of contest appear in the rivalries that surface 

later between various pilgrims, such as the Miller 
and the Knight; the Reeve and the Miller; the 
Friar and the Summoner; and the Monk and the 
Knight. Some of these rivalries exhibit antagonism 
between various professions; others, such as that of 
the Knight and the Monk, suggest profound philo-
sophical differences. Another important theme is 
the theme of pilgrimage, which, during our reading 
of the tales, tends to become submerged beneath 
our involvement with each individual narrative. It 
should, however, be kept in mind, because Chaucer 
intended the pilgrimage to Canterbury to serve as a 
metaphor for the journey of each individual through 
life. Strong hints of the poem’s cosmic dimension 
appear in the beginning of the General Prologue. 
Its very first lines refer to the coming of spring and 
its associations with rebirth, which along with the 
return of health after sickness, provides the spiritual 
and emotional impetus for embarking on a pilgrim-
age whose goal is to give thanks for renewed health. 
In this way, Chaucer forges a link between the 
temporal and the spiritual at the outset; while the 
tellers are telling their tales, it submerses and runs 
quietly like an underground stream, always pres-
ent but never obtrusively so, and then resurfaces at 
the end, with the Parson’s sermon and CHAUCER’S 
RETRACTION, to remind us of the ultimate goal of 
life’s pilgrimage, which is heaven.

CHARACTERS
See character entries under The CANTERBURY 
TALES.

FOR FURTHER READING
Still one of the most accessible and informative 
discussions of the General Prologue, MURIEL 
BOWDEN’s A Commentary on the General Prologue 
to The Canterbury Tales (2nd ed., 1967) explains 
the many details of the prologue with reference 
to medieval sources, providing essential informa-
tion on imagery and allusions that appear in the 
text. This book also provides a survey of modern 
scholarship in the first half of the 20th century. 
A suitable companion to Bowden’s book is Jodi-
Anne George’s Geoffrey Chaucer: The General 
Prologue to The Canterbury Tales (2000), which 
provides a summary-survey of critical responses 
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to this text, focusing on particular time periods 
and the critical emphases that dominated them. 
Rob Pope’s How to Study Chaucer (2001) is aimed 
specifically at students and includes recommenda-
tions for writing an essay on Chaucer, a survey of 
current topics and debates, as well as suggestions 
for further reading. Those readers who would like 
to know more about estates satire, the genre that 
most heavily influenced the portraits in the pro-
logue, should consult JILL MANN’s Chaucer and 
Medieval Estates Satire: The Literature of Social 
Classes and the General Prologue to The Canter-
bury Tales (1973). JOHN M. MANLY’s Some New 
Light on Chaucer (1959) uses historical records 
to point out parallels between the pilgrims and 
actual persons. Chaucer and the Medieval Sciences 
by WALTER CLYDE CURRY (1960) analyzes Chau-
cer’s use of the medieval “science” of PHYSIOG-
NOMY, or the interpretation of character based 
on physical appearance, in the pilgrims’ portraits. 
Laura Hodges investigates another dimension 
of the pilgrims’ appearance in Chaucer and Cos-
tume: The Secular Pilgrims in the General Prologue 
(2000). Anyone interested in astrology might 
want to consider William Spencer’s article “Are 
Chaucer’s Pilgrims Keyed to the Zodiac?” (Chau-
cer Review, 1970), which suggests that each pil-
grim in the General Prologue is associated with 
one of the planets and signs of the zodiac, citing 
details of the sketches that, according to medieval 
astrological theory, support this idea. Caroline D. 
Eckhardt provides an excellent resource for fur-
ther research in Chaucer’s “General Prologue” to 
The Canterbury Tales: An Annotated Bibliography, 
1900–1984 (1990). More recent bibliographical 
information may be found in an online bibliogra-
phy accessed through the University of Texas at 
Austin library homepage (URL: http://uchaucer.
utsa.edu). Those who are interested in hearing 
portions of the General Prologue read in Middle 
English might want to consult one of the follow-
ing: Chaucer, 1340–1400 (VHS, Films for the 
Humanities, 1988) or Chaucer: The General Pro-
logue to The Canterbury Tales (VHS, Films for 
the Humanities, 1993). The General Prologue on 
CD-ROM (2000) by Elizabeth Solopova, N. F. 
BLAKE, Daniel Mosser, and Peter Robinson pro-

vides a user guide, critical essays, a bibliography, 
and reproductions of woodcut illustrations.

“Gentilesse”
One of the short poems attributed to Chaucer in 
the manuscripts, “Gentilesse” offers moral instruc-
tion that echoes the doctrine expressed by the 
Loathly Hag in “The WIFE OF BATH’S TALE”—that 
true nobility arises from virtue and is the gift of 
God, not something one inherits from one’s ances-
tors. The “first stock” (i.e., “ancestor”) referred to 
in the first lines of stanzas one and two has been 
variously interpreted as God (the Father of virtue) 
or Adam, before he committed sin. The poem has 
no specific source, but the ideas it contains reflect 
those expressed by Lady Philosophy in Book Three, 
Prosa 6 and Metrum 6 of BOETHIUS’s Consolation 
of Philosophy, a work that Chaucer translated from 
Latin into English as BOECE, and one that strongly 
influenced his later work. The idea was also an 
important one in the work of another Italian poet, 
DANTE ALIGHIERI, and in the French ROMAN DE 
LA ROSE. Like many of the shorter poems Chaucer 
wrote, “Gentilesse” is composed in the French BAL-
LADE form with three stanzas of seven lines each 
(the most common ballade stanza was eight lines, 
but there were variations), and a rhyme scheme 
of ababbcc, with the same three rhymes repeated 
in all three stanzas. It is testimony to Chaucer’s 
poetic genius that he was able to execute the rhyme 
scheme of the ballade form without ever repeating a 
word, except in the one-line refrain that concludes 
each stanza. “Gentilesse” survives in 11 manuscripts 
and in two early editions by William Caxton (1477–
78) and William Thynne (1532) (see EDITIONS OF 
CHAUCER’S WORK), suggesting that, like the ballade 
“TRUTH,” it was a popular poem in its day. In the 
manuscripts it is typically titled “Moral balade of 
Chaucer”; the current title was suggested by W. W. 
SKEAT and adopted by later editors. As with many 
of the shorter poems, the date of composition is 
uncertain, though the influence of Boethius, as well 
as the poem’s craftsmanship, suggests that it belongs 
to the mature period of Chaucer’s literary career.
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FOR FURTHER READING
The idea of gentilesse, an important one for Chau-
cer, is explored further in DOUGLAS GRAY’s “Chau-
cer and ‘Gentilesse’ ” (published in One Hundred 
Years of English Studies in Dutch Universities, 1987, 
edited by G. H. V. Bunt, E. S. Kooper et al.), in 
Saul Nigel’s “Chaucer and Gentility” (published in 
Chaucer’s England: Literature in Historical Context, 
1991, edited by Barbara Hanawalt), and in James 
M. Dean’s The World Grown Old in Later Medi-
eval Literature (1997). Some of the poem’s imagery 
is examined in Valerie Allen’s “The ‘Firste Stok’ 
in Chaucer’s ‘Gentilesse’: Barking up the Right 
Tree” (Review of English Studies, 1989). Catherine 
S. Cox’s Gender and Language in Chaucer (1997) 
analyzes the “interconnectedness of gender, epis-
temology, and poetics in Chaucer’s texts,” includ-
ing “Gentilesse.”

House of Fame, The
This early dream-vision poem dealing with the 
theme of fame, or reputation, draws upon VIRGIL’s 
AENEID and DANTE ALIGHIERI’s Divina Commedia, 
and uniquely blends serious and comic themes.

SUMMARY
The Proem or prologue of The House of Fame 
begins with a discussion of the various types, 
causes, and effects of dreams as they were known 
to medieval readers. The narrator admits that the 
scantness of his own knowledge prevents him from 
commenting further, and this general introduction 
of the subject concludes with the announcement 
of the narrator’s intention to describe a particu-
larly remarkable dream that he had on the 10th 
day of December. The Invocation, which follows, 
first addresses Morpheus, the god of sleep (and of 
dreams), asking him to assist the narrator in his 
attempts to describe the aforementioned dream. 
A second prayer is addressed to “he that mover ys 
of al” (i.e., the Christian God), asking his blessing 
on those who listen to the narrator’s words, but 
cursing those who scorn to listen or who misjudge 
his work.

The Story begins by describing how the nar-
rator fell asleep and began to dream that he was 
inside a temple made of glass, dedicated to the 
goddess Venus. Inside the temple he finds many 
golden statues adorned with jewels and sitting on 
pedestals. In addition, the walls of the temple are 
decorated with paintings representing the goddess 
of love; her blind son, Cupid; and her husband, 
Vulcan. On one wall, inscribed on a tablet of brass 
he finds the first words of Virgil’s Aeneid, translated 
into Middle English: “I wol now synge, yif I kan, 
/ The armes and also the man / That first cam, 
thurgh his destinee, / Fugityf of Troy contree, / In 
Itayle, with full moche pyne / Unto the strondes of 
Lavyne” (lines 143–148). This inscription is fol-
lowed by a series of engravings or paintings that 
depict the story of Aeneas’s escape from TROY dur-
ing its destruction by the Greeks. He mentions the 
betrayal of the Greek Synon, who convinced the 
Trojans to accept their gift of the Trojan horse; 
the deaths of Priam and Polytes; and the tragic loss 
of Aeneas’s father, wife, and two sons.

Chaucer’s version of these events is very similar 
to that found in book one of the Aeneid, except that 
Chaucer augments the role played by the goddess 
Venus, who was Aeneas’s mother, in saving his life. 
Juno, the wife of Jupiter and traditionally a despiser 
of the Trojan nation, does not want Aeneas to 
escape and sends a storm to endanger his ship. He 
does manage to land safely, though, in CARTHAGE, 
on the northern coast of Africa. Dido, the queen 
of that city, falls in love with him almost immedi-
ately. Aeneas takes advantage of the opportunities 
provided by her affection, and pretends to requite 
her passion, but readily deserts her when Mercury, 
relaying a message from Jupiter, advises him to sail 
for Italy.

A large part of the poem is at this point devoted 
to a lament uttered by Dido when she finds her-
self abandoned by her lover. She bemoans his false 
promises, and thus a relationship between book 
one and the rest of The House of Fame is established 
by introducing the theme of reputation. Her own 
reputation, Dido believes, has been destroyed by 
her behavior toward Aeneas and by his subsequent 
betrayal. The queen’s perception that her honor 
has been destroyed, combined with her longing for 
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Aeneas, leads to her suicide. The conclusion of her 
story is followed by a catalogue of other women 
who were betrayed by their lovers, including Phyllis 
(betrayed by Demophon), Breseyda (by Achilles), 
Oenone (by Paris), Hypsipyle (by Jason), Medea 
(also by Jason), Deianira (by Hercules), and Ari-
adne (by Theseus).

Following this digression, the narrator returns 
to the adventures of Aeneas to mention his storm-
tossed voyage, his journey into Hades to visit his 
father, Anchises, and finally, a brief summary of 
his arrival in Italy, where he established himself 
and married Lavinia, the daughter of King Lati-
nus. Applauding the happy conclusion of Aeneas’s 
story, the narrator returns to a consideration of his 
surroundings, wondering who made the marvelous 

temple and what country it is in. Hoping to dis-
cover some answer to these questions, he locates 
a door and goes outside, where he finds himself 
in a large field of sand, which reminds him of the 
Libyan desert. Nonplussed by his surroundings, 
fearing that he may be having a hallucination, he 
prays to Christ to come to his aid. At the same time 
he becomes aware of a huge eagle soaring in the sky 
above him. The eagle begins to descend, and book 
one ends on a note of suspense.

Book two opens with another Proem, in which 
the narrator asks for the assistance of Cipris (Venus) 
in putting his dream, the product of his mind, down 
in writing. The dream narrative resumes with a 
description of the eagle’s swift swoop to the earth, 
where it seizes the narrator in its talons and carries 
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him aloft into the sky. Astonished and frightened, 
the narrator loses consciousness but is awakened 
when the eagle speaks to him in a human voice, 
commanding him to wake up. When he does, the 
eagle tells him not to be afraid, that the experience 
he is having has been sent for his benefit. Initially 
unable to accept the bird’s reassurance, he wonders 
if he is going to die, or if, perhaps, Jove (the name 
Chaucer sometimes uses for Jupiter) intends to 
“stellify” him, turning him into a constellation. The 
eagle, reading his mind, denies that he is to suffer 
such a fate and explains that Jove has arranged 
this adventure for the narrator to reward him for 
his long-suffering service to Venus and Cupid, the 
gods of love. Jove has taken particular pity on him 

because, despite his own lack of success in love’s 
endeavors, he has continued to compose books, 
songs, and ditties in honor of Love and his servants. 
The narrator has also aroused the god’s pity by his 
isolation from society, the result of his preference 
for staying home and reading rather than going out 
to seek company and recreation. These explana-
tions poke fun at the narrator by characterizing him 
as someone of small wit who sits reading “dumb as 
any stone” until his mind is dazed.

To reward him for his devotion and enable 
him to have some experience other than that pro-
vided by books, the narrator will be transported to 
a place called the House of Fame, where he will 
hear news of love in all its varied manifestations. 
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When the narrator expresses skepticism regarding 
Fame’s ability to gather such information by way of 
gossip or spies, the eagle embarks upon a lengthy 
explanation of how these tidings of love are trans-
mitted to their destination. The House of Fame, 
he explains, is situated between heaven, the earth 
and the sea, so that whatever is spoken in any 
of these three places travels by Natural Inclina-
tion, a kind of medieval homing instinct, until it 
reaches the House. Next, addressing his listener 
as “Geffrey,” the eagle explains various medieval 
theories of sound, its characterization as broken 
air and its trajectory resembling that of ripples in 
water, traveling away from their source. At the 
conclusion of this explanation the eagle directs the 
narrator’s attention to the manner in which these 
difficult concepts have been explained, employing 
simple language rather than making use of special-
ized, obscure terms or elaborate rhetorical devices. 
The narrator agrees that difficult ideas are best 
expressed in straightforward language. The eagle 
then promises that, before nightfall, the authority 
of what he has been describing will be confirmed by 
the narrator’s experience.

They continue to sail above the earth, and now 
the eagle directs the narrator’s attention to the 
scene below them, suggesting that if the narrator 
will name a place he recognizes, the eagle will be 
able to tell him how far away he now is from that 
place. When the narrator looks down he sees val-
leys, fields, rivers, towns, and other features of the 
terrestrial landscape, but before long the earth is 
the size of a pinpoint and he can recognize nothing. 
The eagle next directs his gaze upward into the air 
where he observes various spirits of the air and the 
Milky Way, which was created by Phaeton when 
he stole his father Apollo’s chariot and drove the 
sun so recklessly that he burned both the earth and 
the air.

Now the eagle has flown so high that when the 
narrator looks down he sees clouds, mists, wind, 
and storms. Amazed at such a sight, he praises the 
might and nobility of God and also thinks about 
BOETHIUS, who wrote that a thought may fly higher 
than a cloud. His mind travels farther and farther 
along this philosophical tangent until the eagle 
interrupts, asking if he would like to learn about 

the stars. The narrator answers no, saying that he 
is too old; furthermore, that is one subject he may 
just as easily read about in books written by those 
who are experts on the topic. In sum, he wishes 
to avoid directly probing the secrets of the stars, 
because if he were to look at them from this prox-
imity, their brightness would destroy his eyesight. 
The eagle agrees that this may be true.

As they begin their final approach toward the 
House of Fame, the eagle directs the narrator’s 
attention to the sounds issuing from it, which to 
the narrator’s ears seem like the beating of the sea 
against hollow rocks or the rumbling that thunder 
makes after its initial booming sound. He is fright-
ened by the sound, but the eagle tells him not to 
worry: It will not bite him.

When they arrive, the eagle sets him down in a 
street and directs him to go and find the adventure 
that awaits him. Before following this directive, the 
narrator seeks some reassurance that the voices he 
hears have come here as the eagle described, and 
that there are no persons living in the house and 
making all this noise. The eagle confirms the accu-
racy of his previous description, but then goes on 
to inform the narrator that when speech enters the 
House of Fame it assumes the likeness of the per-
son by whom it was spoken, so that it does appear 
to be a living person. With that, the eagle bids the 
narrator farewell, asking God’s blessing upon him 
and promising to wait for him. Book two comes to 
a close.

At the beginning of book three, the narra-
tor requests the assistance of Apollo, the god of 
“science and lyght.” His main concern here, he 
explains, is not to show mastery of the art of poetry, 
but to accurately translate the experience of his 
dream into language.

“Geffrey” resumes his narration of the dream, 
describing the rock of ice upon which Fame’s house 
is situated and noting that such a perch is a feeble 
foundation upon which to build and unlikely to 
bring glory to its builder. Drawing closer he observes 
that the ice is engraved with the names of famous 
people. Because it is melting, however, he finds it 
difficult to decipher them, which leads him to reflect 
on the saying, “What may ever laste?” The melting, 
he soon discovers, is caused by the heat of the sun. 
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When he walks around to the north side of the ice, 
he finds that the names carved there, protected by 
the shade of the palace above, are still fresh and easy 
to read. These names belong to famous people who 
lived long ago, yet they are as fresh as if they had 
just been carved. Climbing to the top of the hill, he 
reaches the House of Fame, which he pronounces 
a marvelous castle. After initially announcing his 
inability to describe it, he proceeds to do exactly 
that, saying that it is constructed entirely of beryl, 
adorned with gargoyles, pinnacles, and numerous 
windows. The outer walls have many niches where 
minstrels and other storytellers stand. Orpheus is 
there with Orion (Arian) and the Centaur Chiron, 
along with a famous Welsh bard named Glascurion. 
These are chief among what appears to the narra-

tor as a great crowd of storytellers and song-makers 
(“many thousand times twelve”), who have come 
bearing their instruments.

The musicians are followed by a group whose 
members attempt to manipulate Fame through 
the use or simulation of supernatural powers. They 
include witches, wizards, enchanters, and sleight-of-
hand artists. Among their ranks the narrator observes 
Medea, Circe, Calypso, and Simon Magus. Weary of 
describing people, he turns his attention back to the 
palace itself, musing upon its walls made of beryl and 
the way that they mirror and magnify everything that 
passes before them. He approaches the castle gate, 
which also seems to reflect the operations of Fame, 
built as much by hazard as it is by careful planning. 
Once inside the gate he encounters a press of people, 
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some of them crowned like kings, who clamor for 
gifts to be bestowed by any who have come seeking 
reputation. Beyond them he spies a group of heralds 
and pursuivants (heralds’ assistants), of whom there 
are so many, he says, that he could never describe 
them all.

The walls, floor, and roof inside the palace are 
plated with gold a foot thick and richly adorned 
with precious jewels. The goddess Fame sits in a 
ruby throne mounted on a high dais or platform. 
Although she is feminine, she was not formed by 
Nature, the narrator states, having never before seen 
anything like her. At first glance, she appears smaller 
than the length of a cubit (the distance from the 
elbow to the top of the middle finger); but immedi-
ately after this, her body seems to extend from the 
earth into heaven. Her body is covered with eyes, 
ears, and tongues, and on her feet grow partridges’ 
wings. Like the walls of her palace, she is adorned 
with gold and jewels and surrounded by the melodi-
ous singing of the nine Muses. On her shoulders, 
Fame bears the arms and the names of Hercules and 
Alexander, who both have exalted reputations.

The approach to the goddess is lined on either 
side with pillars made of different kinds of metal. 
On top of each pillar stands a famous poet or sto-
ryteller who immortalized the deeds of famous peo-
ple. Here the narrator finds Josephus the Hebrew, 
who wrote The History of the Jews; Statius, who 
chronicled the siege and fall of Thebes; Homer, 
the Greek poet; Dares and Dictys, who wrote of 
the TROJAN WAR; and others, including Lollius, 
a supposed authority on the Trojan War whom 
Chaucer appears to have invented. The classical 
Roman poets Virgil and Ovid also appear in this 
gallery of famous poets. The narrator’s observations 
are interrupted by the influx of a great crowd of 
those who have come to petition Fame for various 
favors. She is approached by nine groups in all, and 
her response to the petitioners exhibits nothing so 
much as the capricious or arbitrary nature of fame 
and its acquisition. Some who ask for a good repu-
tation based on their good deeds, she denies; others 
who ask for the same are granted their desire. Some 
who seek for good reputation are given a foul one, 
whereas others, who have lived wicked lives, are 
granted good fame. The same goes for two groups of 

idlers: one she rewards; the other she chastises for 
wasting their lives. Finally a group that asks for no 
fame, claiming to have performed good works for 
their own sake, is denied its request, while another 
has that same request granted.

The effects of Fame’s decisions are made con-
crete with the assistance of Eolus, the god of 
wind, who blows one of his two trumpets at the 
announcement of each verdict, unless the verdict is 
one of no fame. If a petitioner is granted good fame, 
Eolus blows his trumpet called “Clere Laude” (i.e., 
perfect praise); if the petitioner receives a verdict of 
ill fame, Eolus blows the trumpet called Sklaundre 
(slander). When each trumpet is blown both the 
sound that issues from it and the wind, either sweet 
or foul smelling, travel throughout the world.

In the midst of these observations, the narrator 
is approached by someone who inquires his name, 
asking whether he has come there to acquire fame. 
He answers in the negative, claiming that he would 
rather keep his experience and his thoughts to him-
self. When the being, which itself must be an embod-
ied sound if the eagle’s words hold true, persists in 
asking what he is doing there at Fame’s house, the 
narrator replies that he has come to hear some new 
tidings, to gather some new material regarding love 
or other pleasing things, and reiterates the eagle’s 
promise that he would hear tidings of that nature, a 
promise that has heretofore been unfulfilled. Hear-
ing this, the being offers to guide him to another 
place where he will be able to hear the kind of tid-
ings he originally wanted to. Leaving the castle, the 
narrator looks down into a valley, where he sees 
a marvelous house made of variously colored twigs 
woven together to resemble some kind of huge bas-
ket. It does not stand still but whirls about at a dizzy-
ing pace, making a variety of creaking and squeaking 
noises. It has many entrances, allowing sounds to 
travel in and out, and it is constantly filled with 
whispering and gossip concerning wars, peace, mar-
riages, rest, labor, voyages, death, life, love, hate, 
accord, strife, praise, learning, success, building, 
health, sickness, fair weather, storms, famine, plenty, 
good or bad government, fire and various accidents, 
and so on. The house, which is shaped like a cage, 
is 60 miles long and, despite the fragile material of 
which it is constructed, built to last. Spying the eagle 
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perched nearby, the narrator asks permission to see 
inside this House of Rumor, where he may perhaps 
learn something of interest. The eagle readily grants 
his request and flies him in through a window. Once 
inside, he finds himself unable to perceive the whirl-
ing motion that he observed from outside. The house 
is extremely crowded with what appear to be people 
exchanging new tidings, some speaking in a whisper, 
some loudly. Listening to their speech, the narrator 
discovers that the rumors increase in size as they are 
passed along. Some of the tidings fly up and out of 
the windows, heading for the House of Fame, where 
they hope to achieve more permanent status. Some-
times a true tiding and a false one try to fly out at the 
same time and are united forever.

Among the beings in the House of Rumor, the 
narrator observes shipmen, pilgrims, pardoners, and 

couriers, all of whom, because they travel from place 
to place, serve as a source of news. As he rushes 
about gathering information, the narrator’s attention 
is diverted to a corner of the hall where men speak 
of love tidings. A great noise issues from that direc-
tion and all of the other occupants of the hall begin 
to rush toward it, climbing on top of each other and 
shouting, “What thing is that?” At last he observes a 
man approaching. He cannot name the man but says 
that he appears to be one of great authority, and here 
the poem breaks off, evidently unfinished.

COMMENTARY
Like The BOOK OF THE DUCHESS and The PARLIA-
MENT OF FOWLS, both of which were also written 
early in Chaucer’s literary career, The House of Fame 
is a DREAM VISION. It additionally incorporates the 
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literary pattern of the allegorical journey, which was 
a popular feature of medieval poetry in the centuries 
leading up to Chaucer’s. Chaucer’s narrator him-
self alludes to “Marcian” (the work of MARTIANUS 
CAPELLA) and “Anteclaudian” (ALAIN DE LILLE’s 
Anticlaudianus) as previous models of such heav-
enward journeys, and as he looks down upon the 
earth from the vantage point provided by the eagle’s 
flight, his perception of the earth as a “prikke” or 
pinpoint recalls CICERO’s Somnium Scipionis, which 
also employs a dream vision as the vehicle for a 
journey up through the heavenly spheres. DANTE’s 
Divine Comedy is the most famous example of the 
combination of these two features, and the eagle 
that transports the narrator from the Temple of 
Love to the House of Fame almost certainly derives 
from the eagle that carries Dante aloft in the Pur-
gatorio, book nine. The primary and most obvious 
difference between these analogues and Chaucer’s 
text is in tone, which in the analogues inclines to be 
philosophical and serious, while Chaucer’s is philo-
sophically comical. This is not to say that Chaucer’s 
poem is an attempt to satirize or parody the other 
texts. It may simply be a lighthearted look at some 
of the same issues raised by those texts, a kind of 
mock-heroic focus on the temporal and the trivial 
in contrast to the lofty and eternal, a humorous look 
at what might actually be the concerns and preoc-
cupations of a man less heroic than Dante who finds 
himself in the midst of a similar adventure.

Yet, in spite of its obvious relationship to other 
texts that were well known among intellectuals in 
Chaucer’s time, The House of Fame is, at least for a 
modern reader, Chaucer’s most puzzling work, and 
not only because it appears to be unfinished. Schol-
ars wrestling with interpretation of the poem have 
suggested that its chief concerns are (1) defining 
the way that poetry is created, and (2) examining 
the operations of the capricious goddess Fame. The 
poem is divided into three parts called books. Each 
book, after a brief prologue, narrates a portion of a 
single dream. The dream itself and the journey the 
narrator takes within the dream provide the poem 
with its structural unity. Thematic unity is more 
difficult to discern, primarily because the theme 
of fame, introduced in book one, is abandoned, 
or at least suspended throughout book two, and 

not picked up again until book three. Furthermore, 
there appears to be some discrepancy between 
what the narrator is promised he will derive from 
the dream, the “tidings of love” mentioned by the 
eagle, and what he actually hears and sees, which 
has little to do with love, even when it appears in 
Love’s temple. The story of Dido and Aeneas that 
is inscribed on the temple walls in book one does 
describe their love affair, but it focuses on Aeneas’s 
abandonment of Dido, something Aeneas does in 
order to achieve more personal fame, an action 
that in turn deprives Dido of her reputation. At 
this point, the narrator does not realize that the 
dream has been sent to give him material to write 
about; but if his primary interest is in tidings of 
love, it would seem that his exit from the TEMPLE 
OF VENUS is somewhat premature.

The transition from the Temple of Venus to the 
House of Fame forms the subject matter of book 
two. This is where the fantastical heavenward jour-
ney, complete with its references to medieval sci-
ence and its philosophical meditations, drives the 
focus of the narrative away from the theme of fame. 
Book two also addresses the issue of literary author-
ity, which some scholars view as the central concern 
of the poem as a whole. After informing the narra-
tor that the adventure he is having has been sent by 
Jove to reward him for his previously unrewarded 
service to the god of love (service that primarily 
took the form of writing love poetry), the eagle goes 
on to say that the purpose of the experience is to 
distract the narrator from his present worries and 
to provide him with new material to write about. 
The eagle’s criticism of the narrator’s preference for 
spending his free time reading rather than socializ-
ing hints that his previous writing has depended too 
heavily on knowledge acquired from books, and that 
it needs to be tempered by knowledge that comes 
from experience. The value of experiential proof 
is illustrated by the eagle’s promise that everything 
he has told the narrator about the nature of speech 
and the manner in which it travels through the air 
to Fame’s palace will be demonstrated by what the 
narrator observes once he arrives at his destination. 
The narrator does not dispute this suggestion, nor 
does he wish to avoid the impending adventure, but 
when the eagle offers to show him the stellar con-
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stellations so that he will be able to confirm what he 
has read about them in books, the narrator declines 
this opportunity, claiming that he does not require 
such proof, believing what he has read about them 
just as firmly as if he had seen it with his own eyes.

Book two closes with their arrival outside Fame’s 
palace and the narrative thread is picked up when 
“Geffrey,” as the eagle has called him, begins to 
describe the inhabitants of, and visitors to, the pal-
ace. Its permanent residents are the goddess Fame 
and a gallery of embodied sounds uttered by those 
who have contributed to the fame of others. Once 
he has entered the palace, the narrator observes 
the approach of various groups of petitioners who 
have come to ask the goddess Fame to grant them, 
variously, good fame, bad fame, or no fame. The 
thematic focus of this book resides in the capri-
cious quality of her responses, which have nothing 
to do with merit or desert. To an alert and rational 
observer, such a phenomenon would seem to empiri-
cally ratify the importance of firsthand observation, 
particularly coupled with the narrator’s experience 
in the House of Rumor, where he sees further evi-
dence of the way information is distorted as it passes 
from one individual to another. This lesson, how-
ever, appears to be lost on him. He, like everyone 
else in rumor’s house, eagerly directs his attention to 
the approaching “man of great authority.” The poem 
breaks off, leaving us with a sense of suspended reso-
lution, but there does exist a superb irony in the fact 
that despite the narrator’s conscious preference for 
authoritative texts over new and potentially chal-
lenging experiences, he nevertheless ends up writing 
about an experience—a dream that he has had. The 
final irony resides in how thoroughly the dream itself 
is derived from authoritative texts, which it simulta-
neously subverts by way of its mock-heroic tone.

The reference to Chaucer by his first name in 
this poem, and the poet’s use of a similar narrative 
persona in The Book of the Duchess, The Parliament 
of Fowls and the prologue to The LEGEND OF GOOD 
WOMEN, and in the introductions to “The TALE OF 
SIR THOPAS” and “The TALE OF MELIBEE,” has led 
scholars to speculate about the degree to which this 
(muddle-headed, pudgy, unlucky-in-love) persona 
corresponds to Chaucer the man. While most rep-
utable full-length portraits (those featured in the 

ELLESMERE MANUSCRIPT and an early manuscript 
of HOCCLEVE’s Regement of Princes) do suggest a 
certain portliness, the quality of his poetry and his 
successful professional life seem proof enough that 
he was not muddle-headed. As for his romantic 
life, nothing exists that might shed light on his rela-
tionship with his wife or other lovers.

Some scholars believe that The House of Fame 
may have, like The Book of the Duchess, been written 
for a particular occasion, in this case the anticipated 
announcement of a marriage treaty between Richard 
of Bordeaux, EDWARD III’s grandson and heir, to one 
of the French princesses, or to Caterina Visconti, 
daughter of the Duke of Milan. Chaucer played a 
role in these negotiations, traveling to the Continent 
at least twice as a member of a marriage commis-
sion, and he may have drawn upon his impressions 
of the Palais de Justice in creating that architectural 
wonder, the House of Fame. Reading the poem topi-
cally suggests that when negotiations stalled and 
ultimately broke down, the poet found himself left 
with no reasonable resolution, no “love-tydynges,” 
no noteworthy announcement by the much antici-
pated “man of gret of auctorite. . . .” LARRY BENSON, 
one of the proponents of this theory, believes that it 
also helps to elucidate another puzzling feature of the 
poem, the specific date of December 10, mentioned 
twice in the text as the day upon which occurred the 
dream that inspired the poem. Citing records that 
show the payment of ambassadors from Milan and 
the Vatican on December 10, 1379, and internal 
evidence that suggests that the poem was completed 
in 1379, Benson argues that Chaucer mentioned this 
date because it was the day upon which the antici-
pated “love-tydynges” went bust, the ambassadors’ 
message bringing an abrupt end to ongoing marriage 
negotiations. Such an interesting interpretation is 
compromised, however, by the fact that a successful 
marriage was eventually brokered, with the princess 
ANNE OF BOHEMIA. And rather than directing the 
ending of The House of Fame toward that occasion, 
the poet embarked upon a new project, The Par-
liament of Fowls. Indeed, the latter poem, with its 
celebration of love and courtship, does seem more 
appropriate to such an occasion than the skeptical, 
self-mocking exploration of fame and literary theory 
that forms the thematic basis of The House of Fame. 
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Another possible explanation for the December 10 
date is that it gives the poem a touch of “authen-
ticating realism,” as DEREK PEARSALL suggests in 
The Life of Geoffrey Chaucer (1992). Pearsall notes 
that GUILLAUME MACHAUT and JEAN FROISSART, 
two writers who considerably influenced Chaucer, 
also give exact dates for the dreams of their dream 
visions, and that these dates are equally arbitrary.

The skepticism of The House of Fame remains one 
of its most striking features. In the modern world, 
skepticism is more or less a given: “critical think-
ing” is often defined as the notion that everything 
should be questioned, that nothing should be taken, 
or believed, solely on authority. In the 14th century, 
any serious thinker had to reckon with an entirely 
different orientation to reality. Authority, vested in 
the king and the nobility, the church, the writers of 
antiquity, and, ultimately, in God, was a force that 
had to be reckoned with, and those who challenged 
this notion of authority could easily find themselves 
accused of treason (for a challenge to political 
authority) or heresy (for a challenge to the author-
ity of the church), as did Chaucer’s contemporary 
JOHN WYCLIFF. When Chaucer goes so far as to sug-
gest that much of what we know as “truth” is actu-
ally an inextricable mixture of truth and falsehood, 
he sounds positively modern, or even postmodern, 
which is perhaps one of the reasons contemporary 
scholars find The House of Fame so appealing. How 
does Chaucer get away with making such a radi-
cal assertion? By setting up a fallible narrator, the 
bumbling ignorant “Geffrey.” On the other hand, 
if the poet realized that the ideas expressed in this 
work were philosophically subversive, perhaps that 
explains why he left it unfinished. (If it is, indeed, 
unfinished.) The small number of surviving manu-
scripts of this poem supports the notion that Chau-
cer did not intend to “publish” the work.

CHARACTERS
For information on mythological and historical fig-
ures that are alluded to in The House of Fame and 
elsewhere in Chaucer’s work, see entries in Part III 
of this book.

eagle, the A character in Chaucer’s early poem 
The House of Fame. The poem is a DREAM VISION 

that describes the narrator’s movement through a 
somewhat unreal landscape. First he visits a TEMPLE 
OF VENUS, where he sees Venus and reads the story 
of queen DIDO depicted on the temple walls. When 
he leaves the temple, he finds himself standing in a 
desert wasteland. Far off in the distance he observes 
an eagle, who appears to be flying toward him. The 
eagle approaches and, to the narrator’s surprise and 
dismay, scoops him up in his talons, carrying him 
up into the atmosphere. Citing the Italian writer 
DANTE ALIGHIERI’s obvious influence elsewhere in 
the poem, most scholars believe that the eagle was 
inspired by a similar bird in Dante’s Divine Comedy, 
one who ferried the poet Dante from purgatory to 
paradise. Chaucer’s eagle does more than just trans-
port his cargo, however; he also performs the func-
tion that the poet Virgil carried out in Dante’s work, 
acting as the narrator’s guide, explaining the pur-
pose of his journey and pointing out various sights 
along the way. Although the eagle’s instructions to 
Chaucer seem to be given in a serious mode, they 
have a humorous effect, especially when the two 
argue about whether it would be better for Chaucer 
to learn about the constellations from a book or by 
traveling up into the highest sphere of the heavens. 
The bird’s attitude toward his traveling companion 
suggests that he views him at best as an intellectual 
inferior. He is highly critical of the poet’s lack of 
a social life, describing his daily habit of returning 
home after he finishes his “reckonings” (referring 
to Chaucer’s work in the Customs House), where 
he sits, “dumb as any stone,” reading yet another 
book and living like a hermit. Despite his pedantic 
nature, the eagle does seem to be very intelligent, 
enlightening Chaucer on the principle of sound 
waves as he explains how speech that is spoken 
on earth travels through the atmosphere to Fame’s 
House. Anyway, it is unlikely that the portrait of the 
eagle was intended to be entirely comical, as medi-
eval lore considered eagles to be noble birds. In The 
PARLIAMENT OF FOWLS, eagles are the most princely 
birds, and all the other birds who have gathered in 
Nature’s presence to choose their mates must wait 
until matters have been settled among the eagles. 
Because of their excellent vision these birds of prey 
came to symbolize contemplation and philosophy, a 
life unclouded by passion and temptation.
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Elcanor Character mentioned in the opening 
lines of book two of The House of Fame along with 
other figures, both real and legendary, who dreamed 
famous dreams. Three of these—Isaiah, Nebuchad-
nezzar, and Pharaoh—are derived from the Bible. 
The identity of Elcanor, however, is uncertain. W. 
W. SKEAT suggests a character named Alcanor from 
the AENEID but he is not associated with any dream. 
JOHN S. P. TATLOCK offers a more likely possibility 
when he suggests that Elcanor is derived from the 
Old French Roman de Cassiodorus, where Helcana, 
the heroine of the story, after changing her name 
to Helcanor, appears in her lover’s dreams to con-
vince him that he ought to marry. The only diffi-
culty with this possibility is the fact that Helcanor’s 
lover, not Helcanor herself, has the dream.

Fame Goddess who appears seated on her ruby 
throne dispensing reputations in book three of The 
House of Fame. Fame is one of the most striking 
allegorical figures (see ALLEGORY) in all of Chaucer’s 
poetry. When the narrator first glimpses her, she 
appears smaller than the length of a cubit (from the 
elbow to the top of the middle finger), but almost 
immediately she begins to stretch upward until her 
head touches the heavens while her feet remain on 
Earth. These and other physical details of the god-
dess’s description are derived from Virgil’s AENEID, 
which features a similar goddess named Fama (often 
translated “Rumor”). Fame’s body is covered with as 
many eyes as a bird has feathers, and as many ears 
and tongues as a beast has hairs. Her hair, the color 
of burnished gold, lies in waves and curls, and par-
tridge’s wings (a misreading of Virgil’s pernicibus alis, 
that is, “swift wings”) adorn her feet. When people 
approach her throne to petition for good and endur-
ing fame, the goddess responds rather capriciously, 
so that there seems to be little or no relationship 
between a person’s deeds and their reputation. A per-
son who has done good deeds and appears to deserve 
good fame, for example, may be awarded the oppo-
site. On the other hand, some people who deserve 
good fame receive it. Thus there is no logic, not even 
poor logic, in her decisions. Her many eyes and ears 
suggest that very little escapes her sight and hearing, 
and the tongues allude to her function of spreading 
information. Chaucer parodies her varying height in 

the BOECE (his translation of BOETHIUS’s Consolation 
of Philosophy) when he describes Lady Philosophy, 
who sometimes “constreyned and schronk hirselven 
lik to the comune mesure of men, and somtyme it 
semede that sche touchede the hevene with the 
heighte of here heved” (Book One, Prosa 1, lines 13–
17) [contracted and shrunk herself to the common 
measure of men, and sometimes it seemed that she 
touched heaven with the height of her head]. Fame’s 
capriciousness is surely related to that of Fortune, 
another goddess derived from Roman myth.

Geffrey The eagle who transports the narrator to 
the House of Fame in Chaucer’s poem of the same 
name refers to him as “Geffrey,” raising the question 
of how closely we ought to identify Chaucer the 
poet with “Geffrey” the narrator. Because we know 
little of Chaucer’s personality outside his poetry and 
the almost purely factual records of his life, this 
question is impossible to answer definitively. Yet we 
may observe that, based on his performance in this 
poem, “Geffrey” comes across as a well-educated 
and thoughtful man preoccupied with the lore of 
dreams, a subject he takes very seriously (though it 
could well be a mock-seriousness). The body of the 
poem itself is the story of one of his own dreams, 
and he is most anxious to do it justice in the telling. 
He invokes Morpheus, the god of sleep, for assis-
tance with his task, and blesses those who hear the 
resulting work and take it well, while cursing those 
who misjudge it. His curse is humorously outra-
geous—he wishes destruction and death upon those 
who scorn or make fun of his work—so vicious that 
it cannot be taken seriously. (Unless, that is, we 
take equally seriously the poet’s express wish, in 
the short poem “CHAUCER’S WORDS UNTO ADAM, 
HIS OWNE SCRIVEYN,” that if Adam, entrusted with 
copying the poet’s words, cannot be more faithful to 
the original, he might develop a case of “scalle,” the 
medieval equivalent of psoriasis or seborrhea.)

Once the storytelling gets underway, the nar-
rator recedes into the background, only reemerg-
ing at the end of book one, when he leaves the 
TEMPLE OF VENUS and finds himself in a desert so 
vast and empty, he falls to his knees, praying to be 
delivered from hallucinations. Ironically, though, 
the giant eagle who saves him, by scooping him 
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up and ferrying him off into the sky, is obviously 
another illusion, even more terrifying than the 
desert. The narrator passes out from fear, but the 
eagle wakes him up, reassuring him by explaining 
that the experience he’s having was sent by Jove 
to reward him for his service to Venus and Cupid, 
the gods of love. The talkative bird then proceeds 
to paint a comical verbal portrait of a man who 
spends too much time with his nose stuck in a 
book, reading until he puts himself into a stupor, 
writing until his head aches with the effort. This 
characterization of the poet is similar to that found 
in The Canterbury Tales, where Geoffrey Chaucer 
(this time both names are given) narrates the GEN-
ERAL PROLOGUE and takes part in the tale-telling 
contest that follows.

Limote In The House of Fame, among the magi-
cians who congregate in Fame’s palace is one 
called “Limote” (line 1,274), whom W. W. SKEAT 
believes to be the sorcerer mentioned in the New 
Testament book of Acts 13:8. When the proconsul 
(deputy) of the island of Cyprus asked to hear the 
word of God from the missionaries Saul and Barna-
bus, Limote (here called “Elymas”) tried to prevent 
the proconsul’s conversion. He was miraculously 
blinded for his interference.

Marsyas In classical mythology, Marsyas was a 
Satyr who played the flute so well that he chal-
lenged Phoebus Apollo to a contest. The god 
accepted on the condition that the winner might 
do as he pleased with the loser. When the Muses, 
acting as judges, awarded the victory to Apollo, 
he reacted rather harshly, binding Marsyas to a 
tree and skinning him alive. In The House of Fame, 
Chaucer mentions seeing Marsyas standing among 
the minstrels who are gathered in Fame’s palace 
(line 1,229), strangely referring to him by the femi-
nine pronouns “she” and “her” and not mentioning 
the word Satyr, although Chaucer does allude to 
her (his) death by flaying.

Misenus In classical mythology, Misenus was 
the trumpeter of HECTOR who went to Italy with 
Aeneas following the TROJAN WAR. Near Cumae, 
while Aeneas was absent, he challenged Triton to 

a contest and was drowned by the angry god. Mise-
nus appears among the minstrels whom Chaucer 
observes in Fame’s palace in The House of Fame.

Pseustis One of the minstrels observed in the 
goddess Fame’s palace by the narrator of The House 
of Fame (line 1,228). His name means “falsehood,” 
and he appears in a well-known medieval textbook, 
the Ecloga Theoduli, as a shepherd who enters a 
poetic contest with Alithia, the daughter of Jove 
(Jupiter) and herself a personification of truth.

FOR FURTHER READING
The most thorough discussion of The House of Fame 
is still J. A. W. BENNETT’s book, Chaucer’s “Book of 
Fame”: An Exposition of the House of Fame (1968), 
which explicates the poem through identification of 
the allusions, imagery, and echoes of earlier texts, 
such as Virgil’s Aeneid. Bennett argues that the 
narrator’s search for new poetic material is perhaps 
resolved when he enters the House of Rumor and 
encounters the “ceaseless movement and miscellan-
ity of the ordinary life,” which became the subject 
matter of Chaucer’s later poetry. In Chaucer and 
the Imaginary World of Fame (1984), PIERO BOITANI 
offers an interesting consideration of the poem in 
another context, that of the Western idea of fame, 
examining how that idea was expressed in various 
ancient and medieval texts. Boitani’s analysis shows 
how Chaucer’s poem borrows many images from 
this literary tradition. A. C. Spearing (Medieval to 
Renaissance in English Poetry, 1985) and ALASTAIR 
MINNIS (The Oxford Guides to Chaucer: The Shorter 
Poems, 1995) suggest that the poem is best read as a 
demonstration of the kinds of rhetorical devices and 
other figurative language used to write poetry. Min-
nis (Medieval Theories of Authorship, 1988) also pro-
vides a thorough discussion of the various medieval 
concepts of authority, which is key to understand-
ing this text in its 14th-century context. Readers 
who are intrigued by the poem’s ending should read 
Donald Fry’s “The Ending of the House of Fame” 
(in Chaucer at Albany, 1975), which argues that 
Chaucer ended the poem with the enigmatic “man 
of great authority” as a way to poke fun at vari-
ous forms of traditionalism, especially literary forms. 
John Fyler (Riverside Chaucer, 990, n2,158) gives 
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an overview of various theories that have been put 
forward to explain the mysterious ending.

“Knight’s Tale, The”
The Knight is the first pilgrim to participate in the 
tale-telling contest on the road to CANTERBURY.

SUMMARY
“The Knight’s Tale” is, appropriately, the story of 
two young warriors, Palamon and Arcite, their cap-
ture by Duke Theseus, and their quest for the love 
of the beautiful Emily. The setting is the city of 
ATHENS in ancient Greece.

Part One
The tale opens with a brief description of how The-
seus, duke of Athens, won his battle with the AMA-
ZONS, mighty women warriors of SCYTHIA. Following 
the battle, Theseus took Hippolyta, the queen of 
the Amazons, to be his wife. On his way home from 
this battle, Theseus encounters a group of women 
who are in mourning because Creon, the ruler of 
THEBES, has refused to allow the burial of their rela-
tives who had been killed in a conflict with Thebes. 
Theseus attacks Creon, and in the ensuing battle 
Palamon and Arcite, two cousins fighting for Creon, 
are taken prisoner. Theseus brings them back to 
Athens and puts them in prison with a perpetual 
(i.e., life) sentence. Their prison is actually a well-
fortified tower within Theseus’s fortress, attached 
to the wall that surrounds a garden where Theseus’s 
sister, the beautiful Emily, frequently walks for rec-
reation. Palamon, the first to set eyes on the lovely 
Emily, falls in love with her immediately. Arcite, 
who is sleeping, awakens and asks Palamon why he 
is so agitated. When Palamon reveals the reason—
that he has been smitten by love—Arcite looks out 
the window, sees Emily, and also falls in love with 
her. From this point onward, the brotherly love the 
two cousins once shared turns into mortal hatred.

Part Two
After a time, Arcite, through the intercession of 
a Theban noble, is released from prison on the 
condition that he depart Athens and never return. 
Unable to bear his freedom away from Emily, he 

finally decides to disguise himself as a laborer seek-
ing a position as a servant in Theseus’s household. 
He calls himself Philostrate, a name that means 
“overthrown by love.” Because he is young and 
strong he easily finds employment, and before long 
he secures a position as a page of the chamber, or 
personal servant, to his beloved Emily. Arcite/Phi-
lostrate does so well in this position that, in recog-
nition of his merit, Theseus promotes him to the 
post of squire in his own household.

Seven years pass, during which Arcite serves 
Theseus and Palamon languishes in prison. Finally, 
formulating a plan to escape to Thebes from whence 
he will return with an army to fight Theseus, Pal-
amon escapes from prison. He travels by night and 
takes cover during the day. Meanwhile, Arcite, who 
is now the chief squire of Theseus’s court, rides out 
to enjoy the warm weather and to celebrate the 
coming of May by gathering flowers and greenery 
in the forest. At first his mood is cheerful and gay; 
but it soon turns gloomy as he thinks of Emily and 
speaks aloud of how his love for her has brought 
him so low that he serves as a squire to his greatest 
enemy. Unfortunately for him, Palamon has taken 
cover nearby and overhears every word. His anger 
ignited by what he sees as treachery on Arcite’s 
part, Palamon leaps out of the bushes and confronts 
his cousin, swearing to kill him with his bare hands. 
Arcite, however, is not only in much better physical 
condition than Palamon, but he also has a sword, 
which he immediately draws to protect himself. 
Swearing to love Emily in spite of Palamon’s threats, 
Arcite challenges him to a duel on the following 
day—a duel that will decide, by its outcome, which 
of them has the “right” to Emily’s love. Palamon 
accepts the challenge. That night Arcite brings him 
food, drink, and bedding; the next day he returns 
with armor and weapons. The two help each other 
into their armor, and the battle begins.

The two knights fight like animals. The narra-
tor compares Palamon to a “wood” (mad) lion and 
Arcite to a cruel tiger. Theseus, who has chosen 
this morning to hunt out in the countryside sur-
rounding Athens, chances upon the two knights and 
interrupts their struggle. He demands to know who 
they are and why they are fighting without a judge 
or other attendants. Palamon reveals the truth of 
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the matter—who they are and why they are fight-
ing—and says that they both deserve to die. Theseus 
agrees and proceeds to condemn them, but Hippolita 
and Emily, who are with him, beg for mercy. Theseus 
reconsiders, then decides to be merciful, and agrees 
to let them go if they will both swear friendship to 
him and his country, which they readily do. Theseus 
then suggests, since it would be impossible for Emily 
to marry both of them, that they participate in a 
tournament. The one who wins will marry Emily. 
The two knights accept this proposition and hurry 
home to Thebes to prepare for the contest.

Part Three
Part three begins with a lengthy description of how 
Theseus prepares for the upcoming tournament by 

constructing a huge stone amphitheater. The struc-
ture has three gates, facing east, west, and north; 
each gate is surmounted by an altar and oratory. The 
eastward-facing gate features an altar to Venus, the 
goddess of love; the west gate honors Mars, the god 
of war; and the north gate is dedicated to Diana, the 
goddess of chastity. Chaucer provides an extended 
tableau-like description of each temple. The images 
portrayed in these descriptions emphasize the inten-
sity of the passions involved in human love and hate. 
In the Temple of Venus, lovers are depicted tossing 
and turning with insomnia, crying out in frustra-
tion, and suffering the “fiery strokes” of desire. The 
Temple of Mars is painted with images of death and 
destruction: men killing one another in battle and 
in private conflict; buildings burning; and the per-
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sonifications of Madness, Misfortune, and Outrage. 
Diana’s temple, on the other hand, features scenes 
taken from mythology that are associated with the 
theme of chastity, such as the story of Daphne and 
Phoebus Apollo and that of Actaeon.

On the agreed upon date, Arcite and Palamon 
return to Athens, each bringing 100 knights to par-
ticipate in the tournament. On the eve of the event, 
Palamon visits the Temple of Venus, where he prays 
for victory. When he makes his sacrifice, there is a 
delay, but the statue of the goddess finally gives him 
a sign, which he takes to mean that his request will 
be granted. The next morning, Emily makes her way 
to the temple of Diana, where she prays that she 
might remain chaste and unmarried. The goddess 
appears and speaks to her, telling her that she must 

marry one of the knights, but not specifying which. 
Arcite prays for victory at the Temple of Mars. Fol-
lowing his prayer, the statue of Mars begins to shake, 
and Arcite hears a low murmur that says “Victory!” 
He takes this as a sign of his own success. Following 
this series of prayers, Chaucer changes the scene to 
listen in on a conversation between the pagan gods. 
Venus and Mars are arguing over whether Palamon 
or Arcite should win. Jupiter is trying to bring an end 
to their struggle when Saturn intervenes on Venus’s 
behalf and grants the victory to Palamon.

Part Four
Duke Theseus, who had originally ordained that 
the tournament would be decided when one of the 
knights was either beaten or slain, modifies that 
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decision, placing certain restrictions on the type 
of weapons that can be used so that neither of 
the contestants, nor any of their followers, is likely 
to be mortally wounded. Those who are overcome 
on either side, he continues, shall be taken to a 
holding area, where they will remain until either 
Palamon or Arcite is captured or slain. People who 
have come to view the tournament praise Theseus 
for his nobility. Palamon and his followers enter at 
the gate of Venus; Arcite and his men, at the gate 
of Mars. Theseus gives the sign for the contest to 
begin. The description of the battle is fairly brief, 
and concludes when Palamon, despite his courage 
and skill, is brought to the holding area on Arcite’s 
side. Arcite’s victory, however, is short-lived. A 
Fury (see ERINYES), a supernatural agent of retribu-
tion sent by SATURN, springs out of the ground and 
startles Arcite’s horse. The horse shies and throws 
his rider, who is mortally injured in the fall. Strenu-
ous attempts are made to heal the knight, and he 
regains consciousness long enough to make amends 
with his cousin and to suggest to Emily that, if 
she ever will be a wife, she should marry Palamon. 
There is a long description of the funeral rites that 
are held for Arcite, after which Palamon and the 
other Thebans depart for home.

An unspecified number of years pass. During that 
time the leaders of Athens decide to form alliances 
with certain countries, including Thebes. Theseus 
sends for Palamon, hoping to forge a political alliance 
by offering him Emily in marriage. When Palamon 
arrives in Athens, Theseus brings him together with 
Emily and delivers a long speech that is a medita-
tion on the inevitability of change, describing the 
transitory nature of life as something ordained by 
Providence. Theseus advises the couple to cease 
mourning for Arcite, who cannot show them any 
gratitude for their devotion, and to marry, thereby 
making “of sorwes two / O parfit joye” (lines 3,071–
3,072) [of two sorrows / One perfect joy]. They 
eargerly take his advice, are soon married, and like 
two lovers in a fairy tale, live happily ever after.

COMMENTARY
“The Knight’s Tale” is the first to be told on the 
pilgrimage to CANTERBURY, and, provided we have 
read the General Prologue to the tales, we have a 

vivid image of the tale’s teller. Chaucer’s portrait 
of the Knight, unlike some of his others, seems 
completely lacking in satire or even the lightest 
shading of irony. The Knight’s description shows 
us that he is an experienced soldier, a noble and 
serious man. The story he tells is a loose adapta-
tion of the Italian writer BOCCACCIO’s Il TESEIDA 
delle nozze d’Emelia (The story of Theseus concern-
ing the nuptials of Emily), which was composed 
around 1339–41. Chaucer also draws upon another 
work that treats the same subject, STATIUS’s The-
baid, and he may have used the Roman de Thèbes. 
The tale’s philosophical dimension is derived from 
BOETHIUS’s Consolation of Philosophy, which Chau-
cer was probably in the process of translating (as 
the BOECE) during the same period that he wrote 
The Canterbury Tales. “The Knight’s Tale” repre-
sents Chaucer’s second attempt to adapt the mate-
rial of the Teseida. The first was the unfinished 
“ANELIDA AND ARCITE.”

Chaucer’s main source, the Teseida, is a poem of 
close to 10,000 lines. The fact that “The Knight’s 
Tale” contains only some 3,108 lines gives an 
immediate idea of how much of his source Chaucer 
elided in writing his version. The most significant 
effect of the changes he made was to turn what 
was an epic of 12 books into a four-part chivalric 
romance, though some scholars have argued that it 
is more of a tragedy than a romance, with its philo-
sophical meditations on Providence and the neces-
sity of fate. Certainly it does have tragic elements, 
painting through the rapid alterations in Arcite’s 
destiny a striking example of the medieval notion 
of Fortune’s ever-turning wheel.

The historical setting of the poem is classical 
Greece, of which both Athens and Thebes were 
city-states. To students who have studied Greek 
civilization, it may come as a surprise to hear Greek 
soldiers referred to as knights and to find them 
engaging in a tournament. These and other medi-
eval trappings that appear in the poem merely show 
Chaucer following what was conventional practice 
for the medieval poet writing about events taking 
place in another historical period and/or culture—
to dress the story, and its characters, in contempo-
rary clothing. This was not only a conscious effort 
to make the story familiar and meaningful to a 
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medieval audience; it also reflected a lack of con-
cern over what we would call historical and cul-
tural accuracy. As an academic discipline, history 
did not even exist in the universities of medieval 
Europe, and much of what was known about other 
times and cultures was portrayed in accounts that a 
modern reader would consider fictional or mythical. 
Fact and fiction were not even distinctly separate 
categories, but, rather, existed at the two extremes 
of a single continuum. One salient feature of Greek 
civilization does survive in the medieval poem, and 
that is the role played by the pagan gods. Venus, 
Mars, and Saturn intervene to determine the out-
come of events, yet their actions are placed within 
a larger framework of Christian Providence. Duke 
Theseus describes and explains this framework at 
the end of the poem in his speech about the Prime 
Mover and the divine order of the universe.

“The Knight’s Tale” is a chivalric romance, 
a type of literature that was popular among the 
aristocracy of western Europe during the Middle 
Ages. This type of literature typically celebrated 
the adventures of knights who exhibited an ideal-
ized code of behavior that combined loyalty, honor, 
and service to ladies. The genre’s emphasis on love 
and courtly manners sets it apart from the CHAN-
SON DE GESTE and other types of literature that 
featured knights and their military exploits. The 
main themes of “The Knight’s Tale”—nobility, 
love, suffering, valor, and courtesy—were typical 
themes of this genre. In plot it differs somewhat 
from the majority of chivalric romances because 
the two male competitors, Palamon and Arcite, are 
both portrayed favorably. In the typical romance, 
one of them would be portrayed less favorably, or 
even as a villain, like King Mark in the romance 
of Tristram and Isolde. But the fact that Palamon 
and Arcite, who are, after all, cousins, so closely 
resemble one another, makes it difficult to favor 
one of them over the other. This, along with other 
sources of tension in the poem, undercuts the very 
ethos that the poem appears to celebrate, that of 
the aristocratic way of life.

Chaucer develops this tension in a number of 
ways. One is by having the narrator, and sometimes 
even the knights themselves, display ambivalence 
toward their own motives and behavior. At the 

end of their first argument over who has the better 
“right” to love Emily, Arcite exclaims, “We stryve 
as dide the houndes for the boon; / They foughte al 
day, and yet hir part was noon. / Ther cam a kyte, 
whil that they were so wrothe, / And baar awey 
the boon bitwixe hem bothe” (lines 1,177–1,180). 
[We strive like the hounds did for a bone; They 
fought all day, and still had no part of it. / There 
came a kite, while they were so angry, / And it bore 
away the bone between them both.] When the two 
men finally come to blows in the woods outside 
Athens, they are both in their fury compared to 
wild animals, Palamon to a “wood leon” [mad lion] 
and Arcite to a “crueel tigre” [cruel tiger]. These 
descriptions of animalistic behavior form a sharp 
contrast to the knights’ nobility and virtues referred 
to elsewhere.

Another feature of the poem that deflates the 
elevation of its subject matter is the author’s often 
abrupt switch from elegant language and beautiful 
imagery to language that is plain and blunt and 
even ironic, such as the description of Arcite’s fluc-
tuating emotional state as he roams the woods on 
May Day: “Into a studie he fil sodeynely, / As doon 
thise loveres in hir queynte geres, / Now in the 
crope, now doun in the breres, Now up, now doun, 
as boket in a well” (lines 1,530–1,533). [Into a kind 
of trance he suddenly fell, / As is the quaint custom 
of these lovers, / Now up in the leaves, now down 
in the briars, / Now up, now down, like a bucket in 
a well.] It is difficult to maintain a mental image of 
the knight as a noble lover when he is compared to 
a bucket in a well. Similarly, the high seriousness of 
their struggle for Emily’s affection rapidly descends 
to the level of comedy when Theseus reminds us 
that Emily has not even been aware of their devo-
tion for some time: “And yet they wenen for to 
been ful wyse / That serven love, for aught that 
may bifalle. / But this is yet the beste game of alle, 
/ That she for whom they han this jolitee / Kan 
hem therfore as muche thank as me. / She woot 
namoore of al this hoote fare, / By God, than woot 
a cokkow or an hare!” (lines 1,804–1,810) [And 
yet they expect to be completely wise, / Those that 
serve love, despite whatever may happen. / But this 
is yet the best joke of all, / That she for whom they 
have this passion / Owes them as much thanks as 
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she owes me. / She knows no more of all this fre-
netic activity, / By God, than knows a cuckoo or a 
hare!”].

The fact that Emily is given no choice in the 
matter of whether she will marry or which knight 
she prefers reflects the reality of medieval culture 
in which aristocratic women were often married, 
as Emily eventually is to Palamon, for the sake 
of political expediency. Nevertheless, her failure 
to eventually fall passionately in love with one of 
the knights (although she does achieve an abstract 
happiness with Palamon) represents a departure 
from the typical pattern of chivalric romance.

The description of Arcite’s death is another 
puzzling passage, when the struggle to save him 
culminates with these abrupt, rather dismissive 
lines: “Hym gayneth neither, for to gete his lif, / 
Vomyt upward, ne dounward laxatif. / Al is tobro-
sten thilke regioun; / Nature hath now no domina-
cioun. / And certeinly, ther Nature wol nat wirche, 
/ Fare wel phisik! Go ber the man to chirche! / 
This al and som, that Arcita moot dye. . . .” (lines 
2,755–2,761). [To keep his life, neither benefits 
him, / Vomiting upward, nor a laxative which 
makes things go in the opposite direction. / All is 
destroyed in this region (of the body); / Nature now 
has no control there. / And certainly, where Nature 
will not be effective, / No use in trying medicine! 
Go, take the man to church! / This is the long and 
short of it, that Arcite must die. . . . ]

Throughout the poem, Chaucer alternates pas-
sages of great stateliness and beauty with lines simi-
lar to those quoted above, so that ultimately the 
poem exists in a kind of stylistic limbo, making it 
difficult to decide what our attitude to it should 
be. Ought we to take it seriously or ironically? Or 
should we attempt, as DONALD HOWARD does, 
to reconcile these two extremes? In his excellent 
book, The Idea of The Canterbury Tales, Howard 
offers this solution to the hermeneutic dilemma 
that “The Knight’s Tale” poses: “I think Chaucer 
is satirizing not the Knight himself but the knightly 
mentality, including its literary tastes, and that 
he is satirizing it with delicate irony—is satirizing 
something for which he had respect” (p. 234).

Yet it seems something more than respect, even 
a kind of empathy, that shines through in the great 

power of some of the serious passages, such as the 
description of the Temples of Mars and Venus, 
which, far from trivializing the passions that are 
represented by the images in each of the temples, 
suggests their power and inevitability in shaping the 
course of human events. Arcite’s dying speech, in 
which he reconciles with Palamon and bequeaths 
Emily’s love to him, and the description of Arcite’s 
funeral, display nobility and pathos and pull the 
reader in, destroying the objectivity and emotional 
distance created by the ironic and satiric lines.

The ending works similarly. First we are told that 
Theseus’s motives for recalling Palamon to Athens 
are entirely political: “Ther was a parlement / At 
Atthenes, upon certein pointz and caas; / Among 
the whiche pointz yspoken was, / To have with 
certein contrees alliaunce, / And have fully of 
Thebans obeisaunce” (lines 2,970–2,974) [There 
was a parliament / At Athens, to discuss certain 
points and cases; / Among the points put forward 
was, / To have an alliance with certain countries, / 
And securely have the homage of the Thebans]. In 
order to expedite this obeisance, and to thus have 
the leadership of Thebes swear loyalty and obedi-
ence to Athens, Theseus is only too willing to offer 
his sister in marriage. But none of this is mentioned 
when he brings Palamon and Emily together and 
delivers a long and serious speech about the order 
of the universe as it was designed and set in motion 
by the “Firste Moevere” (Primum Mobile). The 
speech is a direct borrowing of ideas from the phi-
losopher Boethius, whose work Chaucer translated, 
and it ultimately suggests that change (including 
death) is a necessary feature of the universe, and 
that the two people who are left behind should stop 
mourning over what they cannot change and make 
the best of what is left to them, that is, that they 
should marry. All of which is a very circumspect 
way of suggesting that they do what is also best 
for Theseus, though it perhaps takes a somewhat 
jaded and cynical eye to discern the duke’s motive 
throughout his extended and grave philosophical 
speech. Furthermore, once Palamon and Emily are 
married, their life together is described in terms 
of unmitigated bliss: “For now is Palamon in alle 
wele, / Lyvynge is blisse, in richesse, and in heele, / 
And Emelye hym loveth so tendrely, / And he hire 
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serveth so gentilly, / that nevere was ther no word 
hem bitwene / Of jalousie or any oother teene” 
(lines 3,101–3,106) [For now is Palamon entirely 
happy and prosperous, / Living in bliss, with wealth 
and good health, / And Emily loves him so tenderly 
/ And he serves her so courteously, / That never 
was there any harsh word between them / Of jeal-
ousy or any other grief].

On the other hand, the possibility of irony sur-
faces again when one reflects upon what it is that 
Palamon and Emily have to reconcile themselves 
to. The Boethian idea of resignation to one’s fate 
was after all conceptualized by a man who was con-
demned to life in prison, and eventually to death. 
The mental picture of Palamon and Emily, who 
still “grucchen” or complain about Arcite’s wel-
fare even though he has now been dead for several 
years, having to be persuaded to resign themselves 
to wedded bliss, might seem somewhat ridiculous 
to a modern reader. Nevertheless, there is no real 
indication within the poem that their behavior, 
either their extended mourning for Arcite or their 
final willingness to be married, stems from any hid-
den or ignoble motives. The final effect of this is 
to suggest, both on the part of narrator and on the 
part of his characters, the kind of naiveté or inno-
cence portrayed without qualification by other chi-
valric romances, but which Chaucer, as a member 
of the gentry and as one attached to the court as a 
civil servant, would have seen with a kind of double 
vision that enabled him to portray simultaneously 
an idealistic and a practical vision of those who 
professed to live by the chivalric code of honor. 
Although the noble and chivalric elements of the 
tale seem in their bulk to outweigh the passages 
that display an ironic tone, the tale’s context offers 
a further qualification. It is immediately followed 
(and “quited” or answered) by the Miller’s bawdy 
FABLIAU which in many ways parodies the situation 
and sentiment of “The Knight’s Tale.”

Yet it is testimony to the poem’s complexity 
that, despite all of its unresolved tensions between 
the noble and the base, the serious, and the come-
dic, the problem it presents—the question of des-
tiny versus the role played by man’s free will—still 
comes across powerfully and lingers in the reader’s 
mind long after other impressions have faded.

CHARACTERS
For information on the gods and goddesses that 
appear briefly in the tale—Venus, Saturn, Mars, 
Jupiter, Pluto, and Diana—see entries in Part III of 
this book. Entries for biblical and mythological fig-
ures alluded to in the tale also appear in Part III.

Arcite One of the protagonists in “The Knight’s 
Tale.” A knight of THEBES, Arcite is a cousin of Pal-
amon and an enemy of Duke Theseus of ATHENS. 
Arcite and Palamon are captured and imprisoned 
after Theseus attacks Thebes. While in prison, 
both fall in love with Theseus’s sister, Emily. Pal-
amon sees her first and therefore feels he has the 
greater claim to her. Arcite disagrees, arguing that 
the law of love overwhelms such considerations. 
While Palamon remains in prison, Arcite, through 
the intervention of Duke Perotheus of Thebes, is 
released on the condition that he never return to 
Athens. Finding that separation from Emily is an 
even greater torment than languishing in prison, 
Arcite determines to disguise himself as Philos-
trate, return to Athens, and seek employment in 
Theseus’s household so that he can at least watch 
his beloved from a distance. Eventually he secures 
a position as one of Emily’s pages. He performs 
his duties so well that he attracts the attention of 
Theseus, who decides to reward his service by mak-
ing him a squire. He remains in Theseus’s court, 
pining for his beloved Emily, while his cousin Pal-
amon finally escapes from prison. The two knights 
stumble across one another in the countryside 
near Athens. They start to fight there, but The-
seus intervenes and the contest is postponed until a 
later date. The final battle takes the form of a tour-
nament in Athens, with Theseus presiding. Arcite 
wins the tournament but is mortally wounded when 
he falls off his horse. Realizing that he is bound to 
die, he reconciles with Palamon and bequeathes to 
him Emily’s love. After a period of mourning, Pal-
amon and Emily marry.

Although the two knights are very similar in 
characterization, Arcite stands out slightly as the 
more warrior-like of the two because of his align-
ment with Mars, the god of war, to whom he prays 
on the eve of the tournament. On the other hand, 
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it is Palamon who escapes from prison and vows to 
return to Athens to claim his beloved at the head 
of an army. Arcite is content to sneak back into the 
city-state, assume an alias, and work as a servant 
in the household of his greatest enemy. This, and 
the fact that Palamon does first see and lay claim to 
Emily, has convinced some readers that Palamon is 
the worthier of the two knights. Others argue that 
Arcite is equally noble, citing his refusal to take 
advantage of Palamon’s defenselessness when that 
knight confronts him in the Athenian countryside. 
Arcite’s willingness to live as a servant just to be 
near the object of his affection also seems to soften 
his martial temperament, just as Palamon’s vow 
to conquer Athens with an army suggests that his 
alignment with the goddess of love represents only 

one facet of his personality. All things considered, 
the knights are remarkably similar. Both evince a 
martial spirit and demonstrate passionate devotion 
to a lady; both take active, though different, means 
to acquire the lady; and both reflect philosophically 
on the situation in which they find themselves.

Emetreus Emetreus, king of Inde (INDIA), is 
a minor character in “The Knight’s Tale.” When 
Theseus decides to hold a tournament where Pal-
amon and Arcite, each supported by a fellowship of 
knights, will fight for the hand of his sister-in-law 
Emily, Emetreus comes to ATHENS to fight on the 
side of Arcite. He is described in great detail, rid-
ing a bay-colored steed, which is strapped in armor 
and covered with cloth of gold. His tunic is made 
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of silk from TARSIA in Turkestan and is sewn with 
large white pearls. His mantle is adorned with many 
rubies. His curled yellow hair glitters like the sun 
and his bright golden eyes shine out of a ruddy and 
freckled complexion. Around 25 years of age, he is 
already well-bearded, and his voice has the strength 
of thunder. In spite of these qualities, Emetreus is 
soon knocked off his horse by Palamon and carried 
to the stake where those captured by Palamon or 
his supporters must remain until a winner has been 
determined. Emetreus does not appear in either of 
the sources Chaucer drew upon for “The Knight’s 
Tale.” According to W. C. CURRY, his PHYSIOGNOMY 
is likely to have been inspired by representations of 
the god Mars, whose choleric temperament would 
have been mirrored in Emetreus’s hair color, his 
ruddy complexion, and the color of his eyes.

Emily (Emelye) Emily (usually spelled Emelye in 
Chaucer’s English) is the rather one dimensional 
heroine of “The Knight’s Tale.” She is the sister 
of Theseus, duke of ATHENS, and the woman with 
whom Palamon and Arcite fall in love. Before set-
ting eyes on Emily, the two knights, who are cous-
ins, have sworn eternal affection and brotherhood. 
This motif of sworn brotherhood appears in several 
other tales in The Canterbury Tales, and often pre-
cedes some kind of betrayal or animosity between 
those who have sworn to be mutually loyal. Simi-
larly, once their passion has been ignited by the 
sight of Emily, Palamon and Arcite become sworn 
enemies. Chaucer’s description of Emily is true to 
type for the genre of chivalric romance. Specifi-
cally, she is “fairer . . . to sene / Than is the lylie 
upon his stalke grene, / And fressher than the May 
with floures newe — / For with the rose colour 
stroof hire hewe, / I noot which was the fyner of 
hem two” (lines 1,035–1,039). [Fairer to look at 
/ Than the lily upon its green stalk, / And fresher 
than the May with new flowers / For the color of 
her complexion rivaled that of the rose, / I don’t 
know which was the finer of the two.]

Palamon and Arcite worship Emily from afar 
for some time, without her even becoming aware 
of their devotion. We know very little else about 
this paragon of beauty, except that, on the eve of 
the day when Palamon and Arcite will engage in a 

contest to decide which of them gets to marry her, 
she prays to Diana, goddess of chastity, to save her 
from having to marry at all. We are later told, when 
Arcite dies, that she had changed her mind and 
would like to have married him after all. She dis-
plays considerable grief at his funeral and mourns 
his death for several years afterward. When she is 
finally given to Palamon in marriage, to cement 
a treaty between Athens and THEBES, the two of 
them live happily ever after.

Hippolyta (Ipolita) Queen of the Amazons and 
wife to Duke Theseus of ATHENS in “The Knight’s 
Tale.” For one with such an illustrious mythological 
past, Hippolyta does not play a very large role in 
this tale. Her most consequential act is to convince 
Theseus not to kill Arcite and Palamon when he 
encounters them fighting in the countryside near 
Athens. Behaving in such a way, Hippolyta illus-
trates the softening influence of the feminine tem-
perament on the male aggression of the king. This 
ability to inspire mercy was an important feature 
of the feminine ethos in the Middle Ages and rep-
resents one reason why the Virgin Mary and her 
intercessions on behalf of humankind became an 
important addition to the Christian pantheon. 
Aside from that, she functions primarily as a com-
panion to Emily, Theseus’s sister and the heroine 
of this chivalric romance. Her political heritage as 
queen of a race of women who refused to accept 
the yoke of marriage and servitude to men serves to 
enhance the reputation of Theseus, who was able to 
defeat her in battle and subsequently persuade her 
to be his wife. In Chaucer’s main source for this tale, 
BOCCACCIO’s TESEIDA, Hippolyta and her troops 
repent of their former ways before their suppressed 
“feminine” qualities reemerge. Chaucer omits this 
information from his version of the story.

Knight, the See character entry in The CANTER-
BURY TALES.

Palamon One of the protagonists in “The Knight’s 
tale.” A knight of THEBES, he is cousin to Arcite and 
enemy to Duke Theseus of ATHENS. He and his 
cousin are captured and imprisoned after Theseus 
attacks Thebes. While in prison, he and Arcite both 
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fall in love with Theseus’s sister, Emily. Palamon 
sees her first and therefore feels he has the greater 
claim to her. Arcite disagrees, and the two become 
sworn enemies. While Arcite is eventually set free 
to return to his native Thebes, Palamon remains 
in prison for seven more years before he escapes. 
His intention is to gather an army in Thebes and 
then to return and fight for Emily, but during his 
flight from Athens he encounters Arcite, who has 
disguised himself as Philostrate and become a squire 
in Duke Theseus’s court. The two knights fight for 
the right to woo Emily, but are interrupted by The-
seus, who separates them and postpones the fight 
for a later date. The final contest takes the form of a 
tournament. Arcite wins the contest, but he is mor-
tally wounded. After a period of mourning, Emily 
and Palamon are married.

As many scholars have pointed out, Palamon 
and Arcite are very similar to one another in a 
number of ways, including their bravery and skill in 
battle, their devotion to Emily, and their steadfast 
assertion of will that nevertheless bows to accept 
fate’s inevitability. On the other hand, Chaucer 
does make some alterations in the characterization 
of both knights when adapting them from their 
source, BOCCACCIO’s TESEIDA. One significant 
change is to emphasize the singularity of Palamon’s 
devotion to Venus, instead of having both knights 
pray to Venus and Mars. The creation of a more 
direct and obvious alignment between Palamon 
and Venus, on the one hand, and between Arcite 
and Mars, on the other, increases the sense of 
inevitability that adheres to the outcome of events 
in this tale. Both knights’ prayers are answered. 
Arcite prays for victory in battle and wins the 
battle. Palamon prays only for possession of his 
beloved and wins that possession. The Teseida does 
provide some physical description to distinguish 
the two knights from one another, but the little bit 
that Chaucer carries over into his tale lets us know 
only that one of them is bald while the other has a 
black beard and thick head of hair. In the Teseida, 
Arcite is the one with bushy hair.

Perotheus Minor character, friend to Duke 
Theseus and to Arcite, in “The Knight’s Tale.” 
Perotheus uses his influence with Theseus to gain 

the release of Arcite from prison. The only con-
dition of the release is that Arcite must never 
return to ATHENS. The friendship of Theseus and 
Perotheus was, according to accounts of their lives 
and adventures contained in Greek mythology, a 
longstanding relationship based on considerable 
mutual devotion. Chaucer conveys the depth of 
their friendship by mentioning that when one of 
them was dead, “His felawe wente and soughte 
hym doun in helle” (line 1,200). [His friend went 
and sought him down in hell.]

Philostrate The alias that Arcite adopts in “The 
Knight’s Tale” when he returns to ATHENS to pur-
sue his infatuation with Emily. In Chaucer’s main 
source for this poem, the TESEIDA of BOCCACCIO, 
Arcite assumes a different name, Penteo. Chaucer 
probably took the name Philostrate from Boccac-
cio’s IL FILOSTRATO, the primary source of TROILUS 
AND CRISEYDE. The term means “army lover,” but 
Chaucer may have taken it to mean “overcome by 
love.”

Theseus In classical mythology, Theseus was 
either a son of Poseidon or, according to later leg-
end, the offspring of Aegeas, king of Athens. His 
most famous feat was to kill the MINOTAUR, the 
legendary half-man, half-bull monster who lived in 
the Labyrinth beneath the island of CRETE. He suc-
ceeded his father as king and the heyday of his 
government in Athens forms the backdrop for the 
action of “The Knight’s Tale” in which he is “duke” 
of Athens and the symbolic representative of stable 
and authorized government. The tale begins with 
the story of Theseus’s battle against the AMAZONS, 
famous women warriors of SCYTHIA, whom he 
defeats and tames and whose leader, Hippolyta, he 
takes to be his own wife. His function as the repre-
sentative of authorized power is suggested by his role 
in chastising Creon, duke of THEBES, for refusing to 
allow the burial of certain warriors who had been 
slain in battle. This function is confirmed later by 
his intervention in the private combat of Palamon 
and Arcite. By transforming their struggle into the 
ritual conflict of tournament, Theseus brings reason 
and restraint into the picture and convinces the 
two Knights to agree to end the fighting when one 
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or the other is captured rather than killed. His long 
speech at the end of “The Knight’s Tale” is a medi-
tation on the philosophical ideas of BOETHIUS con-
tained in the Consolation of Philosophy. The speech 
argues for the recognition of a stable destinal order 
in the universe that subsumes the apparent fickle-
ness of FORTUNE. Its practical effect is to convince 
Palamon and Emily that they should cease grieving 
over Arcite, who, after all, died in honor and glory, 
and marry each other. A darker side of Theseus’s 
political wisdom may be discerned in his use of the 
marriage of Emily to Palamon as a means of secur-
ing Thebes’s obeisance to Athens. Theseus also 
appears as the faithless lover of Anelida in Chau-
cer’s “ANELIDA AND ARCITE,” and the story of his 
abandonment of Ariadne appears in The LEGEND 
OF GOOD WOMEN (lines 1,886–2,227). For more 
information about Theseus in classical mythology, 
see THESEUS in Part III of this book.

FOR FURTHER READING
An especially thorough discussion of “The Knight’s 
Tale” may be found in HELEN COOPER’s The Can-
terbury Tales (rev. ed. 1996) volume of the Oxford 
Guides to Chaucer series. In addition to critical 
analyses of each tale, Cooper includes commentary 
on all aspects of The Canterbury Tales as a whole, 
and surveys literary responses to the work during 
the 15th and 16th centuries (see “Imitations of The 
Canterbury Tales, 1400–1615). Alcuin Blamires’s 
“The Canterbury Tales”: The Critics Debate (1987) 
summarizes and evaluates critical approaches to 
the tales, including “The Knight’s Tale.” Geof-
frey Chaucer’s “The Knight’s Tale” (1988), edited 
by Harold Bloom conveniently anthologizes eight 
previously published articles on the tale, written 
by a variety of authors. Readers interested in the 
relationship between “The Knight’s Tale” and its 
sources should consult David Anderson’s Before the 
“Knight’s Tale”: Imitation of Classical Epic in Boc-
caccio’s “Teseida” (1988), Barbara Nolan’s Chaucer 
and the Tradition of the Roman Antique (1992), or 
A. J. MINNIS’s Chaucer and Pagan Antiquity (1982), 
all of which discuss Chaucer’s sense of history and 
his approach to his pagan sources. The philosophi-
cal dimension of “The Knight’s Tale” is explored 
in R. E. KASKE’s “Causality and Miracle: Philo-

sophical Perspectives in the ‘Knight’s Tale’ and 
the ‘Man of Law’s Tale’ ” (in Traditions and Innova-
tions: Essays on British Literature of the Middle Ages 
and the Renaissance, 1990, edited by David G. Allen 
and Robert A. White). David Aers offers a new 
historicist reading of “The Knight’s Tale,” along 
with the rest of the Canterbury Group, in Chaucer 
(1986). Aers’s study reconstructs Chaucer’s ideo-
logical milieu and explores his representations of 
society, religion, marriage, and sex. In Chaucer and 
the Subject of History (1991), Lee Patterson provides 
another new historicist reading of Chaucer’s work, 
looking especially at how The Canterbury Tales 
interact with one another, “The Miller’s Tale,” for 
instance, subverting the aristocratic historicism of 
“The Knight’s Tale.” In Chaucer and the Imagery of 
Narrative: The First Five Canterbury Tales (1984), 
R. A. Kaske examines the Chaucerian aesthetics of 
the image, such as the prison-garden or the tourna-
ment amphitheater of “The Knight’s Tale.” Elaine 
Tuttle Hansen’s Chaucer and the Fictions of Gender 
(1992) explores the relationship between gender 
and subjectivity in the works of Chaucer from a 
feminist critical perspective, as does Jill Mann’s 
Geoffrey Chaucer: Feminist Readings (1991). In Gen-
der and Romance in Chaucer’s “Canterbury Tales” 
(1994), Susan Crane combines a feminist reading 
with a focus on romance as the medieval genre that 
most clearly dramatizes gendered identity. Finally, 
those readers who are curious about the literary 
descendents of Chaucer’s work might wish to con-
sult PIERO BOITANI’s “The Genius to Improve an 
Invention: Transformations of the ‘Knight’s Tale’ ” 
(published in Chaucer Traditions: Studies in Honour 
of Derek Brewer, 1990, edited by Ruth Morse and 
Barry Windeatt). Boitani studies the chain of lit-
erary works that stem from “The Knight’s Tale,” 
namely, Shakespeare’s Two Noble Kinsmen and 
Dryden and Fletcher’s Palamon and Arcite.

“Lak of Stedfastnesse”
(“Lack of Steadfastness”)
One of Chaucer’s shorter poems, written in the 
French BALLADE form. It has three stanzas of seven 
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lines each (the most common ballade stanza was 
eight lines, but there were variations), a rhyme 
scheme of ababbcc with the same three rhymes 
repeated in all three stanzas, and a concluding 
envoy (a conventionalized stanza appearing at the 
close and usually addressed to a prince or some 
other important person). Each of the three ballade 
stanzas concludes with the same one-line refrain; 
aside from this, no other rhyme-word is repeated 
throughout the poem or in any of Chaucer’s bal-
lades, a feat attesting to his considerable skill work-
ing in this sophisticated artificial verse form. The 
poem’s theme, lamentation over the moral decay of 
society, was a familiar one in Chaucer’s day and took 
its most compelling form in WILLIAM LANGLAND’s 
visionary poem, PIERS PLOWMAN, also written in the 
14th century. Because the idea was commonplace, 
it is impossible to point to any particular source or 
inspiration for Chaucer’s poem, but the poem does 
contain many interesting parallels to the prologue of 
JOHN GOWER’s CONFESSIO AMANTIS, which expresses 
similar concern over moral and political corruption 
in the realm of England. Among the many forms of 
immoral behavior referred to in Chaucer’s poem are 
deceitful words and deeds, bribery (the willingness 
to do anything for “mede”), dissension, covetous-
ness, conspiracy, and fickleness, all of which result, 
the poet claims, from a lack of steadfastness. The 
concluding envoy, addressed to King RICHARD II, 
exhorts the king to take action against these crimes 
by enduring nothing that should be punished and 
wielding a “sword of castigation.” The final lines, 
“Dred God, do law, love trouthe and worthinesse, / 
And wed thy folk agein to stedfastnesse” (lines 27–
28) [Fear God, obey the law, love truth and worthi-
ness, / And join your people again to steadfastness] 
suggest further that Richard ought himself to be 
a good example to his people. The poem survives 
in 14 manuscripts and one early printed edition. 
In JOHN SHIRLEY’s manuscript, the poem is called 
“Balade Royal made by our laureal poete then in 
hees laste yeeres” [Royal ballade made by our poet 
laureate in his last years]. This and the comment 
in MS Harley 7333 that Chaucer sent the poem to 
Richard who was then residing at Windsor Castle 
have been used to assign the poem an approximate 
date of 1397–99.

FOR FURTHER READING
The commentary found in the Harley manuscripts 
mentioned above has led to speculation that the 
poem may have been composed as a deliberate, 
specific political statement. For more on this 
topic, see Margaret Schlauch, “Chaucer’s Doc-
trine of Kings and Tyrants” (Speculum, 1945). 
The historico-political context of the poem is also 
the subject of V. J. SCATTERGOOD’S “Social and 
Political Issues in Chaucer: An Approach to ‘Lak 
of Stedfastnesse’ (Chaucer Review, 1987; rpt. in 
Reading the Past: Essays in Medieval and Renaissance 
Literature, 1996), DEREK BREWER’S “Chaucer’s Anti-
Ricardian Poetry” (published in The Living Middle 
Ages: Studies in Middle English Literature and Its Tra-
dition, 1989, edited by Uwe Boker et al.), and Paul 
Strohm’s “The Textual Environment of Chaucer’s 
‘Lak of Stedfastnesse’ ” (published in The Idea of 
Medieval Literature: New Essays on Chaucer and 
Medieval Culture in Honor of Donald R. Howard, 
1992, edited by James M. Dean and Christian 
Zacher). For more about the parallels between 
this poem and Gower’s Confessio Amantis, see John 
Fisher, John Gower, Moral Philosopher and Friend of 
Chaucer (1964). Other possible influences are dis-
cussed in AAGE BRUSENDORFF, The Chaucer Tradi-
tion (1925; rpt. 1965), Haldeen Braddy, Chaucer 
and the French Poet Graunson (1947), and JAMES 
WIMSATT in “Chaucer, Fortune, and Machaut’s ‘Il 
m’est avis’ ” (published in Chaucerian Problems and 
Perspectives: Essays Presented to Paul E. Beichner, 
1979, edited by Edward Vasta and Zacharias P. 
Thundy). Chaucer’s influence on later writers such 
as JOHN LYDGATE, John Clanvowe, King James I, 
Stephen Hawes, and John Skelton is discussed in 
Seth Lerer’s Chaucer and His Readers: Imagining the 
Author in Late Medieval England (1993). A read-
ing of this poem using semiotics can be found in 
Liam Purdon’s “Chaucer’s ‘Lak of Stedfastnesse’: 
A Revalorization of the Word” (published in Sign, 
Sentence, Discourse: Language in Medieval Thought 
and Literature, 1989, edited by Julian Wasserman 
and Lois Roney). In Gender and Language in Chau-
cer (1997), Catherine Cox examines the “intercon-
nectedness of gender, epistemology, and poetics in 
Chaucer’s texts,” including “Lak of Stedfastnesse.”

146  “Lak of Stedfastnesse”



Legend of Good Women, The
Subtitled The Saints’ Legend of Cupid, The Legend of 
Good Women is the last of Chaucer’s DREAM VISION 
poems.

SUMMARY
The Legend of Good Women begins with a prologue 
that exists in two versions. Because both versions 
contain nearly the same information, the summary 
included here is based on F, with additional mate-
rial from G mentioned in parentheses, as indicated. 
The Legend of Good Women (with “legend” taking 
the medieval meaning of “life,” as in “biography”) 
opens with a thoughtful meditation on one of 

Chaucer’s favorite issues of debate—the value of 
knowledge gained from experience versus that of 
knowledge derived from books. Noting the popular 
idea that there is joy in heaven and suffering in hell, 
the (unnamed) narrator admits that no one makes 
this statement from direct experience. On the other 
hand, he acknowledges that people ought not dis-
count something just because they have no personal 
experience of it, and concludes with the idea that 
there is much useful and true information to be 
found in old books. He himself, although he mod-
estly claims to possess little knowledge, is so fond of 
reading that he can rarely be dragged away from his 
studies, except on certain holidays, especially that 
of May Day (May 1), when the birds sing and the 
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flowers spring up. He is particularly fond of a certain 
flower, the red and white daisy, or marguerite, and 
praises it in terms that sound as if he is praising the 
beauty of an admired woman, one with whom he is 
infatuated. Fearing that he lacks the ability to prop-
erly or sufficiently praise the lovely flower, he asks 
assistance from those who are more accomplished 
writers than he is, saying that he performs his task 
in honor of love, which he persistently and comi-
cally relates to his feelings for the daisy.

It is in fact his desire to witness the unfolding 
of this flower on this May morning that has taken 
him away from his studies and out into the world of 
nature, where he observes the birds singing songs 
of love and welcome to the summer. Alluding to 
the earlier PARLIAMENT OF FOWLS, he recalls how 
the birds chose their mates on Saint Valentine’s 
Day. After spending the entire day contemplating 
the lovely daisy, the narrator finally makes his way 
home at sundown and, a couple of hours later, goes 
to bed. Once he has fallen asleep, he dreams that 
he has gone back to the meadow to visit the flower 
he loves so dearly. While there, he sees the god of 
love (Cupid) walking hand in hand with a queen. 
In medieval art and literature, Cupid was a grown 
man, not the baby or cherub with which we are 
more familiar. The queen is dressed in a green gown 
and wears on her head a golden net surrounded by 
a coronet of white “flourouns,” which could either 
mean “flowers” or indicate the small protrusions of 
medieval royal crowns. Of this headdress the nar-
rator says, somewhat bewilderingly, “For of o perle 
fyn, oriental, / Hire white coroune was ymaked al” 
(F221–222) [For of one oriental pearl, / Her white 
crown was entirely made]. A crown made of a sin-
gle pearl is interesting to contemplate, but difficult 
to believe in. But then the image does come to him 
in a dream. The queen’s appearance reminds him 
of the daisy. The god of love wears a robe of silk 
embroidered with green branches and red rose pet-
als. His golden hair is crowned with the sun, and 
in his hand he holds two fiery darts, the proverbial 
arrows used by Cupid to wound the hearts of those 
whom he would cause to fall in love. Cupid’s back 
sports wings like those of an angel, and, the narra-
tor notes, although Cupid is reputed to be blind, 
he appears to be glaring in the narrator’s direction. 

The queen who accompanies him is so beautiful 
that she inspires the narrator to compose a ballad 
in her honor. Following the ballad, the narrator 
further explains his devotion to the queen, describ-
ing how she was able to save him from the wrath 
of the god of love. In the midst of his dream, as 
he is standing in the meadow observing the queen 
and Cupid, they are approached by 19 ladies in 
royal dress who are all true lovers. Kneeling down 
before the daisy, they all speak at once, saluting the 
flower as the symbol of faithful womanhood. Joined 
by the god of love and the queen, they seat them-
selves on the grass and all are silent until Cupid 
notices a stranger (the narrator) kneeling along-
side the group. He soon recognizes the man as the 
translator of Le ROMAN DE LA ROSE and the author 
of TROILUS AND CRISEYDE. Because these works 
are critical of romantic love and of women, Cupid 
states that the narrator is a traitor and promises 
severe punishment for his crimes against love. (In 
version G, Cupid discourses at length on the way 
that many women have remained faithful through-
out their lives and suffered great pain on behalf of 
love, reminding the narrator of the various books 
wherein he could have found such stories.)

When Cupid has finished haranguing the narra-
tor, the queen intervenes on the narrator’s behalf, 
offering various reasons why his alleged crime may 
not be as serious as the god initially interprets it 
to be. Perhaps, she suggests, he was writing at the 
command of someone else, and the works in ques-
tion do not express the narrator’s true opinion or 
beliefs. Alternatively, he may be sorry for what 
he has done and deserve forgiveness. At any rate, 
she continues, the god should be merciful and not 
behave like a tyrant, punishing the man before he 
has even had a chance to explain or defend himself. 
She further reminds her companion that the man 
kneeling before him has also written some things in 
praise and honor of love. Although he is not a very 
accomplished author, she says, offering the conven-
tional comical appraisal of Chaucer’s talents, he did 
write The HOUSE OF FAME, the Death of Blanche 
the Duchess (The BOOK OF THE DUCHESS), The Par-
liament of Fowls, and the story of the love of Pal-
amon and Arcite of Thebes (an early version of “The 
KNIGHT’S TALE”), as well as many ballads and other 
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hymns to celebrate love’s holidays. Having offered 
this defense of the narrator’s character, the queen 
reveals her identity as Alcestis, queen of THRACE, 
and offers a plan that will allow the narrator to make 
amends for what he wrote in the Romaunt of the Rose 
and the Troilus. The plan is for him to write a book 
about women who, unlike Criseyde (or at least his 
portrait of her) have proven faithful in love for the 
duration of their lives. The god of love graciously 
approves this course of action. After thanking the 
queen for her efforts on his behalf, the narrator 
begins to defend his work on the Romaunt and the 
Troilus, saying that his intention was not to slander 
love, but to further faithfulness in love by exposing 
those who practice falsehood and treachery in its 
name. The queen silences his argument, saying that 

he must not attempt to get into a dispute with the 
god of love. Further instructions are issued by both 
the queen and Cupid regarding what he is to put in 
his projected book, including Cupid’s recommenda-
tion that he stick to narrating the essential events 
of each woman’s life since he has so many stories to 
tell. Finally the two mythological figures depart, and 
the narrator straightaway begins work on his book.

THE LEGENDS (LIVES)
Cleopatra
This short biography of Cleopatra relates how she 
became the queen of Egypt after the death of her 
husband, Ptolemy XII. At about the same time, a 
Roman senator, Marc Antony, left ROME bound 
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for Egypt at the head of an army; his mission was 
to bring more nations into the Roman Empire. 
Instead of completing his task, however, Antony 
becomes the lover of Queen Cleopatra, despite the 
fact that he is married to Caesar’s sister. Enraged by 
Antony’s behavior, Caesar’s son Octavian leads an 
army in pursuit of the renegade general. Antony and 
Cleopatra muster their troops and, taking ship, go 
out to meet their attackers. On separate ships, they 
become separated during the battle, the description 
of which is one of the more interesting passages in 
the Legend. When it becomes evident that Octa-
vian is to be the victor, Antony commits suicide. 
Cleopatra returns home and constructs a magnifi-
cent monument for Antony’s remains, and then 
also commits suicide because of her vow that she 

would always be with him, always feeling what he 
felt. Her method of suicide is to have a large pit dug 
next to Antony’s shrine, which she then fills with 
poisonous serpents, and into which she throws her-
self. The narrative concludes with a commendation 
of Cleopatra’s great faithfulness in love.

Thisbe
The legend of Pyramus and Thisbe, though not as 
famous as that of Antony and Cleopatra, is known 
to modern audiences because of its appearance in 
Shakespeare’s A Midsummer Night’s Dream, where 
it forms the subject of the play within a play put 
on by the mechanicals (Bottom and Company) for 
the court of Duke Theseus of Athens. In Chau-
cer’s version, the story is set in the ancient city of 
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BABYLON. Pyramus and Thisbe are the children of 
two lords whose properties adjoin. They meet and 
fall in love and would like to be married, but both 
of their fathers forbid it. Unable to deny their 
love, the two young people frequently slip away 
to converse through a crack in the wall that sepa-
rates the two estates. One night, they plan to run 
away together. Each is to leave home alone; they 
will rendezvous the following night by the tomb of 
King Ninus. Thisbe reaches the appointed place 
ahead of Pyramus. As she settles down to wait, a 
lioness approaches to drink from a spring beside 
the tomb. Thisbe flees and takes refuge in a cave, 
not realizing that she dropped her wimpled head-
dress near the tomb. The lioness, whose mouth is 
bloody from a recent kill, attacks the headdress, 
leaving it torn and covered with blood. After the 
beast has reentered the nearby forest, Pyramus 
approaches the tomb for his rendezvous with 
Thisbe, but instead of his lover he finds the blood-
ied headdress, which he recognizes as belonging to 
her. Believing that she has been killed, and that 
it is his fault because he arrived later than she for 
their appointment, he stabs himself to death with 
his sword. Thisbe returns from the cave just in 
time to witness his final struggle with death and 
turns the sword upon herself, determined that if 
she cannot be with him in life, she will follow him 
into death. In concluding the story, the narrator 
notes that Pyramus is one of the few men he has 
come across in his reading who has proven to be 
true in love, but his last sentence is reserved for 
praise of Thisbe, who dared to do as much as a 
man for her love.

Dido
The story of Dido begins with the narrator’s 
announcement that he’s going to rely upon Virgil 
and Ovid for his version of the life of this famous 
queen of CARTHAGE. The narrative begins, how-
ever, with Aeneas’s escape from Troy in the midst 
of its destruction by the Greeks at the climax of 
the TROJAN WAR. After landing his ship upon the 
coast of Libya, Aeneas and his companion Achates 
encounter Aeneas’s mother, the goddess Venus, 
disguised as a huntress. Venus directs them to go to 
Carthage, where Dido rules as queen.

When they arrive in the city, Aeneas goes to a 
temple, where he sees Dido performing her devo-
tions. He also sees the story of Troy’s destruction 
painted on the temple walls. Venus has made him 
invisible, so at first he observes the queen with-
out being seen. While he is watching her, some 
of his companions, from whom he had become 
separated during their voyage from Troy, come 
into the temple to seek aid and comfort from the 
queen. Aeneas becomes visible, is reunited with 
his comrades, and Dido takes all of them to her 
royal palace, where she provides them with all they 
need, and more. She showers Aeneas with such 
fine gifts as horses, jewels, and sacks of gold. For his 
part, Aeneas returns to his ship, where he gathers 
clothes, brooches, rings, and other rich things to 
present to the queen. He also brings with him his 
son, Ascanius.

The more time Aeneas and Dido spend together, 
the more they become attracted to each other. 
Dido soon finds herself so inflamed with desire that 
she cannot sleep, and she confides in her sister, 
Anne, that she wants to marry Aeneas. The follow-
ing morning, Dido arranges a hunting expedition. 
Aeneas and his men accompany the queen on the 
hunt, during which a storm arises. Dido and Aeneas 
take refuge from the weather inside a cave. Aeneas 
declares his love for the queen and promises to be 
faithful to her forever; she, in return, agrees to be 
his wife for as long as she lives. Following the inci-
dent, wicked rumors about Aeneas’s behavior with 
the queen arise.

At this point, the narrator interrupts the story 
with some advice to women, warning them against 
trusting men and condemning men generally for 
various types of betrayal typically practiced upon 
women. Aeneas is offered as an example of this 
type of man, one who appeared so virtuous, true, 
and honorable, but whose treatment of his lover 
ultimately destroyed the woman who not only 
loved him but who had taken him in when he was a 
shipwrecked stranger in her land, giving him power 
over her body and her country. With his desire for 
the queen eventually sated, Aeneas secretly begins 
to prepare his ships, planning to slip away in the 
night. When Dido becomes suspicious, he tells her 
that his father’s spirit and the god Mercury have 
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both visited him in his sleep, telling him that he 
must fulfill his destiny to conquer Italy. Dido is 
devastated by this revelation of his plans. Throwing 
herself at his feet, she begs him at least to marry 
her before he goes so that she may die an honor-
able woman. She also tells him that she is pregnant 
with his child. None of these arguments changes 
his mind, however, and he shortly deserts her just 
as he had planned, leaving behind his sword and a 
garment of some kind. When Dido awakens to find 
him gone, she kisses the cloth many times and then 
commands her sister to make a pyre. While that is 
being done, she writes Aeneas a letter—not one 
that she expects will bring him back, but simply 
to remind him of what she has lost through loving 
him. That done, she stabs herself with his sword 
and then casts her body on the burning pyre.

Hypsipyle and Medea
The stories of Hypsipyle and Medea are grouped 
together because both women were betrayed by 
the same man, Jason of Thessaly. Hypsipyle’s story, 
similarly to Dido’s, begins with the history of the 
man who betrayed her, noting that he was the son 
of King Pelias of Thessaly. Pelias had a brother 
named Eson (Aeson), to whom, when he felt he 
had grown too old and weak to rule, he bequeathed 
his kingdom. During Eson’s reign, Jason grew to 
manhood. He became so popular with the lords 
of the country that Eson began to fear that Jason 
would soon attempt to supplant him as king. For 
that reason, Eson devised a scheme to send Jason 
on a quest to retrieve the famous Golden Fleece 
from the island of COLCHIS where it was guarded by 
a dragon and two fire-spitting brass bulls.

Chaucer relates how Jason accepts the adventure 
and soon departs on the ship Argos, taking along a 
company of men that includes Hercules. On its way 
to Colchis, their ship lands first on the island of Lem-
nos, where Jason and his crew are welcomed by Hyp-
sipyle, the queen of the island, who opens her home 
in hospitality to the strangers. While lodging with 
her, Jason and Hercules come up with a plan whereby 
Hercules, whom she has taken into her confidence, 
will speak of Jason’s character and qualities in such 
a way that she will not be able to help falling in love 
with him. The result is that Jason and the queen are 

soon married. We are told little about the marriage 
except that it provides Jason with “substaunce” (i.e., 
income) for “purveyaunce” (provisions), so that, after 
he paused long enough to father two children, he 
can continue on his mission to Colchis. When Jason 
deserts her, Hypsipyle, like Dido, composes a letter to 
her husband, reproving him for his betrayal. Despite 
what he has done, she remains a faithful wife for the 
rest of her life and dies out of sorrow over his loss.

The story of Medea opens with Jason’s arrival at 
Colchis. After presenting himself to King Aeëtes, 
Jason secures permission to try to capture the Golden 
Fleece. His bravery, along with other outstanding 
qualities of his character, arouse the interest of the 
king’s daughter, the wise and beautiful Medea, and 
Fortune causes her to fall in love with him. For this 
reason she offers her supernatural powers to assist 
him with his adventure, provided he will agree to 
marry her. With her help Jason attains the fleece 
and she returns to Thessaly with him, neglecting 
to say good-bye to her father. She bears two chil-
dren, and then finds herself deserted as Jason goes 
off on another adventure and takes up with another 
woman. The tale concludes with yet another letter, 
wherein the betrayed Medea complains of what she 
has suffered at the hands of her lover. No mention is 
made of the infamous revenge she took against him.

Lucrece
This is the story of Lucrece’s rape by Tarquin (see 
Tarquinius), the son of the last king of Rome. Dur-
ing an idle period in the Roman siege of Ardea, a 
soldier named Collatinus praises the beauty and 
goodness of his wife and offers to take Tarquin, 
who is also participating in the siege, to see her. 
They make their way to Collatinus’s house and 
sneak inside, where they observe his wife asking 
the servants for news of the siege and weeping 
because she misses her husband’s company. In the 
midst of this display of wifely chastity and virtue, 
Collatinus reveals himself and they enjoy a brief 
reunion. After returning to camp, Tarquin finds 
himself unable to stop thinking about the beautiful 
Lucrece. Obsessed with the idea that she must be 
his lover, he sneaks into her house one night and 
rapes her. When she begs for mercy, he is so cruel 
that he threatens to kill a stableboy and place him 
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in the bed with her so that she may be accused of 
adultery, thus losing not only her life but also her 
reputation. At this point, Lucrece faints; she does 
not awaken until her attacker has gone. Dressing 
herself in mourning, she summons her friends, tell-
ing them what has happened and that she cannot 
bear the harm that will come to her husband’s rep-
utation as a result. Although they reassure her that 
she is not to blame for what occurred, she is unable 
to overcome her shame and stabs herself to death. 
The entire city of Rome mourns her loss, and Tar-
quin and all his kin are banished for his crime.

Ariadne
The story of Ariadne’s betrayal by Theseus begins 
with a brief history of how the ancient city-state 

of Athens became obligated to supply a yearly trib-
ute of young men and women to be sacrificed to 
the MINOTAUR of CRETE. In the past, the cities of 
Athens and Crete had enjoyed peaceful relations 
until Androgeus, King MINOS’s son, was murdered 
while attending school in Athens. Minos attacked 
and defeated Athens, the outcome of which was 
the agreed-upon tribute arrangement mentioned 
above. The sacrificial victims were chosen by lot, 
and it chanced that one year Theseus, the son of 
the Athenian king Egeus, was chosen. So Theseus 
was sent to Crete and cast into a prison, where he 
awaited his fate.

Fortunately, the prison just happened to be near 
the bedchamber of Minos’s two daughters, Ariadne 
and Phaedra, who thus were able to overhear the 
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young man’s woeful lamentations. Moved to pity 
by his cries, Ariadne formulates a plan that will 
enable him to defeat the Minotaur and escape from 
the labyrinth where the monster lives. The plan 
includes providing him with a weapon, such as a 
sword, with which to attack the monster; with balls 
of wax and tow (unspun flax) to throw into its gap-
ing mouth (these to lessen his hunger and encum-
ber his teeth); and with a ball of twine that Theseus 
can unroll as he makes his way into the labyrinth so 
that he can follow its trail back out when the mon-
ster is defeated.

Bringing the jailer into their confidence and 
promising that he will be rewarded for helping 
them, Ariadne and Phaedra visit Theseus and pre-
sent him with the plan. He gratefully accepts their 
assistance and humbly offers to spend the rest of his 
life serving Ariadne as a page, provided he may be 
disguised so that no one else in her father’s court 
will recognize him. He also promises to reward the 
jailer by sending him to Athens and making him 
one of the greatest men of that country. Ariadne 
responds that it is not appropriate for a man as 
noble as Theseus to serve as her page; he should 
instead make her his wife and return to his own 
land and an honorable position. Her sister, Phaedra, 
must also come lest she be punished for her part 
in planning the escape. Theseus eagerly agrees to 
these terms, now swearing to Ariadne that he has 
been in love with her since before he even left his 
own country and has been devoted to serving her 
for seven years.

The day of the sacrifice arrives, and Theseus is 
cast into the labyrinth to face the monster. Follow-
ing Ariadne’s advice and using the tools she has 
provided him, he kills the Minotaur and escapes.

Theseus, Ariadne, Phaedra, and the jailer then 
set sail for Athens. They land on the island of 
Oenopia (AEGINA), where Theseus has a friend 
who provides them with shelter. During their stay 
they feast, dance, and sing in celebration of their 
escape, and Theseus treats Ariadne as his wife. 
(The implication is that they are already sharing 
a bed.) Continuing on their way to Athens, they 
make one further stop on an unnamed, uninhab-
ited (except for wild beasts) island where Theseus, 
getting up in the middle of the night, takes Phaedra 

and the rest of his crew and embarks for Athens, 
leaving the sleeping Ariadne behind. His motive 
for doing so, the narrator states, is that he finds 
Phaedra more beautiful than her sister. When Ari-
adne awakes and discovers everyone gone, she runs 
to the shore, where she sees Theseus’s ship already 
out at sea even though the moon is still shining. 
Thinking at first that he left her behind by mistake, 
she climbs up onto a high rock and ties her kerchief 
to a long pole that she waves back and forth, hop-
ing to get his attention. When the ship continues 
to sail away, she falls down in despair, pitifully kiss-
ing the footprints left by her lover on the beach. 
The narrator leaves her here, directing those who 
would know more of her story or of her complaint 
against her false lover to read the story in Ovid.

Philomela
The story of Philomela, her sister Procne, and their 
betrayal by Procne’s husband Tereus begins with 
the narrator’s evaluation of Tereus’s character, 
which was so foul, he claims, that it makes his eyes 
grow painful to read it. At the wedding of Tereus, 
king of Thrace, and Procne, daughter of King Pan-
dion of Athens, neither Juno, queen of the gods, 
nor Hymen, the Greek god of marriage, were in 
attendance; but the Furies (see Erinyes), demonic 
ministers of revenge and punishment in the Greek 
pantheon, were. Following this ill-omened begin-
ning, the two live together for five years, after which 
Procne, homesick for her sister, begs her husband 
to bring Philomela to Thrace for a visit. Tereus 
agrees and sails to Athens, where his heart becomes 
ignited with desire for the beautiful Philomela the 
moment he sees her.

After successfully negotiating with her father, 
promising to take good care of her and to send 
Pandion’s other daughter, Procne, back to Athens 
to visit in return, Tereus and Philomela set sail for 
Thrace. When they arrive, instead of taking her 
to the court he leads her to a dark cave inside a 
forest where, despite her attempts to resist him, he 
rapes her. Then, to silence her cries and to make 
sure she may never tell anyone what has happened, 
he cuts out her tongue. Finally, he imprisons her 
in a castle, where he can use her whenever and 
however he wants. He then returns home to his 
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wife. To explain her sister’s absence, Tereus tear-
fully informs Procne that when he got to Athens he 
found her sister dead.

During her imprisonment in the castle, Philomela, 
deprived of tools with which to write, contrives 
another way to tell the story of her victimization by 
Tereus: She weaves it all into a tapestry, which, when 
it is finished, she manages to convey to her sister. 
Learning the secret of Philomela’s fate, Procne hurries 
to find her and the two rush, weeping, into each oth-
er’s arms. The narrator leaves them here, reminding 
us that Philomela never did anything to deserve such 
treatment, and noting that women must always be 
wary of men who, even if they do not behave as evilly 
as Tereus, are unlikely to remain true for very long.

Phyllis
The story of Phyllis, queen of Thrace, and her 
betrayal by Demophon, the son of Theseus of Ath-
ens, is in its outline very similar to the story of The-
seus and Ariadne. Although he is not a captive, 
Demophon finds himself, like his father, helplessly 
stranded in a strange land where he is dependent 
upon the goodwill of a woman to save his life and 
to assist him in returning home. In return for her 
assistance, Demophon promises to marry Phyllis. 
He makes use of her and her resources to regain 
his health and otherwise prepare for the journey 
back to Athens. By the time he takes his leave of 
her, saying that he only wants to go ahead to make 
arrangements for their wedding, he has achieved 
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the status of lord of that land and receives the obei-
sance given him as if it is his due. He sets sail, his 
ships full of provisions from the queen’s stores, and 
returns to Athens. Although he had promised to 
return within a month, Phyllis waits until four have 
passed before she concludes that he is not coming 
and like many of the other women whose stories 
are told in the Legend, writes him a letter condemn-
ing his behavior and yet partially blaming herself 
for too readily granting her love. After vowing to 
Demophon that he will soon see her body float-
ing in the harbor of Athens, Phyllis hangs herself. 
In conclusion, the narrator offers this story as yet 
another example of the way in which men are likely 
to betray women, and urging them to trust, in love, 
no man other than himself.

Hypermnestra
The tale of Hypermnestra’s betrayal by her hus-
band Lynceus begins with a brief explanation of her 
lineage, including the fact that she and Lynceus 
were cousins, their fathers, Danaus and Aegyptus, 
being brothers. The narrator assures us, however, 
that there was no law barring such a marriage in 
ancient Greece. Coming from families with many 
children, Hypermnestra and Lynceus are each their 
father’s favorite child. Hypermnestra in particular is 
described in exemplary terms, her nativity overseen 
by Venus, who gave her great beauty; by Jupiter, 
who granted her a good conscience, faithfulness, 
and dread of shame; and by the Fates, who deter-
mined that she would be compassionate, sober, and 
wise. The influence of Mars was so weak at the time 
of her birth that he was unable to make her cruel, 
but the negative influence of Saturn was sufficient 
to determine that she would die in prison.

After Hypermnestra and Lynceus are married, 
Aegyptus visits his daughter privately and demands 
that she must do as he instructs her or else never 
leave his palace alive. Not knowing what else to 
do, Hypermnestra fearfully agrees, as long as what 
he asks will not lead to her own destruction. Her 
father then reveals that he has had a dream, which 
predicted that her husband would cause his death. 
Unable to think of any other way to keep himself 
secure from such a threat, Aegyptus commands his 
daughter to drug her husband on their wedding 

night and, when he is asleep, to cut his throat. Left 
with a knife and a cask of drugged wine, Hyperm-
nestra initially considers carrying out her father’s 
request, but then decides that it is completely 
against her nature. Realizing that she would rather 
die herself than kill her husband, she awakens him 
and urges him to escape. He leaps from the cham-
ber and runs away, abandoning his wife. Unable 
to effect her own escape, Hypermnestra is left to 
confront the wrath of her father, who throws her in 
prison. The story seems near the end but breaks off 
with no conclusion.

COMMENTARY
Despite the likelihood that it was written during 
Chaucer’s “mature” period, when he also wrote 
Troilus and Criseyde and The Canterbury Tales, 
The Legend of Good Women possesses little of 
the popular appeal of those two works, at least 
for modern readers. There is evidence, however, 
of its popularity among Chaucer’s contemporaries, 
judging from the number of surviving manuscripts 
(12, plus one early print edition). Certainly some 
parts of the work—especially the prologues—con-
tain memorable poetry. Since it is the first work in 
which Chaucer used the decasyllabic (10-syllable) 
couplet that he was to employ for most of The 
Canterbury Tales, some readers have offered the 
explanation that he wrote the Legend as a kind of 
practice piece or warm-up for what was to be, for 
him, a much more important undertaking. Even if 
this deduction is unfounded, it remains true that 
this is his first attempt to put together a series of 
stories within a larger framework, which he would 
proceed to do with much greater success in The 
Canterbury Tales, his last major undertaking in 
poetry. Another commonality shared by these two 
works is that they both appear to be unfinished, 
at least in the sense that neither conforms to the 
author’s original plan. The GENERAL PROLOGUE TO 
THE CANTERBURY TALES establishes the rules of the 
storytelling game to follow—each pilgrim will tell 
two tales, one on the way to CANTERBURY and one 
on the return trip, for a total of 120. Yet it appears 
that Chaucer has forgotten the original scheme by 
the time he reaches the end, for he provides us with 
a definitive conclusion after only 24 tales. Refer-
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ences to The Legend of Good Women in other of 
his works (“The MAN OF LAW’S TALE,” CHAUCER’S 
RETRACTION) indicate that he may have originally 
intended to include either 15, 19, or 25 lives of vir-
tuous women; however, the surviving text breaks 
off even more abruptly than The HOUSE OF FAME, 
near what would appear to be the conclusion of 
the story of Hypermnestra. In all likelihood The 
Legend of Good Women, like The Canterbury Tales, 
remained unfinished as the poet neared the end of 
his life. Perhaps the latter work has a more finished 
feel to it because he knew, as an astute reader, that 
it was the stronger of the two, and therefore made 
its completion a priority.

The word legend in the work’s title means “life” 
or “biography,” and indeed Chaucer derived the 
form of the brief biographies he includes in the 
poem from the popular medieval genre, the lives 
of the saints. There is perhaps some irony in the 
fact that the genre on which he modeled this work 
was devoted to describing the lives of people who 
were martyrs for God, while the women Chaucer 
describes were all martyrs to secular, romantic 
love, something that was frequently criticized by 
the Christian church in Chaucer’s day. Women 
themselves were often specifically targeted in such 
criticism, which had by this time developed into 
a tradition known as antifeminism. Some readers 
have felt that Chaucer created the Legend with the 
same motive that (they believe) he had for creat-
ing a character like the WIFE OF BATH—as a cri-
tique of the antifeminist perspective that inevitably 
depicted women as the guilty prevaricators, tempt-
ers, and abusers in their relationships with men. 
The betrayed heroines of the Legend are the vic-
tims of guilty prevaricators, tempters, and abusers. 
Interestingly, every one of them has been married 
or promised marriage, and this is what puts them 
in harm’s way. Could Chaucer be suggesting, here 
and in the “Wife of Bath’s Tale” (and the “MAN OF 
LAW’S TALE,” and “The CLERK’S TALE”), that mar-
riage is dangerous for women?

The sources upon which Chaucer drew for the 
individual biographies of the women in his Legend 
are varied, but most of them come from classical 
literature. OVID’s Heroides, a group of letters sup-
posed to have been written by victimized hero-

ines, evidently served, along with the genre of 
the saint’s life, both as a model for the work as 
a whole and as a source for some of the lives. 
Specifically, the epistolary character of the Heroi-
des led Chaucer to include letters, written by his 
abandoned heroines, commenting on their experi-
ence. Chaucer also frequently drew upon another 
of the Roman poet’s works, the Metamorphoses. 
A number of critics have noted that many of the 
women whose biographies appear in Chaucer’s 
Legend are also featured in JOHN GOWER’s CON-
FESSIO AMANTIS, but it is generally agreed that 
the two works were composed independently of 
one another. While it is possible that one ver-
sion of the stories did predate and influence the 
other, it has been impossible for anyone to prove 
conclusively the seniority of either. Generally, 
Gower’s versions of the stories are more devel-
oped and therefore more interesting; in fact, one 
of the major criticisms of this work of Chaucer’s 
has been the relative flatness of the individual 
narratives, which are in some cases difficult to dis-
tinguish one from the other. The legend of Phyl-
lis and Demophon, for example, is like a repeat 
of the story of Theseus and Ariadne, something 
that the narrator willingly acknowledges in order 
to point out how a bad tree produces bad fruit 
(Theseus is Demophon’s father); nevertheless, in 
reading the stories, one cannot help but wish the 
characters and their actions were more colorfully 
and individually drawn.

There is one part of the poem that displays both 
color and individuality—the prologue. The prologue 
exists in two versions (both are printed in The RIVER-
SIDE CHAUCER). The first survives in 11 manuscripts 
or fragments of manuscripts and in an early edition 
by William Thynne. The best of the manuscripts is 
Oxford University’s Bodley Fairfax 16, an anthology 
of Chaucer’s minor poems. Scholars now commonly 
use the first letter of Fairfax, F, as a shorthand way 
to refer to this version of the prologue. The second 
version, which appears in only one manuscript, con-
veniently takes the letter G as its identifier. Its full 
name is University Library Cambridge Gg 4.27. Gg 
4.27 is the largest manuscript collection of Chau-
cer’s poems in existence. Both F and G were cre-
ated in the early 15th century. Considerable literary 
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evidence suggests that the F prologue was written 
first. The two versions are very similar in content, 
with several notable exceptions. In the G version, 
Chaucer eliminated much of the love poetry that 
comedically features the daisy as its object, although 
the flower retains its importance as a symbol of faith-
ful womanhood and continues to be a favorite flower 
of the narrator. Overall, this renders the tone of the 
prologue less comical. A feature of version G that 
does not appear in F is Cupid’s specific instructions 
regarding books the narrator might have consulted if 
he wanted to tell stories of famous women who were 
faithful in love, rather than those, like Criseyde, 
who betrayed their lovers. The F version contains 
instructions to deliver it to Queen Anne (ANNE OF 
BOHEMIA) when it is finished. These instructions are 
absent from G, which may reflect the queen’s death 
in 1394. Stylistically, G is somewhat more polished; 
it is also better organized and more unified. All of 
these features suggest conscious revision. The F ver-
sion, however, although usually considered an ear-
lier, unrevised version of G, is in many ways the more 
interesting of the two. In it we once again encounter 
the Chaucerian narrator of the early dream visions, 
The House of Fame and The Parliament of Fowls, who, 
himself unable and unfit to be a lover, strives to serve 
the god of love by writing poetry in his honor. The 
naiveté and emotionalism of this narrator are two 
of his most appealing and comical traits, and they 
appear again in version F of the Legend’s prologue 
where the narrator appears literally to have become 
infatuated with a flower. Most of this material has 
been deleted from G. Furthermore, the prologue is, 
like the poems mentioned above, a dream vision, 
and it is Chaucer’s last.

Chaucer’s possible reason for writing the poem 
is also mentioned in the prologue, where reference 
is made to his authorship of Troilus and Criseyde 
and to his translation of Le Roman de la Rose, both 
of which are criticized by Cupid and Queen Alces-
tis as being derogatory toward love and toward the 
female gender. Whether or not he was actually 
criticized for his portrayal of a faithless woman in 
the Troilus or for his rendition of JEAN DE MEUN’s 
misogynist satire on romantic love is questionable, 
but there certainly existed a precedent for bring-
ing an author or fictional character up on charges 

of heresy against the doctrine of love, a practice 
that originated in the French Courts of Love of 
Eleanor of Aquitaine and her daughter Marie de 
Champagne. The accusation of the narrator and 
the defense that is made for him in Chaucer’s poem 
are actually very similar and probably indebted to a 
French poem, GUILLAUME DE MACHAUT’s Jugement 
dou Roy de Behaingne. This poem also served as a 
source for another of Chaucer’s works, The Book of 
the Duchess.

On the factual side, there is testimony from 
another English poet and contemporary of Chau-
cer’s, JOHN LYDGATE, who noted in his work The 
Fall of Princes that Chaucer wrote the Legend at 
the request of Queen Anne of Bohemia, the wife 
of King RICHARD II. This supports the dedication 
that appears in version F of the prologue but was 
deleted from version G.

As mentioned previously, Chaucer’s Legend of 
Good Women has not enjoyed much popularity in 
recent times. Although its authenticity as part of 
the Chaucer canon has never been doubted, up 
until recently it has received little attention, even 
from Chaucer scholars, and it is rarely taught in 
Chaucer courses. Many critical studies of Chaucer’s 
work do not even discuss the poem, and those that 
do usually treat it negatively. This is beginning to 
change, however, with the development of feminist 
scholarship, which has naturally interested itself in 
a collection of stories about women written by one 
of the greatest poets of the English language.

CHARACTERS
For further information on the mythological figures 
whose biographies appear in this work—Cleopatra, 
Thisbe, Dido, Hypsipyle, Medea, Lucrece, Ariadne, 
Philomela, Phyllis, and Hypermnestra—see entries 
in Part III of this book. Other mythological figures 
who are alluded to in The Legend of Good Women 
also appear in Part III.

FOR FURTHER READING
See ROBERT W. FRANK, Jr., Chaucer and the Legend 
of Good Women (1972), for a thorough consider-
ation of narrative technique and a defense of the 
poem’s critical status. Frank sees the Legend as in 
part a preparation for The Canterbury Tales. Rob-
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ert O. Payne’s The Key of Remembrance: A Study 
of Chaucer’s Poetics (1963) contains an excellent 
analysis of the prologue. More recently, M. C. Sey-
mour focuses exclusively on the prologue’s revision 
in “Chaucer’s Revision of the Prologue to ‘The Leg-
end of Good Women.’ ” (Modern Language Review, 
1997). Barry Windeatt’s Chaucer’s Dream Poetry: 
Sources and Analogues (1982), presents, in trans-
lation, the chief French sources and analogues of 
Chaucer’s four dream vision poems, while Lisa 
Kiser, in Telling Classical Tales: Chaucer and the Leg-
end of Good Women (1983), analyzes Chaucer’s use 
of his source material in this particular poem. Kiser 
believes that the short biographies parody the prac-
tice of distorting classical stories in order to point a 
moral. LEE PATTERSON’s Chaucer and the Subject of 
History (1991) provides a compelling new historicist 
reading of the poet’s work, including The Legend of 
Good Women, tracing the development of Chau-
cer’s use of history as a subject, and human beings 
as individualized subjects within history. Chaucer’s 
Philosophical Visions (2000) by Kathryn Lynch exam-
ines the manner in which the poet’s dream visions 
confront 14th-century philosophical debates, which 
in turn shape his poetics. A very strong feminist 
reading of the Legend appears in Sheila Delany’s 
The Naked Text: Chaucer’s Legend of Good Women 
(1994). Delany’s introduction also briefly summa-
rizes the poem’s critical reputation from the time 
of its writing up to the present, pointing out its 
use in the early 17th century as a text supporting 
the idea that the abuse of married women by their 
husbands should be outlawed. A shorter but equally 
interesting feminist perspective on the poem may 
be found in CAROLINE DINSHAW’s Chaucer’s Sexual 
Poetics (1989). Dinshaw reads the poem as a reac-
tion to the “threat of disorder and unfulfillment 
that the feminine poses in Troilus and Criseyde,” 
a reaction that provides “unproblematic fables of 
faithful women repeated over and over.” The Case 
for Women in Medieval Culture (1997) by Alcuin 
Blamires documents a “profeminine” (though not 
“feminist”) tradition in medieval literature. The Leg-
end of Good Women, along with other of Chaucer’s 
works, is assessed and compared with the work of 
various medieval authors who also portray women 
sympathetically. In Chaucer’s Women: Nuns, Wives 

and Amazons (1990), Priscilla Martin also studies 
the poet’s representations of women, concluding 
that love is, for Chaucer’s female characters, always 
problematical.

“Lenvoy de Chaucer à 
Bukton”

Rendered in English, the title of this short epistolary 
poem would be “Letter from Chaucer to Bukton.” 
Like his poem addressed to SCOGAN and the short 
one to ADAM SCRIVEYNE, it is humorous in intent 
and written in response to a particular occasion—
in this case, Bukton’s impending marriage. After 
saying in the first stanza that he dares not speak of 
the woe that is in marriage lest he himself should 
fall into such foolishness, the narrator spends the 
remainder of the poem doing exactly that, compar-
ing marriage to a prison, metaphorically referring 
to it as the “chain of Satan.” Repeating the apostle 
PAUL’s dictum that it is better to marry than to 
burn, he advises his friend to seek advice from Holy 
Scripture; if that does not convince him of his folly, 
experience soon will. The concluding stanza seems 
to mitigate the sentiment of the preceding ones 
somewhat when the poet tells his friend, “If thow 
be siker, put the nat in drede” (line 28) [If you’re 
sure (about what you’re doing), don’t worry], but 
he also suggests that Bukton might want to consider 
reading “The WIFE OF BATH’S TALE” (in The Can-
terbury Tales). The Wife’s tale takes as its theme 
the very same “woe that is in marriage,” suggesting 
that the only way for a man to have peace within 
that institution is to surrender control of the rela-
tionship to the woman. According to the Textual 
Notes in the Riverside edition of Chaucer’s work 
(The RIVERSIDE CHAUCER), “Lenvoy de Chaucer à 
Bukton” survives in two manuscripts and two early 
printed editions, though this is contradicted by the 
explanatory notes, which state that only one manu-
script and one early edition survive. The identity of 
the addressee, Bukton, is unknown, but two possi-
bilities have been suggested. One is Sir Robert Buk-
ton of Suffolk, who was a squire of Queen Anne 
(see ANNE OF BOHEMIA) and later of King RICHARD 
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II. The other, Sir Peter Bukton of Holderness in 
Yorkshire, was steward to the future king HENRY IV 
(JOHN OF GAUNT’s son) and, after Henry’s corona-
tion, guardian to his son, Thomas of Lancaster. 
Chaucer’s longstanding association with the court 
could have brought him into contact with either 
man. Like most of the short poems attributed to 
Chaucer, this poem’s date of composition is uncer-
tain, but the reference to “The Wife of Bath’s Tale” 
would seem to suggest that it belongs to the latter 
part of Chaucer’s career.

FOR FURTHER READING
Discussion of the poem’s genre can be found in 
Richard Horvath’s “Chaucer’s Epistolary Poetic: 
The Envoys to Bukton and Scogan” (Chaucer 
Review, 2002). Critical analysis is the focus of Jane 
Chance’s “Chaucerian Irony in the Verse Epistles 
‘Words unto Adam,’ ‘Lenvoy à Scogan,’ and ‘Len-
voy à Bukton’ ” (Papers on Languages and Literature, 
1985), John Stephens’s “The Uses of Personae and 
the Art of Obliqueness in Some Chaucer Lyrics: 
Part II” (Chaucer Review, 1987), Jay Ruud’s “Chau-
cer and Nominalism: ‘The Envoy to Bukton’ ” (Medi-
aevalia, 1988 for 1984), and Lawrence Besserman’s 
“Chaucer’s Envoy to Bukton and ‘Truth’ in Biblical 
Interpretation: Some Medieval and Modern Con-
texts” (New Literary History, 1991). The question 
of audience is addressed in Paul Strohm, “Chaucer’s 
Fifteenth-Century Audience and the Narrowing of 
the ‘Chaucer Tradition’ ” (Studies in the Age of Chau-
cer, 1982) and R. T. Lenaghan’s “Chaucer’s Circle 
of Gentlemen and Clerks” (Chaucer Review, 1983). 
The poem’s relationship to one of The Canterbury 
Tales is discussed in Emerson Brown Jr.’s “Chaucer, 
the Merchant, and Their Tale: Getting beyond Old 
Controversies: Part II” (Chaucer Review, 1979).

“Lenvoy de Chaucer à 
Scogan”

The title of this short poem translates into English 
as “Letter from Chaucer to Scogan,” and it repre-
sents one of the first examples, in English, of light 
epistolary verse. The poem opens with an allusion 

to some great, unspecified catastrophe that has had 
such widespread ramifications that even the gods 
up in heaven weep and wail, and the narrator says 
that he is almost dead of fear. The second stanza 
reveals that it is SCOGAN, the poem’s addressee, 
whose offense has caused these terrible events. 
The third stanza accuses Scogan of pride and reck-
lessness that led him to commit blasphemy, and, 
finally, comically reveals the exact nature of his 
deed, which was to give up his lady because she 
would not take pity on his distress. Then, to add 
insult to injury, the offending Scogan evidently 
committed his decision to paper. Because of what 
his friend has done, the narrator now fears that 
CUPID, the god of love, will be avenged on all those 
who, like Scogan and the narrator, are gray-haired 
and “rounde of shap” (line 31) (i.e., “chubby”). 
Fearful of the consequences, in the final stanza 
before the concluding envoy the narrator protests 
that he will write no more poetry, though ironically 
that is exactly what he is doing at the moment. The 
“stremes hed of grace” (lines 43–44) [stream’s head 
of grace] referred to in the envoy has been taken to 
mean the head of the Thames at Windsor Castle, 
the chief residence of King RICHARD II during the 
latter part of Chaucer’s career. The image of Sco-
gan kneeling at the stream’s head while Chaucer 
lies as “dul as ded” (line 45) [dazed as a dead man] 
at the other end suggests that Scogan may have 
greater access to the king’s favor at the time of the 
poem’s composition. If the reference is to Wind-
sor, it (along with Chaucer’s reference to himself 
as gray-haired and overweight) suggests that the 
poem may be dated to the latter part of Chaucer’s 
career. “Lenvoy de Chaucer à Scogan” survives in 
three manuscripts and two early printed editions.

FOR FURTHER READING
For thoughtful critical analysis of the “Lenvoy de 
Chaucer à Scogan,” see ALFRED DAVID, “Chaucer’s 
Good Counsel to Scogan” (Chaucer Review, 1969), 
PATRICIA KEAN, Chaucer and the Making of English 
Poetry, Vol. 1 (1972), R. T. Lenaghan, “Chaucer’s 
‘Envoy to Scogan’: The Social Uses of Literary Con-
vention” (Chaucer Review, 1975), and J. A. BUR-
ROW, “The Poet and Petitioner” (Studies in the Age of 
Chaucer, 1981). The sources of the poem are treated 
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in JAMES WIMSATT’s “Guillaume de Machaut and 
Chaucer’s Love Lyrics” (Medium Ævum, 1978) and 
in Jay Ruud’s “Chaucer’s ‘Envoy to Scogan’: ‘Tul-
lius Kyndenesse’ and the Law of Kynde” (Chaucer 
Review, 1986). For a discussion of the poem’s genre, 
see JOHN NORTON-SMITH, “Chaucer’s Epistolary 
Style” (published in Essays in Style and Language, 
1966, edited by Robert Fowler). Fowler’s book Geof-
frey Chaucer (1974) also treats the subject of genre, as 
does Jane Chance’s “Chaucerian Irony in the Verse 
Epistles ‘Words unto Adam,’ ‘Lenvoy à Scogan,’ and 
‘Lenvoy à Bukton’ ” (Papers on Language and Litera-
ture, 1985), and Richard P. Horvath’s “Chaucer’s 
Epistolary Poetic: The Envoys to Bukton and Sco-
gan” (Chaucer Review, 2002). The identity of Henry 
Scogan, the poem’s addressee, is the topic of May 
Hallmundsson’s “Chaucer’s Circle: Henry Scogan 
and His Friends” (Medievalia et Humanistica, 1981). 
Recent critical attention often has been directed to 
discussion of Chaucer’s audience. On this topic, see 
Paul Strohm’s “Chaucer’s Fifteenth-Century Audi-
ence and the Narrowing of the ‘Chaucer Tradi-
tion’ ” (Studies in the Age of Chaucer, 1982), and R. 
T. Lenaghan’s “Chaucer’s Circle of Gentlemen and 
Clerks” (Chaucer Review, 1983). The related topic 
of historical context is explored in Robert Epstein’s 
“Chaucer’s Scogan and Scogan’s Chaucer” (Studies 
in Philology, 1999), David Burnley’s “Scogan, Shir-
ley’s Reputation and Chaucerian Occasional Verse” 
(published in Chaucer in Perspective: Middle English 
Essays in Honour of Norman Blake, 1999, edited by 
Geoffrey Lester), and Andrew Johnston’s Clerks and 
Courtiers: Chaucer, Late Middle English Literature and 
the State Formation Process (2001).

“Manciple’s Tale, The”
“The Manciple’s Tale” is based on a story in OVID’s 
Metamorphoses that, in recounting the god Phoebus 
APOLLO’s life on earth, explains how crows came to 
have black feathers.

SUMMARY
Near the town of BOBBE-UP-AND-DOWN (probably 
Harbledown, about two miles from CANTERBURY), 

the Host, Harry Bailly, begins to poke fun at the 
Cook, who is so drunk or sleepy that he can hardly 
stay astride his horse. For penance, the Host contin-
ues, the Cook must tell a tale. The Cook responds 
that he would rather sleep than have a gallon of the 
best wine in CHEAPSIDE. The Manciple chimes in 
this time, saying that he, for one, will gladly excuse 
the Cook from telling a tale, considering how badly 
his breath stinks. The Cook takes a swing at him 
and falls off his horse. It takes several people and 
a great deal of effort to remount him. The Host 
then invites the Manciple to take his turn in the 
tale-telling game, but warns him that he ought to 
be careful how he speaks to the Cook, lest the man 
should, when he is sober, get revenge by reveal-
ing some of the Manciple’s shady business dealings. 
Taking heed of the warning, the Manciple makes 
amends with the Cook by offering him some wine. 
The Cook drinks deeply and thanks the Manciple, 
sending the Host into spasms of laughter. He com-
ments upon the wonderful effects of good drink, 
blesses BACCHUS, the god of wine, and invites the 
Manciple to begin histale.

The Manciple begins by recalling that when 
Phoebus lived on earth, he was the most accom-
plished knight in all the world. He slew the serpent 
Phyton (PYTHON) and performed many other noble 
deeds with his bow and arrows. He was a great 
musician, able to play a variety of instruments and 
possessing a beautiful singing voice. Phoebus kept 
a white crow as a pet and taught it to speak. It was 
also able to sing, in a voice more beautiful than 
any nightingale. Phoebus also had a wife whom he 
loved more than anything else in the world, and of 
whom he was very jealous and possessive. Having 
introduced the wife, the Manciple departs briefly 
from the train of his narrative to offer some reflec-
tions on the futility of trying to guard a wife’s chas-
tity, comparing a wife who is kept well-guarded to a 
bird in a cage, a cat kept in the house, or a she-wolf 
in heat; he then denies that these examples refer to 
women. He returns to his story, but only for nine 
lines, after which he digresses again, this time to 
comment on the deceptive nature of language, and, 
specifically, on how a poor woman who becomes a 
man’s lover is called his “wench” or “lemman,” (a 
slang term for “lover,” derived from French) while 
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a wealthy woman who does the same thing is called 
the man’s “lady.”

This said, the Manciple returns to the main nar-
rative. Despite Phoebus’s efforts, his wife took a 
lover, who visited her while her husband was away. 
When Phoebus returned, the crow revealed the 
wife’s adultery. Overwhelmed with jealousy and 
rage, Phoebus killed his wife, then broke all his 
musical instruments and his bow and arrows. Later, 
realizing the enormity of what he had done, he 
blamed the crow for driving him mad with “false” 
accusations. He cursed the crow, pronouncing that 
never again would it be able to speak or to sing, and 
henceforth all crows would have feathers of black 
to symbolize its treason. The Manciple concludes 
his tale with a rather drawn-out moral that stresses 
the importance of discretion in speech.

COMMENTARY
The Manciple’s tale of the crow is ultimately derived 
from Ovid’s Metamorphoses, though a number of 
intermediate versions by GUILLAUME DE MACHAUT, 
JOHN GOWER, and the anonymous authors of Ovide 
moralisé and The Seven Sages of Rome tell the same 
story, with minor variations. None, however, seems 
to have changed it as much as Chaucer. In Ovid, 
the bird is a raven; Chaucer changes it to a crow. 
Regardless of any reasons he may have had for so 
doing, this alteration immediately lowers the tone of 
the story toward the comedic. Chaucer also makes 
the woman Phoebus’s wife instead of his mistress, as 
she is in the original, and omits the detail that she 
is pregnant. Her pregnancy, Phoebus’s desperate 
attempts to save her (after trying to kill her), and 
his success in saving the unborn child are all impor-
tant features of Ovid’s story, adding tremendously 
to its pathos. Their disappearance from Chaucer’s 
version, along with his decision not to give the 
wife a name, preserves the emotional monotone of 
the story, which never strikes more than a single 
note at a time: first jealousy, then rage, then regret. 
The avowed message of the tale is similarly uncom-
plicated, and places the tale squarely within the 
genre of the EXEMPLUM, that is, a fictional story 
with a moral point. Writers of the later Middle 
Ages often drew upon classical mythology to create 
such works, simply revising the story so that it was 

able to support some kind of Christian “moralitee,” 
which would be explicitly attached to the end of 
the story. The “moralitee” of “The Manciple’s Tale” 
is that it is unwise to speak too much. Although 
he purports to teach the same lesson that Russell 
the fox learns in “The NUN’S PRIEST’S TALE,” the 
Manciple utilizes 45 lines to do it, while the Nun’s 
Priest requires only three lines. The fact that he 
uses so many words to tell his audience not to talk 
overmuch creates an ironic contrast between the 
form of his language and its meaning. This irony is 
further illustrated by his commentary on the decep-
tive or misleading qualities of language given in the 
example of the poor woman whose lover calls her 
a “wench” and the noble lady who is referred to as 
her lover’s “lady.” In reality there is no difference at 
all in their behavior. There also seems to be a cer-
tain irony in the fact that the crow is punished not 
for telling a lie or for literal prolixity such as that 
displayed by the Manciple, but for telling the truth, 
for “talking too much,” in the same sense meant by 
television gangsters when referring to someone who 
has turned informant. Thus, the ultimate irony of 
the tale is that the “moralitee” is not really moral 
at all, at least not in the sense that morality is usu-
ally defined, but is rather a recommendation to 
behave in an expedient or politic manner, to speak 
the truth only when the truth is sure to be appreci-
ated. The crow, for failing to lie or to refrain from 
speaking, is deprived of the ability to speak, as well 
as losing his lovely singing voice and his beautiful 
snowy white color.

Critical reception of “The Manciple’s Tale” has 
varied greatly over the years. Some scholars dismiss 
it out of hand, pointing to its fractured structure, 
poorly developed plot and characterization, and 
rhetorical padding. Others have asserted that these 
apparent weaknesses are actually Chaucer’s way of 
revealing the inconsistencies and weaknesses of the 
Manciple’s character; they are the vehicles that 
carry the story’s ironies. The charge that tale and 
prologue are only very loosely connected, another 
criticism to which the tale has often been subjected, 
seems easily refuted. Consider the Manciple’s deci-
sion to make amends to the Cook, which he does 
only out of fear that he has spoken too freely, and 
so may have given the Cook cause to speak with 
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equal forthrightness about the Manciple’s behav-
ior, which, in his business dealings at least, seems a 
trifle shady. His choice of a tale that warns against 
the dangers of loose speech displays an intellect 
that aspires to be shrewd and cunning, even if it 
does not actually achieve that effect. Its failings in 
that area underscore the inadequacy of such super-
ficially applied philosophy.

It should also be noted that “The Manciple’s 
Tale” is one of the tales that addresses the ques-
tion of the reliability and trustworthiness of women 
within the institution of marriage. Phoebus’s wife 
falls into the category of the unfaithful wife, but 
it is hard to make any judgment about her behav-
ior because we know so little else about her other 
than those two facts: that she is married to Phoe-
bus and that she takes a lover. May’s betrayal of 
the aged January in “The MERCHANT’S TALE” and 
Dorigen’s steadfast faithfulness in “The FRANKLIN’S 
TALE” provoke much stronger emotional responses 
because the reader knows so much more about the 
characters involved. Similarly, the antifeminist 
examples of the caged bird, housebound cat, and 
she-wolf in heat, which are derived from Le ROMAN 
DE LA ROSE rather than from Ovid, carry a lot less 
weight than they might, and not only because they 
are poorly incorporated into the body of the tale. 
Phoebus’s wife, the woman whose nature they are 
supposed to illustrate (despite the Manciple’s silly 
disavowal of their application to women) is a mere 
cardboard character, so unlifelike that her death 
means less than the crow’s deprivations.

It is possible, however, that “The Manciple’s 
Tale” was composed near the end of the period 
during which The Canterbury Tales were written, 
and that Chaucer died before he was able to make 
final revisions to the manuscript. If so, it is, as some 
have argued, merely a rough draft of what could 
have been a much better tale. We do not have that 
“better” tale, however, and the one that we do have 
seems to work very well thematically in the order 
to which it is typically assigned, appearing imme-
diately before “The PARSON’S TALE,” which is the 
last in the Canterbury group. The Parson’s prologue 
begins with a movement away from fiction, specifi-
cally denouncing its use as a vehicle for transmitting 
truth, a pronouncement that follows easily from a 

performance like the Manciple’s, where fiction is lit-
tle more than distortion in the service of deception.

CHARACTERS
For information on the mythological figures alluded 
to in this tale, see Part III of this book.

crow A bird belonging to, reverenced and ulti-
mately punished by the god Phoebus (Apollo) in 
“The Manciple’s Tale.” At the beginning of the 
story, the crow, like Ovid’s raven in the Metamor-
phoses has white feathers and is particularly beloved 
by Phoebus, who teaches it to speak. The bird is 
also able to sing more beautifully than a night-
ingale. But when the bird informs Phoebus that 
his wife has been having an affair with another 
man, the god flies into a rage and kills his wife. 
Later filled with remorse for his impulsive deed, he 
decides that the crow must have lied. As punish-
ment, he curses the crow so that his feathers turn 
black, he loses his singing voice, and he no longer 
has the ability to speak. The emphasis given to the 
crow’s ability to speak and the subsequent loss of 
that ability tie in with the Manciple’s overall mes-
sage of the importance of guarding one’s speech.

Manciple, the See character entry in The CAN-
TERBURY TALES.

Phoebus Phoebus Apollo, more commonly 
known as simply Apollo, appears in Part III of this 
book. That entry on Apollo discusses both his iden-
tity as a deity in classical Greek mythology and 
his character as it is portrayed in “The Manciple’s 
Tale.”

FOR FURTHER READING
For in-depth analysis of “The Manciple’s Tale,” 
including further information regarding sources, dat-
ing, genre, structure, theme, and style, see HELEN 
COOPER’s The Canterbury Tales volume of the Oxford 
Guides to Chaucer series (1996). Helen Phillips’s An 
Introduction to The Canterbury Tales (2000) provides 
additional critical discussion, placing the work in 
historical, political, and economic contexts, as well 
as including a survey of past and current critical 
approaches. The tale’s genre is the focus of Jane 
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Chance’s “The Medieval ‘Apology for Poetry’: Fabu-
lous Narrative and Stories of the Gods” (published 
in The Mythographic Art: Classical Fable and the Rise 
of the Vernacular in Early France and England, 1990, 
edited by Jane Chance), of Peter Travis’s “Affec-
tive Criticism, the Pilgrimage of Reading, and Medi-
eval English Literature” (published in Medieval Texts 
and Contemporary Readers, 1987, edited by Laurie 
Finke and Martin Shichtman), and of Charles A. 
Owen Jr.’s “Chaucer’s Manciple: Voice and Genre” 
(published in Retelling Tales: Essays in Honor of Rus-
sell Peck, 1997, edited by Thomas Hahn and Alan 
Lupack). The tale’s sources are considered in Sheila 
Delany’s “Doer of the Word: The Epistle of St. 
James as a Source for Chaucer’s ‘Manciple’s Tale’ ” 
(Chaucer Review, 1983), as well as in F.N.M. Diek-
stra’s “Chaucer’s Digressive Mode and the Moral 
of the ‘Manciple’s Tale’ (Neophilologus, 1983), and 
in Warren Ginsberg’s excellent book-length study, 
Chaucer’s Italian Tradition (2002). Much of the tale’s 
importance has been attributed to its placement in 
the penultimate position of the tale-telling contest, 
just before the finalé of “The Parson’s Tale.” Scholars 
who have treated this subject include Stephen Pow-
ell, in “Game Over: Defragmenting the End of The 
Canterbury Tales” (Chaucer Review, 2002); Celeste 
Patton, who wrote “False ‘Rekenynges’: Sharp Prac-
tice and the Politics of Language in Chaucer’s ‘Man-
ciple’s Tale’ ” (Philological Quarterly, 1992); and Eric 
Weil, author of “An Alchemical Freedom Flight: 
Linking the Manciple’s Tale to the Second Nun’s 
and Canon’s Yeoman’s Tales” (Medieval Perspectives, 
1991). JILL MANN examines the issue of relation-
ships between the tales in the Canterbury Group 
from a broader perspective in “Anger and ‘Glosynge’ 
in The Canterbury Tales” (Proceedings of the British 
Academy, 1990). Mann examines the meaning of 
“glosynge”—the medieval equivalent of equivo-
cation—and its relevance as a theme throughout 
the tales. The possibility of relationships between 
“The Manciple’s Tale” and other literary works is 
explored in Michael Kensak’s “Apollo Exterminans: 
The God of Poetry in Chaucer’s Manciple’s Tale” 
(Studies in Philology, 2001), in Edwin Craun’s Lies, 
Slander and Obscenity in Medieval English Literature: 
Pastoral Rhetoric and the Deviant Speaker (1997), in 
Mark Allen’s “Penitential Sermons, the Manciple, 

and the End of The Canterbury Tales” (Studies in 
the Age of Chaucer, 1987), and in Michael Kensak’s 
“The Silences of Pilgrimage: Manciple’s Tale, Para-
diso, and Anticlaudianus” (Chaucer Review, 1999). 
Michaela Paasche Grudin offers new historicist anal-
ysis of the tale in “Chaucer’s Manciple’s Tale and 
the Poetics of Guile” (Chaucer Review, 1991) and 
again in Chaucer and the Politics of Discourse (1996) 
where the tale is discussed in context with the rest 
of Chaucer’s work. The tale’s relevance to the field 
of gender studies is treated in Catherine Cox’s Gen-
der and Langauge in Chaucer (1997) and in Sheila 
Delany’s “Slaying Python: Marriage and Misogyny in 
a Chaucerian Text” (published in Writing Woman by 
Sheila Delany, 1983). The broader question of sexu-
ality is the focus of Hugh White’s  Nature, Sex and 
Goodness in a Medieval Literary Tradition (2000).

“Man of Law’s Tale, The”
The Man of Law tells the story of Constance and 
her steadfast faith in God despite the terrible trials 
she endures throughout her life.

SUMMARY
Following “The COOK’S TALE,” the Host, Harry 
Bailly, calculates the hour and the day to be 10 
A.M. on the 18th of April—something he would 
not in actuality have been able to do without con-
sulting astronomical instruments and tables. Con-
cluding that one quarter of the day has already 
passed, he delivers a meditation on the nature 
of time as something that, once gone, can never 
be recovered, and he admonishes the pilgrims to 
seize the moment. In particular, he calls upon the 
Man of Law to tell the next tale. The Man of Law 
assents to his request, but first delivers a lengthy 
disclaimer, saying he cannot think of any tales 
that have not already been told by the poet Chau-
cer. This he follows by a catalogue of Chaucer’s 
work, ending with a description of The LEGEND OF 
GOOD WOMEN. Here his mind evidently starts to 
work associatively, for The Legend of Good Women 
reminds him of a similar work by one of Chaucer’s 
contemporaries, the CONFESSIO AMANTIS of JOHN 
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GOWER, which he does not mention by name, but 
rather refers to two of the tales that were a part of 
Gower’s work, the stories of Canacee and Appol-
lonius of Tyre; Chaucer, he says, would never have 
written these because they feature incestuous rela-
tionships. What all of this has to do with the story 
he is about to relate is not very clear, except in 
the sense that his tale of Constance (Custance, in 
Chaucer’s English) features a heroine of extraordi-
nary virtue who contrasts vividly to all the women 
mentioned in the prologue, even the ones Chaucer 
wrote about in his Legend of Good Women.

The tale itself begins with the story of three 
Syrian “chapmen,” that is, merchants, who travel 
to ROME. While sojourning in that city, they see 
and hear stories of Constance, the daughter of 
the Roman emperor, who is as virtuous as she is 

beautiful, young but not immature, and the mirror 
of courtesy. After returning to their own country, 
they describe her so movingly to the Sultan of Syria 
that he falls in love with her. He is so smitten, in 
fact, that he is sure he must either have her or 
die. Persuaded by his counselors, who look into the 
matter, that the only way to satisfy his desire lies 
within the bounds of holy matrimony, the sultan 
agrees to forswear his own Muslim faith and to 
be baptized as a Christian. The emperor of Rome 
sees this as an excellent opportunity to convert 
a pagan ruler, so the two parties quickly come to 
an agreement. Constance is not consulted, but her 
reaction makes it clear that she does not wish to 
leave her family and friends to travel to a strange 
land with a husband whom she has never met. 
With a brief meditation on the idea that women 
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are born “to thraldom and penance, / And to be 
under mannes governance” (lines 286–287) [to 
servitude and penitence, / And to be subordinate 
to men], she bids her family farewell and, with a 
retinue of lords, ladies, bishops, and knights, takes 
ship for SYRIA. Meanwhile, the sultan’s mother has 
decided to take revenge on her son for abjuring his 
faith. Gathering her counselors together, she and 
they plot a welcome dinner that actually turns out 
to be a massacre of the sultan and all the Chris-
tians who came with Constance from Rome—all, 
that is, except Constance, whom they cast adrift on 
the ocean. Her ship is well-stocked with food and 
contains all the treasure that the lady brought with 
her, but they give her no crew.

Praying to God to keep her safe, Constance sur-
vives more than three years drifting in the ocean, 
until she finally comes aground in NORTHUMBER-
LAND, a region in the northeast of England. She is 
found by the constable of a local castle. He and his 
wife, Hermengild, are, along with most of the peo-
ple living in that country, pagan Saxons. They take 
Constance into their home, where she works dili-
gently to earn her keep and soon wins their affec-
tion. Before long she converts Hermengild, and, 
shortly afterward, her husband, to Christianity.

Satan, angered by Constance’s good deeds, 
causes a young Knight who lives in the nearby town 
to be overcome with lust for the maiden. When 
she rebuffs his advances, the knight waits until the 
constable is away, then sneaks into his house in 
the middle of the night, murders Hermengild, and 
places the bloody knife by Constance’s side. Find-
ing his wife dead and evidence pointing to Con-
stance’s guilt, the constable turns to the ruler of the 
region, King Alla, for advice. Since everyone else 
who lives in the constable’s house swears that Con-
stance loved Hermengild and would never do such 
a thing, the king asks the one man who bears wit-
ness against her (the man who himself committed 
the murder) to swear on a holy book that he is tell-
ing the truth. When he does so, a hand appears out 
of the air and smites him on the neck so forcefully 
that he falls down and his eyes burst out of their 
sockets. At the same time a voice is heard declaring 
Constance’s innocence. So amazed are they by this 
miraculous event that the king and many of those 

present are converted to Christianity. The wicked 
knight is slain, and, soon after, Constance and King 
Alla are married.

Peace does not last for long, though, as once 
again Constance finds herself the target of a 
mother-in-law’s enmity. When Constance gives 
birth to a baby boy while her husband is away, 
the king’s mother, Donegild, intercepts the mes-
senger who is sent to bear the tidings to Alla and 
replaces the original message with one of her own. 
The false message reports that Constance has given 
birth to a monster, and that Constance must be an 
elf. Dismayed by the news, the king nevertheless 
responds with a letter directing that his child and 
wife remain where they are to await his homecom-
ing. Again, Donegild intercepts the message and 
replaces it with one of her own, which directs that 
Constance and her child should be set adrift upon 
the ocean. The constable is appointed to carry out 
the task. Again, Constance is supplied with food 
for her journey and cast adrift without a crew. The 
king arrives home shortly thereafter. Discovering 
his wife is gone and that his mother engineered the 
plot to get rid of her, Alla kills his mother.

Constance and her son, Mauricius, drift upon 
the sea for five years before they approach land. 
We are not told the name of the first place they 
come to, only that it is a “hethen,” that is, pagan, 
land. Many people living in a castle on the shore 
come out to stare at the ship and its occupants, 
but no one approaches, until, one night, the stew-
ard of the castle boards the ship and attempts to 
rape Constance. She struggles with him and he falls 
overboard as the ship sets off once again. The ship 
sails through the Strait of Gibraltar, drifting aim-
lessly until finally the Virgin Mary intervenes and 
brings Constance’s trials to an end.

As her ship drifts in the Mediterranean, it is dis-
covered by the ship of a Roman senator—the very 
same senator who had been sent by Constance’s 
father, the emperor of Rome, to wreak vengeance 
upon the Syrians who massacred their sultan and 
Constance’s retainers. The senator does not recog-
nize her, nor does she reveal her identity. Never-
theless, he takes her home and presents her to his 
wife, who is actually her aunt, though she also does 
not recognize Constance.
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Meanwhile, King Alla repents of having slain his 
mother and makes a pilgrimage to Rome to receive 
penance from the pope. The senator with whom 
Constance is living is invited to dine with Alla, and 
Constance persuades him to take along Mauricius. 
When Alla sees the child, who looks exactly like 
Constance, he asks to see its mother, and goes 
home with the senator. Constance is afraid of Alla 
at first, not having known that her banishment 
from his kingdom was ordered by his mother. The 
tears Alla sheds upon seeing her suggest his inno-
cence, which he soon proclaims aloud. The two are 
then reunited, and shortly afterward Alla invites 
her father, the emperor of Rome, to dine so that 
he may at last be reunited with his daughter. The 
child, Mauricius, stays with his grandfather and 
becomes the next emperor of Rome. Constance 
and Alla return to England. One year later Alla 
dies, and Constance, her adventures finally at an 
end, returns to Rome, where she lives virtuously 
and happily until her death.

The tale is followed by an epilogue that does 
not appear in all manuscripts of The Canterbury 
Tales but which has been accepted as genuine by 
most scholars. The epilogue primarily consists of 
the Host praising “The Man of Law’s Tale” and 
asking the parish priest to tell another one like it. 
The priest, otherwise known as the Parson, criti-
cizes the Host for swearing, whereupon the host 
suggests that the priest must be a Lollard because 
of his apparent prudishness. The Host continues to 
prod the Parson for a tale, but is interrupted by the 
Shipman, who announces that he does not want 
to hear any preaching and says he will now tell his 
own tale.

COMMENTARY
The order in which The Canterbury Tales appear 
in most editions of Chaucer’s work has “The Man 
of Law’s Tale” coming fourth in a series begin-
ning with “The KNIGHT’S TALE,” followed by “The 
MILLER’S TALE,” “The REEVE’S TALE,” and “The 
Cook’s Tale.” “The Man of Law’s Tale” marks a 
wide departure from the tone and character of 
the three tales preceding it, all of which deal with 
middle- to lower-class characters in situations rang-
ing from low comedy to moral squalor. This tale, 

on the other hand, is closely akin in both style 
and meaning to “The CLERK’S TALE,” concerning 
patient Griselda. Both can be read as allegorical 
renderings of the soul’s separation from and journey 
of return to God the Father, based on the ancient 
Christian idea that the soul originally derives from, 
or is created by, its heavenly Father. The trials 
and tribulations that the female characters must 
endure are symbolic of the suffering to which the 
soul must submit during its sojourn on earth. The 
heroine’s name, Constance, signifies “constancy,” 
and indeed, patience and steadfastness are her pri-
mary qualities. Otherwise, except for her role in 
converting Hermengild and her constable husband, 
Constance is basically passive, like the rudderless 
ships that carry her forth to her destiny. The battles 
fought and victories won are fought and won by 
God, Christ, and the Virgin Mary. Her enemies, two 
male and two female, are all pagans, goaded into 
action against her by Satan. Reduced to its essence, 
her life is simply a battlefield for these opposing 
forces of good and evil, with her soul going as the 
prize to the winner. In “The ‘Canterbury Tales’ III: 
Pathos,” (Cambridge Companion to Chaucer, 2003), 
Frank Robert Worth argues for grouping the “Man 
of Law’s Tale” with other “tales of pathos,” includ-
ing “The PHYSICIAN’S TALE,” “The MONK’S TALE,” 
and “The PRIORESS’ TALE,” as well as “The Clerk’s 
Tale.” Worth notes that all of these tales share the 
following characteristics: lack of comedy, absence 
of irony, little complexity, abstract settings, and 
characters “motivated by a single virtue.”

Chaucer’s main source for this tale was NICHO-
LAS TRIVET’s ANGLO-NORMAN CHRONICLE. Written 
around 1334 by a Dominican friar for one of King 
Edward I’s daughters, this chronicle was supposed 
to be a history of the world; but like all histories 
written during the Middle Ages, it was a collage of 
extracts from other manuscripts, no doubt contain-
ing elements of fact that were, however, well-diluted 
with legend and myth. For example, Constance 
was in fact Constantia, daughter of the Byzantine 
emperor Tiberius Constantinus (d. 582). Mauricius 
Flavius, who succeeded Tiberius as emperor, was 
historically Constantia’s husband rather than her 
son. John Gower also wrote about Constance in his 
Confessio Amantis, alluded to in the introduction 
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to “The Man of Law’s Tale,” and there is some evi-
dence that Chaucer drew directly upon this work for 
several passages. The most notable parallel between 
Chaucer’s version and Gower’s is the scene relating 
Constance’s words to her son when they are forced 
to take ship in Northumberland. Trivet’s depiction 
of this scene is comparatively abrupt and exhibits 
none of the pathos belonging to the former. In fact, 
all of the most substantial amplifications Chaucer 
worked upon his source seem to have had as their 
goal making the character of Constance more inter-
esting, believable, and, perhaps, pitiable. The tale 
itself is so full of miraculous events that it is difficult 
to believe that it could have been read as history, at 
least in the sense that we understand the meaning 
of the term. It does at times read more like one of 
the fabulous SAINTS’ LIVES that were popular during 
Chaucer’s day, although those works of literature 
were also reputed to recount the actual lives of his-
torical persons. Some readers, such as V. A. KOLVE, 
have suggested that in addition to its philosophical 
and spiritual meanings, the tale may function as a 
historical allegory, tracing the spread of Christianity 
in the sixth century.

One of the more striking features of this tale 
is its use of repetition, a folkloric pattern used to 
emphasize a main theme. In this case the pattern 
depicts a woman twice married to pagan kings, 
both of whom she converts to Christianity. Twice 
she is betrayed by an evil, pagan mother-in-law 
who arranges for her to be cast out to sea in a rud-
derless ship. This doubling effect creates a sense of 
evil and opposition to Constance’s goodness that 
is as steadfast as her own faith in God. The evil is 
countered when Constance is twice saved by the 
intervention of heavenly powers. The repetitions 
also underline certain assumptions about the world 
Constance (and Chaucer) inhabit: that mothers-
in-law are difficult for daughters-in-law, that Chris-
tians should marry within their faith, that steadfast 
faith will triumph in the end.

Like “The Clerk’s Tale” and “The Franklin’s 
Tale,” Chaucer’s story of Constance is fertile ground 
for feminist reconsideration of the poet’s work and 
of the position of women in 14th-century society. 
Traditional readings of the tale value Constance 
for her steadfastness, her inner stability in the face 

of brutal change, pointing to this as evidence of 
strong character. Feminist readings interpret the 
same events and Constance’s reaction to them in 
a different light. Drawing on the work of theo-
rists such as Claude Lévi-Strauss and Gayle Rubin, 
CAROLINE DINSHAW’s reading of the tale examines 
the way Constance functions as a medium or “con-
duit” in a relationship between two men, when she 
is traded in marriage by her father. So traded, she 
is the means by which the emperor of Rome cre-
ates an alliance with the Sultan of Syria. In such a 
reading, Constance’s steadfastness is undermined 
by her enforced passivity; her lack of choice or 
will in the matter of her marriages parallels her 
helplessness in the rudderless ship. She may remain 
faithful, but it is the “wyl of Crist” (line 511) [will 
of Christ] that she survive her ship’s wreck on the 
shores of Northumbria, and the Virgin Mary who, 
taking pity, causes her drifting ship to be noticed by 
the senator who rescues her and reunites her with 
her family. Ultimately, Constance’s passivity gains 
her both praise and reward; the only women in the 
tale who exhibit agency, who actively pursue their 
desires—the evil mothers-in-law—come to a nasty 
end. Both outcomes reflect the patriarchal valoriza-
tion of feminine passivity.

The introduction and epilogue of “The Man 
of Law’s Tale” present some problems for editors 
and readers. In the prologue, where he praises 
Chaucer, the Man of Law lists the contents of 
The Legend of Good Women, but the list differs 
from the tales Chaucer actually wrote. The Man 
of Law promises to speak in prose, but his tale is 
actually in verse. Some scholars explain this by 
claiming that the “TALE OF MELIBEE” was origi-
nally assigned to him, but was later transferred 
to the character of Chaucer. The epilogue of the 
tale is also problematic. The Shipman’s interrup-
tion of the Host suggests that he will be the teller 
of the next tale, yet in the most reliable copies 
of existing manuscripts of The Canterbury Tales, 
“The WIFE OF BATH’S TALE” appears next; hence, 
this is the order preserved by most editors, many 
of whom argue from the evidence that Chaucer 
died before finishing this his last work, leaving 
the sequence of the tales and a number of other 
problems unresolved.
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CHARACTERS
For information on saints or biblical figures that are 
alluded to in this tale, see entries in Part III of this 
book.

Alla Saxon king of Northumberland who weds 
Constance in “The Man of Law’s Tale.” Like 
most goodhearted pagans who come into contact 
with the virtuous and beautiful Constance, Alla 
is soon converted to Christianity. When he mar-
ries Constance, their brief period of happiness is 
interrupted by the machinations of his mother, 
Donegild, who disapproves of his bride, thinking 
her a “strange creature” because she is not of the 
same religious and cultural heritage. When Con-
stance gives birth to a son while Alla is away from 
home, Donegild sends him a message saying that 
the child is a monster. When his reply asks that 
Constance and the child be kept safe until his 
return, she destroys that message and replaces it 
with forgery, which orders that Constance and the 
child be cast out to sea in a rudderless ship. Upon 
learning what his mother has done, Alla kills her. 
His ensuing remorse leads him to make a pilgrim-
age to ROME, where he is reunited with his family, 
but again their happiness lasts only a brief time: 
Alla dies within a year of their return to Northum-
berland. The fact that he is reunited with his wife 
while acting in obedience to God’s will contributes 
to the overall scheme of the tale, in which vir-
tue is always (eventually) rewarded and sin always 
(rather more rapidly) punished. Alla is based on 
an actual historical figure, Aella, the Anglo-Saxon 
king of Deira in Northumbria (see NORTHUMBER-
LAND) who ruled from 559 to 588.

Constable of Northumberland A minor char-
acter in “The Man of Law’s Tale.” He finds Con-
stance, whose ship has run aground on the sand in 
NORTHUMBERLAND, where this character is con-
stable to Alla, the Saxon king of that realm. The 
constable and his wife, Hermengild, take Con-
stance into their home and eventually are both 
converted to Christianity by her. Because of his 
affection for her, the constable suffers greatly when 
he receives a message from Alla (actually forged by 
his mother, Donegild), commanding him to cast 

Constance and her newborn baby out to sea in a 
rudderless ship.

Constance The heroine of “The Man of Law’s 
Tale” and, like Griselda of “The CLERK’S TALE,” one 
whose story may be read as an EXEMPLUM directing 
readers to believe that if their faith in God remains 
strong, things will eventually turn out all right even 
if they must meanwhile suffer tremendous hard-
ship and deprivation. The daughter of the emperor 
of Rome, Constance is born in fortunate circum-
stances. A beautiful and virtuous young woman, she 
attracts the attentions of the pagan sultan of Syria, 
and her father marries her off to him, in the interests 
of forming a political alliance. In order to win her 
father’s approval, the sultan was required to con-
vert to Christianity, an act that enrages his mother, 
who promptly initiates an uprising against him. The 
sultan and Constance’s Christian retainers are mas-
sacred, and Constance is cast adrift on the sea in a 
rudderless ship. After three years, she comes ashore 
in the north of England, where she endures more 
trials and tribulations. First she is falsely accused of 
murder. Then, after her innocence has been proven 
and she has married the king of the region, she 
again becomes the victim of her mother-in-law’s 
wrath, which culminates in her once again being 
cast adrift upon the sea. Ultimately Constance’s 
patient forbearance—her “constancy”—pays off 
and she is reunited with both her husband and her 
father. However, her husband only lives one year 
following their reunion, and the story concludes 
with her return to her father’s house, where she 
lives happily and virtuously until her death. The 
fact that the story does not end until she is reunited 
with her father has been viewed as evidence for 
interpreting the story as an allegory representing 
the soul’s journey away from and return to God 
the Father after a lifetime of tribulation. Chaucer’s 
tale of Constance is based on a story in NICHOLAS 
TRIVET’s Anglo-Norman Chronicle, a supposed his-
tory extending from the biblical creation to 1285. 
JOHN GOWER also tells the story in his CONFESSIO 
AMANTIS.

Donegild The mother of King Alla in “The Man 
of Law’s Tale.” She intensely dislikes her daughter-
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in-law, Constance, who is “so strange a creature” 
by virtue of her Christian, rather than pagan, heri-
tage. When Constance gives birth to a son while 
Alla is away from home, Donegild contrives to send 
him a message saying that the child is a monster 
and its mother, therefore, must be an elf. Alla does 
not respond as she had hoped, but orders that the 
child and its mother be kept safe until his return. 
Donegild intervenes again, altering this message 
from the king so that it directs the constable in 
whose protection he left Constance to send his wife 
and child out to sea in a rudderless ship. When 
Alla reaches home and learns what his mother has 
done, he kills her. Later, repenting of that action, 
he makes a pilgrimage to ROME to take penance 
and is there reunited with his wife and son.

Emperor of Rome The father of Constance in 
“The Man of Law’s Tale.” An actual historical figure 
who flourished in the latter part of the sixth century, 
his name, never mentioned in the tale, was Tiberius 
Constantinus and he was indeed a Byzantine emperor 
of ROME. He appears only peripherally in “The Man 
of Law’s Tale”—at the beginning, when he agrees 
to wed his daughter to the pagan Sultan of Syria in 
exchange for that man receiving Christian baptism, 
and, at the end, when he is reunited with his daugh-
ter after her many years of suffering and exile.

Hermengild (Hermengyld) A minor character 
in “The Man of Law’s Tale.” Hermengild is the wife 
of the constable who finds Constance’s ship washed 
ashore in Northumbria. She and her husband take 
Constance into their home and are eventually 
both converted to Christianity by her. When the 
advances of a knight (see Knight, below) whom 
Satan causes to lust after Constance are rebuffed by 
that lady, the knight murders Hermengild while the 
two women are asleep and then puts the knife in 
Constance’s bed. The affection shared by the two 
women is, however, so well known that the knight 
who performed the murder is the only person will-
ing to accuse Constance. By divine intervention, 
he is shown to be guilty of the crime and executed.

Knight A minor, unnamed character in the “The 
Man of Law’s Tale,” this Northumbrian knight is 

inspired by Satan to lust after Constance, the pure, 
noble, and long-suffering heroine of this tale. Con-
sumed with frustrated desire and rage, he murders 
Hermengild, the wife of the couple with whom Con-
stance lives, places the bloody knife in the hands of 
the sleeping Constance, and then swears an oath 
that Constance committed the deed. At that very 
moment, a hand appears, which strikes him down, 
while a voice from the heavens proclaims the wom-
an’s innocence. King Alla, whom Constance later 
marries, condemns the man to death.

Man of Law, the See Sergeant of the Law char-
acter entry in The CANTERBURY TALES.

Mauricius In “The Man of Law’s Tale,” Mauri-
cius is the son of Constance and King Alla of Nor-
thumberland. He becomes the heir of Constance’s 
father, the emperor of Rome. Historically, he was 
Constance’s husband, Mauricius Flavius Tiberius 
(ca. 539–602) rather than her son, but he did suc-
ceed Emperor Tiberius Constantinus (d. 582). In 
“The Man of Law’s Tale,” the first five years of 
Mauricius’s life are spent in exile with his mother. 
His resemblance to her captures King Alla’s atten-
tion during the king’s visit to Rome and leads to 
the reunion of their family.

Steward A very minor character in “The Man 
of Law’s Tale.” When Constance’s rudderless ship 
comes to rest on the sand below the castle where 
this man is steward, he sneaks aboard at night 
and attempts to rape Constance. As she struggles 
against him he falls overboard and drowns. Like all 
of the people who attack or plot against Constance 
in this tale, the steward is a pagan.

Sultan of Syria In “The Man of Law’s Tale,” 
the Sultan of Syria is the pagan ruler who agrees 
to convert to Christianity in order to marry Con-
stance, the daughter of the Roman emperor and 
the heroine of the tale. When he takes his bride 
home to his kingdom, he and all of Constance’s 
attendants are murdered at the instigation of the 
Sultan’s mother, who was angry because he had 
forsaken the religion of Islam. (See Sultaness of 
Syria, below.)
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Sultaness of Syria Mother of the Sultan of 
Syria in “The Man of Law’s Tale.” The Sultaness 
of Syria is the first of two mothers-in-law who take 
a dislike to their son’s choice of a mate because 
that mate is Christian. When the Sultan leaves 
SYRIA to travel to ROME, where he bargains for the 
hand of Constance, the daughter of the emperor 
of Rome, his mother, in consultation with her 
counselors, plots revenge against her son for his 
betrayal of their Muslim religion. Shortly after 
the Sultan returns to Syria, the Sultaness invites 
him, his new bride, and the retinue of Christian 
bishops, lords, ladies, and knights who accompany 
her, to a banquet, where every Christian but Con-
stance is slaughtered. She, the only survivor, is 
put out to sea in a rudderless ship with all of 
her belongings and an ample stock of provisions. 
When Constance’s father, the emperor of Rome, 
learns what the Sultaness has done, he sends an 
army, which destroys her and all of those who par-
ticipated in her scheme.

FOR FURTHER READING
Further discussion of “The Man of Law’s Tale” 
may be found in HELEN COOPER’s The Canterbury 
Tales (rev. ed. 1996) volume of the Oxford Guides 
to Chaucer series. In addition to critical analyses 
of each tale, Cooper includes commentary on all 
aspects of The Canterbury Tales as a whole, and 
surveys literary responses to the work during the 
15th and 16th centuries. Helen Phillips’s An Intro-
duction to The Canterbury Tales (2000) provides 
additional critical discussion, placing the work 
in historical, political, and economic contexts, as 
well as including a survey of past and current criti-
cal approaches. Chaucer’s Religious Tales (1990), 
edited by C. David Benson and Elizabeth Rob-
ertson, contains several insightful essays on “The 
Man of Law’s Tale,” including DEREK PEARSALL’s 
 “Chaucer’s Religious Tales: A Question of Genre,” 
A. S. G. Edward’s “Critical Approaches to the ‘Man 
of Law’s Tale,’ ” and Frank Robert Worth’s “Pathos 
in Chaucer’s Religious Tales.” R. E. KASKE’s “Cau-
sality and Miracle: Philosophical Perspectives in 
the ‘Knight’s Tale’ and the “Man of Law’s Tale,’ ” 
published in Traditions and Innovations: Essays on 
British Literature of the Middle Ages and the Renais-

sance (1990) considers the way Chaucer imbues 
his pagan sources with Christian philosophy. The 
question of the order of the tales, and where “The 
Man of Law’s Tale” should be placed is considered 
by Edward Condren in Chaucer and the Energy of 
Creation: The Design and Organization of The Can-
terbury Tales (1999). In A Distinction of Stories: The 
Medieval Unity of Chaucer’s Fair Chain of Narra-
tives for Canterbury (1981) Judson Boyce Allen and 
Theresa Moritz use medieval literary theory as the 
basis for a reordering of the tales that recognizes 
four distinct kinds: natural, magical, moral, and 
spiritual. The relationship between “The Man of 
Law’s Tale” and its sources is explored in Christine 
Rose’s “Chaucer’s Man of Law: Teaching through 
the Sources” (College Literature, 2001), and Peter 
Nicholson’s “The Man of Law’s Tale: What Chau-
cer Really Owed to Gower” (Chaucer Review, 
1991). Patricia Eberle discusses medieval notions of 
crime and justice in the tale in “Crime and Justice 
in the Middle Ages: Cases from The Canterbury 
Tales of Geoffrey Chaucer,” published in Rough Jus-
tice: Essays on Crime in Literature (1991). Caroline 
Dinshaw’s Chaucer’s Sexual Poetics (1989) and Mar-
garet Hallissy’s Clean Maids, True Wives, Steadfast 
Widows: Chaucer’s Women and Medieval Codes of 
Conduct (1993) analyze assumptions about gender 
that inform the text. JILL MANN’s Geoffrey Chau-
cer: Feminist Readings (1991) argues that in works 
such as “The Man of Law’s Tale,” Chaucer repre-
sents women in ways that undermine traditional 
antifeminist categories. The pagan characters and 
foreign settings of the tale are considered in Brenda 
Schildgen’s Pagans, Tartars, Moslems and Jews in 
Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales (2001), and in essays 
by various authors in Chaucer’s Cultural Geogra-
phy: Basic Readings in Chaucer and His Time (2002), 
edited by Kathryn Lynch.

“Merchant’s Tale, The”
“The Merchant’s Tale” tells of the “woe that is in 
marriage” when an aging knight marries a young 
and beautiful woman. The tale’s prologue links it 
thematically to the preceding Clerk’s tale.
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SUMMARY
The prologue to this tale, issued in response to 
“The CLERK’S TALE,” shows that the Merchant’s 
experience of marriage has been nothing like that 
of Walter and his patient Griselda. The merchant’s 
wife is so ill-tempered, he claims, that even if the 
devil were to be married to her, she would over-
match him. He generalizes outward from his own 
experience to claim that “wedded men lyven in 
sorwe and care” (line 1,228) [wedded men live in 
sorrow and care]. A bit of a surprise comes at the 
end of this speech when the man reveals that he 
has been married for only two months. The Host, 
Harry Bailly, invites him to tell a tale of “wyves 
cursednesse” since he knows so much about it; the 
merchant agrees, but declines to speak any further 
about his personal experience.

“The Merchant’s Tale” tells the story of an old 
knight named January, who, for the first 60 years of 
his life, merely followed where his sexual appetite 
led him in his desire for women. Now that his life is 
almost over, he decides he ought to take a wife and 
have some children. A long passage of 129 lines 
justifies this decision by praising the virtues of mar-
riage and giving numerous examples of good wives 
[text moved], defying those learned men who have 
written against it.

When January calls his friends together to tell 
them of his decision, he reveals another facet of 
his plan: He intends to marry a young wife, one of 
no more than 20 years of age. He rationalizes this 
decision by saying that an older woman would be 
more difficult to rule, and that a younger woman 
will more easily bear children. Furthermore, he 
remarks, the only thing about him that is old is his 
gray hair; his heart and limbs remain young like the 
evergreen.

His friends have various comments to make 
about his decision, some for it and some against 
it. His brother Placebo declares his full agreement 
with January’s plan, but Justinus, another brother, 
disagrees. His marriage, he claims, has brought him 
nothing but expense and a restriction of his free-
dom. He warns January that he will not be able to 
please his young wife sexually, a caution that gets 
repeated later on. Nothing can sway January from 
his decided course of action, though, and he soon 

busies himself to find a bride. It is not long before 
his choice settles on May, a young woman who, in 
her beauty, her womanly bearing, her seriousness, 
and her lower station in life, somewhat disconcert-
ingly reminds us of Griselda. The only trait Griselda 
has that is not mentioned here is virtue; why this is 
so becomes apparent as the tale unfolds.

There is one matter that preys on January’s con-
science, and which he discusses with his brothers 
before becoming betrothed: He is so certain that 
his married life will be one of absolute bliss that 
he is afraid he will lose the right to go to heaven 
when he dies, having already had his heaven on 
earth. His brother Justinus snidely reassures him 
that God will likely take pity on him and cause his 
wife to make his married life a purgatory. This time, 
however, Justinus qualifies his promise that January 
will regret his decision to marry, saying that the 
marriage will not endanger his salvation, provided 
that he not please his wife too much in bed or give 
in to her desire for sex too frequently.

Justinus and Placebo negotiate the terms of 
the marriage, which includes the transfer of some 
property to May. Shortly thereafter, the marriage 
is celebrated. Now the emphasis of the narrative 
turns directly to sexual desire, making it clear that 
January’s decision to marry and his choice of a 
bride stem more from libido than any other consid-
erations. Throughout the wedding feast, he volup-
tuously anticipates bedding his new wife and even 
contrives to hurry the festivities to a close so that 
he may do so. Paradoxically, prior to going to bed 
he tries to increase his desire by drinking various 
wines and a mixture of aphrodisiacs.

Once the couple have been ceremoniously 
put to bed, January apologizes for the offense he 
is about to do unto May, but then explains that, 
because they are married, nothing that they do can 
be considered sin. Then he “laboureth,” we are 
told, until dawn. Meanwhile, a young squire named 
Damian, who carved the meat at the wedding feast, 
has fallen head over heels in love with May. Dur-
ing the four days that May keeps to her chamber 
as was customary for new brides belonging to her 
husband’s class, Damian’s lovesickness develops to 
such a pitch that he can no longer rise from his 
bed. Overcome with longing, he finally vents his 
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feelings by writing May a note professing his love. 
January’s request that May should visit the ailing 
Damian provides him with an opportunity to give 
her the note, but he begs her not to reveal what he 
has done, for then, he fears, he would be killed.

May reads his note in the privy and then returns 
to bed with her old husband. January asks her to 
remove her clothes so that he can have intercourse 
with her. She obeys, the narrator tells us, but 
whether it seemed to her paradise or hell he cannot 
tell. Before long May discovers that she has fallen 
in love with Damian and feels that she must relieve 
his suffering. She gives him a note to this effect, 
beseeching him to be healed, promising to meet 
him when the opportunity arises. Damian arises the 
next morning completely cured.

January, by way of adding pleasure and luxury 
to his existence, has had an enclosed garden built 
and planted with flowers and trees. It is so beautiful 
that Pluto and Proserpina often visit. The garden 
is kept locked for privacy, and one of the activities 
that January enjoys within its bounds, weather per-
mitting, is having sex with May.

Life in general seems to be going very well for 
January, when suddenly Fortune turns against him 
and he goes blind. Now it becomes more difficult 
than ever to keep his wife under surveillance, and 
January, accordingly, becomes even more jealous 
and attentive. To guard against his wife com-
mitting adultery, he attempts to keep his hand 
upon her at all times. May, bursting with desire for 
young Damian, conceives a plan that will, despite 
January’s precautions, allow the two of them to 
consummate their love. First she makes a wax 
impression of the key to January’s garden so that 
Damian can make a duplicate. This accomplished, 
when the weather grows warm May entreats her 
husband to go with her into the garden. When 
he consents, she gives Damian a signal indicating 
that he should go before. Once all three of them 
are in the garden, January makes a fine speech 
to May beseeching her to remain faithful to him 
and promising to put all his property in her name 
in return. May readily agrees, saying that if she 
should ever break her marriage vows January 
ought to drown her. Then she signals Damian to 
climb into a pear tree.

The action is interrupted at this point by a 
dialogue between Pluto and Proserpina, who 
are observing the three humans in the garden. 
Pluto delivers a speech full of the standard medi-
eval antifeminist rhetoric, pointing to May’s bad 
behavior. To punish her, he determines that he 
will restore January’s sight when May has sex with 
Damian. Proserpina responds angrily to Pluto’s 
charges against womankind, giving historical 
examples showing that men can be just as wicked. 
She decrees that if Pluto restores January’s sight, 
she will grant May, and all women who come 
after her, the ability to talk her way out of the 
situation.

As an excuse to climb up into the pear tree with 
Damian, May announces a craving for pears, refer-
ring to herself in such a way as to suggest that she 
may be pregnant. January, unable to climb because 
of his blindness, consents to let her stand on his 
back to hoist herself into the tree’s branches. At 
last Damian and May are united. He pulls up her 
smock and, in Chaucer’s words, “in he throng,” 
that is, thrust. January immediately regains his 
sight, looks up at his wife, and sees her having sex 
with Damian. He cries out in surprise. May never 
loses her composure, but explains to him that she 
was directed to struggle with a man in a tree as a 
prescription to restore her husband’s sight. When 
January protests that she was having sexual inter-
course with that man, she further explains that 
having just recovered his vision, he must not have 
seen correctly. When he persists in accusing her, 
May turns the tables by becoming angry with him 
for not appreciating that she has eliminated his 
blindness. At last he believes her and the two of 
them are accorded once more.

In the epilogue to the tale, the Host exclaims, 
“Ey! Goddes mercy . . . / Now swich a wyf I pray 
God kepe me fro!” (lines 2,419–2,420) [Hey! God’s 
mercy . . . / Now keep me from such a wife!] and 
delivers his own opinion relative to the tricks 
and deceptions generally practiced upon men 
by women. He describes his own wife as a poor 
“shrew” who possesses a “heep of vices” that he 
will not expound further out of fear that someone 
among the group of pilgrims will report back to her 
what he has said.
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COMMENTARY
There is some uncertainty surrounding the ques-
tion of sources for “The Merchant’s Tale.” Janu-
ary’s deliberation on the virtues of marriage echoes 
parts of EUSTACHE DESCHAMPS’s Mirour de mariage, 
although at least one scholar has argued that both 
Chaucer and Deschamps derived their works from 
a common source, the Lamentationes of Matheolus. 
Other influences on this portion of the text are the 
Liber de amore Dei (“Book of the Love of God”) and 
the Liber consolationis et consilii of ALBERTANO OF 
BRESCIA, which Chaucer translated as his “TALE 
OF MELIBEE.” Chaucer also draws upon a work that 
serves him elsewhere in his characters’s debates on 
the topic of marriage, Saint JEROME’s Epistola adver-
sus Jovinianum (Letter against Jovinian), which 
argued against the cleric Jovinian’s defense of mar-
riage. The second part of the tale, which focuses on 
January’s marriage and lovemaking, may, according 
to LARRY BENSON’s notes in The RIVERSIDE CHAU-
CER, be taken from GIOVANNI BOCCACCIO’s Ameto, 
which describes an aged and impotent man who 
is married to a nubile young woman. The tale’s 
ending borrows a common FABLIAU plot in which 
the blinded husband regains his sight just at the 
moment of his wife’s sexual liaison with another 
man. There are many analogues to this episode 
involving adultery in the pear tree, though in other 
stories the characters who observe and comment 
upon the action are Christ and St. Peter rather 
than Pluto and Proserpina. The enclosed garden, 
which January has built himself, is unique to Chau-
cer, but Le ROMAN DE LA ROSE is certainly echoed 
in the description of this garden whose chief func-
tion is as a site of sexual pleasure.

The blending of all these source materials makes 
it difficult to determine which genre, if any, the tale 
belongs to. Perhaps its closest kin, in terms of plot, 
is the fabliau. The beginning of the tale, with its 
debate on the merits of marriage, suggests that the 
narrative to follow will be an EXEMPLUM, which it 
clearly is not. Other elements, like the use of char-
acters belonging to the upper classes (January is a 
Knight) and the tale’s mixing of high and low style, 
complicate the text beyond definition. Some schol-
ars have argued that Chaucer was using this tale 
as a vehicle for experimentation in style. The tale 

also has a fair number of textual problems, the most 
notable example being the narrator’s two references 
to other men as “secular” when he, a merchant, 
clearly could not be a member of the clergy. This 
may indicate that the tale was originally intended to 
belong to one of the clerical pilgrims, and that when 
it was ultimately given to the Merchant, these lines 
went unrevised. The Monk has been offered as the 
most likely of the pilgrims to have been originally 
assigned the tale. JOHN M. MANLY suggests that 
in Chaucer’s original assigning and ordering of The 
Canterbury Tales, this tale was intended to be told 
by the Monk to repay the Wife of Bath for telling 
a story in which a monk plays the villain (this tale 
was ultimately assigned to the Shipman; see “The 
SHIPMAN’S TALE”). “The Merchant’s Tale” also has 
strong echoes of the romance genre. January is a 
Knight (whereas the characters in fabliau are tra-
ditionally middle class), the focus of the tale is a 
knight’s pursuit of love, the heart of the woman with 
whom he is in love is unattainable, and an enclosed 
garden serves as a centerpiece in the tale’s setting. 
But the values of romance, with its idealized love 
and noble motives such as faithfulness and sacrifice, 
are absent, or even parodied, such as when January 
lectures May upon how he chose her “Noght for no 
coveitise, doutelees, / But oonly for the love I had to 
thee” (lines 2,166–2,167) [Not for any greediness, 
doubtless, / but only for the love I had for you] and 
exhorts her to be faithful to him to win the “love of 
Crist” (line 2,171), when everything we know about 
him suggests the opposite motives. This parodying of 
the romance genre, along with the attitude toward 
women suggested both within the tale and in the 
framing material of prologue and epilogue, have led 
many readers to characterize it as one of the bitter-
est and most cynical of the Canterbury group.

Traditionally, there have been two basic 
approaches to reading “The Merchant’s Tale.” The 
earliest, put forth by GEORGE LYMAN KITTREDGE 
and others, suggests that the tale is a reflection of 
the Merchant’s character and the concerns of his 
own life, specifically the bitter experience of his 
marriage. More recent scholars argue against read-
ing too much of the Merchant’s bitterness into the 
tale, seeing it as a playful satire on marriage, target-
ing both men and women with its wit. Certainly the 

174  “Merchant’s Tale, The”



narrative’s portrayal of January is less than sympa-
thetic. His long argument on the virtues of marriage 
does little to mask the basis of his own decision, 
which has its foundation in greed and lust. No 
longer young, attractive, or able to have sex with 
any woman he desires, he now determines to “buy” 
a young and beautiful woman, who, as his wife, will 
have to obey him in all things. His propensity to 
think of his future wife as property is revealed in 
the statement that “A wyf is Goddes yifte verraily; 
/ Alle othere manere yiftes hardily, / As londes, 
rentes, pasture, or commune, / Or moebles—alle 
been yiftes of Fortune” (lines 1,311–1,314) [A wife 
is truly God’s gift; / All other kinds of gifts, such as 
land, income from rent, pasture, or the right to use 
land held in common, / Or personal property—all 
be the gifts of Fortune]. January’s lust is portrayed 
over and over again in the text, first, and with some 
subtlety, in his comparison of a young woman to 
tasty victuals: “She shal nat passe twenty yeer, cer-
tayn; / Oold fissh and yong flessh wolde I have fayn. 
/ Bet is . . . a pyk than a pykerel, / And bet than old 
boef is the tendre veel” (lines 1,417–1,420) [She 
shall not be older than twenty, certainly; / Old fish 
and young flesh is what I would prefer. / A pike is 
better than a pickerel, / And tender veal is better 
than old beef]. January’s use of the word “flesh” 
recalls biblical remonstrances against succumbing 
to the temptations of the same, where “flesh” is a 
euphemism for “sex.”

January’s eagerness to bed his new wife, and 
the voluptuous anticipation with which he contem-
plates the wedding night, show beyond a doubt that 
he is a representative of the senex amans, or aged 
lover, a figure who appears frequently in Chaucer’s 
work and in medieval literature in general. In The 
Canterbury Tales, the figure appears in “The MILL-
ER’S TALE,” where the aged John the Carpenter is 
married to young Alison; in “The Tale of Melibee”; 
in “The WIFE OF BATH’S PROLOGUE,” where the 
wife describes having been married to two old men; 
and in the Reeve’s prologue, where the Reeve con-
fesses to being afflicted by a sexual energy inappro-
priate to his age. In addition to January’s lust, and 
as an extension, perhaps, of his view of his wife as 
property, is his desire to control her. He explains 
to his friends that he expects a young wife to be 

completely pliable to his will, like “warm wax” in 
his hands. When he goes blind and feels his con-
trol slipping because he cannot observe her every 
move, he nearly goes mad out of fear that she may 
deceive him. Finally his jealousy and possessiveness 
overcome him completely, and he desires that even 
if he should die, she may never love or marry again 
but should always be a widow. Along with jealousy, 
January’s other defining character trait is blindness. 
January is morally blind before he literally loses his 
vision. This is demonstrated from the very begin-
ning when he deludes himself regarding his real rea-
sons for wanting to marry. Present throughout the 
tale, this theme adds a special resonance to the last 
scene when, his sight miraculously restored, Janu-
ary sees his wife copulating with another man but 
refuses to believe the evidence of his eyes. Chaucer 
further colors our perception of January’s character 
by certain naturalistic physical details, such as the 
manner in which the slack skin around his neck 
jiggles when he sings, and the way he wakes him-
self by coughing, to create a portrait of a man with 
whom the Merchant would hardly wish to identify, 
and with whom a young girl would hardly wish to 
make love.

May, on the other hand, seems more difficult to 
evaluate. Critics have in the past criticized her for 
marrying an old man and then committing adultery 
with a younger one, believing that the irony in the 
tale is aimed specifically at her and the gender that 
she represents, rather than at the situation she is in. 
But we do not know whether or not the marriage was 
of May’s choosing. Like Griselda, who also married 
above her social station, May’s marriage may well 
have been contracted by her father or some other 
male relative acting on her behalf. In the Middle 
Ages that certainly would have been more common, 
especially considering her youth, than for her to have 
entered the contract of her own volition. Further 
comparison between May and Griselda reveals more 
similarities. While May does not have to endure 
insults of the extreme type perpetrated by Walter 
against his wife, she does have to submit her will 
entirely to her husband’s lust (will and sexual desire), 
which she does without objection until her own lust 
intervenes to disrupt the one-sided, apparent har-
mony of their marriage. The tale’s conclusion in fact 
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suggests that “The Merchant’s Tale” can be read as 
a realist’s response to the philosophical lessons of 
“The Clerk’s Tale,” showing how a real woman, put 
into Griselda’s position, might respond. The Wife of 
Bath’s personal experience being married to old men, 
recounted in her prologue, lends additional sup-
port to this view. Another of the tales that, like the 
Clerk’s, may be read as a contrast to the Merchant’s 
is the Knight’s. Like “The Merchant’s Tale,” “The 
KNIGHT’S TALE” features an enclosed garden, a beau-
tiful, but inaccessible, lady, and a love triangle. In 
The Canterbury Tales volume of the Oxford Guides to 
Chaucer series (1996), HELEN COOPER suggests that 
“The Knight’s Tale” contains “in ideal form many 
of the courtly attributes and motifs that are debased 
in the Merchant’s Tale,” such as Emily’s association 
with the month of May and the incorporation of 
pagan gods who act upon and correspond to human 
characters (lines 212–213).

CHARACTERS
For information on the mythological figures that 
appear as characters in the tale—Proserpina and 
Pluto—see entries in Part III of this book. Entries 
for the biblical, mythological, and historical figures 
alluded to in the tale are also located in Part III.

Damian In “The Merchant’s Tale,” Damian is 
the young squire and member of January’s house-
hold who falls in love with January’s young wife, 
May. Damian falls for May so suddenly and severely 
that he becomes physically ill from the excess of his 
emotions and must take to his bed. To relieve his 
passions, he writes May a letter confessing his love. 
When he receives confirmation that his feelings are 
returned and that he shall receive physical satisfac-
tion at the earliest possible convenience, an instant 
cure is effected. The two lovers are finally united in 
a pear tree in January’s enclosed garden.

January The aged husband of May in “The Mer-
chant’s Tale.” His name recalls the month and the 
season of winter, which was associated with age and 
death, just as his wife’s name recalls the spring, a 
time of birth and blossoming youth. January’s char-
acter is notable for two features in particular. The 
first is his talkativeness, which stands in contrast to 

May’s reticence and Damian’s near muteness (he 
only speaks once, and that is in a whisper). January’s 
fondness for his own speech is important because it 
provides the primary mechanism by which Chau-
cer constructs his second notable feature, his self-
delusion. January uses language to deceive himself. 
For example, to convince himself that his reasons 
for desiring a wife are noble, he delivers a kind of 
encomium on the virtues of marriage that is com-
pletely undermined by the concupiscence revealed 
through his thoughts and behavior. In this regard 
we should recall that, in addition to its seasonal 
connotation, the name January has the same Latin 
root as the name of the Roman god Janus, who had 
two faces and was the guardian of gates and portals, 
a feature that resonates symbolically with January’s 
failed efforts to guard both the entry to his garden 
and access to his wife.

Justinus Justinus is the brother of January, the 
aged knight who wishes to marry a young woman 
in “The Merchant’s Tale.” Justinus advises against 
the marriage, using antifeminist rhetoric to justify 
his position. Nevertheless, when January’s mind 
is made up, Justinus aids in the negotiations and 
arrangements for the marriage. His name derives 
from the Latin justitia and suggests the truthfulness 
of his warnings against the marriage.

May The young and nubile wife of January in 
“The Merchant’s Tale.” May is based on a stock fig-
ure of the young and beautiful woman who marries 
an old, lecherous man. She is reminiscent of Ali-
son in another FABLIAU, “The MILLER’S TALE,” but 
is perhaps not as lively nor as lovingly described. 
Her marriage to January and subsequent willing-
ness to take a younger lover has been criticized 
by some commentators as revealing her to be an 
opportunist. Since the marriages of young women 
in the Middle Ages were typically arranged by their 
fathers or other male guardians with little input 
from the woman involved, such a criticism seems 
unfounded. The fact that May is never heard to 
speak until the end of the tale, in contrast to Jan-
uary’s garrulous speech, reinforces the sense that 
she has little control over what happens to her. 
The deceitful nature of what she says when she 
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does speak (promising that she will never marry 
again should January die, and denying that she is 
having sex with Damian) paradoxically shows that 
the only way she can exert control over her fate is 
by lying.

Merchant, the See character entry in The CAN-
TERBURY TALES.

Placebo Minor character in “The Merchant’s 
Tale.” Placebo is a kind of yes-man to his brother 
January, the aged knight who decides to marry a 
young woman. While January’s other brother, Jus-
tinus, advises against the marriage, Placebo, whose 
name derives from the Latin placebo, which means 
“I shall please,” simply provides validation for every 
idea or course of action January decides upon. Pla-
cebo is the type of flatterer warned against in “The 
TALE OF MELIBEE” and “The PARSON’S TALE.”

FOR FURTHER READING
For in-depth analysis of “The Merchant’s Tale,” 
including further information regarding sources, 
dating, genre, structure, theme, and style, see 
HELEN COOPER’s The Canterbury Tales volume of 
the Oxford Guides to Chaucer series (1996). Helen 
Phillips’s An Introduction to The Canterbury Tales 
(2000) provides additional critical discussion, plac-
ing the work in historical, political, and economic 
contexts, as well as including a survey of past and 
current critical approaches. Alcuin Blamires’s “The 
Canterbury Tales”: The Critics Debate (1987) sum-
marizes and evaluates various critical approaches to 
the tale. Readers interested in the question of genre 
and possible sources for the tale should consult Roy 
J. Pearcy’s “Anglo-Norman Fabliaux and Chaucer’s 
Merchant’s Tale” (Medium Ævum 2000), and/or 
John Hines’s comprehensive study The Fabliaux in 
English (1993) which traces the historical develop-
ment of the genre in addition to placing five tales of 
the Canterbury group, including “The Merchant’s 
Tale,” within the larger context of the fabliau tradi-
tion. Thomas Cooke’s The Old French and Chauce-
rian Fabliaux: A Study of Their Comic Climax (1978) 
addresses the issue of how “The Merchant’s Tale” 
both does and does not fit the conventions of the 
genre. In “ ‘The Merchant’s Tale’ and Moral Chau-

cer” (Modern Language Quarterly, 1990), A. S. G. 
Edwards also addresses some of the difficulties read-
ers encounter when interpreting the tale, arguing 
that many of the problems that have been identified 
cannot be solved because the tale leaves a “moral 
vacuum,” which provides no criteria for moral eval-
uation. Eric Jager takes up the issue of the tale’s 
moral vision from a different perspective in “The 
Carnal Letter in Chaucer’s Earthly Paradise,” (pub-
lished in Jager’s The Tempter’s Voice: Language and 
the Fall in Medieval Literature, 1993), proposing 
that the tale dramatizes an Augustinian view of the 
Edenic Fall, emphasizing the role of language in 
seduction. The position of the tale as a member of 
the MARRIAGE GROUP is addressed in Canterbury 
Marriage Tales: The Wife of Bath, The Clerk, The 
Merchant, The Franklin, edited by Michael Murphy 
(2000) and in Joan Haahr’s “Chaucer’s ‘Marriage 
Group’ Revisited: The Wife of Bath and Merchant 
in Debate” (published in Homo Carnalis: The Car-
nal Aspect of Medieval Human Life, edited by Helen 
R. Lemay, 1990), as well as GEORGE LYMAN KIT-
TREDGE’s Chaucer and His Poetry (1915). Kittredge 
was the first scholar to group certain tales together 
because of their mutual concern with the theme of 
marriage. Kathryn Jacobs approaches the question 
of marriage in this tale and several other tales from 
a slightly different perspective in her article “Rewrit-
ing the Marital Contract: Adultery in the ‘Canter-
bury Tales’ ” (Chaucer Review, 1995). Laura Howes’s 
Chaucer’s Gardens and the Language of Convention 
(1997) examines gardens in Chaucer’s narratives, 
including “The Merchant’s Tale,” to show how the 
complex metaphorical, rhetorical, and cultural val-
ues associated with gardens may broaden our under-
standing of their literary function. Norman Klassen’s 
Chaucer on Love, Knowledge and Sight (1995) exam-
ines the poet’s use of “sight imagery” and what it 
suggests about Chaucer’s views of knowledge and 
love. Like the other tales of the “Marriage Group,” 
the Merchant’s has also been the subject of numer-
ous analyses based on gender theory, including JILL 
MANN’s Geoffrey Chaucer: Feminist Readings (1991), 
Elaine Hansen Tuttle’s Chaucer and the Fictions of 
Gender (1992), Sarah Stanbury’s “Women’s Letters 
and Private Space in Chaucer” (Exemplaria, 1994), 
and Christine Rose’s “Women’s ‘Pryvete,’ May and 
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the Privy: Fissures in the Narrative Voice in the 
‘Merchant’s Tale.” (Chaucer Yearbook, 1997). Lee 
Patterson gives considerable attention to the Mer-
chant’s performance in his new historicist study of 
Chaucer’s work, Chaucer and the Subject of History 
(1991), analyzing the tale as the expression of its 
teller’s mercantilist ideology.

“Merciless Beauty”
One of the short poems probably written by Chaucer 
but not explicitly attributed to him in the manu-
scripts or by other forms of external evidence (such 
as comments by other poets or scribes). Along with a 
number of works that undoubtedly came from Chau-
cer’s pen, the poem survives in a single manuscript. 
That, in addition to the Chaucerian style displayed 
by the poet in executing the roundel form, has led to 
its acceptance by most modern scholars as genuine.

The poem is divided into three parts, each 
comprised of three stanzas. The first stanza of each 
part states the refrain, which is then repeated at 
the end of the second and third stanzas. Each part 
has a different refrain. The theme of parts one 
and two is a traditional courtly one, the “lover’s 
wound.” The narrator has been wounded by look-
ing into his lady’s eyes and can be healed only if 
she will show him some pity. Otherwise, he will 
die. In part three, the theme takes a comic turn 
as the narrator boasts of how he has escaped from 
love’s prison by becoming fat, and rather than 
bemoaning his loss, he celebrates his freedom: 
“Sin I fro Love escaped am so fat, / I never thenk 
to ben in his prison lene; / Sin I am free, I counte 
him not a bene” (lines 27–29) [Since I, being 
so fat, have escaped from Love, / I never antici-
pate being lean in his prison; / Since I am free, 
I consider him (Love) not worth a bean]. Thus 
the poem humorously concludes by rejecting the 
values of the courtly love tradition in favor of per-
sonal comfort. As with most of Chaucer’s shorter 
poems, the date of the composition of “Merci-
less Beauty” is uncertain, but the reference to the 
poet’s widening girth has led some to suggest that 
it may belong to the later period.

FOR FURTHER READING
For background on the debate over the poem’s 
authenticity, see W. W. SKEAT, The Chaucer Canon, 
with a Discussion of the Works Associated with the 
Name of Geoffrey Chaucer (1900), ELEANOR HAM-
MOND, Chaucer: A Bibliographical Manual (1908), 
and AAGE BRUSENDORFF, The Chaucer Tradition 
(1925; rpt. 1965). Two useful critical editions of 
this and other shorter poems are Geoffrey Chaucer: 
The Minor Poems, Part One (1982, edited by George 
Pace and ALFRED DAVID), and Medieval English 
Lyrics, 1200–1400 (1995, edited by Thomas Dun-
can). An interesting discussion of the poem’s (and 
Chaucer’s) influence on the Pre-Raphaelite painter 
Edward Burne-Jones appears in Barbara Miliaras’s 
“Womanly Noblesse: The Influence of the Courtly 
Love Tradition on Edward Burne-Jones” (published 
in Pre-Raphaelitism and Medievalism in the Arts, 1992, 
edited by Liana De Girolami Cheney).

“Miller’s Prologue, The”
“The Miller’s Prologue” is one of the more interest-
ing narrative links that appear in The Canterbury 
Tales, acting as a bridge between the preceding tale 
and the one that follows.

SUMMARY
Following the conclusion of “The KNIGHT’S TALE,” 
there is general agreement among the pilgrims that 
the Knight has told an exceptionally noble and 
worthy story. Harry Bailly, the Host, invites the 
Monk to tell the next tale, but he is interrupted 
by the drunken Miller, who insists that he will tell 
the next tale, himself. The Miller resists Bailly’s 
attempts to quiet him, announces that he will tell 
a tale of a carpenter and his wife, and how a clerk 
made a fool of the carpenter. The Reeve tells the 
Miller to stop his noisy talk, saying it is a sin and 
great foolishness to tell a story that defames or 
injures any man or woman. His attempt to inter-
vene is unsuccessful and the Miller proceeds to tell 
his tale, but not before the narrator intervenes to 
apologize in advance for the lewdness of the tale to 
come, urging the reader who might be offended by 
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such material to pass over to another, more suit-
able tale.

COMMENTARY
“The Miller’s Prologue” establishes several fun-
damental aspects of The Canterbury Tales. The 
Miller’s response to Harry Bailly indicates that the 
order in which the tales are told will not be deter-
mined by social rank. The theme of social conflict 
that emerges here is amplified by the disagreement 
between the Reeve and the Miller about what sort 
of tale the Miller ought to tell. The pilgrims’ gen-
eral response to “The Knight’s Tale” as well as 
the Host and Reeve’s reaction to the Miller indi-
cates that the pilgrims will function as an audience 
for the tales and respond to them. These elements 
constitute an innovative departure from the tradi-
tional format of tale collections such as BOCCAC-
CIO’s DECAMERON, which is thought to have served 
as a model for Chaucer.

“Miller’s Tale, The”
The silly, sexy love triangle of “The Miller’s Tale” 
offers a comic rebuttal to the high seriousness of 
the Knight’s chivalric romance.

SUMMARY
A well-to-do carpenter named John, who lives in 
OXFORD, is married to a pretty wife, Alison, much 
younger than himself. Nicholas, a clever student, 
rents a room in John’s house and takes a fancy to 
John’s wife. One day, when John is out of town, 
Nicholas professes his love to Alison while simul-
taneously grabbing her crotch. Alison pushes him 
away, threatening to cry out for help. Nicholas lets 
her go, but pleads for her mercy so effectively that 
she promises to satisfy him when the opportunity 
arises, but warning him that they must be careful 
of her husband’s jealousy. Nicholas tells her not to 
worry, then busies himself to come up with a plan 
that will permit the consummation of his lust with-
out her husband’s knowledge.

Meanwhile, another young man in the com-
munity has fallen in love with the nubile young 

Alison. He is a parish clerk, Absalom. Although 
accomplished in singing, dancing, and playing a 
musical instrument called the gittern (see CITHERN), 
he comes off as somewhat of a fool compared to 
the clever Nicholas. Stricken with love for Alison, 
Absalom serenades her beneath the window of her 
bedchamber and sends her a bevy of gifts, including 
wine, mead, ale, cakes, and money. He also tries to 
impress her by playing the character of Herod in 
the town’s cycle of MYSTERY PLAYS. But all is to no 
avail, for Alison is in love with Nicholas.

The next time John has to go out of town, Nich-
olas begins to work on his plan to trick the carpen-
ter, a plan he partly reveals to Alison. Stocking his 
room with enough food and drink to last several 
days, Nicholas locks himself in and does not come 
out or answer the door when John, now returned 
from his journey, sends his servant to see whether 
something is wrong. Together, John and the ser-
vant break down the door. They find Nicholas sit-
ting stock still and staring into space. John shouts 
at Nicholas to wake up, then says a charm to dispel 
evil spirits. Nicholas appears to come out of his 
trance-like state and, after making John promise 
not to repeat anything that he says, tells the car-
penter that he has seen signs in the heavens fore-
telling that on a certain day in the near future there 
will be a great storm that will flood the earth even 
worse than Noah’s flood. Nicholas goes on to say 
that if John will follow his instructions, the three of 
them—John, Alison, and Nicholas—may be saved. 
He then directs John to purchase three wooden 
tubs, each large enough for a person to fit into and 
to float in, and he tells John to furnish the contain-
ers with enough food and drink to last for a day, 
after which the waters will subside. John purchases 
the tubs and suspends them from the roof with 
ropes exactly as Nicholas instructed him, putting 
the tub for his wife at a good distance from his own. 
The tubs are each furnished with food, with ladders 
for easy access and with an axe for cutting the ropes 
when the water rises enough for them to float.

On the eve of the day for which the flood has 
been predicted, John, Alison, and Nicholas climb 
into their respective tubs. John soon falls asleep; Ali-
son and Nicholas climb down from their tubs and 
into bed, where they engage in sexual relations. In 
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the meantime, Absalom, thinking that John has gone 
out of town again, decides to go to Alison’s window 
before dawn and make a full confession of his love. 
Roused from her lovemaking with Nicholas, Alison 
is unimpressed by Absalom’s love-longing. She calls 
him a fool and tells him to go away. Absalom says he 
will, provided she gives him a kiss. Going to the open 
window, she calls him over. As Absalom reaches 
up to kiss her, Alison thrusts her bottom out of the 
window so that he kisses “hir naked ers” [her naked 
ass]. It is so dark that Absalom does not realize what 
is going on until he feels a patch of rough hair; he 
jumps back, thinking that he has felt a beard. Nicho-
las collapses in laughter.

Realizing now that he has been tricked, Absa-
lom swears to get revenge. He makes his way to a 
blacksmith’s forge where he borrows a hot coulter 
(a blade for attaching to a ploughshare). Carrying 
the hot steel by its cold handle, Absalom returns to 
Alison’s window and says he has brought her a gold 
ring, which he will give her in exchange for another 
kiss. This time, Nicholas sticks his bottom out the 
window. It is still dark, so Absalom, thinking that 
he is speaking to Alison, asks her to speak so that 
he knows where she is. Nicholas responds to this 
request with a resounding fart. Using the sound to 
locate his target, Absalom strikes Nicholas upon 
the buttocks with the hot iron.

Nicholas is burned so badly that he cries out, 
“Help! Water Water! Help!” awakening the car-
penter. Believing that the flood has come upon 
them, John cuts the ropes that bind his tub to the 
roof and comes crashing down. Alison and Nich-
olas run out into the street, which is now filled 
with neighbors awakened by the fray. Alison and 
Nicholas inform them that the carpenter has gone 
mad, and assign to him all the responsibility for the 
plan to escape from the great flood. The neighbors 
believe the story and have a good laugh at John’s 
expense. Eventually the entire town believes him 
to be mad.

COMMENTARY
“The Miller’s Tale” belongs to the genre of the 
FABLIAU, or bawdy tale, which became very popu-
lar in France during the 12th and 13th centuries, 
though analogues to the tale exist in a variety of 

languages. The French fabliaux were usually written 
in octosyllabic (eight-syllable) couplets. By casting 
his own in rhyming pentameters, Chaucer worked 
a variation on the form, but stuck to the essential 
characteristics of the French stories in plot and 
characterization. One of the standard plots of the 
fabliau is the cuckolding of a dim-witted husband 
by a sly and lustful student. The stock characters 
tend to be members of the middle class, and the 
description of their behavior tends to be bluntly 
realistic and humorous. The time is the present and 
the place is typically a well-known town or village, 
in this case the university town of Oxford. There 
is no immediate source for “The Miller’s Tale”; 
however, three features of its plot are well-known 
medieval anecdotes. These are the fear of a second 
Noah’s flood, the misdirected kiss, and the brand-
ing with a hot iron. Although other fabliaux appear 
among The Canterbury Tales, “The Miller’s Tale” is 
the best known and most often anthologized.

“The Miller’s Tale” is the second to be told on 
the pilgrimage to Canterbury. Although questions 
have been raised about the final order that Chau-
cer intended the tales to take, there is no doubt 
that the Miller’s bawdy story of Alison, the carpen-
ter’s wife, and her two suitors was meant to follow 
and respond to the Knight’s lofty and noble chival-
ric romance. When Harry Bailly, the Host, invites 
the Monk to succeed the Knight in the tale-telling 
contest, the Miller drunkenly interrupts, insisting 
that he will now tell a tale to “quite” (requite, or 
pay back) the Knight’s. His interruption constitutes 
a challenge to order and authority, and Bailly calls 
attention to it as such when he asks the Miller to 
be patient and let some “bettre” man tell the next 
tale. The Miller refuses to be reined in, however, 
and soon embarks on the tale that in many ways 
functions as a subversive mirror of the Knight’s 
story. Both of the tales are about love, and both 
feature a love triangle where two young men vie 
for the affection of the same young woman. “The 
Miller’s Tale” also contains some verbal echoes of 
the Knight’s performance. First, one of the phrases 
used to describe Arcite’s lovesickness, “Allone, 
withouten any compaignye” [Alone without any 
company] is repeated verbatim to introduce Nich-
olas. Nicholas’s declaration of love for Alison is 
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couched in the familiar phrases of courtly wooing, 
when he exclaims that unless she returns his love, 
“For deerne love of thee, lemman, I spille” (line 
3,278) [For secret love of thee, dear heart, I die]. 
The fact that he speaks this courtly language while 
simultaneously grabbing her crotch further under-
mines the courtly values ordinarily incorporated in 
the use of such language. Indeed, all of these fea-
tures reflect parodically on the lofty tone and ele-
vated subject matter of the romance. In the typical 
romance, such as “The Knight’s Tale,” love is an 
idealized, even intellectualized, emotion, fraught 
with questions of great philosophical import like 
the mechanism of destinal order in the universe. In 
“The Miller’s Tale,” love is instinctual and basic, 
a matter of physical desire and the most expedi-
ent means of satisfying it. Peggy Knapp’s Chaucer 
and the Social Contest (1990) provides an interest-
ing examination of the Miller’s opposition to the 
Knight.

The poetry of “The Miller’s Tale” deserves 
special mention because it furnishes an excellent 
example of the serious artistry that permeates all 
Chaucer’s work, but is less often considered in read-
ings of his comedic tales. Stephen Knight’s chapter 
on the tale in his book The Poetry of The Canterbury 
Tales (1973) provides an insightful discussion of 
Chaucer’s language and style in “The Miller’s Tale,” 
pointing out how the lines used to describe Nicho-
las, fluent and filled with learned words, reflect his 
character. John, the carpenter, is likewise described 
in language that is rugged and graced with terms 
befitting his trade, as in this description of him 
preparing for the predicted flood: “He gooth and 
geteth hym a knedyng trogh, / And after that a 
tubbe and a kymelyn, / And pryvely he sente hem 
to his in, / And heng hem in the roof in pryvetee. / 
His owene hand he made laddres thre, / To clym-
ben by the ronges and the stalkes / Unto the tubbes 
hangynge in the balkes, / And hem vitailled, bothe 
trogh and tubbe, / With breed, and chese, and good 
ale in a jubbe, / Suffisynge right ynogh as for a day” 
(lines 3,620–3,629) [He goes and gets him a knead-
ing trough, / And after that a tub and another large 
container, / And in secrecy he had them brought 
to his house, / And in secrecy hung them in the 
rafters. / With his own hand he made three ladders, 

/ To climb by the rungs and the uprights / Into the 
tubs hanging in the rafters, / And he stocked both 
trough and tub, / With bread, cheese, and good ale 
in a jug, / Sufficient for a day].

The description of Alison, like that of a courtly 
lady in a medieval romance, is highly detailed and 
emphasizes her beauty; but the terms by which 
that beauty is depicted, such as the comparison of 
her shape to that of a weasel, create an earthy and 
tangible portrait rather than an ephemeral and ide-
alized one. Some of the more conventional details 
of feminine beauty are in fact reserved for the por-
trait of Absalom, whose curled hair shines like 
gold and fans out beautifully across his shoulders. 
Absalom’s foppishness is likewise suggested by his 
red hose and elaborately ornate shoes that feature 
the pattern of a church window carved into their 
surface. Details such as these set Chaucer’s work 
apart from and above other fabliaux. Although he 
preserves the genre’s essential elements of plot and 
character type, his plot and characters are more 
complex as well as poetic. John the Carpenter, for 
instance, in addition to his role as the old husband 
who marries a beautiful young wife to his peril, is 
not merely ridiculously gullible (as when he falls 
for Nicholas’s story of the second Noah’s flood), 
but also displays a good-natured concern for the 
people out to make a fool of him. When Nicholas 
locks himself in his room and fails to reappear 
for several days, John has a servant break down 
the door to make sure the young man is safe and 
whole. And when Nicholas predicts that a deadly 
deluge is coming, John’s first thought is for his 
beloved Alison: “Allas, my wyf! / And shal she 
drenche? Allas, myn Alisoun!” (lines 3,522–3,523) 
[Alas, my wife! / And shall she drown? Alas, my 
Alison!]. Somewhat paradoxically, Chaucer’s evo-
cation of parish religion adds another level of rich-
ness to the tale. One of the songs Nicholas enjoys 
playing is the Angelus ad virginem [The angel to 
the Virgin], a hymn of the annunciation. After 
promising Nicholas to appease his lust when the 
opportunity arises, Alison goes gaily to the par-
ish church, “Christes owene werkes for to wirche” 
(line 3,308) [Christ’s own works for to perform]. 
Absalom, with his long beautiful hair evokes King 
David’s son of the same name, whose story appears 
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in the Old Testament. Absalom also works in the 
church as a parish clerk, where one of his jobs is to 
“cense” (waft the incense smoke over) the congre-
gation. The mystery plays, village enactments of 
biblical stories, are mentioned several times, and 
the names of God or Christ (or some variation of 
them) appear at least once on every page.

The plot of the tale exhibits a surprisingly 
sophisticated structure of meticulous preparation 
for nearly everything that happens in the course 
of the narrative. At the beginning of the tale, 
when the character of Nicholas is introduced, we 
are immediately informed of his skill in astrology 
and his ability to predict the weather, which helps 
to explain why his deception of John takes the 
particular form that it does. A noted feature of 
Absalom’s character is his squeamishness “of fart-
yng” (line 3,337) [of farting], which adds special 
meaning to his predicament at the end of the tale. 
Similarly, Absalom believes that the itching of his 
mouth signifies he will be kissed in the near future. 
The satisfaction accorded by this pattern of antici-
pation and fulfillment significantly enhances the 
tale’s comic effects and is one of the key features 
that determines its status as one of the best of the 
Canterbury group.

CHARACTERS
For information on saints and biblical characters 
alluded to in “The Miller’s Tale,” see entries in Part 
III of this book.

Absalom A parish clerk and one of the princi-
pal characters in “The Miller’s Tale,” Absalom is 
introduced with a vivid, even flamboyant physical 
description. His curly golden hair fans across his 
shoulders. Together with his rosy complexion and 
gray eyes, these details suggest a medieval romance 
heroine rather than a hero. His dandyish charac-
ter is emphasized by mention of his clothing: the 
red hose, white surplice, and blue belt, and the 
shoes that have church windows carved into their 
leather. The comparison of his surplice to a blossom 
on a bough, and the information that he is squea-
mish about farting and fastidious in his speech, 
enhance the note of effeminacy. In addition to his 
position as parish clerk, Absalom also works as a 

barber, which in medieval times included bloodlet-
ting and administering other types of medical treat-
ment. Absalom falls in love with Alison, the young 
wife of the aged carpenter John, and attempts to 
woo her with gifts and by serenading her with song. 
Alison, however, is in love with Nicholas, a young 
scholar who rents a room from her husband. Absa-
lom is one of the key players in the poem’s comic 
climax, where his squeamishness about bodily func-
tions intensifies the hilarity of both of his visits to 
Alison’s window, serving as counterpoint to the 
sobriety of his revenge motive on the second visit.

Alison The 18-year-old wife of John the Carpen-
ter in “The Miller’s Tale.” She is pursued by and 
falls in love with Nicholas, a young scholar who 
boards in her husband’s house. The description of 
Alison is one of the most striking in all of Chaucer’s 
poetry, playing off of the romance convention of 
providing a highly detailed portrait of the romantic 
heroine. This description departs from convention 
in its use of natural imagery. Alison’s body is as slim 
and lithe as a weasel’s, her apron as white as morn-
ing milk, her eyes as black as sloe berries. She is as 
pleasant to look upon as an early ripening pear tree 
and soft as the wool of a prize sheep. Her complex-
ion shines more brightly than a newly forged gold 
coin. Alison is complicit in the trick that allows 
her to spend the night with Nicholas, her behavior 
fitting her description as a lusty young woman. She 
also possesses a lively sense of humor, which is dis-
played by her sudden inspiration to stick her bot-
tom out the window when Absalom requests a kiss. 
She is the only principal character in “The Miller’s 
Tale” who is not punished for her misbehavior or 
stupidity.

Gervaise A blacksmith and minor character in 
“The Miller’s Tale,” Gervaise provides Absalom 
with the hot coulter which he uses to burn Nicho-
las on the “tout,” or bottom.

Gille A maidservant in “The Miller’s Tale.” She 
is such a minor character that she does not actu-
ally even appear in the action but is only referred 
to by Nicholas, a young student who lodges with 
John the Carpenter and his lovely young wife, Ali-
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son. When Nicholas warns John that they need to 
prepare themselves for the coming of a great flood, 
and that they must tell no one else of their plans, 
he says that the need for secrecy is so great, they 
cannot save anyone else, not even John’s two ser-
vants, of whom Gille is one.

John the Carpenter The somewhat dull-witted 
husband of lovely young Alison in the bawdy 
“Miller’s Tale.” After taking in a lodger, a young 
clerk named Nicholas, John is tricked into believ-
ing that Nicholas’s study of the heavens has 
revealed that a second Noah’s flood is on the way. 
Following Nicholas’s instructions, John constructs 
three wooden tubs to hang up in the roofbeams of 
his house. Their plan is that when the water rises 
high enough, they will cut the ropes by which the 
tubs are suspended and float to safety. On the 
night of the predicted flood, John, Alison, and 
Nicholas each go to bed in one of the three tubs. 
But after John has fallen asleep, Alison and Nicho-
las climb down and hop into bed together, which is 
what they planned to do all along. Further devel-
opments then cause John to believe that the flood 
has indeed come. In his confusion, he cuts the 
ropes holding up his tub and crashes to the floor. 
Nicholas and Alison tell all the neighbors who are 
awakened by the noise that John has gone mad. 
John’s betrayal by his wife, who is a good deal 
younger than he, is at least partly accountable to 
his age. Such May–December marriages were com-
mon in the Middle Ages, when a woman’s (and 
sometimes a man’s) marriage was customarily 
arranged by her parents for reasons other than 
love, usually having to do with the exchange of 
property. The Wife of Bath has been a party to 
three such marriages and often deceived her old 
husbands with younger men. January in “The MER-
CHANT’S TALE” is, like John, the victim of such 
deceit. The fact that John is a carpenter by profes-
sion is offensive to the Reeve (himself a carpen-
ter), who responds to the Miller’s performance by 
telling another bawdy story in which a miller is the 
target of ridicule.

Miller, the See character entry in The CANTER-
BURY TALES.

Nicholas A young scholar and one of the prin-
cipal characters of “The Miller’s Tale.” He rents a 
room in the house of John the Carpenter, who lives 
in OXFORD, and he is in love with John’s young 
wife, Alison, who soon falls in love with him. He is 
depicted as possessing a clever and sly intelligence 
that is somewhat masked by his air of meekness. As 
a scholar, he has studied the regular university cur-
riculum of the Seven Liberal Arts, which included 
grammar, dialectic, rhetoric, arithmetic, music, 
geometry, and astronomy, but his chief interest 
lies in predicting the weather through ASTROL-
OGY, which itself was not distinct or separate from 
the science of astronomy at this time in western 
Europe. Certain aspects of his characterization sug-
gest that he may represent a debased version of 
the courtly lover, notably his musical ability, the 
perfuming of his room and himself with herbs and 
spices, and the language with which he attempts to 
woo Alison, which consists of phrases that sound 
as if they could have been lifted verbatim from a 
courtly romance. Chaucer refers to him 11 times 
as “hende Nicholas,” and LARRY BENSON suggests 
that the poet is playing upon the various meanings 
of the epithet, which he lists as “courteous,” “gra-
cious,” “gentle,” “nice,” and possibly “handy, near 
at hand.” He tricks John into providing an occasion 
for Alison and him to spend the night together by 
convincing the carpenter that another great flood, 
one even more destructive than Noah’s flood, is on 
its way.

Robyn John the Carpenter’s servant in “The 
Miller’s Tale.” When John’s lodger, Nicholas, locks 
himself in his room and does not come out, John 
sends Robyn up to rouse him. When the young 
man is unable to wake him by knocking on the 
door and calling out to him, he peeps through a 
hole in the door. He sees Nicholas lying on the 
floor as if he is in a stupor, which he reports to his 
master, and then assists John in breaking down the 
door. The first name of the Miller who tells this tale 
is also Robyn.

FOR FURTHER READING
Further discussion of “The Miller’s Tale” may be 
found in HELEN COOPER’s The Canterbury Tales (rev. 
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ed. 1996) volume of the Oxford Guides to Chaucer 
series. In addition to critical analyses of each tale, 
Cooper includes commentary on all aspects of The 
Canterbury Tales as a whole, and surveys literary 
responses to the work during the 15th and 16th 
centuries. Helen Phillips’s An Introduction to The 
Canterbury Tales (2000) provides additional critical 
discussion, placing the work in historical, political, 
and economic contexts, as well as including a sur-
vey of past and current critical approaches. ALCUIN 
BLAMIRES’s “The Canterbury Tales”: The Critics 
Debate (1987) summarizes and evaluates critical 
approaches to the tales, including “The Miller’s 
Tale.” Peter Mack and Chris Walton’s edition, 
Geoffrey Chaucer: The Miller’s Tale (1995) includes 
glosses and discursive notes as well as a discussion 
of critical approaches to the work and a summary 
of two analogous tales. The first Canterbury Tale to 
appear in the long-awaited VARIORUM edition, The 
Miller’s Tale, edited by Thomas W. Ross, collates 10 
manuscripts and 20 printed editions with full criti-
cal apparatus to “present the Miller’s Tale as Chau-
cer wrote it, as nearly as our present knowledge 
and resources permit.” Readers interested in the 
question of genre and possible sources for the tale 
should consult John Hines’s comprehensive study 
The Fabliaux in English (1993), which traces the 
historical development of the genre in addition to 
placing five tales of the Canterbury group, includ-
ing “The Miller’s Tale,” within the larger context 
of the fabliau tradition. H. Marshall Leicester Jr. 
considers the tale’s genre from a slightly differ-
ent perspective, that of psychoanalytic theory, in 
“Newer Currents in Psychoanalytic Criticism and 
the Difference ‘It’ Makes: Gender and Desire in 
the ‘Miller’s Tale’ ” (English Literary History, 1994). 
JILL MANN analyzes the tale’s imagery in “Speak-
ing Images in Chaucer’s ‘Miller’s Tale,’ ” published 
in Speaking Images: Essays in Honor of V. A. Kolve 
(edited by R. F. Yeager and Charlotte Morse, 2001). 
LEE PATTERSON provides a new historicist reading 
of the tale in an essay published in Chaucer (edited 
by Valerie Allen and Sandra Pierson, 1996), and 
Karma Lochrie’s “Women’s ‘Pryvetees’ and Fabliau 
Politics in the ‘Miller’s Tale,’ ” published in Exem-
plaria 6 (1994), considers the tale from the perspec-
tive of gender studies. T. L. Burton and Rosemary 

Greentree provide an annotated bibliography of 
scholarly and critical treatments of “The Miller’s 
Tale” in Chaucer’s “Miller’s,” “Reeve’s” and “Cook’s 
Tales” (1997).

“Monk’s Tale, The”
A series of brief biographies designed to illustrate 
the fickleness of Fortune. “The Monk’s Tale” fol-
lows “The TALE OF MELIBEE” and precedes “The 
NUN’S PRIEST’S TALE” in all extant manuscripts of 
The Canterbury Tales.

SUMMARY

Prologue
The Host responds to “The Tale of Melibee” by 
exclaiming that he wishes his own wife, Goode-
lief, would exhibit as much patience as Melibee’s 
wife, Prudence, instead of behaving like a shrew 
and urging him to violence and acts of vengeance. 
He invites the Monk to take his turn at the game 
of tale-telling, but not before delivering a few rib-
ald comments regarding the Monk’s appearance. 
The Host notes that the Monk carries himself like 
an officer; therefore, he must be a man of some 
importance within his order. This observance leads 
him to further comments on the Monk’s attractive 
physique, comments that come to a climax when 
the Host breaks into lamentation over the Monk’s 
religious profession, with its accompanying vow of 
chastity. This is such a waste, the Host exclaims, 
considering the Monk’s obvious value as breeding 
stock. The Monk waits until the Host has finished 
and then, without comment on what has been said, 
announces that he will tell a tale, or two, or three, 
beginning with the life of Saint Edward the Con-
fessor or perhaps with some tragedies, which he 
defines as stories of people who experienced great 
prosperity followed by a descent into misery.

Tale
The tale begins with the Monk repeating his defi-
nition of tragedy, referring now to the role played 
by Fortune in bringing about both prosperity and 
adversity. This introduction is followed by a series 
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of 16 “tragedies” that recount, some briefly and 
some in great detail, the lives of various biblical 
and historical figures who experienced prosperity 
followed by adversity. They are listed below and 
described briefly in the order in which they appear.

 1. Lucifer—the fallen angel who became Satan.
 2. Adam—the first man, who lived innocently in 

Paradise until he committed the first sin.
 3. Samson—Old Testament champion of the 

Israelites. A man of great physical strength, 
his power depended on his hair remain-
ing unshorn. Samson revealed the secret of 
his strength to his lover, Delilah, who cut it 
off while he was sleeping and betrayed him 
to his enemies. When he was displayed by 
being chained between two pillars in a temple 
belonging to the Philistines, he avenged him-
self by pulling the pillars down and making 
the temple fall, killing himself and everyone 
inside.

 4. Hercules—classical hero who won fame by per-
forming feats requiring great physical strength. 
Hercules was also betrayed by a woman, his 
lover Deianira, who gave him a venomous shirt 
that burned his skin, causing him so much pain 
that he committed suicide.

 5. Nabugodonosor (Nebuchadnezzar)—a king of 
Babylon who twice conquered Jerusalem and 
took captives from among the Israelites. One of 
these, Daniel, was able to interpret the king’s 
dreams. King Nebuchadnezzar was very proud 
and full of self-confidence during his prosper-
ity, believing that not even God might deprive 
him of his high estate. But then one day he 
was suddenly stricken with madness and so 
completely deprived of reason that he began to 
live like a beast, eating hay and lying out in the 
rain. When he was an old man God restored 
his wits, and the king lived forever after in fear 
and respect of God’s power and grace.

 6. Balthasar (Belshazzar)—King Nebuchadnez-
zar’s son, who did not learn anything by his 
father’s experience. Belshazzar worshipped 
idols and had so little respect for the God of 
the Israelites that he used their holy vessels to 
drink wine. While engaged in this activity, an 

arm appeared and wrote some words upon the 
wall which Belshazzar called upon the Israelite 
Daniel to interpret. Daniel announced that it 
was a prophecy of Belshazzar’s doom. The man 
was slain later that night.

 7. Cenobia (Zenobia)—the queen of PALMYRA in 
Syria. From the beginning of her life, Zenobia 
fled the company of women, preferring to run 
in the woods, hunt, and wrestle. She kept her 
virginity because she did not want to put her-
self under the power of any man. But at last 
her friends persuaded her to marry Odenake 
(Odenathus), the ruler of Palmyra. The two 
lived in joy and felicity, yet Zenobia was so 
chaste that she would never consent to have 
intercourse with her husband except for the 
purpose of having children. As queen, Zeno-
bia was a great warrior, a wise ruler, and a 
good mother to the two sons she had with 
Odenathus. Together, she and her husband 
conquered many kingdoms in the East, which 
they ruled together until Odenathus’s death. 
After his death, she ruled alone, still making 
war and conquering other lands. Finally, how-
ever, she was overcome by the Roman emperor 
Aurelian (Aurelianus), who made her march 
in chains before his chariot.

 8. Petro Rege Ispannie—King Pedro of Castile 
in Spain was a contemporary of Chaucer’s. He 
was murdered by his brother, who reigned after 
him.

 9. Petro Rege de Cipro—Pierre de Lusignan, the 
king of Cyprus, was also a contemporary of 
Chaucer’s. He was slain out of envy by three of 
his own knights.

10. Barnabo de Lumbardia (Bernabò Visconti)—
Lord of MILAN in Italy and another of Chau-
cer’s contemporaries. His nephew, who was 
also his son-in-law, caused him to fall from 
power and to be imprisoned. He died soon 
after.

11. Hugelino Comite de Pize (Ugolino of Pisa)—a 
nobleman of Pisa in Italy, falsely accused by 
the bishop of Pisa and put into prison, along 
with his four children. All died of starvation.

12. Nero—infamous Roman emperor. He performed 
various acts of violence, including slitting open 
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his mother’s womb to see where he had been 
conceived, and forcing Seneca, who had been 
his teacher when he was a youth, to commit sui-
cide by slitting his wrists in a warm bath. Finally 
the Roman people all turned against him and 
he committed suicide to escape their wrath.

13. Oloferno (Holofernes)—a captain under King 
Nebuchadnezzar who was famed for his skill in 
war. One night while he lay drunk in his tent 
he was beheaded by an Israelite woman named 
Judith. This version of the story, which differs 
from that found in the Book of Judges, appears 
in the apocryphal Book of Judith, chs. 1–16.

14. Rege Antiocho (King Antiochus)—Antio-
chus IV, king of Syria. His story is told in the 
apocryphal Book of Maccabees. A prideful 
king, Antiochus hated the Jews so much that 
he warred upon them at every opportunity. 
When he had determined to attack Jerusa-
lem, God smote him with an invisible wound 
that caused him tremendous pain in his gut. 
Still, he would not waver from his intention, 
until he became so ill that his flesh began 
to rot and stink. Finally he was deserted by 
his companions, who could no longer bear 
the smell of him, and he died alone on a 
mountainside.

15. Alexandro—Alexander the Great, son of Philip 
of Macedon, was one of the greatest conquer-
ors who ever lived. He was also the flower 
of knighthood and greatly blessed by Fortune. 
According to the Monk’s version of the story, 
he was poisoned to death by his followers.

16. Julio Cesare (Julius Caesar)—the great Roman 
emperor who did the most to expand Rome’s 
empire in western Europe. In recounting 
Caesar’s conflict with Pompey the Great, the 
Monk digresses to lament the latter as another 
victim of Fortune. Caesar also lost favor with 
Fortune and was betrayed by Brutus Cassius, 
who plotted the attack in the capitol that cost 
Caesar his life. The name “Brutus Cassius” can 
be traced back to a probable scribal error in 
an early Latin version of the story in which 
the Latin et (“and,” as in “Brutus and Cas-
sius”) that originally appeared between the two 
names was dropped.

17. Cresus (Croesus)—the proud king of Lydia 
whom Cyrus the Great sentenced to be burned 
to death. When a storm put out the fire, Croe-
sus escaped and rallied his troops to fight again. 
After a dream in which Jupiter washed him 
and Phoebus dried him off, he became even 
more confident that he should win. His daugh-
ter, however, interpreted the dream to mean 
that he would hang on a gallows, where his 
body would be washed by the rain and dried by 
the sun. His daughter’s prediction came true.

At this point, “The Monk’s Tale” is interrupted 
by the Knight, who calls for an end to the telling 
of such depressing tales. The Host agrees and asks 
the Monk to tell a different sort of story, one of 
hunting, perhaps. The Monk refuses, saying he no 
longer has any spirit for the game.

COMMENTARY
The subtitle of “The Monk’s Tale,” De Casi-
bus Virorum Illustrium, provides a strong clue to 
its genealogy. Translated into English, the Latin 
phrase means, “concerning the misfortunes of great 
men,” and it was the same title given by BOCCAC-
CIO to an earlier, similar work. The most significant 
difference between Chaucer’s tale and Boccaccio’s 
lengthy work in prose has to do with the role played 
by Fortune. Although Boccaccio’s work also tells 
the lives of men who fall from prosperity to adver-
sity, it emphasizes the culpability of each protago-
nist in bringing about his fall, rather than putting 
the blame on an undiscriminating Fortune. The 
idea of Fortune and its relationship to human 
destiny came from another of Chaucer’s favorite 
sources, Le ROMAN DE LA ROSE, in which the alle-
gorical figure of Reason warns the Lover against 
Fortune’s instability. And although the concept 
of tragedy may be seen to function in Boccaccio’s 
work, the Latin word tragedia never appears there, 
but it is used by BOETHIUS in his Consolation of Phi-
losophy, from which Chaucer probably derived both 
the idea and the word. The concept itself was a for-
eign one for medieval readers who generally were 
not familiar with Aristotle’s Poetics. Such theoreti-
cal definitions of tragedy as did exist at this time 
were inconsistent with one another; “a tale with an 
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unhappy ending” is the closest we can come to a 
general definition. For this reason, and because of 
Chaucer’s influential position as a man of letters, 
his Monk’s definition of tragedy became the “offi-
cial” one until the rediscovery of Aristotle’s work in 
the early 17th century.

Several textual problems are presented by the 
manuscripts of “The Monk’s Tale.” First, the trag-
edy of Adam is omitted in several of the early man-
uscripts of The Canterbury Tales. Of slightly more 
interest is the uncertain order of the stanza groups. 
The three most authoritative manuscripts—the 
ELLESMERE, the HENGWRT, and the Gg, place the 
four stanza groups having to do with contempo-
raries of Chaucer (Pedro of Castile, Pierre de Lusig-
nan, Bernabò Visconti, and Ugolino of Pisa) at the 
end of the tale so that, from beginning to end, it 
follows a roughly chronological order. Other manu-
scripts, which greatly outnumber the three men-
tioned above, feature the four contemporary stanza 
groups inserted between those having to do with 
Zenobia and with Nero. Despite the fact that it dis-
rupts the tale’s chronological order, the latter is the 
order favored by most editors, primarily because 
it allows the stanza group dealing with the life of 
King Croesus to appear in the final position. The 
last Croesus stanza repeats the Monk’s definition 
of tragedy, thus giving the tale a kind of closure 
and effecting a smooth transition to the prologue of 
“The NUN’S PRIEST’S TALE,” where the Host echoes 
the Monk’s final line, “And covere hire (Fortune’s) 
brighte face with a clowde” (line 2,766) [cover her 
bright face with a cloud]. It seems much more logi-
cal for the Host to refer to a line that has just been 
uttered, rather than one spoken 100 lines earlier.

The metrical form, that is, rhyme scheme and 
meter, of “The Monk’s Tale” is the most complex 
of the tales in the Canterbury group. Each stanza 
has eight lines that rhyme ababbcbc. This structure 
also appears in Chaucer’s “ABC” to the Virgin. 
Although the syntax of “The Monk’s Tale” is some-
what sophisticated, in keeping with its elaborate 
rhyme scheme and meter, the tale’s language tends 
toward the plain and simple. The use of specific 
details and sensational events of betrayal and mur-
der certainly makes it more interesting to read than 
its immediate predecessor, “The Tale of Melibee,” 

which is full of abstractions and repetition; mor-
ally, however, it rises no higher than the level of 
pulp fiction, rendering it in that category inferior to 
“Melibee.” As a member of the clergy, the Monk’s 
view of tragedy ought to provide a framework 
within which the series of tragedies described in the 
tale can be understood as occurring in a universe 
under the direction and control of the Christian 
God. Although God does play a role in some of the 
tragedies, the tale as a whole contains no mecha-
nism to distinguish the fate of the innocent from 
the guilty. Examples of good and evil, pagan and 
Christian, are jumbled together in such a way as to 
suggest a kind of leveling that, theologically speak-
ing, was antithetical to a medieval Christian view 
of the universe. In the Middle Ages, after all, the 
ability to distinguish good from evil was paramount, 
even though the innocent sometimes suffered and 
the guilty prospered. The lack of a comprehensible 
moral framework in a tale told by a clergyman gives 
it a darkly ironic twist and suggests that this tale, 
like others in the Canterbury group told by mem-
bers of the clergy, serves as a vehicle for Chaucer’s 
criticism of corruption in the church.

The inconsistency in the tale’s moral framework is 
mirrored by inconsistencies of form among the tale’s 
short narratives. The length of each tragedy varies 
from one eight-line stanza to 16 eight-line stanzas, so 
that there is tremendous variation in the scope and 
detail with which each life is portrayed. Some of the 
vignettes, like that of Zenobia, tell the character’s life 
story from beginning to end, while others give only 
the scantiest, even cryptic, details of the protagonist’s 
downfall. The overall effect is a lack of symmetry and 
balance in both form and meaning. It is possible to 
read this artistic failure as a symptom of the Monk’s 
moral degeneracy. Alternatively, since most of the 
shorter tragedies relate the lives of contemporary, or 
near contemporary figures, perhaps Chaucer merely 
felt less of a need to supply details that would already 
be familiar to his audience.

CHARACTERS
For information on the mythological, biblical, and 
historical figures whose biographies appear in the 
tale—Lucifer, Adam, Samson, Hercules, Nebuchad-
nezzar, Belshazzar, Zenobia, Pedro of Castile, Pierre 
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de Lusignan, Bernabò Visconti, Ugolino of Pisa, 
Nero, Holofernes, King Antiochus, Alexander the 
Great, Julius Caesar, and Croesus, see entries in 
Part III of this book. Figures in these categories who 
are alluded to in “The Monk’s Tale” also appear in 
Part III.

Monk, the See character entry in The CANTER-
BURY TALES.

FOR FURTHER READING
For detailed analysis of “The Monk’s Tale,” includ-
ing further information regarding sources, dating, 
genre, structure, theme, and style, see HELEN COO-
PER’s The Canterbury Tales volume of the Oxford 
Guides to Chaucer series (1996). Helen Phillips’s 
An Introduction to The Canterbury Tales (2000) pro-
vides additional critical discussion, placing the work 
in historical, political, and economic contexts, as 
well as including a survey of past and current criti-
cal approaches. Studies in the Age of Chaucer Volume 
22 (2000) is devoted entirely to critical assess-
ment of this tale, and includes essays by various 
scholars. Stephen Knight’s “ ‘My Lord, the Monk’ ” 
addresses the theme of lordship in “The Monk’s 
Tale” and how the Monk’s pretense to “knightly 
status” constitutes social transgression. Richard 
Neuse’s “They Had Their World as in Their Time: 
The Monk’s ‘Little Narratives’ ” postulates that the 
Monk’s tragedies, resisting any “metahistorical par-
adigm,” exhibit characteristics of postmodernism. 
HENRY ANSGAR KELLY’s essay “The Evolution of 
The Monk’s Tale: Tragical to Farcical” theorizes 
about the process Chaucer followed in composing 
this tale, suggesting that, in the course of revision, 
he altered the tone from serious to farcical. Terry 
Jones of Monty Python fame argues that the tragic 
narratives of the tale critique the ideology of “The 
KNIGHT’S TALE,” and that this is what provokes the 
Knight’s interruption of the Monk’s performance. 
Included in the same volume of Studies in the Age of 
Chaucer are critical responses to the Knight, Neuse, 
Kelly, and Jones by Helen Cooper and Louise O. 
Fradenburg. Much scholarship has been devoted to 
discussing the genre of “The Monk’s Tale,” includ-
ing Henry Ansgar Kelly’s Ideas and Forms of Trag-
edy from Aristotle to the Middle Ages (1993); DEREK 

PEARSALL’s “Chaucer’s Religious Tales: A Question 
of Genre” (published in Chaucer’s Religious Tales, 
1990, edited by C. David Benson and Elizabeth 
Robertson); and Noel Harold Kaylor’s “ ‘The Nun’s 
Priest’s Tale’ as Chaucer’s ‘Anti-Tragedy’ ” (pub-
lished in The Living Middle Ages: Studies in Medi-
aeval English Literature and Its Tradition, 1989, 
edited by Uwe Boker, Manfred Markus, and Ranier 
Schowerling). Kaylor’s essay focuses on the the-
matic relationship between “The Monk’s Tale” and 
“The Nun’s Priest’s Tale.” Another textual rela-
tionship, that of “The Monk’s Tale” to its primary 
source, Boccaccio’s De Casibus Virorum Illustrium, 
has generated considerable critical debate. Some of 
the most interesting work on this topic appears in 
PIERO BOITANI’s essay “Two Versions of Tragedy: 
Ugolino” (published in The Tragic and the Sublime 
in Medieval Literature, 1989, edited by Piero Boi-
tani), Richard Neuse’s “The Monk’s De Casibus: 
The Boccaccio Case Reopened” (published in The 
Decameron and The Canterbury Tales, 2000, edited 
by Leonard M. Koff and Brenda Deen Schildgen), 
and Warren Ginsberg’s Chaucer’s Italian Tradition 
(2002), which explores how Chaucer’s borrow-
ings from Italian literature, including DANTE and 
PETRARCH as well as Boccaccio, “transforms” rather 
than simply translates the Italian tradition. Jane 
Zatta provides a new historicist reading of “The 
Monk’s Tale” in “Chaucer’s Monk: ‘A Mighty 
Hunter before the Lord’ ” (Chaucer Review, 1994), 
arguing that the tale takes a political stand toward 
RICHARD II’s acts of tyranny during the latter years 
of his reign. In Sacrifice Your Love: Psychoanalysis, 
Historicism, Chaucer (2002), Louise O. Fradenberg 
theorizes a new combination of historicism and 
Lacanian psychoanalysis to explore the medieval 
idea of sacrifice and its role in the cultural produc-
tion of desire in “The Monk’s Tale,” “The Knight’s 
Tale,” and other of Chaucer’s works. The figure 
of Fortune, which plays such a dramatic role in 
the Monk’s scheme of tragedy, is analyzed by Peter 
C. Braeger in “The Portrayals of Fortune in the 
Tales of ‘The Monk’s Tale’ ” (published in Rebels 
and Rivals: The Contestive Spirit in The Canterbury 
Tales, 1991, edited by Susanna G. Fein, David Ray-
bin, and Peter C. Braeger). Although the tale does 
not seem to lend itself as naturally to the area of 
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gender studies as some of the others in the Canter-
bury Group, Michael D. Sharp’s “Reading Chau-
cer’s ‘Manly Man’: The Trouble with Masculinity 
in the ‘Monk’s Prologue’ and ‘Tale’ ” (published 
in Masculinities in Chaucer: Approaches to Maleness 
in The Canterbury Tales and Troilus and Criseyde, 
1998, edited by PETER G. BEIDLER) suggests that 
the Monk’s retelling of tragic stories offers a cri-
tique of the secular masculinity represented by the 
Host and the Knight. In the area of cultural stud-
ies, Brenda Deen Schildgen’s Pagans, Tartars, Mos-
lems, and Jews in Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales (2001) 
focuses on those of the Monk’s narratives that 
are set outside the “Christian-dominated world,” 
while Ando Shinsuke’s “An Aspect of Tragedy: A 
Comparative View of Displaced Heroes in Medi-
eval Literature” (published in Intercultural Encoun-
ters—Studies in English Literatures: Essays Presented 
to Rüdiger Ahrens, 1999, edited by Heinz Antor and 
Kevin L. Cope) compares the notion of tragedy 
expressed in “The Monk’s Tale” to that of Japanese 
“Kishuryuritan” (legends of exiled nobles), noting 
that neither view meshes easily with modern West-
ern definitions of tragedy.

“Nun’s Priest’s Tale, The”
The Nun’s Priest’s story of a witty rooster and the 
fox who nearly tricks him into becoming dinner 
has always been a favorite with readers. It belongs 
to Fragment VII of The Canterbury Tales in The 
RIVERSIDE CHAUCER, falling between “The MONK’S 
TALE” and “The SECOND NUN’S TALE.” The Nun’s 
Priest is one of only two tale-tellers present in the 
GENERAL PROLOGUE who is not described there. 
(The other is the Second Nun.)

SUMMARY
A poor widow lives simply and frugally in her small 
cottage with her two daughters. They own three 
pigs, three cows, a sheep, some chickens, and a 
cock named Chaunticleer, who has a wonderful 
voice for crowing. He instinctively knows the time 
of day and is able to crow every hour on the hour 
more accurately than a clock or abbey “orlogge” 

(timepiece). He is also very attractive, with a comb 
redder than fine coral, a black beak, azure legs and 
toes, and gold feathers. The seven hens who share 
his domain are both his sisters and his “concubines.” 
The most beautiful one, Pertelote, is described in 
courtly terms such as “fair,” “courteous,” “discreet,” 
and “debonaire.” Chaunticleer sings to her courtly 
songs such as “My lief is faren in londe,” and loves 
her above all the other chickens.

One morning just at dawn, Chaunticleer begins 
groaning in his sleep. Pertelote, who sleeps next 
to him on the perch, asks him what is the matter. 
Awakened, he explains that he has had a dream 
that scared him half to death. In the dream he was 
roaming up and down the chicken yard when he 
saw an animal like a dog, yellowish-red in color, 
with black-tipped tail and ears. When he has fin-
ished telling her about his dream, Pertelote rebukes 
him for being a coward and tells him he should 
take no account of dreams. Pertelote believes that 
dreams are caused by overeating or indigestion, or 
by an imbalance in the bodily HUMORS. She explains 
her theory to Chaunticleer, adding a saying from 
Cato (Dionysius Cato) that argues against taking 
dreams seriously, and then suggests that he try eat-
ing some of the laxative and digestive herbs from 
the garden.

When she has finished, Chaunticleer thanks 
her for sharing her knowledge but responds to her 
arguments by recounting several instances in which 
dreams were prophetic of things to come. First he 
tells the story of two friends who went on pilgrim-
age together. One of the towns they entered was 
so crowded with people that they were forced to 
take separate lodgings, one of them in an ox’s stall, 
the other in a room at an inn. That night the one 
lodged at the inn dreamed that the other one cried 
out that he would be murdered in the ox’s stall 
unless his friend came to help him. Awakened by 
fright, the man realized he had been dreaming and 
went back to sleep. He dreamed the same dream 
twice more. The third time, his friend appeared 
to him as a bloody corpse, asking that he go to the 
city’s west gate in the morning where he would 
find his friend’s body hidden in a cart full of dung. 
When morning came, the friend who slept at the 
inn went to find the other man but was told that he 
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had awakened early and left town. His suspicions 
aroused, the man went to the west gate and found 
there a dung cart, just as the dream had predicted. 
He began to cry out that his friend had been mur-
dered, and called upon the magistrates of the town. 
The cart was emptied, and, sure enough, there was 
his friend’s body buried in the dung. As he con-
cludes this tale supporting the validity of dreams, 
Chaunticleer cannot resist the temptation to recall 
yet another applicable proverb, noting that what-
ever men do, murder will always be discovered.

The next story also has to do with traveling. 
Two men getting ready to sail over the sea have 
their voyages delayed by bad weather. Finally the 
wind begins to change, and they go to bed happy, 
confident that they can sail on the following day. 
That night one of them has a dream in which a 
man informs him that if he should depart on the 
following day, he will surely be drowned. He awak-
ens and tells his companion about the dream, but 
the other man laughs at him, declaring that no 
dream is going to keep him from his business. So 
the first man, believing in dreams, decides to delay 
his trip for a day; the other sails the next morning. 
His ship goes down and he drowns.

The third story Chaunticleer tells comes from 
the life of Saint Kenelm, who dreamed that he 
would be murdered but took no heed of the warn-
ing and suffered the consequences. This example 
is followed by several more authoritative examples 
of the reliability of dreams, including Macrobius’s 
DREAM OF SCIPIO, and dreams attributed to the bib-
lical Daniel, King Croesus, and Andromache.

Concluding from these examples that he prob-
ably will suffer adversity, Chaunticleer asks his wife 
to leave the matter alone for now. He begins prais-
ing her beauty and other excellent qualities, which 
leads him to defy all kinds of dreams. With those 
words, the rooster flies down from his perch, finds 
some food in the yard, embraces his Pertelote 20 
times, and copulates with her just as often. Now 
full of self-confidence, he struts proudly up and 
down the chicken yard looking as fierce as a grim 
lion and as royal as a prince in his hall. But sud-
denly his fortune changes.

In the midst of a long disquisition by the nar-
rator on traitors and on the dangers of taking 

counsel from a woman, we learn that a fox has 
broken through the hedges and is hiding among 
the cabbages, awaiting his chance to spring on 
Chaunticleer. Glancing at a butterfly among the 
cabbages, the rooster perceives the fox crouching 
there. He cries out and is about to flee when the 
fox speaks to him in very courtly terms, claim-
ing to be his friend who has come into the yard 
only for the pleasure of hearing him sing. The fox 
continues in this vein, piling one flattering remark 
upon another until Chaunticleer is completely 
blinded by his own conceit. The fox suggests that 
Chaunticleer perform for him, recalling that when 
the rooster’s father, also a friend to the fox, would 
crow, he would close his eyes and stand on tip-
toe, with his neck stretched out long to make his 
voice as strong as possible. Eager to prove that 
he is his father’s equal, Chaunticleer assumes the 
same stance and begins to crow. Sir Russell, the 
fox, quickly seizes the cock by his throat and runs 
off with him toward the woods. This event is fol-
lowed by another narratorial lament in the high 
style comparing Chaunticleer’s fall to that of King 
RICHARD I. The hens add their voices to the cho-
rus, crying louder than the ladies of TROY when 
King Priam was slain, crying like Hasdrubal’s wife 
when the Romans killed her husband and burned 
CARTHAGE.

The old widow and her daughters, hearing 
the noise from the chicken yard, run outside and 
start to chase the fox. Joined by the dogs and their 
neighbors, they make such a fray that it sounds like 
a riot. Chaunticleer, clutched in the fox’s mouth, 
encourages his captor to turn around and curse 
those who follow him, telling them that he intends 
to eat the cock in spite of what they may do. The 
fox opens his mouth to answer; the cock flies out 
and alights high in a tree. When the fox apolo-
gizes for his rude behavior and begs Chaunticleer 
to come back down, the cock is smart enough to 
refuse and curses them both, himself for being over-
come by flattery. The fox finishes the curse, asking 
God to send misfortune to anyone who chatters 
when he ought to keep silent.

The Nun’s Priest concludes his tale by saying 
that if anyone in his audience thinks it foolish, 
he ought to remember the moral (the “fruit”) and 
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forget the rest (the “chaff”), for all that is written is 
capable of teaching us something.

COMMENTARY
“The Nun’s Priest’s Tale” is a hybrid of two related 
genres, the BEAST FABLE and the beast epic. The 
central episode of the tale, beginning with Chaunti-
cleer’s crow to the Sun in TAURUS and ending with 
the moral to be drawn from the tale, bears con-
siderable similarities to MARIE DE FRANCE’s 12th-
century beast fable, Del cok e del gupil (“Concerning 
the Cock and the Fox”), though Chaucer’s source 
may have been another, less familiar version of the 
same story. Such stories were intended to be enter-
taining, while at the same time providing instruc-
tion on the subject of human morals and behavior. 
They were popular among itinerant preachers, par-
ticularly those belonging to the mendicant (beg-
ging) orders, who needed to make some money off 
their sermons. A beast epic, the ROMAN DE RENART 
(“Book of Reynard”), was probably Chaucer’s major 
source for the description of the farm, Chaunti-
cleer’s dream, and his relationship with his favorite 
hen. This genre takes the fable’s propensity for hav-
ing animals behave like humans one step further by 
glorifying that behavior and creating the potential 
for comedy that succeeds so well in descriptions of 
Chaunticleer’s heroism and the courtliness of his 
chickens. It is ironically the success of the mock-
epic comedy that undermines the fable’s customary 
function of teaching a serious lesson about human 
nature, namely, that “pride goeth before a fall.” 
On the other hand, if “The Nun’s Priest’s Tale” 
teaches anything, it may just be that we ought not 
take ourselves so seriously. Pride and overconfi-
dence prove the undoing of both cock and fox, yet 
the tale closes with no one the loser, but rather two 
who have grown a bit wiser.

Although easily enjoyed for its own sake, “The 
Nun’s Priest’s Tale” is best considered as a response 
to “The Monk’s Tale,” and specifically, to the 
Monk’s view of tragedy. Within the series of stories 
related by that noble cleric, an assortment of indi-
viduals, regardless of their guilt or innocence, their 
intelligence or lack of the same, find themselves 
brought low by the machinations of a blind and 
indiscriminate, even capricious force called For-

tune, from which there is no escape. “The Nun’s 
Priest’s Tale” takes this notion and turns it on its 
head. Despite the tale’s ominous beginning, with 
Chaunticleer’s dream that seems to prophesy trag-
edy, and the apparent fulfillment of that dream 
when the fox seizes the rooster by the neck, a bit 
of quick thinking on the rooster’s part leads to a 
happy, if rather rambunctious and breathless, con-
clusion, exploding the idea of one inescapable out-
come. There is even a slight suggestion that the 
dream as a prophetic device was entirely unneces-
sary. When Chaunticleer first sees the fox, even 
though he has never seen one before except in his 
dreams, he instinctively fears the animal and crows 
a warning to the other chickens. We may wonder 
if perhaps Chaucer, or the Nun’s Priest, isn’t trying 
to tell us something about our own human ability 
to recognize danger and evil if we keep our vision 
clear of emotions like pride. At any rate, the line 
of cause and effect, running between the rooster’s 
pride and stupidity and its result (his ending up 
in the fox’s mouth) is distinctly drawn and clearly 
refutes the Monk’s idea of a blind and indiscrimi-
nate destinal force.

In the prologue to “The Nun’s Priest’s Tale,” 
the Host, Harry Bailly, calls for something merry, 
and the story of Chaunticleer admirably rises to 
the occasion in addition to serving as a critique 
of “The Monk’s Tale.” The latter is not, however, 
the only one of The Canterbury Tales implicated 
in the rich and varied tapestry of this fable. As 
an epic its language echoes the heroic similes and 
chivalric epithets common to chivalric romance, 
the genre represented in the Canterbury group by 
“The KNIGHT’S TALE.” Yet the use of such imagery 
to describe lustful chickens in a barnyard setting 
suggests an outlook and attitude more akin to that 
expressed by the Miller. One of the exempla (see 
EXEMPLUM) Chaunticleer tells, the story of the mur-
dered man whose body was hidden in a dung cart, 
concludes with the moral “mordre wol out,” recall-
ing a secondary theme of “The PRIORESS’ TALE” of 
the murdered child. And the warning against tak-
ing the advice of flatterers recalls Prudence’s advice 
to her husband in “The TALE OF MELIBEE.” January, 
in “The MERCHANT’S TALE,” follows the advice of 
the flatterer Placebo, rather than listening to the 
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more honest opinion of Justinus, and marries a wife 
who will never love him. The debate over the advis-
ability of trusting women’s counsel recalls similar 
debates in “The WIFE OF BATH’S TALE” and “The 
Tale of Melibee.” “The Nun’s Priest’s Tale” also 
features stylistic echoes of other tales, such as the 
lament of the Trojan women (first used in a simile 
in “The MAN OF LAW’S TALE”), and Nero’s slaying 
of the Roman senators (previously mentioned in 
the Monk’s life of Nero). For these reasons, “The 
Nun’s Priest’s Tale” has been called an epitome, or 
summing up, of The Canterbury Tales thus far.

CHARACTERS
For information on the historical, mythological, and 
biblical figures alluded to in this tale, see entries in 
Part III.

Chaunticleer The noble rooster who is the cen-
tral protagonist of “The Nun’s Priest’s Tale.” Nev-
ille Coghill and J. R. R. Tolkien, who edited a 1959 
edition of the tale, note that Chaucer’s description 
of the rooster precisely follows Latin author GEOF-
FREY OF VINSAUF’s prescription for describing a 
beautiful woman, set down in his Poetria nova, the 
standard text on medieval poetics. Chaunticleer 
is certainly colorful, with a comb as red as coral 
and crenelated like a castle wall, a beak as black 
as jet, legs and toes the color of azure, and feath-
ers of burnished gold. As a character in a tale that 
is a hybrid of two forms, the BEAST FABLE and the 
beast epic, Chaunticleer speaks and behaves as if 
he is human—and a very well-read human at that, 
at least on the subject of dreams. He has seven 
“wives,” the fairest one being called Pertelote. 
His tragicomic fall and rise most directly responds 
to the bleak view of human life offered in “The 
MONK’S TALE,” but it has affinities with, or at least 
alludes to many other of The Canterbury Tales.

Colle  One of the dogs owned by the poor widow 
in “The Nun’s Priest’s Tale.” It and two others join 
in the chase after Russell, the sly fox who has seized 
the widow’s rooster, Chaunticleer.

Gerland One of the dogs owned by the poor 
widow in “The Nun’s Priest’s Tale.” It and two oth-

ers join in the chase after Russell, the sly fox who 
has seized the widow’s rooster, Chaunticleer.

Malkyn  The neighbor or serving maid in “The 
Nun’s Priest’s Tale” who, wielding a distaff (a staff 
upon which wool, flax, or other material would be 
wound for spinning into thread) as a weapon, joins 
in the chase after Russell, the sly fox who has seized 
the poor widow’s rooster, Chaunticleer. The chase 
of the fox was a stock scene in medieval art and 
poetry.

Malle Malle, a diminutive of the name Malkyn, 
is the name given to the sheep owned by the poor 
widow of “The Nun’s Priest’s Tale,” who also owns 
the rooster Chaunticleer, the main protagonist of 
the tale.

Nun’s Priest, the See character entry in The 
CANTERBURY TALES.

Pertelote The rooster Chaunticleer’s favorite 
wife in “The Nun’s Priest’s Tale.” A courtly and 
beautiful chicken, Pertelote advises her husband 
to take no heed of his frightening dream about a 
beast attacking him. She delivers a lengthy disser-
tation on the causes of dreams, which in her opin-
ion are caused by imbalances in the bodily HUMORS. 
Her prototype is probably a similar hen named 
Pinte who appears in one of the French beast-epic 
cycles about the adventures of a fox named Rey-
nard. Like the Wife of Bath, Pertelote claims that 
women desire their husbands to be “hardy, wise, 
and free [generous] / And secree [discreet]” (lines 
2,914–2,915). The argument that erupts between 
Pertelote and her husband links this tale to the 
debate over women’s counsel that enlivens several 
other of The Canterbury Tales.

Russell The crafty fox in “The Nun’s Priest’s 
Tale” who tricks and runs off with the rooster 
Chaunticleer. The character of Russell is based 
on a fox named Reynard (or Renart), who forms 
the subject of several French beast epics. Reynard, 
however, was a red fox, whereas Russell is described 
as being a “col-fox,” that is, reddish-orange with 
black-tipped feet, ears, and tail. Although Chaunti-
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cleer has never seen a fox before, except in his 
prophetic dream of the night before, the rooster 
instinctively knows that he is an animal to fear. 
The fox is able to trick the rooster by appealing to 
his vanity, and Chaunticleer escapes from the fox’s 
mouth by appealing to his pride. Both of these inci-
dents provide the tale with its moral tag: “Lo, swich 
it is for to be recchelees / And necligent, and trust 
on flaterye” (lines 3,436–3,437) [Lo, such is the 
outcome when someone is heedless, and negligent, 
and trusts in flattery].

Talbot One of the dogs owned by the poor widow 
in “The Nun’s Priest’s Tale.” It and two others join 
in the chase after Russell, the sly fox who has seized 
the widow’s rooster, Chaunticleer.

FOR FURTHER READING
For detailed analysis of “The Nun’s Priest’s Tale,” 
including further information regarding sources, 
dating, genre, structure, theme, and style, see 
HELEN COOPER’s The Canterbury Tales volume of 
the Oxford Guides to Chaucer series (2nd edition, 
1996). Helen Phillips’s An Introduction to The Can-
terbury Tales (2000) provides additional critical dis-
cussion, placing the work in historical, political, 
and economic contexts, as well as including a sur-
vey of past and current critical approaches. As one 
of the most popular of the Canterbury group, this 
tale is featured in many critical studies, a fraction of 
which are mentioned here. The tale’s theme of flat-
tery is examined in Douglas Wurtele’s “The Bane 
of Flattery in the World of Chaucer and Langland” 
(Florilegium, 2002), while Morton W. Bloomfield’s 
important essay, “The Wisdom of the Nun’s Priest’s 
Tale” (published in Chaucerian Problems and Per-
spectives: Essays Presented to Paul E. Beichner, 1979, 
edited by Edward Vasta and Zacharias Thundy) 
explores the idea that the tale is a fable devoted 
to the teaching of wisdom and humanity’s end-
less ingenuity “which even self-deception cannot 
completely destroy.” Emerson Brown’s “Fragment 
VII of Chaucer’s ‘Canterbury Tales’ and the ‘Men-
tal Climate of the Fourteenth Century’ ” (published 
in Traditions and Innovations: Essays on British 
Literature of the Middle Ages and the Renaissance, 
1990, edited by David G. Allen and Robert A. 

White) considers thematic relationships between 
“The Nun’s Priest’s Tale” and other tales in Frag-
ment VII, including “The PRIORESS’ TALE,” “The 
TALE OF MELIBEE,” “The TALE OF SIR THOPAS,” 
and “The Monk’s Tale,” focusing particularly on 
different types of “extremism” featured in the lat-
ter tales. The sources of “The Nun’s Priest’s Tale” 
are the subject of JILL MANN’s “The ‘Speculum 
Stultorum’ and the ‘Nun’s Priest’s Tale’ ” (Chau-
cer Review, 1975); N. F. Blake’s “Reynard the Fox 
in England” (published in Aspects of the Medieval 
Animal Epic, 1975, edited by E. Rombauts and A. 
Welkenhuysen); and John Finlayson, “The ‘Povre 
Widwe’ in the ‘Nun’s Priest’s Tale’ and Boccaccio’s 
‘Decameron’ ” (Neuphilologische Mitteilungen, 1998). 
Related studies that compare Chaucer’s Reynard 
story with others include Kenneth Varty’s Reynard, 
Renart, Reinaert and Other Foxes in Medieval England: 
The Iconographic Evidence (1999); Thomas Honeg-
ger’s From Phoenix to Chauntecleer: Medieval English 
Animal Poetry (1996); and Robert Kendrick’s Hen-
ryson and the Medieval Arts of Rhetoric (1993), which 
compares Chaucer’s version of the story to one 
composed by Scottish poet ROBERT HENRYSON. The 
related subject of the tale’s genre is treated in Peter 
W. Travis’s “Reading Chaucer ‘Ab Ovo’: Mock-
‘Exemplum’ in the ‘Nun’s Priest’s Tale’ ” (published 
in The Performance of Middle English Culture: Essays 
on Chaucer and the Drama in Honor of Martin Ste-
vens, 1998, edited by James J. Paxon et al.); Doron 
Narkiss’s “The Fox, the Cock and the Priest: Chau-
cer’s Escape from Fable” (Chaucer Review, 1997); 
and Edward Wheatley’s Mastering Aesop: Medieval 
Education, Chaucer and His Followers (2000). The 
obvious, though brief, reference to the PEASANTS’ 
REVOLT OF 1381 that appears in lines 3,394–3,397 
has inspired several New Historist studies, includ-
ing Richard Fehrenbacher’s “ ‘A Yeerd Enclosed 
Al About’: Literature and History in the ‘Nun’s 
Priest’s Tale’ ” (Chaucer Review, 1994); Steven Jus-
tice’s Writing and Rebellion: England in 1381 (1994); 
and Ann Astell’s Political Allegory in Late-Medieval 
England (1999). Justice and Astell examine the 
political theme in a number of additional texts, 
including those by WILLIAM LANGLAND and JOHN 
GOWER. By contrast, in “Language as Literature” 
(published in Lexis and Texts in Early English: Studies 
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Presented to Jane Roberts, 2001, edited by Christian 
Kay and Louise Sylvester), George Kane argues for 
a “literary” rather than “historicist” approach to 
understanding the tale. Gender-oriented studies of 
“The Nun’s Priest’s Tale” often focus on the con-
flict between Chaunticleer and his wife, Pertelote. 
Some notable examples include Sheila Delaney’s 
“ ‘Mulier est hominis confusio’: Chaucer’s Antipop-
ular ‘Nun’s Priest’s Tale’ ” (published in her collec-
tion of essays, Medieval Literary Politics: Shapes of 
Ideology, 1990); Paul R. Thomas’s “ ‘Have Ye No 
Mannes Herte?’: Chauntecleer as Cock-Man in the 
‘Nun’s Priest’s Tale’ ” (published in Masculinities in 
Chaucer: Approaches to Maleness in The Canterbury 
Tales and Troilus and Criseyde, 1998, edited by Peter 
G. Beidler); and Sylvia Federico’s “The Imaginary 
Society: Women in 1381” (Journal of British Studies, 
2001). Psychoanalytic theory also weighs in with 
David Aers’s “Interpreting Dreams: Reflections on 
Freud, Milton, and Chaucer” (published in Reading 
Dreams: The Interpretation of Dreams from Chau-
cer to Shakespeare, 1999, edited by Peter Brown) 
and James R. Goldstein’s “Chaucer, Freud, and the 
Political Economy of Wit: Tendentious Jokes in 
the ‘Nun’s Priest’s Tale’ ” (Chaucer’s Humor: Criti-
cal Essays, 1994, edited by Jean E. Jost).

“Pardoner’s Tale, The”
The story of three rioters who go in search of Death 
in order to destroy him, but they become his vic-
tims instead.

SUMMARY
In the prologue to his tale, the Pardoner explains 
to the other pilgrims his technique for convincing 
people to give him money, which is to preach on 
the subject of greed as the root of all evil (Radix 
malorum est Cupiditas). He freely admits to showing 
people false relics (such as bits of bone supposed to 
have belonged to a famous saint) and other trickery 
to gain their trust. Furthermore, he is not at all 
ashamed to say he does not care a “fig” about the 
state of their souls, but only about their pocket-
books. He concludes his prologue with an exposé 

on his own numerous vices, which include drink-
ing and having a wench in every town. Finally, he 
promises that, once he has had a good drink of ale 
at a nearby tavern, he will tell a moral tale.

The Pardoner’s tale begins with the introduction 
of a group of young men who live a riotous and sin-
ful life of gluttony, drunkenness, gambling (dicing), 
swearing, and lechery. Immediately following the 
introduction of this group, the Pardoner digresses 
to give examples of the various vices listed above 
and how they have brought calamity and ruin to 
the lives of other people, primarily characters from 
the Bible or from history. He also gives examples 
of people who have prospered by avoiding such 
behavior. When he returns to his tale, it focuses on 
three of the riotous revelers. One day while drink-
ing in a tavern, these three men see a corpse car-
ried through the street. Asking the identity of the 
dead man, they learn that he was one of their gang, 
who was killed the night before by a thief named 
Death. The bartender comments that Death has 
slain a great many people lately, which rouses the 
three rioters to action. Together they swear to find 
and to slay this fellow, Death.

Shortly after they set out in search of Death, 
the three men come upon an old man. The man 
complains of being unable to find a young man 
willing to trade “his youthe for myne age”; nor has 
he found Death willing to take his life, from which 
he is eager to be parted. When he attempts to 
pass by the three rioters, they refuse to let him 
go until he tells them where they can find Death, 
with whom he seems so conversant. He tells them 
to look beneath a tree in a nearby field and there 
they shall find him. Following his instructions, they 
find the tree and, beneath its shade, a huge heap 
of gold coins. Their desire to claim this treasure 
causes them to immediately forget their original 
errand. Because it would be dangerous to carry the 
gold through town during the day, one of the men 
decides they must draw straws to decide who will 
go into town for food and drink while the other 
two stay with the gold until nightfall, when they 
may more safely carry it home. The youngest draws 
the short straw and goes off to town. As soon as he 
leaves, one of those remaining urges his companion 
to help him kill the man who has gone so that the 
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two of them may divide the gold instead of having 
to split it three ways. The other man agrees, and 
they plan how they will commit the murder. Mean-
while, the youngest is likewise filled with fantasies 
regarding how nice it would be to enjoy the fortune 
all by himself. With that in mind he visits an apoth-
ecary (pharmacist) to buy some poison, saying that 
he has a problem with vermin. Placing the poison 
in drinking bottles intended for his companions, 
he makes the rest of his purchases and returns to 
the field and the gold. The two others waste no 
time in killing him, but decide that they will eat 
and drink before they bury his body. The bottle 
they drink from happens to be one with poison, so 
it is not long before they join their former comrade, 
thus ironically achieving part of their goal, to find 
Death.

The tale ends with a peroration from the Par-
doner to avoid the sins of gluttony, lechery, gam-
bling, and avarice, sins to which he now adds that 
of murder. Then he invites members of his audi-
ence, in this case the pilgrims, to come forward and 
receive God’s pardon, which he (the Pardoner) will 
gladly give in exchange for money or other posses-
sions such as jewelry, cutlery, or wool. He also calls 
attention once more to his collection of holy relics, 
calling upon the Host, as the most sinful of the 
crew, to set an example by coming forward imme-
diately to make an offering. The Host responds 
with considerable ire, saying that the Pardoner will 
next ask him to kiss his old stained undergarments 
as if they were the relic of a saint. What he would 
like to do instead, the Host says, is to cut off the 
Pardoner’s testicles and enshrine them in a pig’s 
turd. The Pardoner is so furious at this attack that 
he cannot speak. The Knight intervenes with con-
ciliatory words for both men, and persuades them 
to kiss and make up.

COMMENTARY
The Pardoner’s prologue, like the Wife of Bath’s, 
takes the form of a confession that reveals, to some 
degree, the man’s character and the way his mind 
works. It was most likely modeled on, or at least 
inspired by, the confession of False Semblant (False 
Seeming) in Le ROMAN DE LA ROSE, a work that 
Chaucer translated earlier in his career. The per-

sona of the Pardoner presented here also bears some 
similarity to the “Vice” character of medieval moral-
ity plays. In these plays, the Vice character would 
speak directly to the audience of his evil nature 
and intentions, which were kept hidden from the 
protagonist. What were those intentions? Typically, 
to seduce the play’s protagonist, representing the 
soul of man, into sin and damnation. The main dif-
ference between the Vice character and Chaucer’s 
Pardoner is that the Pardoner’s intentions are hid-
den from no one; he not only outlines the manner 
in which he dupes people of their money but he 
does so in front of his next set of intended victims.

The Pardoner proposes to give the pilgrims an 
example of his preaching by way of his tale-telling; 
thus, the genre of his tale is considered to be a 
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sermon, although it does not strictly adhere to the 
characteristic structure of a medieval sermon. It 
does, however, have a clearly defined two-part 
structure whose parts correspond to the two cen-
tral parts of a formal sermon. The first of these 
is an introduction stating the theme of his per-
formance—the deadly tavern vices that include 
gambling (“hasardrye”), the swearing of false oaths, 
gluttony (which includes drunkenness), and lech-
ery. As HELEN COOPER notes, a number of ideas 
from this section of the tale, including a number of 
biblical references, derive from two Latin authori-
ties, Pope Innocent’s De Miseria and Saint JEROME’s 
Epistola adversus Jovinianum. Issuing from the Par-
doner’s mouth, the extremely inflated rhetoric of 
these texts appears as the product of a professional 
who excels in using language to play on people’s 
emotions, particularly guilt and fear. Ironically, in 
the midst of his conscience-wrenching harangue, 
the detail with which the Pardoner describes the 
sins he condemns tells against him, recalling his 
own sinfulness, which he so glibly admitted in his 
prologue. For example, in the middle of his caution-
ary words against the drinking of wine, “Now kepe 
yow fro the white and fro the rede,” he continues, 
“And namely fro the white wyn of Lepe / That is 
to selle in Fysshestrete or in Chepe. / This wyn of 
Spaigne crepeth subtilly / In othere wynes, grow-
ynge faste by, / Of which ther ryseth swich fumosi-
tee / That whan a man hath dronken draughtes 
thre, . . .” (lines 562–568). [Now guard yourself 
from the white and from the red, / And especially 
from the white wine of Lepe / That is for sale in 
Fish Street or in Cheapside. / This Spanish wine 
secretly finds its way / Into other wines, growing 
nearby, / From which there rise such vapors / That 
when a man has taken three drinks. . . .] His words 
betray a familiarity with the effects of this wine that 
could only arise from personal experience. Likewise 
his pronouncements against swearing could serve 
as a tutorial on the subject.

The second part of the tale, the story of the 
three revelers, is written in a plain style with no 
ornamentation of any kind. Although it serves as 
an EXEMPLUM (a story with a moral) within the con-
text of the sermon, this story is based upon a com-
mon folktale that has analogues throughout Europe 

and Asia, some of them quite ancient. Many of the 
analogues are very similar, featuring three revel-
ers, a quest for Death (though more often they 
are trying to escape from it) and an old man who 
gives them directions. Since Chaucer’s adapta-
tion, in contrast to what he does elsewhere in the 
tales, does not individualize the characters by giv-
ing them names or otherwise making them more 
realistic, it is difficult to prove that any of the sur-
viving versions served as his particular source. Yet, 
despite its apparent lack of originality, Chaucer’s 
version has been considered one of his most pow-
erful narratives, primarily because of the context 
within which it is set, as the tale told by the Par-
doner, a man whose profession was, literally, (and 
legitimately), to sell God’s forgiveness. This tale 
especially suits the Pardoner because of the way 
it relates metaphorically to the man’s occupation 
and to those who buy his wares. Within the tale, 
the chief error made by the three rioters is a con-
ceptual one: In believing that they can kill Death, 
they mistake something nonmaterial (an event) for 
something material. This is not to say that death 
does not affect the material body, but rather that, 
within a Christian framework, the significance of 
death resides in what happens to the soul. If the 
soul is saved, bodily death is of no consequence. 
Those who buy pardons, by the same logic, mistake 
something material (a piece of paper that says their 
sins are forgiven) for something nonmaterial (God’s 
true forgiveness).

A similar tension, between the spiritual and the 
physical, is at work in the epilogue to the tale, 
imbedded within what seems to be, superficially, 
mere scatological insult. When the Host attacks 
the Pardoner’s invitation to make an offering to his 
relics, he says, “Thou woldest make me kisse thyn 
olde breech, / And swere it were a relyk of a seint, 
/ Though it were with thy fundement depeint!” 
(lines 948–950). [You would like to make me kiss 
your old underwear, / And would swear it was the 
relic of a saint, / Though it were stained by your 
anus.] Interestingly, one of the relics enshrined at 
Canterbury during the 14th century was the filthy 
breeches of Saint Thomas (see THOMAS À BECKET), 
which the saint had, during his lifetime, neglected 
to change over the years as a way of mortifying the 
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flesh. Having the Host draw attention to this actual 
grotesque example of a relic, however indirectly, 
suggests a certain skeptical, even cynical attitude 
toward the veneration of such objects, a venera-
tion that was especially popular in Chaucer’s day. 
Indeed, looking at “The Pardoner’s Tale” from the 
vantage point offered by history, it seems clear that 
its two primary themes—that of questioning the 
relationship between outward forms and inward 
spirituality, and that of the blatant corruption of 
some of the Catholic clergy—foreshadow the ten-
sions that will explode in the 16th century with the 
Protestant Reformation. Just prior to that period, it 
was the sale of pardons and the veneration of rel-
ics that aroused the most widespread pressure for 
reforms, both within the Catholic Church and from 
leaders such as Martin Luther, who broke with the 
church entirely.

Because the Pardoner has, in his prologue, 
admitted that the relics he carries are fakes and that 
his own motive is greed rather than any concern for 
the salvation of those to whom he preaches, many 
readers are surprised when, at the end of his tale, 
he invites the pilgrims to make offerings to his rel-
ics and to buy pardons. The Host’s angry response 
suggests that no one is taken in by the Pardoner’s 
invitation, and indeed, he receives no offers. Some 
critics have suggested that the epilogue’s purpose is 
simply to illustrate the man’s moral blindness, his 
inability to see or realize the evil that he does, an 
inability fostered by his own sinfulness. This same 
blindness explains why he can tell a tale showing 
how avarice kills while leading a life dominated by 
that very force.

The relationship between tale and teller in “The 
Pardoner’s Tale” leads to one final consideration: 
Should we trust, or believe in, or even listen to the 
tale of an untrustworthy teller? Chaucer draws a 
great deal of attention to the Pardoner’s vice of 
deception, both in the prologue, where the man 
admits his trickery, and in the epilogue, where he 
attempts to practice it on the pilgrims. This makes 
it impossible to read the tale without considering 
this question, which in Chaucer’s day mirrored 
the serious debate over whether a person could 
be absolved from sin by a corrupt clergyman. It 
is worth noting that nowhere in his confessional 

prologue does the Pardoner say that the pardons he 
sells are not effective, even though he admits that 
he does not care at all about the spiritual well-being 
of those to whom he sells them. There is, however, 
a moment within the tale itself in which the Par-
doner undoes himself, it seems, by revealing the 
inherent inadequacy of such a device. At the con-
clusion of the tale, in a flight of rhetorical fancy, he 
speaks a nugget of self-contradictory truth when he 
says, “Allas, mankynde, how may it bitide / That to 
thy creatour, which that thee wroghte / And with 
his precious herte-blood thee boghte, / Thou art so 
fals and so unkynde, allas?” (lines 900–903). [Alas, 
mankind, how can it be / That to your creator, 
who made you / And paid for you with his precious 
heart’s blood, / You are so false and so unnatural, 
alas?] Just as he cannot seem to help revealing his 
own corruption, he also cannot help revealing what 
was for 14th-century Christians the true price of 
forgiveness, the genuine source of pardon for sin-
ners: Christ’s death on the Cross.

CHARACTERS
For information on biblical and historical figures 
alluded to in this tale, see entries in Part III of this 
book.

Old Man In “The Pardoner’s Tale,” the poor old 
man whom the three rioters encounter on their 
way to seek Death identifies himself as a traveler 
who has journeyed far and wide seeking in vain 
for someone willing to exchange “his youthe for 
myn age” (line 724). Not even Death, he remarks, 
will take his life, which leaves him wandering from 
place to place, knocking in vain upon the earth (his 
mother’s gate), begging to be let in. This old man 
has been interpreted variously. Some see him as the 
“Wandering Jew,” a legendary figure condemned to 
wander around the world until the Second Coming 
of Christ because, according to the legend, the Jew 
taunted Christ, urging him to go faster, as he car-
ried his cross to Calvary. The only problem with 
this interpretation is that this old man knows all 
about “Holy Writ” and sees himself as following 
“Goddes wille.” In The Canterbury Tales volume 
of the Oxford Guides to Chaucer, HELEN COOPER 
notes that he is a familiar figure in medieval art, 
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referring to “Allegorical pictures of the universality 
of death” that “invariably show Death leading away 
the young, the beautiful, the rich, the carefree, 
and leaving behind cripples, beggars, and the aged, 
who reach towards him with outstretched hands” 
(270). Such allegorical representations of Death 
became particularly poignant during outbreaks of 
the BLACK DEATH, a disease to which the young 
and healthy succumbed just as often as the old 
and aged. The rioters accuse the old man of being 
Death’s spy and demand to know where they can 
find him. The directions they receive take them to 
a treasure—eight bushels of gold coins. Through 
their greed, the rioters quickly convert this treasure 
into Death, though it is their own deaths they bring 
about, rather than the end of Death itself.

Pardoner, the See character entry in The CAN-
TERBURY TALES.

Rioters Three unnamed rioters go out in search 
of Death in “The Pardoner’s Tale.” They are type-
characters, distinguished from one another only by 
the indication that one of them is younger than the 
other two. Their function is simply to warn the Par-
doner’s audience against the vices of drunkenness, 
swearing, and greed, all of which are exhibited in 
their behavior. In their search for Death, whom 
they intend to kill, they find a rich treasure—eight 
bushels of gold florins. The treasure distracts them 
from their original quest, but not for long. Afraid 
to bring the gold home during daylight hours, they 
send the youngest back to town for food and drink 
that will sustain them until nightfall. While he is 
gone, the two elder rioters plot to kill him and thus 
have a larger fortune to share between themselves. 
While he is in town, the younger one decides to 
poison them both in order to have it all for himself. 
Both plans backfire and they all end up finding 
what they originally went in search of—Death.

FOR FURTHER READING
Further discussion of “The Pardoner’s Tale” may 
be found in HELEN COOPER’s The Canterbury Tales 
(rev. ed. 1996) volume of the Oxford Guides to 
Chaucer series. In addition to critical analyses of 
each tale, Cooper includes commentary on aspects 

of The Canterbury Tales as a whole, and surveys 
literary responses to the work during the 15th and 
16th centuries. Helen Phillips’s An Introduction to 
The Canterbury Tales (2000) provides additional 
critical discussion, placing the work in historical, 
political, and economic contexts, as well as includ-
ing a survey of past and current critical approaches. 
A more complete survey of the tale’s critical recep-
tion appears in Edelgard E. DuBruck’s “Inviting 
Tacit Agreement: ‘The Pardoner’s Tale’ and Its 
Modern Reception” (published in The Living Mid-
dle Ages: Studies in Mediaeval English Literature and 
Its Tradition, 1989, edited by Uwe Boker, Man-
fred Markus, and Ranier Schowerling). Read-
ers interested in learning more about the genres 
Chaucer employs in “The Pardoner’s Tale” might 
wish to consult Roger Ellis’s Patterns of Religious 
Narrative in the “Canterbury Tales” (1986), Larry 
Scanlon’s Narrative, Authority, and Power: The 
Medieval Exemplum and the Chaucerian Tradition 
(1994), H. Leith Spencer’s English Preaching in the 
Late Middle Ages (1993), and Sabine Volk-Birke’s 
Chaucer and Medieval Preaching: Rhetoric for Listen-
ers in Sermons and Poetry (1991). Two shorter, but 
excellent treatments of the subject appear in Rob-
ert Merrix’s “Sermon Structure in the ‘Pardoner’s 
Tale’ ” (Chaucer Review, 1983) and A. C. Spearing’s 
“The ‘Canterbury Tales’ IV: Exemplum and Fable” 
(published in The Cambridge Chaucer Companion, 
1986, edited by PIERO BOITANI and JILL MANN). 
The anticlerical aspects of the tale and its teller 
are explored in “Anticlericalism and Boccaccio 
and Chaucer: The Bark and the Bite” by Linda 
Georgianna (published in The Decameron and The 
Canterbury Tales, 2000, edited by Leonard Michael 
Koff and Brenda Deen Schildgen). Earle Birney’s 
Essays on Chaucerian Irony (1985), edited by BERYL 
ROWLAND, discusses the structural irony of this 
and other tales in the Canterbury group. “The Par-
doner’s Tale” is examined from a socioeconomic 
standpoint in Stephen Knight’s Geoffrey Chaucer 
(1986), which also considers “The WIFE OF BATH’S 
TALE,” “The SUMMONER’S TALE,” and “The FRIAR’S 
TALE.” Another perspective on this issue is offered 
by Peggy Knapp in Chaucer and the Social Contest 
(1990). Judson Boyce Allen provides an interest-
ing analysis of the tale’s ethical dimension in The 
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Ethical Poetic of the Later Middle Ages: A Decorum 
of Convenient Distinction, 1982. Carl Lindahl exam-
ines the tale’s incorporation of folklore in Earnest 
Games: Folkloric Patterns in the ‘Canterbury Tales’ 
(1987). Medieval attitudes toward poison and poi-
soning are the focus of Richard Ireland’s “Chaucer’s 
Toxicology” (Chaucer Review, 1994). Rhiannon 
Purdie looks at the popular but controversial pas-
time of dicing, which functions as an important 
motif in the tale in her essay, “Dice-Games and the 
Blasphemy of Prediction” (published in Medieval 
Futures: Attitudes to the Future in the Middle Ages, 
2000, edited by J. A. BURROW and Ian P. Wei). 
H. Marshall Leicester’s psychoanalytic study of 
Chaucer’s poetry, The Disenchanted Self: Represent-
ing the Subject in the ‘Canterbury Tales’ (1990) pays 
particular attention to the Pardoner and his perfor-
mance, as does John Michael Crafton’s “ ‘Paradoxi-
cum Semiotica’: Signs, Comedy, and Mystery in 
Fragment VI of the ‘Canterbury Tales’ ” (published 
in Chaucer’s Humor: Critical Essays, 1994, edited by 
Jean E. Jost), which consider’s Chaucer’s comedy as 
a “function of the inherent paradoxes of language, 
particularly as articulated by Freud.” For discussion 
of the Pardoner’s sexuality and its relationship to 
the tale, see Wolfgang Rudat’s “Sexuality and Self-
Recognition in ‘The Pardoner’s Tale’ ” (Journal of 
Evolutionary Psychology, 1982).

Parliament of Fowls, The
The first recorded literary association between the 
saint and romantic love, this dream-vision poem 
tells what happens when a group of birds gathers to 
choose their mates on Saint Valentine’s Day.

SUMMARY
The Parliament of Fowls begins with the narrator’s 
reflections on love, its paradoxes and elusive nature, 
which, we quickly learn, are perceptions based 
on reading rather than experience. These general 
reflections lead him to recall a particular book he 
read not long ago, Tullius’s DREAM OF SCIPIO. After 
briefly describing the length (seven chapters) and 
scope (of heaven, hell, and earth, and the souls 

that therein dwell) of the book, he embarks upon 
a more detailed summary of the text. The summary 
begins by telling about the Roman general Scipio 
(Scipio Africanus the Younger) coming into Africa, 
where, after meeting Masinissa, king of Numidia, 
he had a dream in which his grandfather, Scipio 
“Affrycan” (Scipio Africanus the Elder) appeared.

Within the dream, Scipio the Elder takes his 
grandson on a heavenward journey leading him up 
through the various spheres of the Ptolemaic uni-
verse until they reach the final sphere, the Stella-
tum, where the fixed stars reside. From this vantage 
point, the elder Scipio directs his grandson’s vision 
downward to gaze upon the earth and tells him to 
meditate on the relative significance of its inhabit-
ants and their various preoccupations. The earth’s 
small size in comparison with the rest of the universe 
reinforces his argument that his grandson should 
not become overly attached to worldly delights. He 
also instructs the young man on certain philosophi-
cal issues such as COMMON PROFIT, the idea that 
everyone should work together for the good of all 
mankind. Doing so is the means of ensuring oneself 
a place in heaven. On the other hand, breakers of 
the law, along with lecherous folk, are condemned 
to a kind of purgatory, where they whirl about the 
earth in continual pain until they are at last forgiven 
and granted admission to the joys of heaven.

The daylight begins to fade while he is reading, 
so the narrator puts his book aside and gets ready for 
bed, consumed by a heavy thoughtfulness that has 
been provoked by his possession of a thing that he 
does not want and by his concomitant lack of some-
thing that he desires. Neither “thing” is defined or 
described, but Chaucer’s use of this kind of elliptical 
phrase elsewhere in his poetry typically constitutes 
a reference to unrequited love. When the narrator 
finally falls asleep, he dreams that Scipio Affrycan 
appears at his bedside and begins to speak to him, 
commending his diligence in reading “myn olde 
bok,” [my old book] and offering to reward him for 
his labors. Rising from his bed, the narrator accom-
panies Affrycan to a garden surrounded by a high 
wall made of green stone. They pause before a gate 
that has verses inscribed on either half. The inscrip-
tion on one side is welcoming, announcing that 
men who enter this way are coming into a haven 

Parliament of Fowls, The  199



of solace, bliss, and “dedly woundes cure” [deadly 
wounds’ cure] where spring reigns eternal. The 
other gate speaks a warning, saying that disdain and 
sorrow wait on the other side in a garden where the 
trees are barren of both leaves and fruit. While the 
repeated phrase “Thorgh me men gon” [Through 
me men go] in these lines clearly echoes “Per me si 
vi,” part of the inscription over the portal of hell in 
DANTE’s Inferno, Chaucer’s inscriptions refer to the 
two faces of love, which in their extremes may be 
either blissful or devastating. Attracted by the first 
inscription and repelled by the second, the narrator 
finds himself unable to either leave or enter until his 
guide solves the problem by shoving him forward 
through the gates, reassuring him that the inscrip-
tions do not apply to him, but only to those who are 

recognized as Love’s servants. Affrycan goes on to 
suggest that even though he is not a lover, he can 
still learn something by observing, and so perhaps 
get new material for his writing.

Affrycan takes the narrator’s hand and leads 
him around the garden, where he observes many 
different kinds of trees in full leaf, blossoming flow-
ers, a river, and a green meadow with streams full 
of small fish. Birds sing on every branch, rabbits 
play in the meadow, deer roam about, and the air 
is always temperate, all of which suggests a kind of 
paradisal garden echoing the Garden of Eden.

Cupid, the god of love, rests beneath one of 
the trees with his bow and arrows ready to hand. 
He is accompanied by “Wille” (i.e., Desire), his 
daughter, who tempers his arrows by placing their 
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heads in a spring. Other allegorical figures also rest 
nearby, including “Aray” (clothing), “Lust” (Desire), 
“Curteysie” (Courtesy), “Craft” (Deceit), “Delyt” 
(Delight), and others, who all play a part in the 
drama of romantic love. Next, the narrator spies a 
temple made of brass standing on pillars of jasper. 
A group of beautiful women in disheveled clothing 
dance perpetually before the temple and hundreds 
of pairs of white doves are perched upon the roof. 
Lady Peace and Dame Patience sit beside the temple 
door; “Byheste” (Promise) and “Art” (Craft or Skill) 
appear behind them, sometimes hovering inside the 
doorway and sometimes venturing out. Inside the 
temple the narrator discovers a strong wind made 
of sighs engendered by desire. It blows about mak-
ing all of the temple’s altars burn the brighter with 
renewed flame. He realizes that jealousy causes all 
the suffering that is endured there. Priapus, the god 
of gardens and fertility who is typically represented 
with an erect phallus, Venus, the goddess of Love, 
Bacchus, the god of wine, and Ceres, the goddess 
of agriculture and fecundity are found among the 
inhabitants of the temple. Venturing further into 
its depths, the narrator finds a wall hung with bro-
ken bows symbolizing love’s scornful attitude toward 
Diana, the goddess of chastity. The walls are painted 
with illustrations of people who suffered and died in 
the service of love, such as Hercules, Dido, Helen, 
Isolde, Troilus, Pyramus, Cleopatra, and others.

As he leaves the temple and reenters the garden, 
the narrator comes to a glade upon a hill of flowers 
where he observes the goddess Nature sitting before 
an audience of birds who are making a great deal 
of noise. Because it is Saint Valentine’s Day, he 
explains, the birds have all come together to choose 
their mates with Nature’s assistance. There are so 
many of them, in fact, that the narrator can hardly 
find a place to stand. The goddess, he goes on to 
explain, looks exactly as she is described by Aleyn 
(ALAIN DE LILLE) in his Pleynt of Kynd (“Complaint 
of Nature”). She commands every bird to take its 
place and the birds immediately obey, arranging 
themselves in a kind of hierarchical order. The birds 
of prey (“foules of ravyne”) are perched in the high-
est branches, the birds that eat worms come next, 
the seed fowl below them on the grass, and the 
waterfowl lowest of all in the dale or valley.

The narrator proceeds to describe different 
members of the various groups, touching briefly on 
certain of their characteristics. The birds of prey, 
for example, are represented by the royal eagle, the 
goshawk, the falcon, and the hardy sparrowhawk. 
After giving several representatives of each class, 
he concludes that birds of every kind were gath-
ered there to choose their mates. With her hand 
Nature holds a beautiful “formel” (female) eagle, 
about whom she begins to speak to the other birds, 
first reminding them why they have come and then 
announcing that the “tercel” (male) eagle, because 
he is the wisest and worthiest bird, shall have the 
first choice. The only requirement or condition 
that she makes regarding the birds’ choices is that 
the female who is chosen must agree to the match. 
The tercel speaks, naming as his choice the female 
who sits on Nature’s hand, and describing his devo-
tion in very courtly terms. Upon hearing his words, 
the female eagle blushes but does not otherwise 
respond. Another male eagle, one of a lower rank, 
now speaks, claiming that he loves the female the 
best or at least as well as the first male, and that 
he has loved her longer; therefore, he has a bet-
ter right to be rewarded with her love in return. 
His language, in keeping with his rank, is more 
boisterous and aggressive than his rival’s. At this 
point a third male eagle comes forward, proposing 
himself as the proper mate for the lovely female. 
When he has finished making his own argument, 
which he bases upon the idea that the length of the 
lover’s service is not as important as the intensity 
of his devotion (he possesses the latter but not the 
former), the lesser birds, who have been waiting for 
the eagles to finish so they can have their own turn, 
begin to raucously complain of the eagles’ long-
windedness. Nature interrupts their distempered 
chatter, proposing that each class of birds debate 
the issue of the eagle’s mate among themselves and 
then choose one representative who shall present 
their group’s solution to the problem at hand. All 
the birds agree to this proposal and, once again, the 
eagles have the first turn.

The birds of prey choose a male falcon to 
deliver their opinion. He first acknowledges the 
difficulty of making such a decision, but then offers 
the suggestion that the eagle who is the worthiest 
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in knighthood, the highest in rank, and the most 
nobly bred ought to be the most suitable choice, 
but that the female eagle should, after all, be the 
one who makes the final decision. The waterfowl, 
represented by the goose, delivers the next opin-
ion, which is essentially the same as the falcon’s 
but expressed in a comparatively succinct, and 
somewhat vulgar (according to some of the other 
birds) fashion: “I seye I rede hym, though he were 
my brother, / but she wol love hym, lat hym love 
another!” (lines 566–567) [I say I should advise 
him, even if he were my brother, / That unless she 
should love him, he should love another!].

The sparrowhawk criticizes the vulgarity of the 
goose, and all the noble birds have a laugh at her 
expense. Then it is the seed fowls’ turn to speak. 
This group is represented by the turtledove, who 

expresses the opinion that a true lover will continue 
to love, even unto death, whether he is accepted or 
not. The duck breaks in to criticize the futility of 
such a philosophy and reasserts the practical nature 
of the goose’s verdict. The duck is interrupted by 
the male falcon, who finds such a solution insulting 
and improper, suggesting that their class of birds 
have no idea of the true meaning of love.

The cuckoo speaks next, representing the birds 
that eat worms. Evidently growing impatient with 
the slow progress being made, he suggests letting 
the eagles wrangle over the question as long as they 
want, as long as he can have his mate and be gone. 
If the eagles cannot make up their minds, maybe 
the best solution is for them all to remain single. 
This verdict is likewise received with contempt by 
the birds of prey. The merlin now speaks on their 
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behalf, pointing out the vulgarity and lewdness of 
the cuckoo’s behavior. (The cuckoo was thought to 
lay its eggs in the nests of other birds.)

Having listened to the opinions of all the dif-
ferent groups, Nature now calls the birds to order 
and announces that the choice shall be left to the 
female eagle. For her own part, she says, she would 
advise the lady to choose the royal tercel (the first 
who spoke), who appears to be the noblest and 
the most worthy. At last the female eagle speaks, 
praising Nature and asking for a year’s respite in 
which to consider the matter, after which time she 
will make her decision known. Nature grants her 
request, telling the male eagles to be of good heart 
and continue in service to their lady. This business 
concluded, she proceeds to pairing off the other 
birds, who are likewise mated in mutual consent.

The purpose for their gathering fulfilled, the 
birds begin their departure in an ecstasy of delight, 
embracing each other with their wings and winding 
their necks together. Their departure is accompa-
nied by a roundel sung by a group of birds previ-
ously selected to provide music for the occasion. 
The poem includes the words of this hymn welcom-
ing spring, and then concludes with the narrator’s 
awakening at the end of the song. The narrator 
immediately searches for something else to read, in 
the hope that one day he will read something that 
will help him to fare better in his life.

COMMENTARY
According to current theories on the dating of 
Chaucer’s works, The Parliament of Fowls was prob-
ably composed in the late 1370s or early 1380s, 
after The HOUSE OF FAME and before TROILUS AND 
CRISEYDE. While only three manuscripts and two 
early prints of The House of Fame survive, there are 
14 manuscripts and a Caxton print of The Parlia-
ment of Fowls, clearly suggesting its greater success. 
It is the third poem in which Chaucer employs the 
device of the DREAM VISION. Previously, in The 
BOOK OF THE DUCHESS and The House of Fame, 
he had used this device as a vehicle to explore 
the theme of love and to consider experience and 
authority (previously written texts) as alternative 
sources for literary creation. While The House of 
Fame presents a more theoretical meditation upon 

these ideas, the Parliament plunges its readers into 
an experience that has become a text without self-
consciously drawing attention to that fact. The 
result is a comparatively seamless artistic creation 
that many critics see as the culmination of Chau-
cer’s experimentation with the dream vision for-
mula. The poem also represents a step forward in 
Chaucer’s developing mastery of the poetic line. 
The four-beat couplet that he employed in his ear-
lier work has now been replaced by the seven-
line RHYME ROYAL stanza, whose longer line and 
less obtrusive rhyme scheme offered the possibil-
ity of elegance as well as flexibility. Its similar-
ity to ottava rima (BOCCACCIO’s stanza) enabled 
Chaucer to smoothly translate selections from that 
author into his native English. Boccaccio’s TESE-
IDA was Chaucer’s source for the Garden of Love 
and its allegorical inhabitants, with the exception 
of the goddess Nature. She derives, as Chaucer 
informs us within the text of the poem, from the 
Pleynt of Kynd (“Complaint of Nature”) of Alain 
de Lille. The allegorical garden of Le ROMAN DE 
LA ROSE may also have influenced this part of the 
poem, though there is little in the way of direct 
imitation.

Within the dream vision framework, Chaucer 
employs another genre, that of the debate poem. 
The discourse of the birds who gather in the gar-
den to choose their mates bears some resemblance 
to the demande d’amour, the love debate of French 
literature, which typically posited a situation in 
which each of several suitors tries to present the 
best case for himself as the lady’s choice. The 
speeches of the three tercel eagles in Chaucer’s 
poem clearly recall this type of contest, with the 
difference that the participants are birds rather 
than humans. WOLFGANG CLEMEN’s commentary 
on the poem additionally points out that the fairy- 
or folktale theme of the contending lovers provides 
a suggestive parallel. Features of this motif that 
appear in Chaucer’s Parliament include the judge 
who will decide which of the suitors deserves to 
win the lady, a “general public” in the debate, and 
the postponement of the decision, which the judge 
eventually leaves up to the lady herself. The main 
difference between both of these possible influ-
ences and Chaucer’s debate is the fact, already 
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mentioned above, that the characters engaged in 
this discussion are birds rather than people.

This brings us to a consideration of two fur-
ther possible generic influences. One is that of 
other literary “parleys” or parliaments of birds that 
appeared prior to the period in which Chaucer was 
writing and which were typically written by cler-
ics. These writers employed the debate form as a 
vehicle for a kind of didactic discourse consisting 
of little more than the exchange of proverbial say-
ings. For his vivid and dramatic characterization of 
the birds, Chaucer seems to have drawn upon the 
BEAST FABLE tradition, wherein human behavior as 
well as human speech embodied in animal forms 
becomes the means for satiric commentary upon 
human society. Chaucer even more clearly employs 
the beast fable to this effect in “The NUN’S PRIEST’S 
TALE” of The Canterbury Tales, where, interestingly 
enough, his chief protagonist is once again a bird.

I have already mentioned that this poem, like 
The Book of the Duchess and The House of Fame, 
treats the theme of love. It is the oldest surviving 
Valentine’s Day poem and marks the first known 
association between Saint Valentine, whose life 
appears to provide no rationale for his choice as 
the saint of romantic love, and that theme. The 
poem may also have been composed to celebrate 
or commemorate a particular historic occasion, the 
engagement of King RICHARD II to ANNE OF BOHE-
MIA. The two were married in January 1382, which 
corresponds favorably to the likely date of the 
poem’s composition. Scholars who have researched 
this angle argue that the formel eagle represents 
Anne; the three tercels, three of her suitors: Rich-
ard (the royal tercel who speaks first), Friedrich of 
Meissen (the second tercel, who is of lesser rank 
but has served her longer), and the dauphin of 
France (the third tercel, who, like the dauphin, was 
unable to boast of his length of service). One year 
appears to have lapsed between Richard’s court-
ship of Anne and their betrothal. This could be the 
year’s “respite” referred to at the poem’s end.

Another important historical event took place 
near the time at which The Parliament of Fowls 
was written: the PEASANTS’ REVOLT OF 1381. This 
event, which posed a serious threat to the govern-
ment of Richard II, heightened awareness of social 

unrest and may have informed the conflict that 
develops between the “royal” or “noble” birds of 
prey and their social inferiors, the duck and goose. 
While hierarchy is firmly established in Nature’s 
domain, not everyone (or every bird) is content 
with its modus operandi.

Most attempts at interpretation of the poem 
have concentrated on the debate portion and 
either ignored or slighted the material that the nar-
rator summarizes at the poem’s beginning when he 
describes the occasion leading up to his fabulous 
dream. He had been reading, he tells us, in a book 
called “Tullyus of the Drem of Scipioun.” Tully, or 
Tullius, is actually the classical author more famil-
iarly known to us as CICERO, and the “Dream of 
Scipio” was the final portion of his Republic. A ver-
sion of this text, together with an extended com-
mentary, had been preserved for the Middle Ages 
by Macrobius (ca. 400), whose work also provided 
Chaucer with the material on the classification of 
dreams that appears at the opening of The House 
of Fame. As mentioned in the summary above, 
it recounts the experience of the Roman general 
Scipio the Younger (“Scipioun”), who dreams that 
he meets his famous grandfather, Scipio the Elder 
(“Affrycan”) upon his return to the home of his 
ancestry, Carthage, in northern Africa. Chaucer’s 
version of this text describes the younger Scipio’s 
dream, in which his grandfather carries him aloft 
into the region of the stars’ abode. As they look 
down upon the great city of CARTHAGE, Affrycan 
instructs his descendent in a philosophical perspec-
tive (also described in the summary given above) 
that emphasizes the necessity of conducting one’s 
life in a way that will be conducive to the pub-
lic good (living according to the rule of “common 
profit”), and of resisting attachment to worldly pur-
suits and delights.

What has been so puzzling to many of the poem’s 
readers is how this very serious and somber philo-
sophical perspective relates to the lively gathering 
of birds in the Garden of Love. The idea that they 
are related at some level is suggested by the fact that 
they appear in the same poem, with the one (the 
reading material) leading to or inspiring the other 
(the dream). Furthermore, when the narrator falls 
asleep, he initially dreams that he is approached by 
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the elder Scipio, who initiates a dream journey, act-
ing as his guide. Instead of leading him up into the 
heavens, however, Affrycan directs the narrator to 
the gate of Love’s garden, and when the narrator 
hesitates to enter, pushes him through. A further 
explicit connection between the book that he was 
reading and the dream comes from the information 
Affrycan gives him when the former explains that 
this dream has been sent by Venus (“Cytherea”) to 
reward him for reading “myn olde bok” (“my [i.e., 
Affrycans’] old book”).

The question remains, however, how the narra-
tor’s observations in the garden relate to the philo-
sophical content of that “old book.” Regarding what 
the narrator observes in the Temple of Venus, there 
seem to be some definite connections. The “likerous 
folk” [lecherous people], described in the “Dream 
of Scipio” as those who “after that they ben dede, / 
Shul whirle aboute th’erthe alwey in peyne,” (lines 
79–80) [after they are dead, / shall whirl about the 
earth always in pain] seem to have their counterpart 
in the “sykes hoote as fyr” that the narrator encoun-
ters in Love’s temple. These sighs, engendered by 
desire, whirl like a hot wind throughout the temple, 
fanning the fire on every altar. And although the 
allegorical figures and deities who occupy the tem-
ple and its environs are presented impartially, the 
temple walls are filled with paintings depicting the 
sufferings of lovers, most of whose amorous relation-
ships were tainted by lust. As for the remainder of 
the dream, which contains the debate of the birds 
who have come to the garden to be united with 
their mates, it would seem to offer a view of a very 
different kind of love, and one that would be more 
in keeping with Scipio’s injunction to live in a way 
that promotes common profit. In Alain’s “Com-
plaint of Nature,” the goddess Natura puts forth an 
argument pleading the cause of life and procreation 
that offers a corrective counterpoint to the ascetic 
element of contemptus mundi (“despise the world”) 
in Scipio’s philosophy, while at the same time admi-
rably complementing his point about common 
profit. It was acceptable Christian doctrine, after 
all, to consider sex within marriage as both lawful 
and desirable as a means for carrying out God’s 
command to be fruitful and multiply, thus providing 
Christian offspring who would continue God’s work 

on earth. Thus the goddess Natura, or Nature, pro-
moting a fruitful, Christian concept of love would 
seem to stand in counterpoint to the pagan Venus. 
The debate between the birds, however, really boils 
down to a clash between two different conceptions 
of the love sanctioned by Nature. First, there is the 
courtly, idealistic, and romantic one, represented 
by the eagles and other birds of prey. This rather 
sharply contrasts to a practical and expedient love, 
represented by the goose, the duck, and the other 
waterfowl. The struggle to reconcile these very dif-
ferent points of view illustrates the difficulty of put-
ting into practice such an idea as common profit 
because of the fact that what appears to be in the 
best interest of one individual or social group may 
not be the same for another. Chaucer conveys this 
idea with exceptional aplomb by dramatizing the 
debate and having the birds speak for themselves, 
without himself taking sides in the matter. In this 
way, each point of view throws light upon the other 
so that the strengths and weaknesses of both are 
revealed with a gentle touch of satire. Because these 
strengths and weaknesses are related to social class, 
this portion of the poem appears to anticipate both 
the method and the intent of the portraits presented 
in the GENERAL PROLOGUE TO THE CANTERBURY 
TALES.

CHARACTERS
For information on mythological and historical fig-
ures that are alluded to in The Parliament of Fowls, 
and elsewhere in Chaucer’s work, see entries in Part 
III of this book.

Duck In the bird-debate portion of Chaucer’s 
Parliament of Fowls, Dame Nature invites all of the 
birds present to discuss the worthiness of the three 
tercel (male) eagles who are competing to be the 
mate of the lovely formel (female). Although the 
goose, as the spokesperson for the waterfowl, has 
already delivered their collective opinion upon this 
matter, the duck jumps into the debate with a sar-
castic response to the turtle-dove. To the latter’s 
suggestion that a true lover continues loving until 
death, regardless of his beloved’s response, the duck 
exclaims, “Wel bourded . . . by myn hat!” (line 589) 
[Wittily jested . . . by my hat!] evoking the strange 
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image of a duck wearing a hat! Echoing the practi-
cal advice of the goose, the duck demands, “That 
men shulde loven alwey causeles! / Who can a 
resoun fynde or wit in that?” (lines 590–591) [That 
men should love always without cause! / Who can 
find a reason or intelligence in that?].

Formel Eagle The formel eagle is the female 
(formel = female) eagle whose affections are the 
object of three male (tercel) eagles in the love-
debate that takes center-stage in Chaucer’s Par-
liament of Fowls. The formel eagle does not speak 
during the debate, and her only response, a blush at 
the conclusion of the Royal Tercel’s speech, indi-
cates her restraint and modesty, qualities consid-
ered desirable in 14th-century England in one of 
her sex, be she bird or human. At the debate’s end, 
Nature concludes that it is impossible to determine 
which of the males loves her best, and invites the 
formel to choose for herself. Her response, issued in 
a “dredful” (i.e., fearful) voice, is to ask for a year’s 
respite in which to make her decision.

Goose In the bird-debate portion of Chaucer’s Par-
liament of Fowls, Dame Nature invites all of the birds 
present to discuss the worthiness of the three tercel 
(male) eagles who are competing to be the mate of the 
lovely formel (female). The goose is selected to be the 
spokesperson for the waterfowl. When called upon to 
deliver the opinion of her kind, the goose speaks with 
an appropriate “kakelynge,” announcing, “My wit is 
sharp; I love no taryinge; / I seye I rede hym, though 
he were my brother, / But she wol love hym, lat hym 
love another!” (lines 565–567) [My wit is sharp; I 
love no waiting; / I say I would advise him, though 
he were my brother, / Unless she wishes to love him, 
let him love another!]. This practical advice, though 
expressed more plainly, seems to differ little in sub-
stance from that offered by the higher ranking terce-
let, who suggests that the formel herself should choose 
the suitor she prefers. For the “noble” birds, however, 
it is an insult because it flies in the face of the courtly 
convention that requires a true lover to persist in his 
affection, no matter how hopeless his cause.

Kokkow In the bird-debate portion of Chaucer’s 
Parliament of Fowls, Dame Nature invites all of 

the birds present to discuss the worthiness of the 
three tercel (male) eagles who are competing to be 
the mate of the lovely formel (female). The kok-
kow, or cuckoo, who speaks for the “worm-fowl” 
(i.e., those whose diet consists primarily of worms), 
reiterates the practical concerns of the duck and 
goose, saying: “So I . . . may have my make in pes, 
/ I reche nat how longe that ye stryve. / Lat each 
of hem be soleyn al here lyve!” (lines 605–607) [If 
I might have my mate in peace, / I care not how 
long you argue. / Let each of them be single all their 
lifetime!]. In medieval European iconography the 
cuckoo was a symbol of single-minded selfishness 
and greed because the bird was believed to lay its 
eggs in the nest of other birds. When the cuckoo 
chicks, larger than the other chicks in the nest, 
hatched, they pushed the other birds from the nest 
and were then fed by their “adopted” parents.

Merlin The merlin, who belongs to the highest 
ranking group, the birds of prey, is the last bird to 
deliver an opinion in the love-debate that forms the 
centerpiece of Chaucer’s Parliament of Fowls. Out-
raged by the cuckoo’s opinion regarding the plight 
of the tercel eagles, the merlin adopts a tactic fre-
quently employed by political opponents, attacking 
the character of the bird rather than the substance 
of his speech, calling it a glutton and a murderer. 
For further explanation of the merlin’s hostility, see 
Kokkow, above.

Nature, Dame Dame Nature or simply Nature, is 
a goddess-like figure who appears in The Parliament 
of Fowls. She holds court in the Garden of Love 
where, on St. Valentine’s Day, all the birds have 
congregated to choose their mates. She presides 
over the ritual, keeping order among the squab-
bling fowl and deciding the outcome of the dispute 
between three male eagles who have all chosen the 
same female (lines 309ff). The figure of Nature is 
derived from ALAIN DE LILLE’s De planctu Natu-
rae (“Complaint of Nature”), wherein she bemoans 
man’s sins against nature that have led to his unfruit-
fulness. When Chaucer introduces her in his poem, 
he says that she appears just as Alain describes her in 
his “Pleynt of Kynde” (line 316). This same figure is 
invoked in “The PHYSICIAN’S TALE,” when the nar-
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rator describes the martyr-heroine Virginia, whom 
“Nature hath with sovereyn diligence / Yformed . . . 
in so great excellence” (lines 9–10) [Nature has with 
sovereign diligence / Formed . . . in such great excel-
lence]. These lines are followed by Nature’s own 
comments about the young girl’s qualities and a med-
itation on Nature’s place in the cosmos, in which she 
performs the services of a deputy (“vicaire general”) 
to God, creating all earthly creatures in His honor 
(lines 11–28). Chaucer also presents the goddess 
Nature as the creator of beautiful women in “ANEL-
IDA AND ARCITE” (line 80) and in The BOOK OF THE 
DUCHESS (line 871).

Royal Tercel The Royal Tercel is the first male 
(tercel = male) eagle to speak in the love-debate 

that takes center-stage in Chaucer’s Parliament 
of Fowls. He is granted this privilege because, 
as Dame Nature explains, he is the “highest in 
degree.” Each male eagle is required to present an 
argument, rather than just selecting the female of 
his choice, because, according to Nature’s rule, the 
female has the right to accept (or reject) her suitor. 
The royal tercel speaks with honor and humility; 
he is the perfect courtly lover, vowing everlasting 
service to his lady (whatever pain it may cause 
him), beseeching her grace and mercy, and vowing 
that if he should ever be disobedient, unfaithful, 
or negligent, he wishes to be torn to pieces. He 
concludes his petition with the statement that his 
“lady” should love him because he loves her more 
than his competitors.
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Scipio Africanus the Elder Historically, Scipio 
Africanus the Elder was a Roman general of the 
third century B.C. Considered one of the greatest 
soldiers of the ancient world, he created the army 
that defeated the renowned Carthaginian leader 
Hannibal, bringing an end to the Second Punic 
War, and extending Rome’s influence into Africa, 
Spain, and Greece. It was probably Scipio’s popu-
larity as a general and his renowned personal cha-
risma that led the Roman author Cicero to use 
him as a mouthpiece for certain philosophical ideas 
in the epilogue to his De republica. In this work, 
Scipio appears to his grandson Scipio Africanus the 
Younger in a dream. Within the dream, the two 
men engage in a dialogue whereby the elder Scipio 
makes a serious moral argument in favor of political 
policy that would support the “common good” of all 
people. In The Parliament of Fowls, Scipio the Elder 
appears as a character in the narrator’s dream. 
Within the dream, the elder Scipio states that he 
has come to visit the narrator in order to reward 
him for his diligent study. The reward consists of 
a visit to the Garden of Love, which seems at first 
an odd choice for one as sober as the Roman gen-
eral. When the narrator hesitates at the somewhat 
forbidding gate to this garden, Scipio gives him a 
friendly push, telling him not to be afraid to come 
into this place, even though he has lost his appetite 
for love. He can still be an observer and judge, and 
then, if skilled enough, he can write about what he 
has seen. What he sees, though comic in its effect, 
certainly asserts the legitimacy of working toward 
the “common good.”

Second Tercel In the bird-debate that forms the 
centerpiece of Chaucer’s Parliament of Fowls, three 
tercel (male) eagles compete verbally to become 
the mate of a formel (female) eagle. The second 
tercel to present his case is referred to as being 
“of lower kynde” (of lower status), which explains 
why he speaks after the first “royal” male eagle in 
this debate where social hierarchy plays such an 
important part in the unfolding drama. The sec-
ond tercel’s argument centers on the claim that 
his love for the formel eagle is greater, or at least 
as strong, as the royal tercel, in addition to which 
he asserts that he has loved and served her longer. 

His ardor is undermined, however, by a conditional 
which suggests a lack of ardor: “And if she shulde 
have loved for long lovynge, / To me allone hade 
be the guerdonynge” (lines 454–455) [And if she 
should have loved for long loving, / To me alone 
had been the rewarding]. Yet, like the royal ter-
cel, he requests that if he is found to be defective 
as a lover, he should be killed. The manner of 
death he specifies—being hanged by the neck—
differs meaningfully from that of the royal tercel 
who asked to be torn into pieces. In 14th-century 
England, hanging was a form of execution reserved 
primarily for lower-class felons, while being torn, 
or rather cut, into pieces was the gruesome pen-
alty reserved for members of the nobility who com-
mitted treason or some other heinous crime. Thus 
even though the eagles are considered the noblest 
species of bird present at the debate, there are evi-
dently some eagles who behave with more gentility 
than others. The idea that true nobility arises from 
an individual’s behavior rather than from his or her 
class is an idea that Chaucer explores much more 
thoroughly in the lyric poem “GENTILESSE” and in 
“The WIFE OF BATH’S TALE.” Chaucer’s explora-
tion of this idea was likely influenced by his reading 
and translation of BOETHIUS’s Consolation of Phi-
losophy (see BOECE).

Sparrowhawk In the bird-debate portion of 
Chaucer’s Parliament of Fowls, when the goose 
delivers the collective opinion of the waterfowl 
regarding which of her suitors the formel (female) 
eagle ought to choose for her mate, the sparrow-
hawk belittles her remarks with the sarcastic com-
ment, “Lo, here a parfit resoun of a goose!” (line 
568) [Look, here at the perfect logic of a goose!”]. 
He furthermore insultingly twice refers to her as a 
fool and delivers the mild curse, “Nevere mot she 
thee!” (line 569) [Never may she prosper!]. He 
is expressing his disdain for the idea that a lover 
should simply give up, and find another mate, if he 
is rejected by his first choice.

Tercelet In the bird-debate portion of Chaucer’s 
Parliament of Fowls, the tercelet is a young male 
eagle who has been chosen to deliver the collective 
opinion of the eagles regarding which of three com-
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peting suitors deserves to be the mate of the formel 
(female) eagle. After revealing that the birds in 
his group have been unable to determine which 
suitor deserves to win the contest, he notes that 
such an impasse points to battle, or trial by combat, 
to determine the winner. The three competitors 
quickly express their eagerness to comply. He just 
as quickly informs them that fighting is not his ulti-
mate recommendation, which is to let the formel 
eagle decide, based on her own assessment of their 
rank and “gentilesse.”

Third Tercel In the bird-debate that forms 
the centerpiece of Chaucer’s Parliament of Fowls, 
three tercel (male) eagles compete to become the 
mate of a formel (female) eagle. The third tercel 
begins his speech by complaining of the limitations 
placed upon him by time and the impatience of the 
other birds who wish to choose their mates and be 
gone. This rhetorical trick—claiming he has much 
more to say than he actually has time to speak—is 
designed to distract his audience from whatever 
deficits may be discerned in his pleading. Another 
handicap faced by this tercel is being the third to 
speak. In this verbal contest delimited by the con-
ventions of courtly love, what is left for him to 
say? Nothing new, it appears. Like the royal tercel 
he exhibits humility, modestly saying that he can 
perform no service to adequately please his lady, 
though qualifying the statement with an avowal 
that likewise echoes the royal tercel: he claims to 
be her “treweste” (truest, or most faithful) suitor, 
the one most eager to bring her comfort.

Turtle (turtle-dove) In the bird-debate portion 
of Chaucer’s Parliament of Fowls, Dame Nature 
invites all of the birds present to discuss the worthi-
ness of the three tercel (male) eagles who are com-
peting to be the mate of the lovely formel (female). 
The turtle-dove, chosen to speak the collective 
opinion of the seed-fowl, is shocked by the goose’s 
practical suggestion that, unless the formel eagle 
reciprocates the devotion of her suitors, they would 
be better off to look for another mate. The turtle-
dove advocates devotion unto death, whether that 
devotion is returned or not. This reaction corre-
sponds to the emblematic function of the turtle-

dove in medieval art and literature where she is a 
symbol of faithfulness in love.

FOR FURTHER READING
DEREK BREWER’s introduction to Geoffrey Chau-
cer: The Parlement of Foulys (1972) provides a 
good discussion of topics useful for understand-
ing the poem, including its occasion, literary tradi-
tion, sources and background, rhetoric, language, 
meter, manuscript tradition, and themes. A longer 
study devoted primarily to interpretation is J. A. 
W. BENNETT’s The Parlement of Foules: An Inter-
pretation (2nd ed., 1965), which analyzes the poem 
as an exploration of Christian love infused with 
Neoplatonic thought and imagery. This book is 
particularly useful for identifying the sources of 
the poem’s themes and images. It also examines 
the importance of love to Chaucer’s conception of 
social and cosmic order. Chaucer’s Dream Visions 
and Shorter Poems (1999), edited by William A. 
Quinn, contains 16 essays by various authors with 
a brief introduction to each of the dream vision 
poems. Readers who are interested in learning 
more about the historical context of The Parliament 
of Fowls should consult Larry Benson’s “The Occa-
sion of the Parliament of Fowls” (in The Wisdom 
of Poetry: Essays in Early English Poetry in Honor 
of Morton Bloomfield, 1982), as well as Michael 
St. John’s essay, “Nature, Venus, and Royal Dec-
adence: Political Theory and Political Practice 
in Chaucer’s Parliament of Fowls,” published in 
Romancing Decay: Ideas of Decadence in European 
Culture (1999). St. John examines the poem’s 
philosophical content in Chaucer’s Dream Visions: 
Courtliness and Individual Identity, a study that con-
siders The Book of the Duchess, The House of Fame, 
and The Legend of Good Women as well. Kathryn 
L. Lynch takes a similar approach in Chaucer’s 
Philosophical Visions (2000). An excellent feminist 
reading of the dream visions and other key texts 
may be found in Chaucer and the Fictions of Gender 
(1992) by Elaine Tuttle Hansen. Hansen’s reflec-
tions on The Parliament of Fowls suggest that this 
poem challenges assumptions about heterosexual 
desire. Finally, readers interested in the sources of 
the poem should consult Barry Windeatt’s Chau-
cer’s Dream Poetry: Sources and Analogues (1982) 
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which features the chief French sources and ana-
logues of Chaucer’s four dream poems, presented 
in translation.

“Parson’s Tale, The”
Only two of The Canterbury Tales are written in 
prose. One of them is “The TALE OF MELIBEE”; 
“The Parson’s Tale,” a sermon on the topic of pen-
itence, is the other. Both address the theme of 
forgiveness.

SUMMARY

Prologue
By the time the Manciple has ended his tale it 
is four o’clock in the afternoon. The Host, self-
appointed leader of the pilgrims, announces that 
only one more tale remains to be told and that is the 
Parson’s. He invites the Parson to tell a fable, but 
the man declines, reminding them of Saint Paul’s 
advice against telling fables or fictions. Instead, he 
will speak “a merry tale in prose” that shows them 
the path to spiritual pilgrimage with its ultimate des-
tination in heaven. Thus will he conclude the game 
of tale-telling and bring the contest to an end.

Tale
The Parson begins by noting God’s wish that no 
man should perish but that all should enjoy eternal 
life. He states that there are many paths or ways 
that lead people to salvation, but one of the noblest 
of these is penitence. Therefore everyone ought to 
learn as much as they can about penitence: what it 
is, from whence it comes, how it works, how many 
types there are, which things appertain to it, and 
which things hinder it.

Penitence is defined with reference to the 
church fathers, Saint Ambrose, Saint Isidore of 
Seville, Saint Gregory, and Saint Augustine, as 
serious regret for sins that have been committed, 
and the intention never to perform such deeds 
again. True penitence, the Parson claims, may be 
achieved through three actions. The first is contri-
tion of heart; the second is the confession of sins 
to a priest or other qualified clergyman; and the 

third is satisfaction, meaning the prayers or other 
deeds offered in reparation for sin (the latter to be 
imposed by the clergyman who heard the penitent’s 
confession).

The tale moves next to define each of the terms 
offered above. Contrition is defined as heavy and 
penetrating sorrow and it has six causes. The first 
cause that may bring a person to contrition is the 
remembrance of sin accompanied by shame and 
regret. The second cause is the knowledge that 
sin makes man a thrall, or slave. The third cause 
is fear of Judgment Day and the torments of hell. 
These torments are described in great detail, with 
emphasis on the idea that everything that has been 
pleasant on earth shall be turned into its opposite. 
For example, those who have enjoyed luxurious 
beds and soft sheets here in this life will find them-
selves lying on beds of maggots and covered with 
blankets of worms. The fourth cause of contrition 
is the memory of the good things that a person 
might have done (missed opportunities), or the 
good works that have been accomplished but are of 
no account unless accompanied by penitence. The 
fifth cause of contrition is the memory of Christ’s 
suffering. Here it is noted that every kind of sin is a 
reversal of the natural order of things. For example, 
a man’s reason ought by right to have sovereignty 
over his body and sensual nature; sin perverts this 
order so that sensual desires gain the upper hand. 
Remembering the pain that Christ suffered on the 
cross should minimize the temptation of such plea-
sures. The sixth cause of contrition is the hope of 
three things: the forgiveness of sin, the gift of grace 
that will aid forgiveness, and the promise of life in 
heaven. The section on contrition ends with some 
final comments regarding its nature, such as the 
requirement that it be universal. In other words, 
a contrite man cannot be sorry for just part of his 
misdeeds. Sinful thoughts are also considered here, 
with the recommendation that they be included, 
and thus repented, as well.

In most manuscripts of the tale, the next part of 
the text is introduced with a Latin rubric, “Explicit 
prima pars Penitentie; Et sequitur secunda pars 
eiusdem” [Here ends the first part of penitence; 
and its second part follows]. The second part, or 
stage, of penitence is confession, the true admis-
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sion of one’s sins to a priest. Before embarking 
on a lengthy discussion of the different types of 
sin, which constitutes most of the remainder of 
the Parson’s tale, he reminds his audience of how 
sin first came into the world with Adam and Eve 
in Paradise. Because these two disobeyed God’s 
commandment that they must not eat the fruit of 
a certain tree in Eden, they lost their immortal-
ity and became mortal. This mortal nature was in 
turn passed down to all their descendents, that is, 
all the people who have ever inhabited the earth. 
Furthermore, because the sin that they committed 
involved concupiscence (strong desire) for some-
thing that was not rightfully theirs, so is this same 
concupiscence the cause of all our sin, making it 
impossible for a man to be immune to every temp-
tation. Concupiscence, together with the tempta-
tions sent by the devil, leads to sinful thoughts, 
which, unless they are immediately dispelled, often 
lead to sinful deeds. Sinful deeds fall into two basic 
categories: deadly (also called “mortal”) and venial. 
Venial sins are less serious than deadly ones, but 
many of them together, the Parson warns, can add 
up and bring a man to damnation. Venial sin is 
defined generally as everything that a man does 
that is not pleasing to God or done for the love 
of God or for his sake, but for the love of worldly 
things. Deadly sin is sin that causes a man’s heart 
to turn away from God, in the event that he loves 
some worldly thing, creature, or deed more than he 
loves God.

Another Latin rubric concludes this section of 
the text and introduces the next: “Explicit secunda 
pars Penitentie. Sequitur de septem peccatis 
mortalibus et eorum dependenciis, circumstan-
ciis, et speciebus” [Here ends the second part on 
Penitence. Now follows the section on the Seven 
Deadly Sins and their subdivisions, circumstances, 
and species]. The Seven Deadly Sins are defined as 
the “chieftains” of sin, with pride standing as the 
first of the group and the root of all the others.

Pride is divided into two types, internal and 
external. Internal pride consists of disobedience, 
boasting, hypocrisy, disdain, arrogance, haughti-
ness, impudence, and insolence. The proud person 
may be hubristic, impatient, argumentative, pre-
sumptious, contumacious, irreverent, and/or vain-

glorious. Each variety of pride is further defined, 
sometimes through example. The foregoing spe-
cies of pride are internal, that is, they exist within 
the heart and mind of man. External pride is that 
which attaches to the wearing of extravagant, lewd, 
or any other type of clothing that draws attention 
to oneself. The remedy of pride is humility.

The next in the catalogue of Seven Deadly Sins 
is envy. Envy is defined as sorrow for another man’s 
prosperity and/or joy at another’s harm. Arising 
from malice, envy goes against all virtues and good-
ness. Envy is further defined through its different 
types and subdivisions. Love is the remedy of envy.

The third deadly sin is ire, or anger. Ire takes 
two forms: sudden, or venial, which springs up 
without the advice and consent of reason; and 
deadly, which arises from long consideration and 
the intention or desire to do vengeance. Ire engen-
ders hate, war, and eventually manslaughter if it 
goes unchecked. Swearing, often done in anger, 
is discussed here, as well as the less clearly related 
sins of lying, flattery, and scorn. The remedies of ire 
are meekness and patience.

The fourth deadly sin is accidie, which means 
spiritual sloth or indifference. Under this heading 
the Parson also discusses the sin of wanhope, which 
is despair of God’s mercy that grows out of the fear 
of having sinned too much to be forgiven. The 
remedy of these sins is strength, of which there are 
several different species or kinds. The first is mag-
nanimity, which encourages those who possess it 
to undertake difficult tasks and to undertake them 
reasonably, with wisdom. The virtues of faith and 
hope also aid against the sin of accidie by helping 
men to accomplish good works. Finally, this sin 
may be guarded against by constancy, or stability 
of faith.

The fifth deadly sin is avarice, which is grouped 
together with “coveitise” (covetousness). The dif-
ference between the two is explained thus: Cove-
itise is the desire for things one does not have; 
avarice is the withholding or hoarding of things 
that one possesses but does not need. Avarice is 
one of the most serious sins because it leads to 
lying, theft, and false oaths. He who is guilty of 
avarice is compared to the idolater who worships 
false gods; his goods to which he is so attached are 
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his idols. The remedies of avarice are mercy and 
pity. If a man has mercy on his fellow beings, he 
will not wish to hoard his goods, but, rather, will 
use his excess wealth to help those less fortunate 
than he.

The sixth deadly sin is gluttony, which includes 
drunkenness as well as overeating. Being overly 
particular about food and spending too much time 
and care in its preparation are also prohibited. The 
remedy of gluttony is abstinence.

The seventh deadly sin is lechery, which is 
defined as any sexual act or desire outside of inter-
course for the purpose of procreation within the 
bounds of lawful marriage. Lechery is particularly 
undesirable in women and creates a variety of soci-
etal problems such as the possibility of raising a 
bastard as one’s own child and having that child 
inherit one’s property, perhaps wrongfully disin-
heriting one’s own offspring. In this section are 
included interdictions against various sexual liai-

sons including incestuous and homosexual ones. 
Chastity is the remedy of lechery. This concludes 
the part of the tale defining the Seven Deadly Sins.

The Parson’s tale began with the intention of 
exhibiting the three requirements of penitence, 
namely, contrition, confession, and satisfaction. 
After the first of these, contrition, was defined, 
the text took a kind of detour into describing the 
Seven Deadly Sins so that the sinner might know 
exactly what it is he needs to be contrite for. Hav-
ing concluded this series of definitions, the tale 
returns to explicate the conditions of confession 
and satisfaction.

The section dealing with confession begins with 
a discussion of the circumstances surrounding sin, 
by which the Parson means the conditions under 
which sinful acts are committed. These facts must 
be included in confession because they help to 
determine the sinner’s degree of culpability, which 
in turn will determine the nature and degree of sat-
isfaction that must be performed. True confession 
furthermore requires that the sinner be truly sorry 
and full of shame for his sins, that he confess all of 
his sins, that he make a full confession as soon as 
possible after committing sin, that he make confes-
sion out of his own free will, and that the confes-
sion be made to a lawful priest.

Satisfaction is defined as the action that must be 
taken by the penitent sinner in atonement for the 
sins that he has confessed. The terms of satisfac-
tion are decided by the priest who hears confession, 
and they generally involve what the Parson terms 
“almesse” (the performing of charitable deeds) and 
“bodily peyne” (prayers, vigils, fasting, and virtuous 
teaching). Charitable deeds are further defined as 
providing assistance to one’s neighbors, either in 
the form of good counsel and comfort or, if need 
be, in the form of food, clothing, and lodging. Visit-
ing those who are sick or in prison is another form 
of charity.

The section on “bodily peyne” focuses primar-
ily on prayers, giving specific instructions for say-
ing the paternoster (Our Father, otherwise known 
as the Lord’s Prayer), which may not only perform 
the function of satisfaction but also may prevent 
one from succumbing to further temptations. Fast-
ing consists of avoiding worldly pleasures as well 
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as abstaining from food. Virtuous teaching con-
sists not only of speaking and writing but also of 
teaching by example, especially by behaving with 
patience and forbearance in the case of illness and 
loss. The wearing of clothing that mortifies the 
flesh, such as a hair shirt or chain mail next to the 
skin, and the whipping of one’s own body, are also 
acceptable forms of “bodily peyne.”

After a brief reconsideration of some points that 
have already been made regarding various obstacles 
to true penitence, the tale concludes in a grand 
rhetorical flourish with the reminder that the fruit, 
or reward, of penitence is, according to the word of 
Jesus Christ, the endless bliss of heaven.

COMMENTARY
The last tale in the Canterbury group, although it 
reads like a sermon, actually belongs to the genre of 
the penitential treatise. Such works became popu-
lar after a decision by the Lateran Council in 1215 
that oral confession must be made at least once a 
year. Naturally, in order to make a good confes-
sion, people needed to know as much as possible 
about the sins of which they might have been guilty 
and about the spiritual and physical mechanics 
of penitence. Chaucer draws upon three existing 
penitential works (or perhaps upon later redactions 
of those works). They were the Summa de poeniten-
tia (The chief points of penitence) of the Domini-
can Raymund of Pennaforte; the Summa vitiorum 
(The chief sins), written by the Dominican William 
Peraldus; and the anonymous Summa virtutum de 
remediis anime (The chief remedies of virtue for 
the soul). The definitions of contrition, confession, 
and satisfaction come from the Summa de poeni-
tentia; the material on the Seven Deadly Sins is 
taken primarily from the Summa vitiorum; and the 
remedial virtues inserted following the definition of 
each deadly sin derive from the Summa virtutum. A 
large number of quotations from the Bible and the 
church fathers help to flesh out the text and to give 
it the authority of which medieval writers were so 
fond. Of these sources, the New Testament appears 
to be quoted the most often.

Because its religious subject matter is not typi-
cally appealing to a majority of modern readers, 
and because it has more than its share of stylistic 

awkwardnesses and errors, “The Parson’s Tale” 
rates as one of the least popular of the Canterbury 
group, among scholars as well as general readers. 
In fact, some editions of The Canterbury Tales, 
such as Nevill Coghill’s translation for Penguin 
Classics and David Wright’s for Oxford’s World 
Classics, either leave the tale out or provide the 
prologue with only a summary of the tale. A few 
scholars have argued that the tale was written by 
someone other than Chaucer to conform to some 
of the specifications laid out by Chaucer in the 
prologue to the tale. This is in keeping with the 
idea that Chaucer died before he was able to com-
pose something suitable for the Parson’s perfor-
mance. While Chaucer’s death may indeed have 
prevented him from revising the text, most con-
temporary scholars agree that “The Parson’s Tale” 
is his own work. There is considerable evidence 
within the tale to relate it to other members of the 
Canterbury group, since it comments upon many 
of the same issues, such as forgiveness (“The TALE 
OF MELIBEE”), the relationship of men and women 
in marriage (“The WIFE OF BATH’S PROLOGUE” and 
“The WIFE OF BATH’S TALE,” “The MERCHANT’S 
TALE,” “The FRANKLIN’S TALE,” and “The CLERK’S 
TALE”), the deadliness of covetousness (“The PAR-
DONER’S TALE”), the fickleness of Fortune (“The 
KNIGHT’S TALE,” “The NUN’S PRIEST’S TALE”) 
and the rewards of steadfast patience and trust in 
God (“The MAN OF LAW’S TALE,” “The Franklin’s 
Tale”). It is possible to read the Parson’s tale as 
a kind of call to penitence, aimed specifically at 
some of the pilgrims: at the Wife of Bath for her 
pride in clothing and desire for mastery over her 
husband, at the Pardoner for his lechery and greed, 
at the Miller and the Reeve for their choleric tem-
pers, at the Monk for his avarice and pride as well 
as for his flawed view of Providence and God’s 
mercy. The authority of the tale, with its insistent 
promotion of Christian virtues and its steadfast 
condemnation of sin, is reinforced by its suitabil-
ity to the teller, the Parson, as he is presented in 
the GENERAL PROLOGUE. A rural parish priest who 
cares a great deal about his parishioners and who 
teaches as much by example—through his own 
behavior—as by words, his is the most clearly ide-
alized of all the portraits.
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The structure of “The Parson’s Tale” is marked 
throughout with clear subject divisions that appear 
to serve as the kind of mnemonic device advocated 
in medieval treatises on rhetoric. As such, the 
structure of the narrative would not only enhance 
the clarity of its message but would also serve as a 
device to aid the memory of the speaker—in this 
case, Chaucer’s Parson. After opening with a quo-
tation from Scripture, the Parson announces that 
he is going to explicate the three parts of peni-
tence: contrition, confession, and satisfaction, thus 
forecasting the division of his tale into three main 
parts. These three parts are divided and subdivided 
many times in order that he may discuss such sec-
ondary topics as the six causes of contrition or, fall-
ing within the latter category, the seven reasons for 
despair in hell. The proliferating, sometimes (ironi-
cally) confusing Chinese-box structure of the tale 
was a target of criticism until the discovery of other 
penitence handbooks with a similar structure.

The second major division of the treatise, deal-
ing with confession, also contains the description of 
the Seven Deadly Sins, a recital that is both vivid 
and lengthy enough to make the reader altogether 
forget the place and function of what he is reading 
in the larger scheme of the work. The function 
of these vivid descriptions of sin is, as suggested 
above, to awaken within those listening to or read-
ing the tale a desire to repent. Both in the prologue 
to his tale and in its opening lines, the Parson has 
clearly delineated his intention to raise the physical 
metaphor of pilgrimage to a spiritual level. In the 
prologue, he states: “And Jhesu, for his grace, wit 
me sende / To shewe yow the wey, in this viage, / 
Of thilke parfit glorious pilgrymage / That highte 
Jerusalem celestial” (lines 48–51) [And may Jesus, 
for his grace, give me the ability / To show you the 
path, in this journey, / Of that perfect, glorious 
pilgrimage / That is called celestial Jerusalem]. His 
tale likewise begins with a scriptural quotation from 
the prophet Jeremiah that uses the words “path” 
and “way” as metaphors for spiritual direction. 
There are many spiritual paths that lead people 
to Christ and glory, the Parson goes on to say, and 
one of the best is called penitence.

Chaucer facilitates the Parson’s purpose by giving 
the prologue a setting less particularized than those 

mentioned in the two preceding tales. “The CAN-
ON’S YEOMAN’S TALE” commenced near the village 
of BOGHTON UNDER BLEE and the Host calls for the 
next teller when they have reached BOBBE-UP-AND-
DOWN, a village two miles from Canterbury. By the 
time the Manciple has concluded his performance 
we might expect that the pilgrims would be even 
closer to their destination, but the only indication 
of their position is that they are approaching the 
edge of a village, a “thropes ende.” The atmosphere 
of the prologue is otherwise created by an emphasis 
on the setting sun and lengthening shadows of late 
afternoon, which adds a sense of urgency to the 
telling, something referred to by the Host when he 
admonishes the Parson to hurry up and get started 
because “the sonne wole adoun” (line 70) [the sun 
is sinking]. Despite this admonition, in addition to 
the Host’s request that the Parson “beth fructuous, 
and that in litel space” (line 71) [be fruitful, and 
brief in what you say], the Parson tells a longer tale 
than any of the other Canterbury pilgrims.

Chaucer the Pilgrim tells the only other prose 
tale in the Canterbury group, “The Tale of Melibee,” 
ostensibly because he is a failure at poetry. The Par-
son refuses poetry on similar grounds, saying, “I kan 
nat geeste ‘rum, ram, ruf,’ by lettre, / Ne, God woot, 
rym holde I but litel bettre” (lines 43–44) [I can’t 
tell a tale with rum, ram, ruf, by letter, / And rhyme, 
God knows, I consider but little better]. The “rum, 
ram, ruf” refers to the popular alliterative poetry 
of the northeast, where Sir Gawain and the Green 
Knight was composed, and the Parson’s attitude 
toward such uses of language, if not clear in line 43, 
is spelled out for us in line 44, where he announces 
that he doesn’t hold poetry in much esteem. His 
response to the Host’s invitation began with a refusal 
to tell a fable. The Parson explains his decision by 
stating that fiction is wretched falsehood, an attitude 
given credence by reference to Saint Paul’s words 
to Timothy (I Timothy 1.4), directing him to pay 
“no heed” to fables that raise questions, rather than 
providing answers. For these reasons, and because 
the tale is preceded by “The MANCIPLE’S TALE,” 
which questions the safety and reliability of language 
at all, “The Parson’s Tale” has given some readers 
the impression that it represents a closing down of, 
or turning away from, the possibilities of imagina-
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tive literature, a movement that culminates in the 
famous Retraction (see CHAUCER’S RETRACTION). 
Such an impression is reinforced by the position of 
the Parson’s performance in the overall scheme of 
The Canterbury Tales. He literally has the last word.

The conclusion of The Canterbury Tales with 
the Retraction, which immediately follows the Par-
son’s performance, shows that Chaucer was unable 
to execute his original plan for having each of the 
pilgrims tell two tales on the way to Canterbury 
and another two on the journey home. The original 
goal of the pilgrimage was, not to find the path to 
“celestial Jerusalem,” but to find the way back to a 
celebratory supper at the TABARD inn in London. 
The poet’s death in 1400, attested by his disappear-
ance from the public record as well as the decline 
of his health prior to this period, provides the most 
palpable reason for Chaucer’s releasing the book 
in its existing form, yet it does seem clear that he 
made considerable effort to give the final product 
a sense of artistic integrity and completeness. And 
with his own journey (as he obviously hoped) to 
the celestial Jerusalem looming on the horizon, it is 
surely no wonder that he should choose to round off 
his last and greatest literary effort with a movement 
that reflects his anticipation of death and judgment 
at the hands of a stern, yet merciful, God.

CHARACTERS
There are no characters in “The Parson’s Tale,” 
which takes the form of a sermon. For information 
on the biblical and historical figures alluded to in 
the tale, see entries in Part III of this book.

Parson, the See character entry in The CANTER-
BURY TALES.

FOR FURTHER READING
For in-depth analysis of “The Parson’s Tale,” 
including information regarding sources, dat-
ing, genre, structure, theme, and style, see HELEN 
COOPER’s The Canterbury Tales volume of the 
Oxford Guides to Chaucer series (1996). Helen 
Phillips’s An Introduction to The Canterbury Tales 
(2000) provides additional critical discussion, plac-
ing the work in historical, political, and economic 
contexts, as well as including a survey of past and 

current critical approaches. Some of these issues 
are also addressed in DEREK PEARSALL’s “Chau-
cer’s Religious Tales: A Question of Genre” (pub-
lished in Chaucer’s Religious Tales, 1990, edited by 
C. DAVID BENSON and Elizabeth Robertson). An 
excellent anthology of critical essays on “The Par-
son’s Tale” is also available in the book, Closure in 
The Canterbury Tales: The Role of the Parson’s Tale 
(2000), edited by David Raybin and Linda Tarte 
Holley. This volume includes essays on topics such 
as Lollardy (Peggy Knapp), spirituality (Judith Fer-
ster and David Raybin), the late-medieval notion 
of the self (Gregory Roper), eschatology (Linda 
Tarte Holley and Charlotte Gross), critical recep-
tion (Siegfried Wenzel), the tale’s print history 
(Daniel Ransom), and a bibliographical survey that 
includes 175 annotated entries. Traugott Lawler’s 
“Chaucer” (published in Middle English Prose: A 
Critical Guide to Major Authors and Genres, 1984, 
edited by A. S. G. Edwards) summarizes the previ-
ous 20 years’ scholarship on “The Parson’s Tale,” as 
well as Chaucer’s other prose. Readers who wish to 
learn more about the tale’s sources might wish to 
consult Chauncey Wood’s “Artistic Intention and 
Chaucer’s Use of Scriptural Allusion” (published in 
Chaucer and the Scriptural Tradition, 1984, edited by 
David Lyle Jeffrey); Beryl Rowland’s “Sermon and 
Penitential in ‘The Parson’s Tale’ and Their Effect 
on Style” (Florilegium, 1990); and Grace G. Wil-
son’s “ ‘Amonges Othere Wordes Wyse’: The Medi-
eval Seneca and the ‘Canterbury Tales’ ” (Chaucer 
Review, 1993). The relationship between “The Par-
son’s Tale” and other members of the Canterbury 
Group, and particularly the question of how much 
weight should be given the tale’s sober message 
and its implicit condemnation of most of the other 
tales, are considered in Laurie Finke’s “ ‘To Knytte 
up al this Feeste’: The Parson’s Rhetoric and the 
Ending of the ‘Canterbury Tales’ ” (Leeds Studies in 
English, 1984); in Mark Allen’s “Penitential Ser-
mons, the Manciple, and the End of The Canter-
bury Tales” (Studies in the Age of Chaucer, 1987); 
in Charles A. Owen Jr.’s “The Canterbury Tales: 
Beginnings (3) and Endings (2 + 1)” (Chaucer 
Yearbook, 1992); and in Florence H. Ridley’s “The 
‘Canterbury Tales’: Questions and an Answer” 
(published in Bright Is the Ring of Words: Festschrift 
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für Horst Weinstck zum 65 Geburtstag, 1996, edited 
by Claudsirk Pollner, Helmut Rohlfing, and Frank-
Rutger Hausmann). Charles A. Owen Jr. addresses 
this topic again in “What the Manuscripts Tell Us 
about the ‘Parson’s Tale’ ” (Medium Ævum, 1994), 
using early manuscript history as evidence that 
“The Parson’s Tale” may have been an indepen-
dent work that was attached to The Canterbury 
Tales by a scribal editor. The tale’s relationships 
with literary works by other authors are consid-
ered in John Wall’s “Penance as Poetry in the Late 
Fourteenth Century” (published in Medieval English 
Religious and Ethical Literature, 1986, edited by 
Gregory Kratzmann and James Simpson), in Sabine 
Volk-Birke’s Chaucer and Medieval Preaching: Rhet-
oric for Listeners in Sermons and Poetry (1991), and 
in Chauncey Wood’s “Chaucer’s Most ‘Gowerian’ 
Tale” (published in Chaucer and Gower: Difference, 
Mutability, Exchange, 1991, edited by R. F. Yeager). 
The tale’s theology, and in particular the question 
of whether or not it exhibits Lollard influence, is 
debated in Douglas Wurtele’s “The Anti-Lollardry 
of Chaucer’s Parson” (Mediaevalia, 1989); Linda 
Georgianna’s “The Protestant Chaucer” (pub-
lished in Chaucer’s Religious Tales, 1990, edited by 
C. David Benson and Elizabeth Robertson); and 
in Katherine Little’s “Chaucer’s Parson and the 
Specter of Wycliffism” (Studies in the Age of Chau-
cer, 2001). New historicist readings are provided in 
Peggy Knapp’s Chaucer and the Social Contest (1990) 
and in DAVID AERS’s Faith, Ethics and Church: Writ-
ing in England, 1360–1409 (2000). The relevance of 
gender studies to “The Parson’s Tale” is explored 
in Jane Cowgill’s “Patterns of Feminine and Mas-
culine Persuasion in the ‘Melibee’ and the ‘Parson’s 
Tale’ ” (published in Chaucer’s Religious Tales, 1990, 
edited by C. David Benson and Elizabeth Robert-
son), and in Anne Laskaya’s Chaucer’s Approach to 
Gender in the “Canterbury Tales” (1995).

“Physician’s Tale, The”
This story of the extreme measures a father takes 
to preserve his daughter’s virginity may seem dis-
tasteful to modern readers. Unlike many tales in 

the Canterbury group, this one is not preceded by 
a prologue.

SUMMARY
A Roman knight named Virginius has an only 
daughter, named Virginia, who is outstanding 
in virtue and beauty. The narrator in particular 
makes much of her chastity and the diligence 
with which she guards it. One day shortly after 
her 14th birthday, she and her mother are walk-
ing through town on their way to a temple when 
a man named Apius, a judge by profession, sees 
her and decides that he must possess her sexually. 
Realizing that she will never willingly submit to 
his desire, the judge decides to pursue his goal by 
other means. He bribes a man named Claudius to 
appear in court and accuse Virginius of having sto-
len a slave woman from his own household, claim-
ing that Virginia is the woman. Despite Virginius’s 
objections, Apius rules in favor of Claudius and 
orders Virginius to surrender his daughter. When 
Virginius returns home, he tells his daughter what 
has transpired and explains that she must either die 
or be shamed. Without waiting for her response, he 
determines that she shall die. Virginia begs him for 
some time to consider her fate, but soon resolves 
that she ought to die rather than lose her chastity. 
She falls down in a faint and her father cuts off 
her head, which he then presents to the judge. 
Apius condemns her father to be hanged for what 
he has done, but a huge crowd of people flock to 
the knight’s aid. Somehow they know that Apius 
is responsible for the tragedy, and Apius is con-
demned to be hanged instead of Virginius. The 
people also want to kill Claudius for his part in 
the plot, but because Virginius intercedes for him, 
Claudius is merely banished.

COMMENTARY
The immediate source for this tale, as for so much 
of Chaucer’s work, is JEAN DE MEUN’s ROMAN DE LA 
ROSE, where the story of Virginia is told to illustrate 
the corruption of justice without love. Both Chau-
cer and Jean de Meun acknowledge that the tale 
originally comes from a historical chronicle writ-
ten by the Roman author LIVY (59 B.C.–A.D. 17), 
though Chaucer probably possessed no personal 
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knowledge of the original source. JOHN GOWER also 
included this tale in his CONFESSIO AMANTIS.

“The Physician’s Tale” is believed to have been 
written either when Chaucer first began compos-
ing The Canterbury Tales or when he was writing 
the work that gives numerous examples of suffer-
ing and virtuous women, The LEGEND OF GOOD 
WOMEN. Most scholars give it a probable date of 
no earlier than 1386 because it is not mentioned in 
the prologue to The Legend of Good Women, which 
contains a list of what Chaucer has written so far. 
And since Chaucer’s text shows no familiarity with 
Gower’s rendering of the tale published in 1390, 
it seems likely that Chaucer’s version was written 
before this date.

The genre of the tale appears to be a hybrid of 
two forms, the moral EXEMPLUM and the historical 
tale. The events it relates are ultimately derived 
from a historical source (Livy’s Historia), and they 
are used to point up a moral attached to the end of 
the story: that sin always gets its reward (i.e., pun-
ishment). The problem with this moral is that, in 
this story, goodness is punished also. Virginia dies 
because of her beauty and virtue just as surely as 
Apius dies for his sins. For this and other reasons, 
some scholars (including BREWER, MUSCATINE, and 
DONALDSON) have argued that the tale is rather 
poorly constructed, from the standpoint of both 
narrative structure and character motivation. Oth-
ers (Middleton, McCall, ALLEN, and Moritz) see the 
tale as one dealing with issues of moral complexity 
and the problems arising from the same. Examin-
ing the tale in the context of the other Canterbury 
tales appears to support the latter view.

Although the order of the tales in the different 
manuscripts varies somewhat (see “Manuscripts” 
under the main entry for The Canterbury Tales), 
and “The Physician’s Tale” is one whose position 
in that order is less than certain, it nevertheless has 
considerable relevance to the tale that customar-
ily precedes it, “The FRANKLIN’S TALE,” concern-
ing Dorigen and Arveragus. Like “The Physician’s 
Tale,” “The Franklin’s Tale” features a woman who 
must make the choice between shame and honor. 
Dorigen’s promise to give her love to (i.e., have 
sex with) the squire Aurelius if he can remove the 
rocks from the sea off the coast of BRITTANY is 

made in a lighthearted tone; and her response to 
his accomplishing the feat—she contemplates but 
then puts off suicide—renders the mood of the tale 
less urgent than that of Virginius and his daughter, 
and in fact helps to point up Virginius’s fatal flaw. 
While Dorigen and her husband act and react with 
patience and trust in God’s good grace, Virginius 
rushes home to behead his daughter as soon as he 
receives the corrupt judge’s verdict. Only five lines 
later, a crowd of 1,000 people comes rushing to 
Virginius’s aid, proving that his daughter’s death 
was needless, if only her father had been as patient 
and willing to trust in Providence as were Dorigen 
and her husband Arveragus. Granted, the setting 
of “The Physician’s Tale” is pre-Christian Rome; 
however, references to a Christian framework are 
numerous within the introductory verses where 
Virginia’s virtue and beauty are described, and not 
without representation in the narrative portion of 
the tale (for example, upon her death Virginia says 
“Blissed be God that I shal dye a mayde!” (line 248) 
[May God be blessed that I shall die a virgin!]. 
Therefore it seems reasonable to conclude that 
Christian morality should be in operation.

Even within a Christian framework, it is still pos-
sible to read the relationship between the Frank-
lin’s and Physician’s tales another way. For one 
thing, “The Physician’s Tale” is offered as a history, 
a story of events that really happened, whereas 
“The Franklin’s Tale” is a self-confessed romance, 
on top of which it is also somewhat naively idealis-
tic. Perhaps Chaucer’s “Physician’s Tale” was sim-
ply intended as a realistic account of how human 
nature was likely to respond, at this point in his-
tory, to circumstances in which a woman’s honor 
was threatened with sexual violation. Or, to take a 
less cynical view, the tale of Virginia at least shows 
that the problem presented and happily resolved in 
“The Franklin’s Tale” has more than one possible 
solution.

This tale also links up with a problem examined 
over and over again in various tales within the 
Canterbury group, that of the suffering of the inno-
cent in a moral universe. Other tales that grap-
ple with this theme include “The SECOND NUN’S 
TALE,” “The PRIORESS’ TALE,” “The MAN OF LAW’S 
TALE,” and “The CLERK’S TALE.” In the first two 
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of these, however, Christian martyrdom is offered 
as justification and reward for that suffering, and, 
in the latter, the patience and fortitude of the 
two female protagonists, Constance and Griselda, 
is ultimately recompensed by happiness on earth. 
Virginia’s death seems, in contrast, both pathetic 
and empty, as if a void has opened up and swal-
lowed her, leaving no positive aftereffects, such as 
conversion or repentance, or even the report of her 
bliss in heaven, to balance out the tragedy of her 
premature death on earth.

CHARACTERS
For information on historical and mythological fig-
ures alluded to in this tale, see entries in Part III of 
this book.

Apius The corrupt judge who wants to rape Vir-
ginia in “The Physician’s Tale.” He gains access to 
the girl by bribing another man, Claudius, to swear 
in the court that Virginia is actually a slave girl who 
belongs to him and was stolen away by Virginius 
(actually the girl’s father). Apius, presiding over 
the court, grants the man possession of Virginia, 
but her father thwarts the plan by beheading his 
daughter. Apius is hanged for his crime by a group 
of angry citizens.

Claudius  The man who assists Apius with his 
plot to rape Virginia. Claudius falsely swears in 
court that Virginia is a slave belonging to him, who 
has been stolen by Virginius (in reality, Virginia’s 
father). Claudius is punished for his crime by ban-
ishment from ROME.

Physician, the See Doctor of Physic character 
entry in The CANTERBURY TALES.

Virginia The daughter of Virginius in “The Phy-
sician’s Tale.” Virginia is chaste, beautiful, and a 
model daughter in every way; nevertheless, and 
through no fault of her own, she suffers a terrible 
fate when the false judge Apius exploits his judicial 
power to gain possession of her with the intention 
of raping her. Virginius’s father, determined that 
his daughter should lose her life rather than her 
honor, beheads his daughter only moments before 

a crowd of townspeople come to his aid, emphasiz-
ing the senseless nature of her death. The story of 
Virginia also appears in JOHN GOWER’s CONFESSIO 
AMANTIS and in Le ROMAN DE LA ROSE.

Virginius The father of Virginia in “The Physi-
cian’s Tale.” When the false judge Apius secures 
means to rape Virginia, her father decides to exe-
cute his daughter rather than allow her to suffer 
such shame. Some scholars have used Virginius’s 
Roman (pagan) status to excuse or rationalize his 
behavior toward his daughter, citing the Roman 
obsession with honor; yet, the story’s Christian 
framework seems to overshadow its pagan setting. 
This, together with the fact that a large group of cit-
izens comes to help Virginius immediately after his 
daughter’s death, suggests that he may have acted 
too hastily.

FOR FURTHER READING
For in-depth analysis of “The Physician’s Tale,” 
including information regarding sources, dating, 
genre, structure, theme, and style, see HELEN COO-
PER’s The Canterbury Tales volume of the Oxford 
Guides to Chaucer series (1996). In addition to 
critical analyses of each tale, Cooper includes com-
mentary on aspects of The Canterbury Tales as a 
whole, and surveys literary responses to the work 
during the 15th and 16th centuries. Helen Phillips’s 
An Introduction to The Canterbury Tales (2000) pro-
vides additional critical discussion, placing the 
work in historical, political, and economic contexts, 
as well as including a survey of past and current 
critical approaches. Some of these issues are also 
addressed in DEREK PEARSALL’s “Chaucer’s Reli-
gious Tales: A Question of Genre” (published in 
Chaucer’s Religious Tales, 1990, edited by C. DAVID 
BENSON and Elizabeth Robertson). The morality of 
the tale is examined from a variety of perspectives 
in Sheila Delaney’s “Politics and the Paralysis of 
the Poetic Imagination in the Physician’s Tale” 
(Studies in the Age of Chaucer, 1981), Denise Bak-
er’s “Chaucer and Moral Philosophy: The Virtuous 
Women of The Canterbury Tales” (Medium Ævum, 
1991), and DEREK BREWER’s “The Compulsions of 
Honour” (published in From Arabye to Engelond: 
Medieval Studies in Honour of Mahmoud Manzalaoui 
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on His 75th Birthday, 1999, edited by A. E. Christa 
Canitz and Gernot R. Wieland). Readings which 
emphasize the theme of gender are found in Linda 
Lomperis’s “Unruly Bodies and Ruling Practices: 
Chaucer’s ‘Physician’s Tale’ as Socially Symbolic 
Act” (published in Feminist Approaches to the Body 
in Medieval Literature, 1993, edited by Linda Lom-
peris and Sarah Stanbury), in Catherine Cox’s Gen-
der and Language in Chaucer (1997), and in Howard 
Bloch’s Medieval Misogyny and the Invention of West-
ern Romantic Love (1991). The Physician’s tale’s 
lack of popularity is examined by John C. Hirsh in 
“Modern Times: The Discourse of the ‘Physician’s 
Tale’ ” (Chaucer Review, 1993). Marc M. Pelen con-
siders the relationship between the Physician’s tale 
and that of the Pardoner, which follows it, in his 
essay, “Murder and Immortality in Fragment VI 
(C) of the ‘Canterbury Tales’: Chaucer’s Transfor-
mation of Theme and Image from the ‘Roman de la 
Rose’ ” (Chaucer Review, 1994). The relationship 
between Virginius and Virginia is examined as part 
of a larger discussion of parent-child relationships 
in both María Bullón-Fernández’s Fathers and 
Daughters in Gower’s Confessio Amantis: Author-
ity, Family, State and Writing (2000), and in JILL 
MANN’s “Parents and Children in ‘The Canterbury 
Tales’ ” (published in Literature in Fourteenth-
 Century England, 1983, edited by PIERO BOITANI 
and Anna Torti).

“Prioress’ Tale, The”
The Prioress, a female cleric of perfect manners 
whose love of small defenseless creatures is men-
tioned in the GENERAL PROLOGUE, tells the story of 
a little boy who is murdered because of his piety.

SUMMARY
The prologue of “The Prioress’ Tale” is a song of 
praise in honor of the Virgin MARY, which con-
cludes with the prayerful request that the Virgin 
provide guidance and assistance to the Prioress as 
she commences to tell her tale.

The tale begins with the description of a Jewish 
ghetto that once lay within a Christian city in Asia. 

A street running from one end to the other is used 
as a thoroughfare. A Christian school for children 
stands at one end of the road. One of the children 
who attends this school is the seven-year-old son of 
a widow, who, tutored by his mother, exhibits great 
devotion to the Virgin Mary. One day at school he 
hears some of the older children singing the Alma 
redemptoris mater, a song of praise to Christ’s mother. 
Determined that he too must learn this song, he 
persuades one of the older students to teach him 
the words and their meaning. Hoping to master the 
song before Christmas, he practices singing it every 
day as he walks to and from school, passing through 
the Jewish neighborhood. Satan causes the Jews to 
become infuriated by the boy’s singing, and a group 
of them conspire to pay someone to cut his throat. 
After the boy is killed, they throw his body into a 
latrine or sewage pit. The poor widow waits all night 
for her child to come home, and in the morning goes 
out to search for him. When she enters the ghetto 
and asks the people who live there if any of them 
have seen her son, they tell her no. She keeps look-
ing and eventually wanders near the place where his 
body has been disposed of. As she searches there, 
the corpse of the little boy begins to sing the song he 
had been learning, the Alma redemptoris, so loudly 
that all the Christian people who are traveling on 
the thoroughfare come to see him. When they dis-
cover that his throat has been cut, they send for 
the magistrate of the town, who arrests the people 
responsible. The child is taken up and carried to a 
nearby abbey, where his mourning mother refuses 
to leave his side. Meanwhile, the Jews who killed 
him are sentenced to death and executed—dragged 
by wild horses and then hanged. Because the child 
is still singing, the abbot asks him how it is that 
he sings with a cut throat. The child explains that 
when he was murdered the Virgin came and placed 
a seed upon his tongue, which enables him to keep 
on singing. She also told him not to be afraid, and 
that when the seed was removed she would come 
for him. The abbot removes the seed, the child 
ceases to sing, and everybody falls down weeping 
upon the pavement. The tale closes with the Prior-
ess making an invocation to Hugh of Lincoln, also 
slain by “cursed Jewes,” to pray for God’s mercy on 
her and her fellow travelers.
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COMMENTARY
This tale belongs to a genre known as MIRACLES OF 
THE VIRGIN, which is a subdivision of the larger group 
known as SAINTS’ LIVES. The prologue, which has 
been praised as Chaucer’s finest piece of devotional 
poetry, is made up of excerpts from the eighth Psalm, 
from the Little Office of the Blessed Virgin Mary, 
and from the Mass of the Holy Innocents, all woven 
together with superb artistry. Echoes of Herod’s 
slaughter of the innocents also appear in the text of 
the tale and provide an analogic link to events in the 
biblical past, relating the slaughter of this innocent 
child to a similar event in the life of Christ.

As with most of The Canterbury Tales, despite 
this tale’s general similarity to others belonging to 
the same genre, it bears certain marks of distinc-

tion that set it apart. One significant alteration that 
Chaucer made was to change the little boy’s age 
from 10 (as it is in most of the analogues) to seven. 
The child’s immaturity increases the tale’s pathos 
and makes his achievement, learning the Alma 
redemptoris, that much more remarkable. Chaucer’s 
version of the story is also the only surviving one 
in which a grain on the child’s tongue allows him 
to continue singing. In other versions, the miracle 
is accomplished by a lily, a gem, or another object 
symbolically associated with the Virgin. A variety of 
suggestions have been offered regarding the symbolic 
meaning of the grain. The best explanation seems 
to be that it derives from a commemoration of Saint 
Thomas sung during the second Vespers of the Feast 
of the Holy Innocents, where a seed is the symbol 
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of both martyrdom and the soul (grain) winnowed 
from the body (chaff). The disposal of the child’s 
body in a “privy” is unusual but not unique to Chau-
cer. The horrific punishment meted out to the Jews 
has no parallel in the known sources or analogues. In 
Latin versions preceding Chaucer’s, the most severe 
punishment suffered by the Jews is that they cannot 
hear the murdered boy’s miraculous song. In some 
versions they are converted by the experience.

To a modern audience, the most troublesome 
aspect of “The Prioress’ Tale” is its anti-Semitism. 
Modern scholars have tended to deal with this 
problem in one of two ways. Some have argued 
that Chaucer was using the tale as a vehicle to 
further extend the irony that characterizes the 

portrait of the Prioress in the General Prologue. 
There she is described as an attractive and some-
what worldy woman, at least in the attention that 
she pays to her appearance and her table manners, 
which are described in minute detail. Her dress, 
jewelry, and her name, Madame Eglantine, sug-
gest that she comes from the nobility, and hint at 
elements of romance (she wears a golden brooch 
ambiguously engraved amor vincit omnia, i.e., “love 
conquers all”). Her conscience is described as so 
charitable that she would weep if she saw a mouse 
caught in a trap. She also keeps small dogs as pets, 
which constitutes a minor violation of holy orders 
but further illustrates her fondness for smallness 
and innocence. This fondness carries over into 
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her tale, but stands in ironic contrast to the cal-
lous ignorance she displays toward the Jews, who 
are depicted as depraved villains simply because 
of their ethnicity—their desire to murder the boy 
derives directly from their antipathy toward his 
Christian devotion. On the other hand, when try-
ing to determine Chaucer’s attitude toward either 
the tale or the character of the Prioress, we must 
remember that anti-Semitism was as common 
and acceptable in 14th-century Europe as racism 
was in the American South before the Civil War. 
Although Jews were tolerated for their skill and 
utility in business matters, they continued to be 
scorned on the basis of their faith (which denied 
the divinity of Christ) and because they practiced 
usury, lending out money for interest, which was 
forbidden by the Bible, and thus was against Chris-
tian law. The tale itself is certainly equivocal in its 
treatment of the Jews and, if nothing else, reveals 
the Prioress to be a woman as naive and simple-
minded as those whose lives and sufferings rouse 
her to pity.

As with other members of the Canterbury 
group, considering this tale in context provides 
some further clues to interpretation. At first 
glance, the story the Prioress tells would seem to 
have little relationship to the one preceding it, 
“The SHIPMAN’S TALE,” which is a FABLIAU. But 
the latter tale does feature a monk as one of its 
principal characters, and that monk does engage 
in activities that are offensive to the Prioress, as 
she hints when she describes the abbot in her tale: 
“This abbot, which that was an hooly man, / As 
monkes been—or elles oghte be” (lines 642–643) 
[This abbot, who was a holy man, / As monks 
are—or else ought to be]. The greatest contrast is 
not between the behavior of the clergy in the two 
tales, but between the respective general attitudes 
these tales display toward people who make a profit 
from dealing in money. Considered alone, the mer-
chant who appears in “The Shipman’s Tale” seems 
to be portrayed as a personable man, affectionate 
and generous to his friends, tolerant of his spend-
thrift wife. Compared to the monk who loans the 
wife money so he can have sex with her, and the 
wife who is willing to have sex with the monk just 
to get the money, the merchant comes across as 

morally upright, the most admirable of the trio. 
The fact that he makes a profit of 1,000 francs 
on the international exchange market (which falls 
outside the church’s ban on taking interest) simply 
shows that he is an astute businessman. But when 
his profession is juxtaposed to that of the Jews 
who live in the Asian ghetto, a double standard 
suddenly appears. This double standard was per-
haps most evident in the government taxes that 
were levied upon the Jews’ profits by the Euro-
pean nations in which they lived and worked. In 
the notes to “The Prioress’ Tale” that appear in 
The RIVERSIDE CHAUCER, LARRY BENSON explains 
that the tale should not be considered in light of 
the realities of English life during the 14th cen-
tury, because Jews had been banished from Eng-
land since 1290; however, as a merchant, Chaucer 
would undoubtedly have had dealings with Jewish 
merchants on the Continent. His position in these 
circumstances would have provided him with the 
opportunity to discern the way Europeans simulta-
neously maligned and profited from business deal-
ings with Jews.

Our understanding of “The Prioress’ Tale” is 
also illuminated by comparison to the one which 
follows, “The TALE OF SIR THOPAS,” which narrates 
the adventures of a remarkably vacuous knight 
named Thopas who gallivants about the coun-
tryside in search of his “dream lover,” the Fairy 
Queen. Despite being told by the pilgrim named 
“Chaucer,” this tale displays remarkable ineptitude 
in both form and subject matter. It is so bad, in 
fact, that the man in charge of the tale-telling con-
test, Harry Bailly, interrupts the teller, pronouncing 
his performance not worth “a turd.” In the Oxford 
Guides to Chaucer, HELEN COOPER suggests that 
the tale of the Prioress, through its innocence and 
idealism, distances itself from the everyday materi-
alistic, mercantile world of “The Shipman’s Tale,” 
simultaneously moving “not just towards heaven 
but towards fairy-tale,” a movement colored by the 
particularly inane fairy tale immediately following. 
From this perspective, the tale’s context may sug-
gest the inadequacy of its spiritual vision. The feasi-
bility of such a reading is underscored by Chaucer’s 
satirical treatment of the Prioress in the GENERAL 
PROLOGUE.
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CHARACTERS
For information on the saints and biblical figures 
alluded to in this tale, see entries in Part III of this 
book.

Abbot In “The Prioress’ Tale” an unnamed abbot 
blesses the Widow’s son, thus enabling him to speak 
and tell why he continues to be able to sing despite 
having had his throat cut. When the child reveals 
his vision of the Virgin, telling how she put a seed 
upon his tongue, the abbot removes the seed, free-
ing the child’s spirit. Overwhelmed by the miracle 
that he has witnessed, the abbot falls upon his face, 
crying.

Cursed Jew In “The Prioress’ Tale,” the unnamed 
and otherwise undistinguished “cursed Jew” is a 
“homicide” (murderer) hired by the Jews who, infu-
riated by the singing of the Widow’s son, decide 
that he must be killed. The murderer cuts the boy’s 
throat and throws his body into a latrine.

Poor Widow The unnamed mother of “ The Pri-
oress’ Tale” teaches her son a devotion to the Vir-
gin Mary that results in his death at the hands of a 
“Cursed Jew.” When the boy fails to return home 
from school one day, she searches for him and finds 
his body in a pit. Despite his cut throat, the boy 
miraculously continues to sing a hymn of praise to 
the Virgin.

Prioress, the  See character entry in The CAN-
TERBURY TALES.

Provost In “The Prioress’ Tale,” an unnamed 
official who arrests the Jews involved in the murder 
of the Widow’s son, and condemns them to a par-
ticularly brutal death: being dragged behind horses 
and then hanged.

Widow’s son The unnamed seven-year-old boy 
whose murder provides the dramatic and thematic 
focus of “The Prioress’ Tale” is distinguished by 
his devotion to the Virgin Mary, which has been 
taught to him by his mother. Chaucer heightens 
the pathos of the child’s murder by using a simple 

rhetorical style and emphasizing the child’s age and 
innocence through excessive repetition of the word 
“litel” [“little”] in the first part of the tale. The 
boy’s innocence and devotion result in miracle—
even after death he continues to sing the Alma 
redemptoris until a seed is removed from his tongue 
and he is buried. The boy is compared to Hugh of 
Lincoln, another child martyr.

FOR FURTHER READING
For further discussion of “The Prioress’ Tale,” 
including information on sources, dating, genre, 
structure, theme, and style, see HELEN COOPER’s 
The Canterbury Tales volume of the Oxford Guides 
to Chaucer series (1996). Helen Phillips’s An Intro-
duction to The Canterbury Tales (2000) provides 
additional critical discussion, placing the work in 
historical, political, and economic contexts, as well 
as including a survey of past and current critical 
approaches. Rex Richard’s anthology, “The Sins of 
Madame Eglentyne” and Other Essays on Chaucer, 
includes four critical essays, by various authors, per-
taining to the Prioress’ tale. Readers interested in 
the tale’s sources and literary relations have many 
books and articles to choose from. Some of the most 
interesting are Richard Osberg’s “A Voice for the 
Prioress: The Context of English Devotional Prose” 
(Studies in the Age of Chaucer, 1996), Joseph Jacobs’s 
“Little St. Hugh of Lincoln: Researches in History, 
Archaeology, and Legend” (published in The Blood 
Libel Legend, 1991, edited by Alan Dundes), Mary 
Hamel’s “And Now for Something Different: The 
Relationship between the ‘Prioress’s Tale’ and the 
‘Rime of Sir Thopas’ ” (Chaucer Review, 1980), and 
PIERO BOITANI’s “ ‘His Desir Wol Fle Withouten 
Wynges’: Mary and Love in Fourteenth-Century 
Poetry” (published in Chaucer’s Frame Tales, 1987, 
edited by Joerg O. Fichte). The question of genre 
is the focus of Richard Rambuss’s “Devotion and 
Defilement: The Blessed Virgin Mary and the Cor-
poreal Hagiographics of Chaucer’s ‘Prioress’s Tale’ ” 
(published in Textual Bodies: Changing Boundaries of 
Literary Representation, 1997, edited by Lori Hope 
Lefkovitz) and Frank Robert Worth’s “The ‘Can-
terbury Tales’ III: Pathos” (published in The Cam-
bridge Chaucer Companion, 1986, edited by PIERO 
BOITANI and JILL MANN). Worth’s essay argues that 
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while Chaucer’s “tales of pathos” do not constitute 
a formal genre, they share specified characteris-
tics such as lack of comedy, absence of irony, little 
complexity, abstract settings, and characters “moti-
vated by a single virtue.” DEREK PEARSALL explores 
this issue further in “Chaucer’s Religious Tales: A 
Question of Genre” published in Chaucer’s Religious 
Tales, 1990, edited by C. DAVID BENSON and Eliza-
beth Robertson). Two other noteworthy essays on 
the spiritual theme of this tale are Barbara Nolan’s 
“Chaucer’s Tales of Transcendence: Rhyme Royal 
and Christian Prayer in the ‘Canterbury Tales’ ” 
(also published in the Benson and Robertson 
anthology cited above), and Przemyslaw Mrocz-
kowski’s “Faith and the Critical Spirit in Chaucer 
and His Time” (published in Religion in the Poetry 
and Drama of the Late Middle Ages in England, 1990, 
edited by Piero Boitani and Anna Torti). Another 
article in this anthology, C. David Benson’s “The 
Aesthetic of Chaucer’s Religious Tales in Rhyme 
Royal,” argues against marginalizing those Canter-
bury tales dominated by religious themes (a com-
mon practice in the classroom), because doing so 
reduces the reader’s understanding of Chaucer’s 
achievement. Readers who are interested in the 
tale’s treatment of Jews might wish to consider The 
Blood Libel Legend (1991), edited by Alan Dundes 
and mentioned above under the heading of “sources 
and literary relations.” Other authors who address 
this topic include Steven F. Kruger in “The Bodies 
of Jews in the Late Middle Ages” (published in The 
Idea of Medieval Literature: New Essays on Chaucer 
and Medieval Culture, edited by James M. Dean and 
Christian Zacher), Rex Richard in “Chaucer and 
the Jews” (Modern Language Quarterly, 1984), John 
M. Fyler in “Chaucerian Romance and the World 
beyond Europe” (published in Literary Aspects of 
Courtly Culture, edited by Donald Maddox and 
Sara Sturm-Maddox), and Mary F. Godfrey in “The 
Fifteenth-Century Prioress’s Tale and the Problem 
of Anti-Semitism” (published in Rewriting Chau-
cer: Culture, Authority, and the Idea of the Authentic 
Text, 1400–1602, 1999, edited by Thomas Prend-
ergast and Barbara Kline). Louise O. Fradenburg’s 
important article “Criticism, Anti-Semitism and 
the ‘Prioress’ Tale’ ” (Exemplaria, 1989) is reprinted 
in Kathryn Lynch’s Chaucer’s Cultural Geography 

(2002). Chaucer and the Jews (2002), edited by 
Sheila Delaney provides a series of articles exam-
ining a range of topics relative to the representa-
tion of Jews in 14th-century literature, including 
Delaney’s own contribution, “Chaucer’s Prioress, 
the Jews and the Muslims.” Lee Patterson’s “ ‘The 
Living Witnesses of Our Redemption’: Martyrdom 
and Imitation in Chaucer’s Prioress’s Tale” (Journal 
of Medieval and Early Modern Studies, 2001) offers 
an alternative interpretation, arguing that the tale 
echoes patterns of medieval Jewish martyrdom con-
nected to the “kiddush ha-Shem,” which may have 
been known in Chaucer’s England. Patterson’s new 
historicist reading suggests the possibility of reading 
the Prioress’s tale not as an anti-Semitic tract, but 
as a meditation on moral sophistication. Finally, 
Charles A. Owen’s “A Certein Nombre of Con-
clusions: The Nature and Nurture of Children in 
Chaucer” (Chaucer Review, 1981) examines Chau-
cer’s treatment of children, and their relationship 
to their parents, in a variety of Chaucerian texts, 
including “The Prioress’ Tale.”

“Proverbs”
The shortest of the short poems attributed to Chau-
cer in the manuscripts, these aphoristic verses are 
there given the title “A Proverbe of Chaucer.” The 
poem consists of only two stanzas, each contain-
ing four lines. The first stanza notes that although 
many clothes are unnecessary on a hot day, no 
man will cast away his “pilche” (outer fur garment), 
metaphorically referring to the difficulty of discard-
ing unnecessary possessions or, possibly, outmoded 
ways of thinking. The second stanza describes how 
the person who attempts to embrace the whole 
world will be able to absorb or retain little of what 
he encompasses or experiences. Some editors have 
rejected the authenticity of these lines because of 
the irregular rhyme of compas (a noun) with embrace 
(a verb). In order for the rhyme to work, the final e 
of embrace, which would ordinarily be pronounced 
to indicate that it was functioning as an infinitive, 
would have to be silent. Also accepted as evidence 
that the lines were not penned by Chaucer is the 

224  “Proverbs”



transcriptionist JOHN SHIRLEY’s failure to attribute 
them to him. Their appearance in two manuscripts, 
Fairfax 16 and Harley 7578, is considered evidence 
in favor of their authenticity.

FOR FURTHER READING
The debate over the authenticity of these lines may 
be followed by consulting the sources mentioned 
below. Scholars who argued against including them 
in the Chaucer canon include F. J. FURNIVALL, A 
Temporary Preface to the Chaucer Society’s Six-Text 
Edition of Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales (Chaucer Soci-
ety, 1868), JOHN KOCH, The Chronology of Chau-
cer’s Writings (Chaucer Society, 1890; rpt. 1972), 
and ELEANOR HAMMOND, Chaucer: A Bibliographi-
cal Manual (1908). Those who favor their inclusion 
include W. W. SKEAT, The Complete Works of Geof-
frey Chaucer, Vol. 1 (1894), AAGE BRUSENDORFF, 
The Chaucer Tradition (1925; rpt. 1965), and 
George Pace, “The Chaucerian Proverbs” (Studies 
in Bibliography, 1965).

“Reeve’s Tale, The”
“The Reeve’s Tale” follows and responds to “The 
MILLER’S TALE,” capitalizing on the Miller’s reputa-
tion as a thief. Both tales gain in meaning through 
their juxtaposition with each other, which high-
lights the bitter rivalry that exists between the 
tellers.

SUMMARY
At TRUMPINGTON, near CAMBRIDGE, there lives a 
miller named Simkin who owns the exclusive right 
to grind all the “corn” (the Middle English word for 
grain) in a given area. He takes advantage of his 
position by stealing grain from his customers, which 
is easily done, since they leave the grain with him 
for milling and then come back to pick it up later. 
The miller is married to the illegitimate daughter of 
a parson, and they have two children, a 20-year-old 
daughter and a six-month-old baby boy.

The plot of the story begins to take shape 
when the manciple of SOLER HALL (King’s Col-
lege) at Cambridge University, falls gravely ill with 

some form of dental disease. It was the manciple’s 
responsibility to stock the college with provisions, 
including flour from milled grain, but because of his 
malady he is unable to fulfill that role. The crafty 
miller seizes this opportunity to steal from the col-
lege, taking 100 times more grain than he usually 
does. The warden, or master, of the college notices 
the theft and accuses the miller, who blusteringly 
swears that he has taken nothing. Angered over 
what has happened, and eager to get the best of 
the miller, two impoverished students named John 
(John the Clerk) and Alan (Aleyn) ask permis-
sion to go to the mill and oversee the grinding of 
their own grain. The warden agrees to let them go. 
When they arrive at the mill, John and Alan pre-
tend to be interested in the process of milling grain 
as an excuse to watch the proceedings, but the 
miller is not fooled. While they are busy making 
sure he does not have the opportunity to steal any 
of their grain, the miller slips outside and unties 
their horse, which quickly runs off to cavort with 
some wild mares.

When their grain has all been ground, the 
“meal” (flour) bagged up and made ready for travel, 
John and Alan discover that their horse, which 
actually belongs to the warden of their college, has 
escaped. They go running out to look for it, and 
Simkin quickly steals half a bushel of their flour. 
Giving it to his wife, he tells her to bake a cake 
with it. It takes the students all day to catch the 
horse, and they are exhausted by their efforts. They 
ask Simkin to let them spend the night, agreeing to 
pay him for food and lodging. Simkin replies that 
there is not much space, but says they are welcome 
to what there is. The students and the miller’s fam-
ily drink quite a bit of ale with their evening meal. 
Then they all retire to bed in one large chamber.

Simkin and his family fall asleep right away, but 
the two students are kept awake by the miller and 
his wife’s noisy snoring. Alan decides to make the 
best of the situation and to copulate with the mill-
er’s daughter, which will grant him some revenge 
for the day’s losses. Not wanting to be left out, John 
gets up and moves the baby’s cradle, which lies at 
the foot of the wife’s bed, to the end of his own 
bed. When the wife gets up in the night to relieve 
herself, she returns to the bed that has the cradle 
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at its foot and climbs under the sheets with John. 
Both of the women enjoy themselves considerably. 
When Alan, who was sleeping with the daughter, 
attempts to return to his own bed, he encounters 
the cradle. This confuses him into thinking that 
his own bed is the miller’s, so he goes to a different 
bed, which itself turns out to be the miller’s. Climb-
ing into bed he wakes up Simkin, whom he takes 
to be his friend John, boasting that he has “thries 
in this shorte nyght / Swyved the milleres doghter 
bolt upright” (lines 4,265–4,566) [Three times in 
this short night / Screwed the miller’s daughter flat 
on her back]. The miller seizes him by the throat. 
They fall to the floor fighting. The noise awakens 
the miller’s wife, who jumps up, grabs a stick, and 
attempts to whack Alan; however, mistaking her 
husband’s bald head for a nightcap, she hits Simkin 
instead. The students complete the beating and 
then escape, taking their horse, their meal, and 
the cake that was made with the stolen flour. The 
Reeve closes his version of this story by explain-
ing its moral point, which is that he who does evil 
deeds should expect evil to be done unto him.

COMMENTARY
Like “The MILLER’S TALE,” to which it responds, 
“The Reeve’s Tale” is a FABLIAU, or bawdy story, 
featuring middle-class characters in a comic situa-
tion that includes sexual activity. As is not the case 
with “The Miller’s Tale,” sources may be found 
for every part of “The Reeve’s Tale.” The “cradle 
trick” with which the tale concludes is a very popu-
lar motif in the French fabliaux. The tale also bears 
some similarity to one of the stories in BOCCACCIO’s 
DECAMERON. No one story, however, contains all 
the features of Chaucer’s version combined in the 
same way or with such finesse. Chaucer’s tale, fur-
thermore, presents us with more thoroughly devel-
oped characters as well as a more vivid sense of the 
world they inhabit.

The Reeve begins his tale by criticizing the one 
that has just been told, the Miller’s tale, for its 
ribaldry. Furthermore, since the Reeve is both an 
old man and a carpenter by trade, he cannot help 
taking it as a personal affront that the Miller made 
an aged carpenter the butt of his joke. The Reeve 
vows to take revenge on the Miller through his own 

tale. So, as with the Miller’s response to the Knight, 
requital once again figures as the motive for the 
choice of story, though in this case the implied crit-
icism has as its object the tale’s teller rather than 
its meaning or subject. “The Reeve’s Tale” does, 
however, parody some features of courtly romance 
to suggest a view of love in contrast to the idealized 
version of “The KNIGHT’S TALE.” The most obvious 
and direct parody revolves around the character of 
Malkyn (Malyn), the miller’s daughter. Her physi-
cal description bespeaks a certain grossness that 
exists incongruously alongside traits of beauty. For 
example, she is tall and fat, with a pug nose, but 
has eyes as gray as glass. She has broad buttocks, 
but her breasts are high and round like those of a 
romance heroine. When Alan leaves her bed, their 
parting recalls one of the conventional features of 
courtly romance, the tearful parting of the knight 
and his lady at dawn.

Structurally, “The Reeve’s Tale” is divided into 
two parts, constructed around two tricks. The 
motive of both tricks is, like the motive of the tale 
itself, revenge. In the first part two students, Alan 
and John, discover that the miller who grinds the 
grain for their college has stolen a large quantity of 
that grain. They decide that it will be fun to visit 
that miller with their own grain and to oversee 
its grinding, thus frustrating the miller’s attempts 
to perform his customary thievery. However, the 
miller, Simkin, is not fooled by their pretended 
interest in the mechanics of milling flour. While 
they keep an eye on their grain, he unties their 
horse so that they have to spend all afternoon try-
ing to catch it. And of course, he steals a sizeable 
portion of their flour as revenge for their attempt to 
get the better of him.

With the second trick, the students get their 
revenge on the miller. The tale’s beginning relates 
that the miller is a proud and disdainful man with a 
querulous temper. His wife, the illegitimate daugh-
ter of the local parson, is also haughty and pre-
tentious. We know little about the character of 
their 20-year-old daughter, except that the parson 
has made her his heir, hoping to bestow her on 
a member of the nobility, which again suggests a 
kind of unwarranted pride, since she is, after all, 
illegitimate. In the Middle Ages, this was a consid-
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erable social handicap. The two students deflate 
the miller’s pride, and his wife’s as well, when they 
take their own revenge by having sex with the wife 
and daughter.

Because they are both fabliaux, and because 
“The Reeve’s Tale” follows and responds to “The 
Miller’s Tale,” the two are often compared. Most 
critics consider “The Miller’s Tale” superior to its 
fellow, citing its more thorough and well-rounded 
characterization and the expansive and toler-
ant attitude toward human fallibility. Although it 
makes fun of the characters who seem to deserve to 
be duped for one reason or another, “The Miller’s 
Tale” does so in a gently mocking manner with the 
stress on the merriment of the situation. The wit 
of “The Reeve’s Tale” is, in comparison, a good 
deal more acerbic, which suits the Reeve’s tem-
perament. He is a bitter man, not just toward the 
Miller but toward the passage of time which has 
made him an old man, yet left him with the sexual 
appetite of youth. Whereas the pace of the Miller’s 
story is slow and leisurely, that of the Reeve’s is 
quick, emphasizing action rather than description, 
and arousing little of the reader’s sympathy for any 
of the characters. Some of the action is itself rather 
brutal, especially the description of the students 
taking their “revenge.” When the wife fumbles her 
way into bed with John, he “leaps” up, grabs her 
and “priketh harde and depe as he were mad” (line 
4,231) [stabs hard and deep as if he were mad]. 
Both women’s reactions, however, suggest that 
they enjoy the sexual activity. Even the students, 
the perpetrators of revenge against the prideful, 
bullying Simkin, are portrayed as country bump-
kins through characteristics of their speech (their 
northern dialect).

When we laugh at the humor of both these 
tales, it is good to remember that their comic 
action would stand against a different social and 
theological background for members of the medi-
eval audience that would be most likely to hear 
the tales. Even if they did not adopt orthodox reli-
gious views, these members of the aristocracy and 
the middle classes were still aware of them and 
would have known that pride and lust took turns 
heading the list of the Seven Deadly Sins. Because 
Chaucer did not express his beliefs or opinions on 

these topics directly, and because the tales and 
characters who tell them range from the disrepu-
table and even dissolute (like the Miller) to the 
“typical” middle-class bourgeois (like the Wife of 
Bath) to the humbly devout parson, it is impos-
sible to know which of two prevailing theories 
about Chaucer’s attitude toward sin is more accu-
rate. One (popularized by D. W. ROBERTSON in 
his Preface to Chaucer) argues that Saint AUGUS-
TINE’s view of sin dominated the interpretation of 
secular as well as religious art and literature, and 
that, therefore, Chaucer did not “approve” of the 
base, instinct-driven behavior of characters in the 
fabliaux. Rather, Robertson believes, Chaucer was 
offering up their foolish antics as a satirical judg-
ment of such behavior, behavior that lowers men 
to the realm of the beasts. Other readers have read 
Chaucer’s bawdy tales in much the same spirit as 
they are offered by their tellers, as a challenge to or 
disruption of religious and social orthodoxy. Chau-
cer’s famous “deathbed” Retraction (see CHAUCER’S 
RETRACTION) would seem to support the latter 
view, since in that work he asks God’s (and the 
reading public’s) forgiveness for those of The Can-
terbury Tales that “sownen into” (i.e., tend toward 
or imitate) “synne” (line 1,085).

In the final lines of the poem, the Reeve 
attaches a moral tag to his tale, saying “Lo, swich 
it is a millere to be fals! / And therfore this prov-
erbe is seyd ful soothe, / ‘Hym thar nat wene 
wel that yevele dooth.’ / A gylour shal hymself 
bigyled be” (lines 4,318–4,321) [Lo, see how it 
is for a miller to be false! / And therefore this 
proverb is said very truthfully, / ‘He who does evil 
should not expect good. / A cheater shall himself 
be cheated].

This feature of the tale looks backward to the 
type of literature from which the fabliaux is thought 
to have descended, the fable and EXEMPLUM, which, 
after presenting a story ostensibly for entertain-
ment, would offer a proverbial interpretation of the 
story for the reader’s edification.

CHARACTERS
Alan (Alayn) One of the clerks of “The Reeve’s 
Tale.” In Middle English, the word clerk denotes 
a church cleric or clerical scholar; that is, one 
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studying to be a cleric. Nevill Coghill’s translation 
of The Canterbury Tales refers to Alan and John 
the Clerk as “biblical scholars” in the attempt to 
convey the latter sense. Alan and his fellow stu-
dent are nearly indistinguishable. Neither one is 
described individually, and both of them, coming 
from the town of STROTHER in the north of Eng-
land, speak with the same northern dialect. They 
are typical of their breed, Chaucer says, full of 
“mirth” and “revelry.” Their youthful high spirits 
in fact seem to provide the motive for their visit to 
Simkin the miller, where they hope to outwit his 
thievery by overseeing the grinding of their own 
grain. The tale takes some satiric jabs at the schol-
arly mentality, one of which is the ease with which 
the miller discovers their ruse and turns it to his 
own advantage, showing that, in the words of the 
miller, a scholar is not always the wisest man. The 
miller takes another shot at them when Alan and 
John ask him for lodging, saying that although his 
house is small, they can, by arguments of logic, 
change a space of 20 feet into one a mile wide. 
The only characteristic that distinguishes the two 
clerks from one another is that John seems to be 
the more cautious of the two, in contrast to Alan, 
who acts on impulse.

Bayard The palfrey (horse) in “The Reeve’s 
Tale.” Bayard belongs to the warden of SOLER 
HALL, a college at CAMBRIDGE (Cantebrigge) Uni-
versity. Two students, Alan and John the Clerk, 
borrow him to take their grain to the local miller. 
While they oversee the grinding of their grain, Sim-
kin, the miller, unties their horse so that he will 
have the opportunity to steal from them while they 
attempt to recapture the horse. When he is set 
free, the horse neighs a joyous “wehee” and gallops 
off to join a group of wild mares running in the 
fen. PAUL RUGGIERS has suggested that the miller’s 
action in setting free the horse’s instinctive sexual 
energy also starts a chain reaction that will culmi-
nate in the release of the students’ sexual energy as 
they give way to their instinctive desires with the 
miller’s wife and daughter.

John the Clerk One of the clerks of “The 
Reeve’s Tale.” In Middle English, the word clerk 

denotes a church cleric or clerical scholar, that is, 
one studying to be a cleric. Neville Coghill’s trans-
lation of The Canterbury Tales refers to Alan and 
John as “biblical scholars” in the attempt to convey 
the latter sense. Alan and his fellow student are 
nearly indistinguishable. Neither one is described 
individually, and both of them, coming from the 
town of STROTHER in the north of England, speak 
with the same northern dialect although currently 
enrolled at one of the colleges of Cambridge Uni-
versity. They are typical of their breed, Chaucer 
says, full of “mirth” and “revelry.” Their youthful 
high spirits in fact seem to provide the motive for 
their visit to Simkin the miller, where they hope to 
outwit his thievery by overseeing the grinding of 
their own grain. The tale takes some satiric jabs at 
the scholarly mentality, especially in the ease with 
which the miller discovers their ruse and turns it to 
his own advantage, showing that, in the words of 
the miller, a scholar is not always the wisest man. 
The miller takes another shot at them when Alan 
and John ask him for lodging, saying that although 
his house is small, they can, by arguments of logic, 
change a space of 20 feet into one a mile wide. 
The only characteristic that distinguishes the two 
clerks from one another is that John seems to be 
the more cautious of the two. When they discover 
their horse loose in the fens, John rebukes his com-
panion for not having lodged the animal in the 
barn. And when Alan reveals his plan to “swyve” 
(Middle English slang for “copulate with”) the 
miller’s daughter, John cautions him against such 
behavior, reminding him of the miller’s reputation 
for violence. Also, rather than simply jumping on 
top of the woman he intends to have sex with, as 
did his companion, John creates a ruse by moving 
the baby’s cradle, causing her to imagine John’s 
bed as her own and thus to climb into it. All of 
this behavior considered together argues that John 
is a somewhat cautious young man, in contrast to 
Alan, who acts on impulse.

Malkyn The daughter of the miller, Simkin, in 
“The Reeve’s Tale.” She is the granddaughter of 
the local parson. (The parson’s illegitimate daugh-
ter is Malkyn’s mother.) Malkyn really only fig-
ures in the beginning and end of the tale; during 
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the interim, where the action focuses on the stu-
dents, John the Clerk and Alan and their interac-
tion with Simkin, she disappears, only reappearing 
when her father sends her to town to buy victuals 
and ale for dinner. Her physical description, like 
that of her father, bespeaks a certain grossness that 
exists incongruously alongside traits of beauty. For 
example, she is tall and fat, with a pug nose, but 
has eyes as gray as glass. She has broad buttocks, 
but her breasts are high and round like those of a 
romance heroine. Her hair is described as “fair,” 
which in Middle English suggests beauty rather 
than blondness. In the eyes of her grandfather, the 
church parson, she is considered beautiful; based 
on that assumption, he has made her his heir, hop-
ing to marry her to a member of the nobility. The 
fact that she remains unmarried at the age of 20 
suggests that he hopes in vain. Incidentally, the 
frequency with which church clerics fathered off-
spring during the medieval period is attested to by 
a corresponding frequency of official church edicts 
issued against such practices. In his notes to the 
text of “The Reeve’s Tale,” LARRY BENSON men-
tions that there exists an actual record of a par-
son of TRUMPINGTON (the small town in which the 
miller lives) who in 1342 was succeeded in office by 
his son. The self-serving attitude of this supposed 
servant of God is succinctly portrayed by Chaucer’s 
comment about how he wishes to keep his property 
in his family yet does not care if he should bankrupt 
the church.

Even though Malkyn is past the age of prime 
marriageability, she does not seem to deserve the 
fate that is in store for her, which is to be “swyved” 
(Middle English slang for sexual intercourse) thrice, 
by one of the students in revenge for her father’s 
thievery. She makes the best of the situation, how-
ever, by imagining that the young man is her true 
lover. Alan encourages this sentiment, at least for 
the moment, when he says his farewell, promising 
that wherever he shall go, he will belong to her 
alone. In exchange for his promise, she tells him 
where to find the cake that was made with stolen 
grain, and bids him a tearful farewell.

Reeve, the See character entry in The CANTER-
BURY TALES.

Simkin A miller who is the principal character 
in “The Reeve’s Tale.” The portrait of the miller 
in this tale is an obvious satirization of Robyn, the 
teller of “The MILLER’S TALE.” Simkin is proud and 
happy as a peacock. Like Robyn, he plays the bag-
pipes and has a quarrelsome temper, a feature of 
his personality best illustrated by the fact that he 
carries three knives, a long dagger (panade) in his 
belt, a short knife tucked into his pocket, and a 
small jackknife concealed in his hose. The Reeve 
refers to him as a “market-betere,” which suggests 
that he is fond of hanging out in town on the 
days when the farmers and other merchants bring 
their goods to sell in the market square, and that 
while there he often finds occasion to get into a 
fight. The name Simkin is a dimunitive of Symond 
and itself has unflattering connotations, alluding 
to the miller’s simian, or apelike, features and his 
reprehensible moral qualities, which include pride, 
drunkenness, lying, and treachery.

Economically, the miller seems to be fairly well-
off, having sole right to grind all the grain within a 
specified geographic area, a right that basically con-
stitutes a service monopoly. SOLER HALL (King’s 
College) at Cambridge University is located within 
his jurisdiction and provides him with a good deal 
of his business. His virtual monopoly on the grind-
ing of grain helps to explain why the miller is able 
to get away with cheating his customers over and 
over again. They have no choice but to return to 
him when they need to have some grain processed 
into flour, and if they have accused him of stealing, 
he is likely to take more the next time.

Like Robyn, the miller in the GENERAL PRO-
LOGUE TO THE CANTERBURY TALES, Simkin is proud 
and disdainful toward others. For this reason the 
“revenge” that the two students, Alan and John the 
Clerk take by having sex with the miller’s daughter 
and his wife would seem to be particularly painful.

Simkin’s wife Although never named, the wife 
of Simkin the miller is an important character in 
“The Reeve’s Tale.” The illegitimate daughter of 
the local church parson, she has gone to school in 
a nunnery, and both she and her husband think of 
her as a lady. There is a great deal of irony resid-
ing in her pride over her lineage, which provides 
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Chaucer with yet another opportunity to criticize 
corruption or worldliness in the church, something 
he does quite often in his descriptions of the cleri-
cal figures in the GENERAL PROLOGUE TO THE CAN-
TERBURY TALES. His description of her is otherwise 
pointedly evocative, though not detailed. She is as 
“pert,” or impudent, as a magpie, a simile that also 
suggests that she is a gossip or chatterbox. Another 
interesting comparison states that she is as “as digne 
as water in a dich,” that is, “as haughty as ditchwa-
ter,” a proverbial expression for which the Oxford 
English Dictionary offers this definition: “stinking 
with pride.” When her husband unties the horse 
belonging to John the Clerk and Alan, the miller’s 
wife eagerly comes forward to blame them for not 
tying the animal up properly. As soon as they run 
out to try to catch it, she participates with her 
husband in stealing the students’ flour, baking the 
stolen portion into a cake. We do not encounter 
the wife again until the evening meal, when she 
joins the miller in having perhaps a bit too much to 
drink. When they retire to bed, her snoring accom-
panies her husband’s and their daughter’s to make 
a “melody” that prevents the students from sleep-
ing. Eventually the victim of the misplaced cradle 
trick, she climbs into bed with John, thinking she is 
returning to her own bed. When the student climbs 
on top of her and they have sex, it is not at all clear 
that she knows who he is. Her reaction when she 
is awoken by the pair of men fighting on the floor 
suggests that she believes her sleeping companion 
to be her husband. On the other hand, her appar-
ent enjoyment of the unaccustomed sexual activity 
suggests a slyer motive in her calling out for her 
husband when she awakes, that is, she may simply 
be trying to suggest to him that she does not realize 
she is sharing a bed with John.

Symkyn, Symond See Simkin, above.

FOR FURTHER READING
Further discussion of “The Reeve’s Tale” may be 
found in HELEN COOPER’s The Canterbury Tales 
(rev. ed. 1996) volume of the Oxford Guides to 
Chaucer series. In addition to critical analyses of 
each tale, Cooper includes commentary on aspects 
of The Canterbury Tales as a whole, and surveys 

literary responses to the work during the 15th and 
16th centuries. Helen Phillips’s An Introduction to 
The Canterbury Tales (2000) provides additional 
critical discussion, placing the work in historical, 
political, and economic contexts, as well as includ-
ing a survey of past and current critical approaches. 
DEREK PEARSALL’s chapter, “The ‘Canterbury Tales’ 
II: Comedy,” published in The Cambridge Chaucer 
Companion (2nd edition, 2003), edited by PIERO 
BOITANI and JILL MANN, provides an excellent 
overview of “The Reeve’s Tale,” putting it in the 
context of the “First Fragment,” that is, the group 
of tales to which it belongs. DEREK BREWER’s “The 
Reeve’s Tale,” published in Chaucer’s Frame Tales 
(1987), edited by Joerg O. Fichte, places the tale 
in the context of oral literature because of its flu-
idity, its plot pattern being more important than 
characters, and fulfillment more important than 
suspense. Paul Olsen’s interesting study The ‘Can-
terbury Tales’ and the Good Society (1986) examines 
how The Canterbury Tales reflects the social, politi-
cal, economic, and intellectual milieu of the late 
14th century. Olsen argues that the tales arise from 
Chaucer’s deep concern about contemporary crises 
and his conviction that all levels of society engaged 
in dialogue could serve as an agent of healing and 
renewal. Chaucer and the Imagery of Narrative (1984) 
by V. A. KOLVE focuses on the first five Canterbury 
Tales, comparing 14th-century visual materials and 
their literary analogues to illuminate larger issues. 
Joseph A. Hornsby, in Chaucer and the Law (1988), 
explores Chaucer’s legal background and how this is 
reflected in his work, including “The Reeve’s Tale.” 
In Chaucer’s Drama of Style: Poetic Variety and Con-
trast in the “Canterbury Tales,” C. David Benson 
argues against the traditional reading of the tales as 
a manifestation of their tellers’ psychological reality, 
offering his own, alternative method of interpret-
ing the tales. T. L. Burton and Rosemary Green-
tree provide an annotated bibliography of scholarly 
and critical treatments of “The Reeve’s Tale” in 
Chaucer’s “Miller’s,” “Reeve’s” and “Cook’s Tales” 
(1997). An audio presentation of the tale, directed 
by Thomas Burton, is available in The Reeve’s Tale 
(Chaucer Studio, 1996). Michael Alexander’s use-
ful edition The Canterbury Tales: The First Fragment 
(1996) reproduces The RIVERSIDE CHAUCER text of 
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“The Reeve’s Tale” with original glosses on facing 
pages (those of the Riverside are at the bottom of 
the page), as well as substantial informational notes. 
Strong feminist readings of “The Reeve’s Tale” 
include Pamela Barnett’s “ ‘And Shortly for to Seyn 
They Were Aton’: Chaucer’s Deflection of Rape in 
the ‘Reeve’s’ and ‘Franklin’s Tales,’ ” (Women’s Stud-
ies, 1993), and Michaela Paasche Grudin’s Chaucer 
and the Politics of Discourse (1996), which considers 
gender issues in a variety of Chaucer’s works. Read-
ers interested in the fabliau genre should consult 
The Fabliau in English (1993) by John Hines and 
The French Tradition and the Literature of Medieval 
England (1994) by William Calin. Specific sources 
and analogues of “The Reeve’s Tale” are repre-
sented, in their original language with facing-page 
translations, in Sources and Analogues of The Can-
terbury Tales: Volume 1 (2002), edited by Robert 
Correale and Mary Hamel.

Romaunt of the Rose, The
Chaucer’s (unfinished) translation of LE ROMAN DE 
LA ROSE.

SUMMARY
Chaucer’s poem opens with a defense of the integ-
rity and significance of dreams. To bolster his 
argument, the narrator briefly cites the example 
of Macrobius’s DREAM OF SCIPIO (“Cipioun”). Fol-
lowing this brief introduction, he begins describing 
himself as a young man, 20 years of age and ripe 
for the experience of love. One night after going to 
sleep, he dreamed a fabulous dream, which the god 
of love (“Love”) has asked and commanded him to 
put down in rhyme. The book shall be called the 
Romance of the Rose, and it will contain everything 
about the art of love. He prays that the woman in 
whose honor it is written will receive it graciously, 
and claims that because of her worthiness she her-
self merits the title “Rose of every man.”

The dream begins with the description of a May 
morning five or more years ago. (The implication 
is that he dreamed the dream during the month of 
May, and also that it was a May morning within the 

dream.) During the night, while asleep, he dreams 
that he has awakened early in the morning. After 
getting dressed, he decides to go out into the coun-
try to hear the birds sing. In the course of his walk, 
he comes upon a river, which he follows through 
a meadow until he reaches a garden enclosed by 
high walls. The walls are painted and carved with 
pictures of various allegorical figures, all of whom 
are female and all of whom are disfigured in accor-
dance with the vice they represent.

The first figure is Hate. She is flanked on either 
side by Felony (crime) and Villainy (rudeness). 
Other figures represented there include Coveitise 
(covetousness); Avarice (who is as green as a leek); 
Envy (who is tormented by anyone’s good for-
tune); Sorrow (who, like Hate, is also considerably 
angry), Elde (old age, who is realistically portrayed 
as shrunken, diseased, and childishly dependent); 
Pope-Holy (hypocrisy); and Poverty, whose portrait 
is set in a niche away from the others to symbol-
ize how poverty is ashamed and despised by all. 
Despite the discouraging appearance of these wall 
adornments, the narrator perceives that the gar-
den enclosed by the walls is a place where he may 
enjoy such solace and amusement that he must 
find a way to get inside. The singing of the birds 
in the garden is so beautiful that he would rather 
be allowed to enter than to be given £100 (worth 
perhaps $1,000,000 in today’s money).

Finally he becomes so desperate to get over the 
wall that he decides to walk around it until he finds 
the gate, reasoning that there must be one some-
where. At last he is successful and comes to a small 
locked wicket, which he knocks upon insistently 
until his summons is answered. The door is opened 
for him by a young maiden with blonde hair, gray 
eyes, a white complexion, and other conventional 
marks of beauty. Her head is crowned by a gar-
land made of roses and her tunic is made of green 
cloth from Ghent. Her only duty, in the month 
of May, is to keep herself beautifully dressed and 
merry. When the dreamer asks the maiden what her 
name is, she replies that it is Idleness and that men 
call her thus because she strives for nothing but 
joy, amusement, and combing and braiding her hair. 
She volunteers further information, explaining that 
she is acquainted with Mirth, the lord of the garden 
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who imported the trees therein from Alexandria 
(in Egypt) and then had the surrounding wall built 
and adorned with the portraits that the dreamer has 
observed there. Mirth, she says, in company with 
a train of followers, often comes to the garden and 
in fact is there now, listening to the singing of the 
birds. The dreamer decides that he must see Mirth 
and enters the garden. Once he is inside, his heart 
is filled with gladness to find himself in such an 
earthly paradise. The singing of the birds is so beau-
tiful he thinks it must be as fair as that of angels or 
mermaids. Reveling in their music, he is filled with a 
happiness that has no parallel in his previous experi-
ence. In gratitude to Idleness for providing him with 
this opportunity, he swears to be her friend.

Remembering his desire to see Mirth, the 
dreamer sets off down a narrow path hedged by 

mint and fennel. Very soon he discovers Mirth and 
his group of followers, who are entertaining them-
selves with singing and dancing. Chief among those 
singing is Gladness, who is Mirth’s beloved. All of 
the company participate in the dance, including 
Mirth, who is accompanied and led about by two 
fair damsels. Another lady, whose name is Cour-
tesy, observes the dreamer’s approach and asks 
him why he has come. But without waiting for an 
answer, she invites him to join the dancing, which 
he does without hesitation.

Participating in their revels affords him the 
opportunity for even closer observation of Mirth 
and his followers, and he now offers descriptions of 
each of them. First is Mirth, tall and more attractive 
than any man the dreamer has ever seen. His face 
is as round as an apple, his complexion ruddy and 
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white and all his features elegant and proportional. 
His hair is curly and bright, his shoulders broad and 
his waist narrow so that he almost appears to be 
a statue, except that he is very nimble and light-
footed. His youth is attested to by his scant beard. 
His clothing is made of samite, a rich silk cloth, and 
his tunic is fashionably slashed to reveal the lining. 
On his head he wears a crown or garland of flowers 
that was fashioned by his beloved.

Gladness, who is Mirth’s beloved, now dances 
with him. Her beauty is compared to that of a new 
rose, her skin so soft and tender that it could easily 
be torn by a small briar. Her forehead is wrinkle-
free, her eyes gray, her hair a shining yellow. The 

garland she wears is made of embroidered gold and 
her samite gown is also gold-adorned. On the other 
side of Gladness stands the god of love (Cupid), 
who is dressed not in silk or any other cloth, but 
in a mysterious garment composed of flowers and 
leaves. He, like Mirth, also wears a crown of roses. 
The god of love is accompanied by a squire (“bach-
elor”) named Sweet-Looking, whose primary func-
tion is to carry the god’s bows and arrows. One of 
the bows is made of wood that is knotty, foul, and 
black. The other is elegant, smooth, and long, pro-
portional and without blemish. Its surface is deco-
rated with geometric designs and portraits of ladies 
and young men. In addition to the bows there 
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are 10 arrows. Five of the arrows are excellently 
made and tipped with pure gold points, and each 
of them has a name. The first, and fairest, is called 
Beauty; the second, Simplicity; the third, Franchise 
(generosity of spirit); the fourth, Company (com-
panionship); and the fifth, Fair-Semblaunt (Fair-
Seeming). Fair-Semblaunt is the least hurtful arrow 
of all because, although it can make a large wound, 
the wound will nevertheless heal quickly. These 
arrows belong to the elegant, well-proportioned 
bow. The other five arrows are described as being 
“black as the fiend of hell,” and they belong to the 
foul, crooked bow. The first of these is called Pride; 
the second, Villainy; the third, Shame; the fourth, 
Wanhope (despair); and the last, New-Thought. 
The dreamer concludes this description by prom-
ising that he will explain the significance of each 
arrow before the end of his book.

Returning to the task of describing those who 
are dancing, he focuses next on a lady called 
Beauty, who, he says, is as bright and clear as the 
moonlight. Her skin is an tender as the dew of 
a flower and her expression as straightforward as 
that of a bird in a bower. Like those of the other 
beautiful females in the poem, her features are all 
proportional and elegant. Two additional charac-
teristics, which distinguish her from the rest, are 
the length of her hair, which reaches to her heels, 
and the fact that she neither plucks her eyebrows 
nor wears cosmetics, of which she has no need. 
Beauty dances in the company of the god of love, 
and next to her stands Richesse (i.e., wealth), a 
lady of high status and great nobility whom nobody 
wants to displease, since she has such great power 
to either help or hinder the advancement of oth-
ers. Unfortunately, her court is full of flatterers 
who try unjustly to influence her against people. 
Richesse is wearing an extremely rich purple gown 
covered with gold embroidery and bordered with 
silk ribbons in which are woven the stories of dukes 
and of kings. Her buttons are enameled with fine 
gold, and she wears a collar of jewels around her 
neck. A belt around her waist features two stones, 
each of which has powerful healing properties, and 
her head is crowned with a circlet of pure gold 
encrusted with rubies, sapphires, emeralds, and a 
carbuncle (a kind of red stone) that shines so that 

it provides light in the darkness and casts an eter-
nal aura of brightness around her face. Richesse is 
accompanied by an unnamed young man whom 
she dotes upon and who adheres to her because 
of his attachment to material things. Better than 
anything else he loves fine horses, keeping a great 
house, elegant clothes, and plenty of gold and sil-
ver to spend.

The next figure to be described by the dreamer 
is Largesse (generosity), also a woman, whose great-
est joy is the bestowal of gifts, which makes her the 
favorite of both rich and poor. Her beneficence is 
contrasted to the ill effects of Avarice, one of the 
vices pictured on the outside of the wall whose 
opposite she is. Just as she creates many friends for 
herself, so does Avarice, through her greed, cre-
ate enemies. Largesse wears a gown of rich purple 
Saracen, a cloth imported from the East. Her face 
is well-formed and clear, and she wears the collar of 
her dress open because she has just given away, as a 
present, a gold brooch that she was wearing there. 
She is holding hands with a worthy knight, the 
brother of King Arthur of Britain who has come to 
the dance from a tournament, where he performed 
great deeds of chivalry for the love of his lady.

Next to this knight dances Franchise (nobility 
of character, generosity of spirit), who in appear-
ance is very similar to Beauty. Her own outstanding 
characteristic is the empathy she displays for any 
man who falls in love with her, feeling it to be her 
responsibility to assuage any harm he may come to 
on her behalf. Beside her dances another unnamed 
but attractive young man who is reckoned the son 
of the lord of Windsor. The next figure described 
is Courtesy, who earns everyone’s praises by being 
neither proud nor a fool. She it was who invited the 
dreamer into the dance. Wise, prudent, and virtu-
ous, she is always fair of speech and never says ill of 
anyone. In contrast to the other women described 
thus far, Courtesy is dark-complexioned yet bright 
of face, and she has a pleasing shape. Courtesy is 
also accompanied by a knight well known for his 
honor in battle.

Idleness, too, is present at the dance, but hav-
ing already introduced her, the narrator does not 
describe her again. She is accompanied by Youth, 
a young girl not yet 12 years of age, who is wild, 
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flighty, and somewhat foolish but intends no harm. 
Youth too is accompanied by a young lover who 
strives to kiss her whenever he can. Like two young 
doves, neither of them is ashamed to be kissing in 
public.

Having now described all those who led the 
dance, the dreamer now desires to explore the gar-
den further. The dance breaks up, and all of the 
dancers depart in pairs. The god of love, however, 
summons Sweet-Looking (who bears his bow and 
arrows), and, taking his golden bow and one of the 
arrows, prepares to shoot. The dreamer is at this 
point unaware of the god of love’s actions, and so 
he continues wandering up and down, intent on 
seeing every sight the garden has to offer.

Next he describes the garden itself. It is square 
in shape (as long as it is wide), and every tree bears 
fruit (offspring) except for the “hidous” (ugly) ones, 
of which there are two or three. Some of the trees 
that grow plentifully there are the pomegranate, 
nutmeg, almond, fig, and date trees. Spices such 
as clove, cinnamon, cardamom, and ginger abound 
as well. Among the fruit trees proper are peaches, 
apples, plums, pears, and cherries, and the leaf trees 
include maple, ash, oak, plane, yew, poplar, and 
linden trees. Nut trees and olives grow there, too. 
The trees were planted at regular intervals from 
one another, the dreamer notes, and have grown 
tall and broad so that their interlocking branches 
shade the tender grass from the sun. Deer, squir-
rels, and rabbits are observed playing among the 
trees. Water is provided by wells (free of frogs) and 
streams make a pleasant sound. The grass growing 
beside these streams and wells is as thick and soft 
as velvet, perfect for lying down upon with a lover.

Flowers grow plentifully in the garden, in winter 
as well as in summer. In contrast to his catalog of 
trees, the dreamer mentions only two by name, 
the violet and periwinkle. As he goes about these 
explorations, the dreamer is followed unawares by 
the god of love, just as a hunter follows a beast 
through the forest. The dreamer stops to rest beside 
a well beneath a pine tree. The stone border of the 
well is engraved with the words, “Here starf the 
fayre Narcisus” [Here perished the fair Narcissus].

The dreamer pauses in the narrative of his 
own experience to briefly tell the story of Narcis-

sus, the beautiful young man who disdained the 
love of Echo. After being rejected so cruelly by 
the object of her affections, and before dying of a 
broken heart, Echo prayed that he might suffer the 
same fate as she and pine away in unrequited love. 
The prayer was answered when Narcissus, hot and 
thirsty after a day of hunting, paused to drink at the 
aforementioned well and fell in love with his reflec-
tion in the water. Realizing that his desire could 
never be fulfilled, he lost his wits and died shortly 
after. At the conclusion of this story, the narra-
tor offers it as an example of what may happen to 
ladies who are to blame for their lovers’ demise.

Once he has realized that this well is the well of 
Narcissus, the dreamer begins to withdraw in fear, 
but then changes his mind and decides to peer into 
the water. The water is crystal clear and down at 
the very bottom of the well he can see two crystal 
stones. When the sun shines down into the well, 
the crystal catches the light and refracts it into a 
hundred colors. The crystals also act as a mirror 
and are able to reflect everything in the garden 
for him who gazes into the well. This is the same 
mirror that Narcissus looked into and it has the 
property of making any man who looks at it fall 
in love. Because of this quality, the well is named 
the Well of Love. Himself falling prey to the well’s 
charms, the dreamer finds himself mesmerized by 
the images reflected there. Now, though, he wishes 
he had never looked therein because he is caught 
in Love’s snare.

Reflected in the mirror, among a thousand other 
things, he sees, enclosed by a hedge, a rosebush 
full of roses and is suddenly seized with a raging 
desire to see it. As he approaches the rosebush 
he smells the roses’ perfume and is struck to the 
heart. He would like to pick one of the roses to 
carry with him, but is too afraid of displeasing the 
lord of the garden. Surveying the bush, he is espe-
cially attracted by the buds because they last longer 
than those that have already opened. From among 
these buds he chooses the fairest and brightest and 
sweetest smelling.

Here Fragment A of the text breaks off. The 
English translation is continued in two more frag-
ments (B and C) by other authors. None of the 
three fragments is certain to have been written by 
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Chaucer, but most scholars have accepted Frag-
ment A as his work based on studies of its style and 
language.

COMMENTARY
The French Roman de la Rose by GUILLAUME DE 
LORRIS and JEAN DE MEUN influenced Chaucer’s 
own work more than any other literary text. 
He was to use the dream vision that had been 
created by Guillaume as the model for similar 
visions in a number of his own poems, includ-
ing The BOOK OF THE DUCHESS, The PARLIA-
MENT OF FOWLS, The HOUSE OF FAME, and The 
LEGEND OF GOOD WOMEN, all of which feature 
a dreamer-narrator reporting the content of a 
marvelous dream. The Parliament of Fowls even 

has a Garden of Love very like the one inhabited 
by Mirth and his allegorical companions. Given 
his evident admiration for the work and the 
fact that he translated BOETHIUS’s Consolation 
of Philosophy, another work that had a strong 
influence on his own literary creations, it hardly 
seems surprising that Chaucer would undertake 
a translation of the French text. What is surpris-
ing, or at least frustrating is that the Middle 
English text attributed to Chaucer in a 1532 
edition published by William Thynne may not 
have been written by Chaucer at all. Scholars 
who have studied that text generally agree with 
a division of the work (made by M. Kaluza in 
1893) into three parts: fragments A, B, and C. 
The division is based on the idea that each part 
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was written by a different author. The only part 
that most scholars currently accept as Chaucer’s 
work is Fragment A (lines 1–1,705), although 
The RIVERSIDE CHAUCER includes the transla-
tion in its entirety. Whether or not any part 
of this particular translation was composed by 
Chaucer, there is some external evidence that 
he did undertake such a project. In the pro-
logue to The Legend of Good Women, the God 
of Love accuses Chaucer of heresy for translat-
ing the Roman. JOHN LYDGATE, in The Fall of 
Princes, mentions that Chaucer had translated 
the work, and EUSTACHE DESCHAMPS, the impor-
tant French poet who was such a great admirer 
of Chaucer, also alludes to that idea. Interest-
ingly, the work is not referred to in other cata-
logues of Chaucer’s work, including CHAUCER’S 
RETRACTION. The date of Fragment A’s com-
position is as uncertain as its authorship, but 
if it is Chaucer’s, then based on choices the 
poet made regarding language and versification, 
it was likely written during the early phase of his 
career. As a translation, it is fairly faithful to the 
French original, but nevertheless makes thor-
ough use of the English idiom and of imagery 
found in typical English metrical romances.

In terms of content, the material translated in 
Fragment A forms a satisfactory narrative unit, 
beginning with the dreamer’s stated intention of 
relating his dream experience and ending with his 
choice of the most beautiful and sweet-smelling 
rosebud as the object of his devotion. Consider-
ing that this portion contains the elements of the 
poem having the greatest influence on Chaucer’s 
own work, we may speculate as to whether he 
completed only the part that was most significant 
to him. Another obvious possibility is that he did 
complete a translation that has not survived.

The subject of the poem is love, and the portion 
translated in Fragment A attempts to represent 
allegorically the process of falling into romantic 
love. According to the vision presented here, 
certain prerequisites are needed to set the scene. 
First, there is the spring morning that stimulates 
romantic desire. Second, there is some kind of 
obstacle that must be overcome—in this case the 
wall surrounding the garden. The allegorical fig-

ures present in the garden indicate various physi-
cal and mental ingredients necessary for love’s 
chemistry to be activated, such as Idleness, Mirth, 
Beauty, and others. The dance that they invite the 
dreamer to join is a metaphorical representation 
of courtship. Interestingly, although the dreamer 
gladly participates in the dancing, he is still func-
tioning as an observer. It is not until he wanders 
off alone and gazes into the well of Narcissus 
that he too becomes afflicted by the wound from 
Cupid’s arrow and feels the passion that leads him 
irresistibly toward the lovely rose. In the continu-
ation afforded by Fragment B, the dreamer swears 
allegiance to Love and is instructed in the rules 
of behavior for a lover. The God of Love warns 
him of what he may expect to suffer (because a 
man loves more tenderly the thing he has bought 
most dearly), but also promises him some sol-
ace in the form of Good-Hope, Sweet-Thinking, 
Sweet-Speech, and Sweet-Looking, all of which 
will attend upon his relationship with his beloved. 
He then approaches the rose garden, which Biala-
coil (fair welcome) permits him to enter, but he 
is opposed by Daunger (disdain), Shame, Dread, 
and Wicked Tongue (malicious gossip). Although 
Venus comes to his aid and enables him to attain 
a kiss, Jealousy drives him out of the garden and 
imprisons the rosebud and Bialacoil in a strong 
fortress. The dreamer falls into despair and is 
approached by Reason, who tries to convince him 
that his passion is both foolish and harmful. Frag-
ment B ends before the conclusion of Reason’s 
discourse, and, without a break in the manuscript, 
Fragment C picks up the French text about 5,000 
lines later, creating a somewhat confusing tran-
sition to the portion of the poem in which the 
God of Love has called together a council of his 
barons to obtain their advice on conquering the 
castle where the rose has been imprisoned. Frag-
ment C is taken from Jean de Meun’s portion of 
the Roman and features a long speech by Fals-
Semblant (false-seeming) revealing the hypoc-
risy of women, religion, and the social order. The 
Middle English translation breaks off before the 
council concludes. In the French text the dreamer 
ultimately triumphs, winning full possession of his 
lovely rose.
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CHARACTERS
Bialacoil In The Romaunt of the Rose, Bialacoil is 
the Middle English version of the French name (Bel 
Acueil) for the allegorical figure who welcomes the 
Dreamer into the rose garden that is the geographi-
cal and symbolic center of the poem. The Romaunt 
is Chaucer’s translation into Middle English of the 
famous French poem Le ROMAN DE LA ROSE by 
GUILLAUME DE LORRIS and JEAN DE MEUN. Chau-
cer only translated the poem up to line 1,705, and 
Bialacoil does not appear until later, in an anony-
mous continuation known to scholars as Fragment 
B. Fragment B also breaks off unfinished and is 
picked up by another continuator in Fragment C, 
in which Bialacoil’s name is accurately translated as 
“Fair Welcome.”

Daunger One of the allegorical figures guarding 
the rose garden in the French poem, Le ROMAN 
DE LA ROSE. The word daunger was commonly 
used in medieval love poetry to mean “disdain.” 
Within such poetry, a lady’s “daunger” or disdain 
was one of the chief obstacles typically encoun-
tered by the lover who sought the lady’s favor. In 
the Roman, Daunger, Shame, Dread, and Wicked 
Tongue (malicious gossip) all try to prevent 
the lover from gaining access to the beautiful 
rose with which he has fallen in love. They are 
opposed by Venus and Bialacoil (“fair welcome”), 
who come to his aid and enable him to gain a kiss 
before Jealousy drives him out and imprisons the 
rose and Bialacoil in a strong fortress. Chaucer 
translated a portion of the Roman as The Romaunt 
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of the Rose, but his translation breaks off before 
the episode described above. Chaucer’s Middle 
English version was continued by two other writ-
ers, and Daunger does appear in those texts. The 
three fragments are sometimes printed together 
and designated Fragment A, Fragment B, and 
Fragment C, as in The RIVERSIDE CHAUCER edited 
by LARRY BENSON.

Dread One of the allegorical figures guarding the 
rose garden in the French poem, Le ROMAN DE LA 
ROSE. In medieval love poetry, dread, or fear, is one 
of the chief obstacles typically encountered by the 
lover seeking to gain his lady’s favor. In the Roman, 
Daunger, Shame, Dread, and Wicked Tongue 
(malicious gossip) all try to prevent the lover from 
gaining access to the beautiful rose with which he 
has fallen in love. They are opposed by Venus and 
Bialacoil (“fair welcome”), who come to his aid 
and enable him to gain a kiss before Jealousy drives 
him out and imprisons the rose and Bialacoil in a 
strong fortress. Chaucer translated a portion of the 
Roman as The Romaunt of the Rose, but his transla-
tion breaks off before the episode described above. 
Chaucer’s Middle English version was continued by 
two other writers, and Dread does appear in those 
texts. The three fragments are sometimes printed 
together and designated Fragment A, Fragment B, 
and Fragment C, as in The RIVERSIDE CHAUCER, 
edited by LARRY BENSON.

False-Seeming False-Seeming, or Fals-Semblant 
in the French text, is an allegorical figure who 
appears in JEAN DE MEUN’s continuation of GUIL-
LAUME DE LORRIS’s ROMAN DE LA ROSE. The por-
tion of the Middle English translation that Chaucer 
worked on does not include this character, but it 
is included in Fragment C, which was written by 
another, unknown, author. The character of False-
Seeming functions primarily as the voice of social 
satire, revealing the hypocrisy of women, religion, 
and the social order.

Franchise, Dame An allegorical character who 
attends the god of love in Chaucer’s Romaunt of the 
Rose, which is a translation of the French ROMAN 
DE LA ROSE. Her name means nobility of character 

or generosity of spirit and she is very beautiful. Her 
outstanding characteristic is the empathy she dis-
plays for any man who falls in love with her, feeling 
it to be her responsibility to assuage any harm he 
may come to on her behalf. Most of the allegori-
cal figures featured in this poem function to either 
encourage the advances of the lover, like Dame 
Franchise, or to discourage him, like Daunger.

Idleness One of the allegorical figures in The 
Romaunt of the Rose, Chaucer’s translation of the 
famous French poem Le ROMAN DE LA ROSE. The 
poem is a DREAM VISION in which the narrator, 
after falling asleep, finds himself on the outskirts 
of a beautiful garden, which a high stone wall pre-
vents him from entering. Eventually he locates a 
gate in the wall and knocks upon it, summoning a 
young maiden with blond hair, gray eyes, and a pale 
complexion, all of which are conventional marks 
of beauty in the Middle Ages. The woman’s name 
is Idleness, and her only duty, she informs the nar-
rator, is to keep herself beautifully dressed and 
coiffed and pleasantly entertained. She welcomes 
the narrator into the garden, where he is invited to 
observe the lord of the garden, who is celebrating 
the arrival of spring with a group of his followers.

Jealousy An allegorical figure who appears in 
Fragment B of the Middle English translation of 
the French ROMAN DE LA ROSE that was begun by 
Chaucer and continued by two other anonymous 
poets. When the dreamer-narrator approaches 
the garden where grows the rose with which he 
has fallen in love, Bialacoil (Fair Welcome) per-
mits him to enter. He is challenged by Daunger 
(Disdain), Shame, Dread, and Wicked Tongue 
(Malicious Gossip), all enemies to love who try to 
prevent his access to his beloved. Finally, Venus 
comes to his aid and he is able to kiss the rose, but 
Jealousy interrupts his bliss, driving him out of the 
garden while imprisoning Bialacoil and the rosebud 
in an impenetrable fortress.

Mirth In The Romaunt of the Rose, Mirth is the 
male allegorical figure who possesses the Garden 
of Love. After being admitted to the garden by 
Idleness, the dreamer-narrator observes Mirth, 
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who is tall and more attractive than any man the 
dreamer has ever seen. His face is as round as an 
apple, his complexion ruddy and white, and all 
his features elegant and proportional. His hair 
is curly and bright, his shoulders broad, and his 
waist narrow so that he almost appears to be a 
statue, except that he is very nimble and light-
footed. His youth is attested to by his scant beard. 
His clothing is made of samite, a rich silk cloth, 
and his tunic is fashionably slashed to reveal the 
lining. On his head he wears a crown or gar-
land of flowers that was fashioned by his beloved. 
Mirth is accompanied by his beloved, a beautiful 
woman who represents Gladness. He and his fol-
lowers amuse themselves with singing and danc-
ing, activities in which the narrator is happy to 
take part.

Old Age One of the allegorical figures whose 
image is depicted on the walls of the Garden of Love 
in The Romaunt of the Rose (Chaucer’s translation 
of the French ROMAN DE LA ROSE). The walls of the 
garden are painted and carved with pictures of vari-
ous allegorical figures, all of whom are female. Elde, 
or Old Age, is portrayed as shrunken, diseased, and 
childishly dependent (lines 349–412).

Reason An allegorical figure who appears in 
Fragment B of The Romaunt of the Rose, Chau-
cer’s translation of the French ROMAN DE LA ROSE. 
When the dreamer-narrator of the poem finds 
himself estranged from his beloved rose and falls 
into despair, Reason intervenes, trying to con-
vince him that his passion is both foolish and 
harmful.
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Richesse Richesse, or Riches, is one of the alle-
gorical figures in The Romaunt of the Rose, Chaucer’s 
translation of the popular French DREAM VISION Le 
ROMAN DE LA ROSE. When the dreamer-narrator 
gains entry to the Garden of Mirth, he discovers 
a kind of festival taking place. The god of love, 
that is, Cupid, dances in the garden, surrounded 
by various attendants, all of whom stand for quali-
ties desirable or necessary for the game of Love. 
The god dances with Beauty, who appears as a 
beautiful woman, and next to her stands Richesse 
(i.e., wealth). She is a lady of high status and great 
nobility whom nobody wishes to displease since 
she has such great power to either help or hin-
der the advancement of others. Richesse is wearing 
an extremely rich purple gown covered with gold 
embroidery and bordered with silk ribbons in which 
are woven the stories of dukes and kings. Her but-
tons are enameled with fine gold, and she wears a 
collar of jewels around her neck. A belt around her 
waist features two stones, each of which has pow-
erful healing properties, and her head is crowned 
with a circlet of pure gold encrusted with rubies, 
sapphires, emeralds, and a carbuncle (a red stone) 
that shines so that it provides light in the dark-
ness and casts an eternal aura of brightness around 
her face. Richesse is accompanied by an unnamed 
young man whom she dotes upon and who adheres 
to her because of his attachment to material things 
(lines 1,033–1,142).

Sweet-Looking In The Romaunt of the Rose, 
Sweet-Looking is an allegorical character who 
serves as squire to the god of love (Cupid), carrying 
his two bows and two sheaths of arrows as the god 
dances in the Garden of Love.

Wicked Tongue One of the allegorical figures in 
Fragment B of the Middle English translation of Le 
ROMAN DE LA ROSE. After finding his way into the 
rose garden where grows the beautiful rose with 
which he has fallen in love, the dreamer-narrator 
of the poem finds his efforts to possess the rose 
opposed by a host of foes, including Wicked Tongue 
(“malicious gossip”). With the help of Venus he 
succeeds in getting a kiss, but then Jealousy drives 
him out of the garden and imprisons the rosebud 

and Bialacoil (“fair welcome”) in a strong fortress. 
In the opinion of most scholars, this portion of the 
poem was written by someone other than Chaucer.

Youth One of the allegorical figures who appears 
in The Romaunt of the Rose, Chaucer’s transla-
tion of the French ROMAN DE LA ROSE. After the 
dreamer has gained entry to the Garden of Love, he 
observes the garden’s owner, Lord Mirth, dancing 
with a group of attendants. These attendants have 
names like Beauty, Richesse (Riches), and Idleness, 
all characteristics or circumstances that encourage 
the pursuit of love. Youth is described as a young 
girl not yet 12 years of age, who dances in the com-
pany of Idleness. Wild, flighty, and somewhat fool-
ish, she intends no harm but is simply being true to 
her nature. Youth is accompanied by a young lover 
who strives to kiss her whenever he can. Like two 
young doves, neither of them is ashamed to be kiss-
ing in public (lines 1,281–1,302).

FOR FURTHER READING
There is no better commentary on Le Roman de 
la Rose and the tradition to which it belongs than 
C. S. LEWIS’s Allegory of Love (1936). For a com-
parison of Chaucer’s translation with the French 
original, see Caroline D. Eckhardt’s “The Art of 
Translation in The Romaunt of the Rose” (Studies 
in the Age of Chaucer, 1984).

“Second Nun’s Tale, The”
“The Second Nun’s Tale” tells the life story of Saint 
Cecilia who, in popular tradition, became known as 
the patron saint of music and art. The Second Nun 
is one of only two tale-tellers present in the GEN-
ERAL PROLOGUE who is not described there. (The 
other is the Nun’s Priest.)

SUMMARY
Unlike most of the other Canterbury tales, “The 
Second Nun’s Tale” begins with no introductory 
words between the Host, Harry Bailly, and the 
teller, but commences rather abruptly, following 
the epilogue to “The NUN’S PRIEST’S TALE.” The 
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Second Nun speaks first of the vice of idleness and 
the harm that it does, making humanity more vul-
nerable to Satan and temptation. To keep herself 
safe from idleness, the Second Nun has made a 
translation of the life of Saint Cecilia. This expla-
nation of her tale’s provenance is followed by an 
invocation to the Virgin Mary, praising the Blessed 
Mother of God for her service to mankind and ask-
ing for her protection and assistance. The tale itself 
is preceded by an explanatory etymology, based on 
Latin, of Cecilia’s name. Cecilia is variously inter-
preted to mean “heaven’s lily,” “lack of blindness,” 
and “the heaven of people,” all of which relate to 
her character and deeds.

The life of Saint Cecilia opens with a brief sum-
mary of her origins: She is the offspring of Roman 
nobility, yet she has been brought up in the Chris-
tian faith. She has also, all her life, prayed that God 
will allow her to remain a virgin. Nevertheless the 
time comes when she is to be married, to a young 
man named Valerian. On their wedding night she 
tells him that an angel watches over her constantly. 
If Valerian touches her, or tries to make love to her, 
the angel will kill him immediately. Therefore, she 
explains, it would be best if her husband would will-
ingly agree to love her chastely. Valerian responds 
that he will believe her only if he is able to see 
the angel. But if the angel turns out to be another 
man, he will slay them both. Cecilia then explains 
that he may see the angel only if he believes in 
Christ and takes the sacrament of baptism. She 
sends Valerian to Pope Urban, who is in hiding lest 
he be executed by the Roman government. After 
joining Urban, Valerian sees a vision of an old man 
(probably Saint Paul) in white who reads from a 
book of golden letters. Valerian affirms his belief 
and is baptized.

When he returns home he is able to see Ceci-
lia’s angel, who presents the two of them with two 
crowns made of roses entwined with lilies. The 
flowers are from Paradise and will never rot or lose 
their sweetness, and no one who is not chaste and 
free from sin will be able to see them. Because Vale-
rian assented so quickly to his wife’s good counsel, 
the angel grants him a boon. Valerian asks that his 
brother, Tiburtius (Tiburce), whom he loves more 
than anyone else in the world, should also be able 

to experience God’s grace. Tiburtius appears shortly 
thereafter and is able to smell the fragrant blos-
soms of their crowns, even though he cannot see 
them. The odor has such an effect on him that he 
mentions it to his brother, who explains its source. 
Cecilia then explains the nature of their Christian 
faith, showing Tiburtius the vanity of believing in 
pagan idols. Thus instructed, Tiburtius visits Pope 
Urban to receive baptism. After receiving the sac-
rament, Tiburtius joins the ranks of those who are 
able to see the angel.

After a time, Valerian and Tiburtius are arrested 
and brought before Almachius, a Roman prefect, 
who questions them about their faith and com-
mands them to either perform a sacrifice to Jupiter 
or lose their heads. One of the Roman officers, 
Maximus, takes pity on them and gains permission 
to take the brothers home with him for the night. 
Tiburtius and Valerian spend the night teaching 
and preaching to their host and other Roman offi-
cers, who all give up their false faith to believe in 
the Christian God. During the night Cecilia comes, 
bringing priests who baptize the group all together.

In the morning the two prisoners are called to 
perform a sacrifice to the pagan gods. When they 
refuse, they are beheaded. Maximus, who saw their 
souls rise up to heaven when they died, through his 
preaching converts many other people to Christian-
ity until Almachius has him beaten to death. Learn-
ing that Cecilia buried Maximus’s body, Almachius 
sends some officers to arrest her, but they all return, 
converted to Christianity by Cecilia’s teaching.

When the woman is finally brought before him, 
Almachius questions her and then demands that 
she either perform a sacrifice or renounce Christi-
anity. Cecilia refuses. Unable to make her change 
her mind, Almachius commands some men to take 
her home and burn her to death in a cauldron of 
fire. When the flames are unable to harm her, he 
orders someone to cut her head off. After three 
strokes, her head remains attached to her shoul-
ders. The man cannot strike her again, we are told, 
because there is a law forbidding a fourth stroke. He 
leaves her there, and some of the Christian people 
who live around her dress her wounds and attend 
her. She talks to them until she dies, preaching 
and disposing of her worldly goods, and asking that 
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her house be converted into a church. Pope Urban 
consecrates the house as the first church of Saint 
Cecilia.

COMMENTARY
The lack of a link between “The Second Nun’s 
Tale” and “The Nun’s Priest’s Tale,” as well as its 
appearance in a different position in the HENGWRT 
MANUSCRIPT, where it follows “The FRANKLIN’S 
TALE,” suggest that Chaucer still had not decided 
the final order of The Canterbury Tales when he 
died. The strictures placed on human behavior (if 
Valerian attempts to make love to his new wife, he 
will be killed by an avenging angel), do, however, 
form an interesting contrast to “The Nun’s Priest’s 
Tale” with its more tolerant attitude toward human 
frailty. On the other hand, the prologue to the tale 
that follows, that of the Canon’s yeoman, opens 
with the line, “Whan ended was the lyf of Seinte 
Cecile,” (line 555), showing that the poet clearly 
intended “The CANON’S YEOMAN’S TALE,” with its 
emphasis on the spiritually (and physically) damag-
ing pursuit of material riches through alchemy, to 
form a stark contrast to the previous tale’s celebra-
tion of a life dedicated to spiritual truth.

The Second Nun’s story of the Christian martyr 
Saint Cecilia clearly belongs to the genre of SAINTS’ 
LIVES, which was a popular form in the early medi-
eval period. Popular as the tale may have been 
during its time, however, it has not found a great 
deal of favor with modern readers, at least not until 
very recently when a few scholars have pointed 
out that it is the best surviving example of a saint’s 
life in Middle English, and that it relates to sev-
eral other of The Canterbury Tales in a pleasingly 
complex manner. The source for most of the tale 
is a version of Cecilia’s life included in the Legenda 
aurea (“Golden Legend”) of Jacobus de Voragine, 
which Chaucer, following the Nun’s avowal, trans-
lates fairly closely, although he does abbreviate 
his source now and then. He breaks away from 
this source around line 345, in the midst of relat-
ing Tiburtius’s conversion, and for the rest of the 
nun’s tale draws upon a different version, probably 
one descended from a longer Latin “legend” of 
Cecilia. The invocation to Mary, which serves as 
a prologue to the tale, comes directly from Dante’s 

Paradiso, where it is spoken by Saint Bernard of 
Clairvaux.

As a literary genre, saints’ lives in general tend to 
concentrate on the miraculous aspects of a particu-
lar saint’s personal history. There is little dramatic 
tension in such stories because of the certainty that 
although horrible things will happen, usually in the 
form of torture administered to the saint, a person’s 
perfect faith guarantees that he or she will come 
through it spiritually unscathed, to be especially 
honored by God in heaven following the death of 
the body. This story of Cecilia’s life neatly fits the 
pattern. There are four miracles, beginning with 
the presence of an angel who can only be seen by 
believers in Christ. When Valerian turns away from 
the pagan gods and embraces Christianity, another 
miracle occurs, with the flower garlands presented 
to the couple by the angel. The third, and greatest, 
occurs in the attempt to burn Cecilia, who, held in 
a cauldron over a fire, does not even sweat. She is 
much more vulnerable to knife attack, yet still sur-
vives for three days after having her throat cut.

Aside from her Christian faith, the virtues that 
cause Cecilia to become a saint are those alluded 
to in the explanation of her name with its three 
“etymologies.” These virtues also have a symbolic 
relationship to the miracles associated with her. 
The first etymology referred to above, the one that 
takes her name to mean “heaven’s lily,” suggests 
the virtue of purity, of which the lily was a popular 
Christian symbol. The crown of flowers given by 
the angel contains lilies and also roses, the sym-
bol of martyrdom. Likewise, the fire that will not 
burn her suggests the fire of lust to which she has 
ever been immune. The second etymology, “lack 
of blindness,” relates to the clear-sightedness of her 
faith, paralleled by her ability to see angels and 
heavenly gifts, such as the garlands bestowed upon 
her and Valerian. Those she converts likewise have 
their blindness lifted. Whenever she confronts 
someone who believes in the pagan gods, she very 
rationally calls attention to the fact that idols are 
merely stones, both deaf and dumb, whereas the 
God she serves is a living spirit, one whose mes-
senger she, in token of her faith, is able to see 
and converse with. When Tiburtius asks Valerian 
whether the sweet odor that surrounds them is a 
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dream, his brother responds, “In dremes . . . han 
we be / Unto this tyme, brother myn, ywis. / But 
now at erst in trouthe oure dwellyng is.” (lines 
262–264) [In dreams have we been until now, my 
brother, indeed. But now for the first time we dwell 
in the truth]. The third etymology, “the heaven of 
people,” suggests her diligence in standing up for 
what she believes and in converting other people. 
Her final act, to request that her house be made 
into a church, shows that this work will continue 
even after she is dead. A cynical reading of the tale 
might, on the other hand, undermine the author-
ity of Cecilia’s visions by pointing out that these 
etymologies are not actually true; that is, her name 
does not have these meanings as part of its origin 
or development, and that the teller is practicing a 
deception. If the tale is interpreted thus, the Sec-
ond Nun’s piety would be debased, like that of 
the Pardoner, but to a much lesser degree. The 
chief obstacle to such a reading is the absence of 
the Second Nun’s portrait in the General Pro-
logue, or any indication, in the links between the 
tales, that her character or performance should be 
viewed ironically. For that reason, perhaps, schol-
ars have tended to overlook the flawed etymologies 
of her name, or to note that such creative elabora-
tion of meaning was commonplace in this type of 
literature.

Structurally, “The Second Nun’s Tale” is divided 
into three parts: the invocation to Mary, the ety-
mological explanation of Cecilia’s name, and the 
story of her life. This tripartite structure is echoed 
by a number of other triplets in both the narrative 
structure of the “life” and its descriptive details. 
The invocation commemorates the mercy, good-
ness, and pity of the Virgin as Maid, Mother, and 
Daughter of Christ, who rules over the “trine com-
pas” [threefold universe] of the earth, the heavens, 
and the sea. Although many people are converted 
through Cecilia’s preaching and example, three 
of these conversions (of Valerian, Tiburtius, and 
Maximus) are particularized. When Tiburtius 
asks Cecilia to explain the paradox of the Trin-
ity, she offers the three mental faculties of human-
ity, namely: memory, imagination and intellect, all 
existing within a single person, as an analogy for 
the Trinity, in which one divinity contains three 

persons. When the executioner tries to behead 
Cecilia, it takes three strokes, following which she 
survives for three days. Structural devices that 
include a symbolic dimension are common features 
of medieval saints’ lives.

CHARACTERS
Almachius The Roman prefect who condemns 
Cecilia and her companions to death.

Cecilia, Saint The protagonist of “The Second 
Nun’s Tale,” whose life was dedicated to serving 
God. Born a Roman citizen in the third century, 
Cecilia lived a quiet and virtuous life until she was 
betrothed to a pagan named Valerian. Having ded-
icated her virginity to God, she convinces Vale-
rian that they should refrain from having sexual 
relations, telling him that the angel who watches 
over her would kill him if he made the attempt. 
The two are married but remain chaste. Valerian 
is baptized and becomes able to see the angel. For 
the remainder of her life, and in the shadow of 
Roman persecution, Cecilia preaches the word of 
God, emphasizing the rational side of Christian-
ity to encourage others to turn away from idola-
try and superstition. The miracles associated with 
Cecilia feature the ability to perceive things, such 
as angels, that are hidden from ordinary sinners. 
For upholding her faith and refusing to perform a 
sacrifice to the Roman gods, Cecilia was sentenced 
to death and put into a cauldron with a great fire 
lit beneath it. When the heat and the flames did 
not harm her, the Roman prefect, Almachius, com-
manded that she be beheaded, which ultimately 
resulted in her martyrdom. Cecilia has traditionally 
been given the patronage of music because, accord-
ing to the legend of her life, she sang to the Lord 
in her heart as the organs were playing during her 
wedding feast. Her patronage of roses recalls her 
martyrdom and the paradisal wreaths she and Vale-
rian were given by the angel to signify their purity. 
Although Cecilia was a popular saint during the 
Middle Ages and the Renaissance, there is some 
doubt about her authenticity. No contemporary or 
near-contemporary writers mention her, including 
Jerome, Ambrose, Damasus, or Prudentius, all of 
whom were particularly interested in martyrs. The 
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only real evidence for her existence, other than the 
late fifth-century legend that made her so popular, 
is that there was indeed a church founded by and 
named after a certain Roman matron named Ceci-
lia, located in the Trastevere in Rome.

Maximus The Roman officer who takes pity on 
Valerian and Tiburtius (Tiburce) in “The Second 
Nun’s Tale.” After taking the condemned men 
home to spend the night with him, Maximus listens 
to the wise preaching of Cecilia, who comes to visit 
her husband and brother-in-law, and is converted to 
Christianity. The following day, when Valerian and 
Tiburtius are beheaded, Maximus sees their souls 
fly up to heaven. Maximus becomes a preacher and 
converts many other people to Christianity, until 
Almachius finally has him beaten to death. Cecilia 
herself is arrested and ultimately martyred for her 
part in having the body of Maximus buried; she was 
later canonized.

Second Nun, the See character entry in The 
CANTERBURY TALES.

Tiburtius (Tiburce) Brother-in-law to Cecilia 
in “The Second Nun’s Tale.” Tiburtius was con-
verted to Christianity by his brother, Valerian, who 
was married to Cecilia. Both brothers were mar-
tyred after being arrested by Roman authorities and 
refusing to sacrifice to the pagan gods of Rome. It 
is interesting to note that they were not required 
to renounce being Christians, an option later pre-
sented to Cecilia, but simply required to honor the 
Roman gods, in keeping with the Roman policy 
of accepting the religious practices of conquered 
nations, provided the people of those nations hon-
ored the Roman gods in addition to their own.

Valerian Husband of Cecilia in “The Second 
Nun’s Tale.” Valerian is a pagan Roman who, after 
displaying some skepticism regarding his wife’s rea-
sons for wanting to remain chaste (she has told 
him that the angel who guards her will kill him if 
he attempts to have intercourse with her), agrees 
to become baptized as a Christian and to honor his 
wife’s wish to remain a virgin. After his baptism, 
Valerian does indeed see the angel, who bestows 

upon him and his wife wreaths of lilies and roses to 
signify their spiritual sweetness and sanctity. Vale-
rian asks for and receives God’s help in converting 
his brother Tiburtius (Tiburce). Soon afterward, 
both men are questioned and imprisoned by the 
Roman prefect, who, when they refuse to sacrifice 
to the pagan gods, condemns them to death.

FOR FURTHER READING
For further analysis of “The Second Nun’s Tale,” 
including information regarding sources, dating, 
genre, structure, theme, and style, see HELEN COOP-
ER’s The Canterbury Tales volume of the Oxford 
Guides to Chaucer series (1996). Helen Phillips’s 
An Introduction to The Canterbury Tales (2000) pro-
vides additional critical discussion, placing the work 
in historical, political, and economic contexts, as 
well as including a survey of past and current criti-
cal approaches. Readers interested in learning more 
about the genre of the tale should consider Karen 
Winstead’s Virgin Martyrs: Legends of Sainthood in 
Late Medieval England (1997), which divides Middle 
English saints’ lives about virgin martyrs into three 
subgroups and examines how each reflects the cul-
tural conditions of its reception. DEREK PEARSALL’s 
“Chaucer’s Religious Tales: A Question of Genre” 
(published in Chaucer’s Religious Tales, 1990, edited 
by C. DAVID BENSON and Elizabeth Robertson) also 
considers the issue of genre, noting the “systematic 
marginalization” of these tales that has occurred 
because of modern intellectuals’ discomfort with 
medieval Christian piety. John C. Hirsh, Barbara 
Nolan, and Carolyn Collette also have essays in 
this volume, which includes an excellent introduc-
tion by David Benson who argues that Darwinian, 
Freudian, and Marxist approaches to The Canter-
bury Tales have “obscure(d) the historical and intel-
lectual context of the religious tales.” Benson calls 
for a reevaluation of these tales, focusing on their 
critical reception and “Christian feminism.” Read-
ers who wish to learn more about the sources of 
“The Second Nun’s Tale” might wish to consult a 
series of articles by Sherry Reames, including “The 
Sources of Chaucer’s ‘Second Nun’s Tale’ ” (Mod-
ern Philology, 1978), “A Recent Discovery Concern-
ing the Sources of Chaucer’s ‘Second Nun’s Tale’ ” 
(Modern Philology, 1990), and “Artistry, Decorum 
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and Purpose in Three Middle English Retellings of 
the Cecilia Legend” (published in The Endless Knot: 
Essays on Old and Middle English in Honor of Marie 
Borroff, 1995, edited by Teresa Tavormina and R. F. 
Yeager). Other literary relationships are explored 
in Eileen S. Jankowski’s “Reception of Chaucer’s 
‘Second Nun’s Tale’: Osbern Bokenham’s ‘Lif of 
S. Cycyle’ ” (Chaucer Review, 1996). Bokenham’s 
Cecilia story, composed in the late 15th century, 
shows evidence that Chaucer’s tale served as a 
source. Also of interest are Brenda Deen Schild-
gen’s “Boethius and the Consolation of Literature 
in Boccaccio’s Decameron and Chaucer’s Canter-
bury Tales” (published in The Decameron and The 
Canterbury Tales: New Essays on an Old Question, 
2000, edited by Leonard M. Koff and Brenda Deen 
Shildgen) and V. A. KOLVE’s “Chaucer’s Second 
Nun’s Tale and the Iconography of Saint Cecilia” 
(published in New Perspectives in Chaucer Criticism, 
1981, edited by Donald M. Rose). Kolve’s article 
examines medieval images related to the tale and 
includes 20 black and white reproductions. Many 
essays on “The Second Nun’s Tale” in the area of 
gender studies consider the tale from the perspective 
of “Christian feminism,” including Robert Sturges’s 
“ ‘The Canterbury Tales’ Women Narrators: Three 
Traditions of Female Authority” (Modern Language 
Studies, 1983), Carolyn Collette’s “Chaucer’s Dis-
course of Mariology: Gaining the Right to Speak” 
(published in Art and Context in Late Medieval Eng-
lish Narrative: Essays in Honor of Robert Worth Frank, 
Jr., 1994, edited by Robert R. Edwards) and Elaine 
Filax’s “A Female I-deal: Chaucer’s Second Nun” 
(Sovereign Lady: Essays on Women in Middle Eng-
lish Literature, 1995, edited by Muriel Whitaker). 
Two noteworthy book-length studies, which treat 
this tale within the context of other Chaucerian 
texts, are Priscilla Martin’s Chaucer’s Women: Nun’s 
Wives, and Amazons (1990) and Catherine Cox’s 
Gender and Language in Chaucer (1997). New his-
toricist readings of “The Second Nun’s Tale” appear 
in DAVID AERS’s Faith, Ethics and Church: Writing 
in England, 1360–1409 (2000) and Lynn Staley’s 
“Chaucer and the Postures of Sanctity” (published 
in The Powers of the Holy: Religion, Politics, and Gen-
der in Late Medieval English Culture, 1996, edited by 
David Aers and Lynn Staley).

“Shipman’s Tale, The”
Like the Miller, the Reeve, and the Merchant, the 
Shipman tells a ribald story about a deceived hus-
band whose wife’s unfaithfulness occurs within the 
context of a trick or practical joke.

SUMMARY
Once there was a rich merchant who lived at 
SEINT-DENYS, a small town north of Paris. He had 
a wife who was very beautiful but who loved festive 
gatherings and all other social occasions and for 
that reason, spent a great deal of money on cloth-
ing and other expenses associated with entertain-
ment. This merchant has a friend, John, who is a 
monk. The merchant and John have been friends 
for so long that they call each other cousin and pre-
tend to be related. John visits the merchant often; 
the merchant’s wife and all other members of the 
household are very fond of him.

On the eve of his departure for BRUGES to con-
duct some business, the merchant invites John 
for a visit at his home. John arrives with gifts of 
Malmsey and Italian wine, and a fowl for supper. 
On the third day of his visit, while the merchant 
is busy conducting an inventory of the year’s prof-
its and losses, the monk is approached by the 
merchant’s wife in the garden. The wife seems 
depressed but brightens considerably as the monk 
confesses to being in love with her. After tell-
ing John what a stingy man her husband is, the 
wife begs him for a loan of 100 francs, offering to 
lie with him one entire night in exchange. John 
promises to bring the money while her husband 
is away in FLANDERS. The wife leaves him and 
summons the merchant to dinner. Annoyed at 
being called away from his business, the merchant 
rebukes his wife, telling her how important it is for 
him to be constantly at work to improve his for-
tune, and urging her to be frugal with their house-
hold expenses. After dinner, the monk speaks 
alone with the merchant, asking for a loan of 100 
francs to purchase some animals. The merchant 
very readily grants the loan, but also reminds John 
that to maintain good credit he should pay it back 
as soon as he is able.
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The following day the merchant leaves for 
 Bruges, where he eagerly pursues his business, tak-
ing no time out for recreation. Meanwhile the monk 
returns to the merchant’s house and gives the wife 
the same 100 francs he borrowed from her husband, 
but without revealing the money’s source. The wife 
keeps her end of the bargain and spends the night 
with the monk. The next morning he departs, with 
no one in the household any the wiser regarding his 
relationship with the wife. Soon after this the mer-
chant travels to PARIS, again on business, and while 
there pays a visit to the monk. He does not ask the 
monk for repayment of his loan; nevertheless, the 
monk asserts that he has already given the money 
back—to the merchant’s wife, while the merchant 
was out of town.

With his business at last successfully concluded, 
the merchant returns home to celebrate with his 
wife. They make love all night and again the fol-
lowing morning. When his wife begins to tease him, 
saying he has had enough, the merchant reveals 
that he is a little angry with her for neglecting to tell 
him about the return of the money he had loaned 
to the monk. At this, the wife becomes incensed. 
Admitting that John gave her a sum of money while 
the merchant was out of town, she says she thought 
it was a gift to her in honor of the good cheer and 
hospitality that he has received in their home. She 
promises to repay her husband, then says that she 
is poor and may have to pay him in bed. When the 
merchant realizes the hopelessness of his situation, 
he forgives his wife, again telling her that she must, 
in future, be less of a spendthrift.

COMMENTARY
Unlike the other stories in The Canterbury Tales, 
“The Shipman’s Tale” exhibits at most a tenuous 
relationship between the tale and its teller. The 
primary reason behind this phenomenon is that 
the tale seems to have been originally intended 
for another teller, most likely the Wife of Bath. 
Several lines near the beginning of the tale suggest 
that the teller is a woman. Speaking of a husband’s 
obligation to clothe and properly array his wife, the 
narrator uses the first person plural pronoun “us,” 
instead of “them”: “The sely housbonde, algate he 
moot paye / He moot us clothe, and he moot us 

arraye” (lines 1,201–1,202) [The innocent hus-
band, nevertheless he must clothe us and give us 
things to wear]. Additionally, several lines appear-
ing later in the text repeat the Wife of Bath’s defini-
tion of a good husband as a man who is brave, wise, 
rich, generous, obedient to his wife, and talented in 
the bedroom. After coming up with a different tale 
for the Wife of Bath, Chaucer may have decided 
to give this one to the Shipman because one of the 
characters, the merchant, like a shipman, travels a 
lot; no stronger explanation has been offered.

“The Shipman’s Tale” is based on a folktale 
motif, that of the lover’s gift regained. It belongs to 
the genre of the FABLIAU, a type of story that origi-
nated in France, that typically features members of 
the middle class engaged in deceitful behavior with 
sex as the motive. The story most likely to have 
been Chaucer’s source, because of its similarity in 
plot and characterization, is found in BOCCACCIO’s 
DECAMERON and concerns a rich merchant whose 
wife spends considerable money. The man who falls 
in love with her, however, is a soldier rather than 
a monk. When the soldier asks the wife to grant 
her love to him, she agrees on condition that he 
give her a large sum of money. The soldier borrows 
the money from her husband and, like Chaucer’s 
monk, later tells the husband that he has repaid 
it to the wife. Chaucer’s decision to change the 
profession of this character from soldier to monk is 
in keeping with the vein of clerical satire that runs 
throughout The Canterbury Tales.

Because “The Shipman’s Tale” is a fabliau, it is 
useful to compare it to other fabliaux within The 
Canterbury Tales, such as “The MILLER’S TALE,” “The 
REEVE’S TALE,” and “The MERCHANT’S TALE.” In 
“The Miller’s Tale” and “The Merchant’s Tale,” the 
motives of the characters who deceive the husband 
are exclusively sexual, whereas in the tales told by the 
Reeve and the Shipman there are other grounds—
those of revenge and profit, respectively. The dem-
onstration of additional motives like this, because 
they are antecedent to the sexual one, tends to give 
unpleasant connotations to the sex that takes place 
in these tales. For example, the merchant’s wife in the 
Shipman’s narrative agrees to have sex with the monk 
not because she is in love with or even lusts after him, 
but in exchange for money, reducing the interaction 

“Shipman’s Tale, The”  247



to an act of prostitution. Similarly, the two young men 
who have sexual intercourse with the miller’s wife 
and daughter in “The Reeve’s Tale” act purely out of 
their desire for revenge against the miller. Despite the 
apparent violence of such a motive, the act that they 
perform is described as being pleasurable for the two 
women. The damage done is to the miller, and most 
particularly to his pride. The relationships between 
Nicholas and Alison in “The Miller’s Tale,” and 
between Damian and May in “The Merchant’s Tale,” 
seem, in contrast, more lighthearted and even whole-
some because they arise wholly from sexual motives. 
The genre of the fabliau is represented more than any 
other genre in The Canterbury Tales, yet the char-
acters in these tales exhibit a variety of motives and 
behaviors, suggesting that not only was Chaucer sim-
ply fond of telling a bawdy story, but that he was using 
the stories to investigate variations on the theme of 
romantic or sexual love that appears in most of his 
poetry (see, for instance, The PARLIAMENT OF FOWLS, 
TROILUS AND CRISEYDE, “ANELIDA AND ARCITE,” 
“The KNIGHT’S TALE,” “The FRANKLYN’S TALE,” “The 
CLERK’S TALE,” and “The WIFE OF BATH’S TALE”).

Considered apart from the rest of The Canterbury 
Tales, “The Shipman’s Tale” reveals a preoccupa-
tion with themes that are material and spiritual as 
well as emotional. Superficially, the merchant, with 
his absorption in affairs of business, would appear 
to be a man completely enmeshed in the mate-
rial world, whereas the monk, given his profession, 
ought to be more concerned with matters of the 
spirit. The merchant’s innocence and generosity, 
his genuine affection for both the monk and his 
wife, the patient tolerance with which he responds 
to the wife’s imprudent spending and his honest 
success in business together create the image of a 
complex and sympathetic character who deserves 
better treatment than that given to him by his 
wife and his dearest friend. The monk, in contrast, 
and despite his spiritual avocation, comes across 
as something of a sensualist. He never visits the 
merchant without bringing gifts of food and wine. 
He is also generous to the servants, which initially 
would seem to correspond to the merchant’s gen-
erosity; but, in retrospect, when the monk’s lust 
for his host’s wife has been revealed, this suggests 
that he may simply have been trying to buy the ser-

vants’ goodwill. Evidently he is successful, for even 
when he spends the night with the merchant’s wife, 
none of the servants notices, as the text explicitly 
informs us.

The paradoxical nature of the two men’s char-
acters relative to their professions gives the tale a 
decidedly ironic tone, one that is enhanced further 
by Chaucer’s frequent use of words and phrases 
that carry a double meaning. The most often used 
is cozenage (cosynage). Its surface meaning refers to 
the relationship between the monk and the mer-
chant, who, because they were born in the same 
village, have claimed kinship with each other. The 
word cozenage also meant to act duplicitously for 
one’s own advantage, and applies very neatly to 
the monk’s behavior, whereby he uses his cosynage 
(relationship) with the merchant to cozen (trick) 
him. The monk claims to need a loan from the 
merchant to buy “certein beestes,” when he actu-
ally means to buy a woman’s body, and the mer-
chant responds that he would give not only his 
gold but his property (“chaffare”) as well, a kind of 
ironic invitation for the monk to sleep with his wife. 
Finally, at the climax of the story, there is a sudden 
shower of wit and punning in the wife’s last speech. 
First she tells her husband she thought that the 
monk gave her the money for “cosynage,” mean-
ing for the sake of their relationship, but again, the 
word also contains the other meaning—in order 
for her to trick her husband. Then she reminds 
him that he has slacker debtors than herself, play-
ing on the double association of the word debt in 
Middle English, where it could mean either the 
sexual debt to a marriage partner or a financial 
obligation. Lastly, she tells him to score her debt 
upon her “taille,” meaning her account (“tally”) 
and her “tail,” and that he shall have her pretty 
body “to wedde,” meaning that he shall enjoy it as a 
marriage partner, and that it shall stand as a pledge 
for her monetary debt.

“The Shipman’s Tale” is rarely assigned reading 
in undergraduate-level courses; until the last latter 
half of the 20th century, a number of scholars even 
viewed it as a superficial story not requiring a great 
deal of consideration. Although it may not provide 
as engrossing an object of study as some of Chau-
cer’s other works, the evidence presented here sug-
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gests that it does deserve a reading, concerned as it 
is with another of Chaucer’s abiding themes—that 
of appearances versus reality, a theme that this tale 
presents in an entertaining and thought-provoking 
manner.

CHARACTERS
For information on saints alluded to in this tale, see 
entries in Part III of this book.

John the Monk John is the sensualist monk of 
“The Shipman’s Tale,” who claims kinship with the 
busy merchant whose wife he seduces in exchange 
for a “loan” of 100 francs. John raises the sum by 
borrowing it from the merchant and then repaying 
this borrowed money to the wife, letting her believe 
that it is his own money. She spends the night with 
him while her husband is on a business trip. John 
encounters the merchant before he returns home 
and tells him that the borrowed money has been 
repaid to his wife in his absence. When her hus-
band asks her for the money, she claims, truthfully, 
that she thought the money was intended for her, 
as a gift for the hospitality the monk has received in 
their house (without specifying, of course, the full 
nature of that hospitality). John is just one example 
of Chaucer’s clerical satire that appears throughout 
The Canterbury Tales.

Merchant, the The busy and successful mer-
chant of “The Shipman’s Tale” is a financier who 
deals in international exchange, rather than one 
who buys and sells commodities. His most memo-
rable characteristic is his preoccupation with busi-
ness. This is illustrated by an early scene which 
reveals that he spends most of the day in his count-
ing house, pausing only long enough to eat and 
counsel his wife in thrifty housekeeping. Despite 
his professional acumen, the merchant is com-
pletely taken in by the unscrupulous Sir John the 
Monk, who visits his house often in the guise of a 
dear friend to both the merchant and his wife. The 
monk is actually an opportunist, just waiting for 
the chance to take advantage of this relationship 
in some way that will be profitable to himself. This 
happens when the merchant’s wife asks Sir John for 
a loan. The wiley monk borrows the money from 

her husband, but does not tell her where he got it. 
In exchange for the loan, he requires that she have 
sex with him. Then, when the merchant asks John 
to repay the money he has borrowed, he claims to 
have already done so—when he gave the borrowed 
sum to the merchant’s wife. When the wife claims 
that John never said he was repaying a loan, and 
that she assumed the money was a gift for her, we 
do not really know whether the merchant suspects 
the truth.

Merchant’s Wife, the This character in “The 
Shipman’s Tale” forms one half of a traditional 
comic duo: the spendthrift wife married to a hus-
band who is wealthy but tight with his money. Like 
most such wives, she finds a way to get around her 
husband’s stinginess, borrowing money from their 
mutual friend, Sir John the Monk. She seems little 
dismayed by John’s demand that they have sex in 
exchange for the loan, and is equally ready to repay 
her husband in the same coin. They have both 
been the victims of Sir John’s wiliness when he bor-
rowed money from her husband in order to loan it 
to her, without telling her where it came from. This 
trick enabled him both to reap the (sexual) benefits 
of giving her the money and to tell her husband 
that he repaid his debt.

Shipman, the See character entry in The CAN-
TERBURY TALES.

FOR FURTHER READING
For further analysis of “The Shipman’s Tale,” 
including information regarding sources, dat-
ing, genre, structure, theme, and style, see HELEN 
 COOPER’s The Canterbury Tales volume of the 
Oxford Guides to Chaucer series (1996). Helen 
Phillips’s An Introduction to The Canterbury Tales 
(2000) provides additional critical discussion, plac-
ing the work in historical, political, and economic 
contexts, as well as including a survey of past and 
current critical approaches. Both DEREK PEARSALL’s 
“The ‘Canterbury Tales’ II: Comedy” (published in 
The Cambridge Chaucer Companion, 1986, edited 
by PIERO BOITANI and JILL MANN) and DEREK 
BREWER’s A New Introduction to Chaucer (1998) also 
present insightful discussions of the tale in context, 
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and are widely available in libraries. For additional 
information on sources and literary relations, see 
Carol F. Heffernan’s “Chaucer’s ‘Shipman’s Tale’ 
and Boccaccio’s ‘Decameron’, VIII, I: Retelling 
a Story” (published in Courtly Literature: Culture 
and Context, 1990, edited by Keith Busby and Erik 
Kooper) and/or Robert R. Edwards’s Chaucer and 
Boccaccio: Antiquity and Modernity (2002). John Fin-
layson’s “Chaucer’s Shipman’s Tale, Boccaccio and 
the ‘Civilizing’ of Fabliau” (Chaucer Review, 2002) 
addresses the question of genre as well as source-
relations, as does Joerg O. Fichte’s “Chaucer’s 
‘Shipman’s Tale’ within the Context of the Fabliaux 
Tradition” (published in Chaucer’s Frame Tales, 
1987, edited by Joerg O. Fichte). John Hines’s The 
Fabliau in English (1993) provides a history of the 
genre with extended discussion of “The Shipman’s 
Tale,” which places it within the larger context of 
the genre form. Issues of gender are the focus of 
Peter G. Beidler’s “Contrasting Masculinities in 
the ‘Shipman’s Tale’: Monk, Merchant, and Wife” 
(published in Masculinities in Chaucer: Approaches 
to Maleness in The Canterbury Tales and Troilus and 
Criseyde, 1998, edited by Peter G. Beidler), and in 
Timothy D. O’Brien’s “Seductive Violence and 
Three Chaucerian Women” (College Literature, 
2001). Profit as motive and the motif of money are 
examined in many articles, including Helen Fulton’s 
“Mercantile Ideology in Chaucer’s Shipman’s Tale” 
(Chaucer Review, 2002), William F. Woods’s “Meta-
phoric Comedy in the ‘Shipman’s Tale’ ” (published 
in Chaucer’s Humor: Critical Essays, 1994, edited 
by Jean E. Jost), Robert Adams’s “The Concept of 
Debt in ‘The Shipman’s Tale’ ” (Studies in the Age 
of Chaucer, 1984), John M. Ganim’s “Double Entry 
in Chaucer’s ‘Shipman’s Tale’ ” (Chaucer Review, 
1996), and Elton D. Higgs’s “Temporal and Spiri-
tual Indebtedness in The Canterbury Tales” (pub-
lished in New Perspectives on Middle English Texts: A 
Festschrift for R. A. Waldron, 2000, edited by Susan 
Powell and Jeremy J. Smith). A Bakhtinian reading 
of “The Shipman’s Tale” is provided by Edith Kern 
in The Absolute Comic (1980), which uses Mikhail 
Bakhtin’s study of the grotesque, carnivalesque 
atmosphere of medieval folk festivals as a lens for 
viewing certain of Chaucer’s tales and characters. 
Readers interested in the way that 14th-century 

law and legal terminology inform this and other of 
Chaucer’s tales should consult Mary Flowers Bras-
well’s Chaucer’s “Legal Fiction”: Reading the Records 
(2001). Chaucer’s use of puns in “The Shipman’s 
Tale” is analyzed in Joseph Gerhard’s “Chaucer’s 
Coinage: Foreign Exchange and the Puns of the 
‘Shipman’s Tale’ ” (Chaucer Review, 1983). Janet 
Thormann’s “The Circulation of Desire in ‘The 
Shipman’s Tale’ ” (Literature and Psychology, 1993), 
provides a reading of the tale from the perspective 
of Lacanian psychoanalysis.

“Squire’s Tale, The”
The Squire’s rambling romance of Canacee, the 
daughter of a Mongol king, is interrupted before we 
have a clear sense of where it might be headed. The 
description of the Mongol court and the magical 
gifts people bring to King Cambyuskan’s birthday 
party are nevertheless worthy of some attention.

SUMMARY
After a very brief introduction that consists of the 
Host, Harry Bailly, asking the Squire to tell a tale of 
love, and the Squire acquiescing, the tale begins. In 
SARRAY (modern Tsarev, in southeastern Russia), 
lives a Mongol king named Cambyuskan (Cambus-
kan). He is described in the typical exemplary terms 
of a romance hero as noble, just, wise, rich, charita-
ble, courageous, young, and strong. His wife’s name 
is Elpheta and they have two sons. Algarsif (Algar-
syf) is the oldest and Cambalo the next. They also 
have a daughter named Canacee whose beauty, the 
Squire claims, he lacks skill to describe.

The plot begins with Cambyuskan announcing 
plans to celebrate his birthday, in the 20th anni-
versary of his reign, on the 15th day of March, 
which he refers to as the Ides of March. In the 
midst of this feast, a stranger comes riding into the 
court on a horse made of brass. He speaks to the 
gathering very courteously, announcing that he 
brings greetings and gifts from the king of Arabia 
and India. The first gift is the brass horse. The 
knight describes the features of the horse, which 
include the ability to carry the king wherever 
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he wishes to go, in fair weather or foul, within 
the space of 24 hours. The second gift, which is 
intended for the king’s daughter Canacee, is a 
magic mirror. The mirror can be used, the knight 
explains, to foresee disaster and to keep an eye on 
any young man to whom Canacee attaches her 
affection. The third gift, also for Canacee, is a ring 
that she may either wear on her finger or carry in 
her purse. It will enable her to both understand 
and speak the language of birds and to under-
stand the healing powers of all plants. The final 
gift is a sword that can cut through the thickest 
armor. When a man is wounded by this sword, the 
stranger further explains, the only way in which 
he can be healed is by stroking the wound with 
the flat of the same sword.

During the next part of the banquet, those present 
discuss various theories regarding the sources of the 
gifts’ powers. When this part of the feast is done, the 
king departs to his chamber of presence, and the cel-
ebration continues with music and dancing, drinking 
and eating, until everyone goes to bed. Canacee, who 
went to bed earlier than everyone else, is up with the 
dawn. While sleeping she had a dream, which was 
prompted by the mirror. She rouses her attendants 
and goes for a walk in the castle grounds. She takes 
her ring with her and is delighted by her ability to 
understand what the birds are singing.

At this point, the Squire digresses to say that he 
is now coming to the “knotte” or point of the story, 
speaking briefly of how important it is to do this 
before one’s listeners have lost interest.
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As she walks, Canacee comes upon a peregrine 
falcon perched high in a tree who cries pitifully 
while beating herself with her wings and tearing her 
breast with her beak. When Canacee asks the bird 
what is wrong with her, she cries even louder and 
falls from the tree in a faint. Canacee takes the bird 
into her lap. When the bird awakens, it tells her the 
rather lengthy story of its love affair with a tercelet, 
a male falcon, who for a long time convinced her of 
his sincerity and faithfulness, but at last betrayed 
her by falling in love with another bird, this time a 
female kite. And this is what has brought his erst-
while mate to the brink of despair.

Canacee feels great pity for the bird, so she takes 
it home, dresses its wounds with salves and ban-
dages, and makes a pen for it right next to her bed. 

On the sides of the pen she paints pictures of “false” 
birds, like the former lover, along with magpies to 
suggest the chiding they ought to receive for what 
they have done. (According to medieval beast lore, 
magpies were supposedly capable of speech, and 
considered voluminous chatterers.)

At this point the Squire digresses again, say-
ing that he has come to the end of this part of the 
story, but that he will later pick up this thread of 
the plot again to tell how, through the mediation 
of the king’s son Cambalo, the falcon was reunited 
with her lover. But first, he says, he is going to tell 
of many battles and adventures involving Camby-
uskan and his two sons. He is only two lines into 
the next part of his recital, however, when the 
Franklin interrupts him. Although the Franklin’s 
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words consist of nothing but praise for the Squire’s 
storytelling abilities, it seems likely that he is simply 
trying, without being rude, to bring an end to a 
tale that is beginning to seem more like an ordeal 
than an entertainment. The Host interrupts the 
Franklin to demand that he now take his turn in 
the storytelling.

COMMENTARY
“The Squire’s Tale” belongs to the genre of chi-
valric romance. Like other stories in this genre, it 
features members of the nobility as its characters 
and deals with marvelous adventures and matters 
of love. No single source survives for this tale, but 
it appears that, for the first part, Chaucer may have 
drawn upon two 13th-century French romances, 
the Cleomadès of Adenet le Roi and the Meliacin 
of Girard d’Amiens, which were originally based 
on an Oriental story of a magic horse. Either of 
these texts may have provided the material for the 
part of the Squire’s narrative that tells of the king’s 
birthday celebration and the marvelous gifts sent 
by the king of Arabia and India. Although probably 
unknown in western Europe, there also exists a 
close analogue to the story of the magic gifts in The 
Thousand and One Nights (Alf Laylah wa Laylah), a 
collection of Arabic tales compiled in 10th-century 
Persia (modern Iran).

For the second part of the story, Chaucer seems 
to have drawn heavily on one of his own unfinished 
works, “ANELIDA AND ARCITE.” The situation of the 
lamenting falcon in “The Squire’s Tale” is practi-
cally identical to that of the abandoned Anelida, 
and Chaucer even replicates some of Anelida’s 
phrasing in the falcon’s lengthy complaint. The only 
substantial difference in the characters’ situation is 
that Anelida is human, the falcon avian. Romantic 
birds also feature in another of Chaucer’s works, The 
PARLIAMENT OF FOWLS, which was written earlier in 
his career as an occasional poem for Saint Valen-
tine’s Day. A talking Eagle figures prominently in 
another early work, The HOUSE OF FAME.

The Squire is the youngest member of the pil-
grimage. The GENERAL PROLOGUE informs us that 
he is the son of the Knight, with whom, as a squire, 
he is in training. He is described as a very romantic 
young man with curly hair who pays a lot of atten-

tion to his looks and who is preoccupied with the 
courtly attainments of dancing, singing, riding, and 
storytelling. The tale he tells belongs to the same 
genre as his father’s story of Emily, Palamon, and 
Arcite, but is much less accomplished in style, char-
acterization, and plot. If Chaucer’s aim was, as has 
been deduced from the variety of genres that appear 
in The Canterbury Tales, to give at least one exam-
ple of every genre that existed in his day, then “The 
Squire’s Tale” may be considered an example of the 
episodic or interlaced romance that was so popular 
in France, its most famous example being the vast, 
sprawling prose Lancelot. This idea is supported by 
the Squire’s promise to return to the falcon’s story 
following his recital of the adventures of Cambyus-
kan and Algarsif. Needless to say, it would be very 
difficult to include an entire romance of this sort 
in a group of tales like The Canterbury Tales, since 
such works were themselves groups of tales.

There has been some debate over whether 
Chaucer intended “The Squire’s Tale” as a parody 
of chivalric romance, but given the much more 
deliberate and obvious silliness of his “TALE OF SIR 
THOPAS,” it seems more likely that he was simply 
attempting to suit the nature of the tale to its teller. 
In the General Prologue, the Squire comes off not 
only as young, but as somewhat immature and 
superficial—a typical teenager. Thus, it seems suit-
able that the story he tells should also be marked 
by those characteristics. On the other hand, not all 
episodic/interlaced romances were flawed. One of 
the greatest achievements of the later Middle Ages, 
Sir Thomas Malory’s Le Morte d’Arthur belonged 
to this genre. Providing the Squire with a better 
example of the genre, however, would have weak-
ened the rationale supporting the Franklin’s inter-
ruption as well as altering our perception of the 
tale’s teller.

Perhaps the most pervasive indication of the 
narrator’s superficiality is his preoccupation with 
rhetorical devices. At every available opportunity, 
he launches into amplificatio, a rhetorical device 
that consists of extended, elaborately detailed 
description. For example, every reference to time 
comes in the form of astronomical periphrasis—a 
long circumlocution using the position of the plan-
ets on the zodiac to denote the time. The Squire’s 
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descriptions nearly always tend toward the super-
lative, which is typical of chivalric romance but 
which, in the Squire’s unpracticed hands, some-
times achieves a comic effect.

On the other hand, in contrast to these 
extended forays into loquaciousness, the Squire 
often finds himself at a loss for words. When it 
comes to describing Canacee, for instance, he 
says “But for to telle yow al hir beautee, / It lyth 
nat in my tonge, n’yn my konnyng” (lines 34–35) 
[For to tell you all of her beauty, / It lies not in 
my speaking-ability, nor in my knowledge]. Like-
wise, when it is time to describe the dancing at 
Cambyuskan’s birthday feast, he asks who is able 
to describe such a scene and answers, “No man 
but Launcelot, and he is deed” (i.e., dead; line 
287). Indeed, many such omissions may come not 
from a lack of willingness to describe the matter, 
but from a lack of knowledge and/or experience, 
as the Squire admits when attempting to describe 
the last part of the feasting, where there were 
“deyntees mo than been in my knowyng” (line 
301) [More dainties than exist in my experience]. 
He is, however, like many enthusiastic young stu-
dents, more than willing to share what he does 
know, and this seems the likely reason for the 
extended astronomical descriptions and for the 
bits of “scientific” and other types of learning 
that appear. He also has a young person’s sense 
of humor, and he is not above making a pun 
when he excuses himself from speaking the exact 
same words as the strange knight who entered 
the court on Cambyuskan’s birthday: “Al be that 
I kan nat sowne his stile, / Ne kan nat clymben 
over so heigh a style” (lines 105–106) [Since I 
cannot mimic his style, / Nor can I climb over so 
high a stile], “stile” being a Middle (and Modern) 
English word denoting steps for climbing over a 
fence or wall.

Another telling mark of the Squire’s immatu-
rity as an artist appears in the tale’s lack of narra-
tive cohesion, despite its thematic focus on ideas 
such as GENTILESSE and faithfulness in love. The 
link between the two parts of the narrative, the 
first describing a feast and four marvelous gifts, 
the second concerned with a bird’s complaint of a 
lost love, is tenuous at best. The king’s daughter 

Canacee, who receives the magic ring and mir-
ror in the first part, and who is able, through the 
ring’s power, to understand the bird in the sec-
ond part, forms the only link between the tale’s 
two halves. The tale’s unfinished state provides 
one argument against judging it on this basis. 
Still, the Squire’s forecast of what he intends to 
tell next, stories of the battles and other adven-
tures of King Cambyuskan and his son Algarsif, 
then returning to the resolution of the bird’s story 
later, seems a less than adequate promise that the 
narrative structure of the finished product would 
be coherent, especially considering its state thus 
far. The number of smaller discontinuities in the 
tale, such as Canacee’s holding out her skirt to 
catch the falcon in case it should fall, followed 
by its crashing to the ground some 30 lines later 
with no mention of why or how Canacee failed 
to catch it, further undermine the tale’s artistic 
integrity.

Of historical interest is the probability that the 
name “Cambyuskan” was derived from the Latinized 
version of the name of the Mongol emperor “Genghis 
Khan,” although W. W. SKEAT has argued that the 
narrator’s description of Cambyuskan better suits the 
grandson of Genghis, Kublai Khan, whose court was 
visited by the explorer Marco Polo and who became 
the inspiration for Samuel Coleridge’s famous poem, 
“Kubla Khan.” Other names also show an Eastern 
influence. “Canacee” and “Theodora” are Byzan-
tine; “Alpheta” and “Algarsif” appear to be derived 
from Arabic names for stars. “Cambalo” is likely 
derived from “Cambaluc,” the Western form of the 
Mongol name for “Peking.” The one Arabic scholar 
mentioned in the tale, Alocen, is derived from the 
French verse romance Le ROMAN DE LA ROSE.

CHARACTERS
For information on the historical and mythological 
figures alluded to in this tale, see entries in Part III 
of this book.

Cambalo The youngest son of Cambyuskan. It 
is forecast that he will mediate the reunion of the 
lovesick falcon with her mate. Nothing more is said 
about him in the tale until the final lines, in which 
the Squire promises to tell how Cambalo fought 
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against two brothers in order to win Canacee. It 
is possible, however, that the two brothers are 
Canacee’s own and that this Cambalo bears the 
same name as Canacee’s brother but is unrelated 
to her. The idea that incest may be implied comes 
from a tale of brother-sister incest that appears in 
JOHN GOWER’s CONFESSIO AMANTIS, a work that 
Chaucer knew, and upon which he drew in some of 
his other writing.

Cambyuskan The Mongol king of Sarray (Tsarev, 
present-day southern Russia) in “The Squire’s Tale.” 
The name “Cambyuskan” is probably the Latinized 
version of Genghis Khan, the Mongol emperor 
(1162?–1227) who ruled a portion of Russia stretch-
ing from the Black Sea to the Pacific. In this tale, the 
feast of Cambyuskan’s nativity (his birthday) forms 
the occasion for the first part of the narrative, in 
which a messenger from the king of Arabia and India 
brings four magical gifts. Two of them, a bronze horse 
and an invincible sword, are for Cambyuskan; the 
other two, a magical ring and mirror, are presented 
to his daughter, Canacee. The lengthy description of 
Cambyuskan with which the tale opens suggests that 
he is an example of a virtuous pagan, that is, one 
who zealously upholds the laws of his own country. 
Specifically, he is loyal, wise, just, trustworthy, brave, 
strong, young, and, in brief, lacking “noght that lon-
geth to a kyng” (line 16). Despite these superlative 
qualities, Cambyuskan does not play much of a role 
in this tale. The tale is unfinished, though, and the 
Squire forecasts that he will speak of Cambyuskan’s 
adventures in war. He is unable to do so because of 
the Franklin’s interruption.

Canacee The daughter of Cambyuskan. Canacee 
receives two marvelous gifts from the king of Ara-
bia and India on the occasion of her father’s birth-
day. One is a mirror that will enable her to foresee 
any adversity that might befall her father’s king-
dom. The other is a ring that will allow her to 
understand the language of birds and communi-
cate with them in their own speech. The ring also 
has the property of revealing the healing properties 
of all plants. Canacee uses the ring to rescue a 
lovesick falcon. JOHN GOWER’s CONFESSIO AMAN-
TIS contains the story of a young woman named 

Canacee, also a king’s daughter, who falls in love 
with her brother and conceives a child by him. It 
has been suggested that there may be a foreshad-
owing of such an incident in the life of Chaucer’s 
Canacee, based on lines 667–669, in which the 
Squire promises to tell about her brother Cambalo 
and how he “faught in lystes” with her other broth-
ers “For Canacee er that he myghte hire wynne.”

Elpheta The wife of King Cambyuskan and 
mother of Canacee, Cambalo, and Algarsif in “The 
Squire’s Tale.” Elpheta is mentioned only briefly 
and not delineated as a character. Elpheta is also 
the name of a star in the constellation of Scorpio. 
Chaucer may have derived the name from his read-
ings in astronomy.

Squire, the See character entry in The CANTER-
BURY TALES.

Theodora The wife of Algarsif in “The Squire’s 
Tale.” The Squire promises, at the end of the tale, 
to tell the story of how Algarsif won Theodora for 
his wife, but he is interrupted by the Franklin and 
never resumes his narrative. The name Theodora 
means “gift of God.”

FOR FURTHER READING
A good place to start is with J. A. BURROW’s “The 
‘Canterbury Tales’ I: Romance,” (published in 
The Cambridge Chaucer Companion, 1986, edited 
by PIERO BOITANI and JILL MANN). Burrow’s essay 
examines the Squire’s performance in the context 
of genre, discussing it alongside the four other 
tales that he considers “romances” in the Can-
terbury group: “The WIFE OF BATH’S TALE,” “The 
TALE OF SIR THOPAS,” “The FRANKLIN’S TALE,” 
and “The KNIGHT’S TALE.” Scholars have long dis-
played interest in the unfinished state of the tale. 
Several recent treatments of this topic appear in 
John Burrow’s “Poems without Endings” (Studies 
in the Age of Chaucer, 1991), Joseph Dane’s “ ‘Tyl 
Mercurius House He Flye’: Early Printed Texts and 
Critical Readings of the Squire’s Tale” (Chaucer 
Review, 2000), and Elizabeth Scala’s Absent Nar-
ratives, Manuscript Textuality, and Literary Structure 
in Late Medieval England (2002). Nicholas Orme’s 
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“Chaucer and Education” (Chaucer Review, 1981) 
considers education as a central theme in “The 
Squire’s Tale” and “The Wife of Bath’s Tale,” 
while Michaela Paasche Grudin’s Chaucer and the 
Politics of Discourse (1996) points to a recurrent 
concern in Chaucer’s works with the relationship 
between society and discourse (i.e., speech in its 
various forms). Grudin sees “The Squire’s Tale” 
particularly as an example of “speech misused.” 
The Eastern setting and analogues of the tale have 
prompted a number of recent discussions, includ-
ing Kenneth Bleeth’s “Orientalism and the Criti-
cal History of the Squire’s Tale,” Suzanne Conklin 
Akbari’s “Orientation and Nation in Chaucer’s 
Canterbury Tales,” both in Chaucer’s Cultural 
Geography (2002), edited by Kathryn Lynch; and 
in Brenda D. Schildgen’s Pagans, Tartars, Moslems 
and Jews in Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales (2001). 
The question of genre is considered at length in 
W. A. DAVENPORT’s Chaucer: Complaint and Nar-
rative (1988), which examines Chaucer’s experi-
ments with received literary structures, and in 
Susan Crane’s Gender and Romance in Chaucer’s 
“Canterbury Tales” (1994), which examines the 
way Chaucer’s romances reflect and confront 
masculine identity and its objectification of the 
feminine, in addition to other gender issues. 
Angela Jane Weisl’s Conquering the Reign of 
Femeny: Gender and Genre in Chaucer’s Romances 
(1995) explores some of the same issues, noting 
ways in which the genre is limited by its restricted 
roles for females. The science and technology of 
the Middle Ages, as it is reflected in Chaucer’s 
use of the astrolabe, is the subject of Marijane 
Osborn’s Time and the Astrolabe in The Canterbury 
Tales (2002), which considers the horse of brass 
to function as a metaphoric astrolabe in “The 
Squire’s Tale.” Sources and analogues of “The 
Squire’s Tale” are discussed in Sources and Ana-
logues of The Canterbury Tales: Volume 1 (2002), 
edited by Robert M. Correale and Mary Hamel. 
The later history of the tale, which became a 
source for the Elizabethan poet Edmund Spenser, 
is considered in a number of articles including 
Arnold A. Sanders’s “Ruddymane and Canace, 
Lost and Found: Spenser’s Reception of Gower’s 
‘Confessio Amantis’ 3 and Chaucer’s ‘Squire’s 

Tale’ (published in The Work of Dissimilitude: 
Essays from the Sixth Citadel Conference on Medi-
eval and Renaissance Literature, 1992, edited by 
David G. Allen and Robert A. White); William 
J. Kennedy’s “Spenser’s Squire’s Literary History” 
(published in Worldmaking Spenser: Explorations 
in the Early Modern Age, 2000, edited by Patrick 
Cheney and Lauren Silberman); and in Craig Ber-
ry’s “ ‘Sundrie Doubts’: Vulnerable Understanding 
and Dubious Origins in Spenser’s Continuation of 
the ‘Squire’s Tale’ ” and Kent Hieatt’s “Room of 
One’s Own for Decisions: Chaucer and ‘The Fai-
rie Queene’ ” (both published in Refiguring Chau-
cer in the Renaissance, 1998, edited by Theresa 
M. Krier). Donald C. Baker edited the Variorum 
edition of the tale, based on the HENGWRT MANU-
SCRIPT, which became available from the Univer-
sity of Oklahoma Press in 1990.

“Summoner’s Tale, The”
“The Summoner’s Tale” of a lecherous and greedy 
friar features a vengeful attack on the Friar, whose 
tale, immediately preceding this one, attacked a 
summoner.

SUMMARY
In a brief anecdote, the Summoner’s prologue tells 
the story of a friar who was taken by an angel to 
visit hell in a vision. Walking about the infernal 
pit, the man remarks upon the apparent absence 
of friars there, assuming it to be because of their 
close relationship with God. The angel corrects this 
misconception by taking him down to the region 
of hell where Satan’s giant buttocks reside and 
commanding the devil to lift his tail. There under 
Satan’s tail is a veritable nest of friars, swarming in 
and out of Satan’s anus like bees swarming in and 
out of a hive.

The mood of “The Summoner’s Tale” is sim-
ilar to that of his prologue, though the story is 
considerably more developed. As it opens we are 
introduced to John, a mendicant friar of Holder-
ness in Yorkshire. John the Friar is licensed as a 
limiter, like the Friar in the GENERAL PROLOGUE 

256  “Summoner’s Tale, The”



TO THE CANTERBURY TALES. This means that he 
has a license to beg within the boundaries of a 
certain geographical area. Such boundaries were 
established so that there would not be too many 
friars begging in the same location. This was impor-
tant because, unlike other clergy, friars depended 
entirely upon charity for their income. Friar John is 
also like the Friar in the General Prologue in that 
he is licensed to preach, a privilege he exploits both 
inside and outside local pulpits. In the first part 
of the tale, we are given an inside view of how he 
uses his status and position to get money. One of 
his methods is to offer to sing 30 requiem masses 
(“trentals”) in one day, instead of in 30 days (at 
the rate of one each day), as was the accustomed 
practice. Since the purpose of these masses was to 
help the soul of a departed person gain release from 
purgatory, the friar argues that he can effect that 
release in a much shorter time. The fees collected 
from the performance of these and other ecclesi-
astical functions, such as the hearing of confes-
sion, helped the friars to make a living. Friars also 
begged for food, drink, clothing, and other goods. 
This friar, in particular, carries about a pair of ivory 
tablets whereon he writes the names of people who 
give him money or other goods, promising to pray 
for them. But, as the narrator informs us, as soon 
as he is out of sight of the people whose names 
he has written down, he wipes his tablets clean 
and starts anew, never having intended to keep his 
word. At this point, the actual Friar who is a mem-
ber of the pilgrimage interrupts the tale to accuse 
the Summoner of lying, but the Host, Harry Bailly, 
intervenes, demanding that the man be allowed to 
finish his tale.

The Summoner resumes by describing Friar 
John’s interaction with a sick man named Thomas 
who has in the past donated money to the friar’s 
convent. Thomas first asks the friar why he has 
been away for so long. The friar answers by saying 
that he has been praying for Thomas’s salvation. 
Thomas’s wife appears and greets the friar, whose 
reaction—to embrace her and chirp like a spar-
row—hints at lechery, particularly because of the 
sparrow’s iconographic association with lust. The 
wife then complains of her husband’s bad mood, his 
“ire,” and asks the friar to chide him for it. When 

the wife reveals that one of her children has died 
since the friar last visited, he avows a kind of divine 
knowledge of that event, professing to have seen 
the child ascend to heaven in a vision.

After she leaves the two men alone, John 
embarks on a kind of paean to himself, extolling 
the virtues, such as cleanness from sin and fasting, 
that cause a friar’s prayers to be more acceptable 
to Christ than the prayers of others, and compar-
ing himself to Moses, who fasted 40 days before 
receiving the Ten Commandments, and to Aaron, 
who would abstain from wine before going into the 
Jewish temple to pray for the sins of his people. 
His catalogue of those virtues belonging to friars 
includes poverty, chastity, charity, humility, absti-
nence, fasting, mercy, purity, and a willingness to 
be persecuted for righteousness. A number of these 
virtues are treated ironically at various moments 
in the tale. When Thomas interrupts the friar’s 
speech to say that he has already given so much of 
his money to various friars that he has none left, 
Friar John tells him that he has erred in dividing 
his money up among different groups; he should, 
instead, have given it all to Friar John.

The next part of the friar’s sermonizing serves 
to berate Thomas for his anger. John uses three 
tales to illustrate the dangers of anger. The first 
tells of two knights who ride out of town together. 
When only one of them returns, he is accused of 
murdering his companion and sentenced to death 
by an angry judge. The condemned knight is taken 
away by a third knight, who is commanded to exe-
cute him; but before the sentence can be carried 
out, the missing knight returns to town. The three 
knights go back to the judge, who now condemns 
all three of them: the first because he has already 
been judged dead, the second because he killed the 
first, and the third because he failed to carry out 
orders. The next tale tells the story of Cambyses, a 
king of Persia who was notorious for his bad tem-
per. When one of Cambyses’s counselors suggests 
that it is not fitting for a king to drink so much 
because he will lose his wits and control over his 
body, the king goes to extreme lengths to prove his 
counselor wrong. Drinking more than he ever has 
before, Cambyses commands that the counselor’s 
son be brought before him, and shoots him to death 
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with a bow and arrow, thereby illustrating that he 
still has control over his will and his body. The 
third story tells of the Persian commander Cyrus 
the Great, who delayed the movement of his troops 
for half a year so that he could destroy the course 
of a river in whose waters a sacred horse had been 
drowned.

Immediately following these stories about the 
dangers of anger, the friar asks Thomas to make 
his confession and be shriven. Thomas refuses, say-
ing that he has already made his confession to the 
local curate. John accepts this; but instead of leav-
ing, he begins an extended plea for Thomas to 
donate some money to assist with the building of 
his order’s cloister. Thomas, who is extremely angry 
by this time, pretends to be calm and answers that 
he will give such a donation as he is able, provided 
John agrees to divide it equally among all the breth-
ren in his convent. John eagerly accepts his terms. 
Thomas then directs John to put his hand beneath 
the bedcovers and to grope down by his buttocks, 
where he will find something that Thomas has hid-
den there. As soon as Thomas feels John’s hand 
move near his “tuwel” (anus), he farts loudly and 
forcefully.

Infuriated by this insult, Friar John angrily 
departs and immediately seeks out the lord of the 
village to complain of what Thomas has done. 
Comically, however, it appears that what has upset 
John the most is that Thomas commanded him 
to do what cannot be done, that is, divide his gift 
into equal parts to be shared with all his brethren. 
There follows some discussion of the nature of a 
fart, its savor and reverberation, and the appar-
ent difficulty of solving this problem of division. 
The lord’s squire, who is serving as carver at the 
table, overhears the conversation and proposes 
that he can solve the problem, in exchange for 
new clothing. The lord agrees to the exchange and 
the squire, Jankin, suggests that the lord acquire 
a cartwheel with 12 spokes, corresponding to the 
number of brethren, besides John, in the convent. 
After turning the wheel upon its side and position-
ing the 12 friars at the outer ends of the 12 spokes, 
kneeling down with their noses against the wheel, 
Thomas should be stationed in the middle, atop the 
hub, and Friar John directly below him, beneath 

the hub. Then, according to Jankin, when Thomas 
farts, a 12th part of the sound and smell should 
travel along each spoke, reaching the nose and ears 
of each friar. By sitting directly beneath Thomas, 
Friar John, the worthiest and most deserving of all 
the friars, shall be served first and best.

COMMENTARY
The description of the Summoner in the General 
Prologue (see The CANTERBURY TALES) is one of 
the darkest psychological portraits to appear in 
Chaucer’s work, and commentators nearly always 
refer to it when discussing “The Summoner’s Tale,” 
using it to justify readings of the tale that may 
seem unjustifiably dark. The obvious discomfort 
that some scholars have felt when writing about 
this tale arises from its subject matter. Not only 
does it deal with assholes and farting, but the pro-
logue and ending of the tale focus on these mat-
ters with an unflinching zeal for investigation, a 
scrutiny that is almost scientific, particularly in the 
squire’s deadpan solution to the division of a fart 
into 12 parts. And there is certainly no more vivid 
image anywhere in Chaucer’s work than that of 
the devil’s anus with the friars swarming in and 
out of it like bees swarming in and out of a hive. In 
The Canterbury Tales (Oxford Guides to Chaucer, 
1996), HELEN COOPER notes that this story of the 
friars in hell is a parody of one told about Cistercian 
monks who could not be found in heaven until the 
Virgin Mary lifted her cloak to reveal them in a 
place of special honor and protection. The means 
of dividing the fart using a cartwheel may also be 
parodic, recalling pictorial representations of the 
descent of the Holy Spirit to the 12 apostles, in 
which the spirit is signified by a dove upon the hub 
of a descending wheel. Verging on blasphemy, such 
touches deepen the moral shadow that falls across 
this tale. It seems important to note, in this con-
text, that both the Friar (at the conclusion of his 
tale) and the Summoner (in his prologue) readily 
consign members of the other’s profession to hell.

Like the Miller’s, the Reeve’s, and the Friar’s 
tales that have come before it, “The Summoner’s 
Tale” has requital as its motive, and like the first 
two in this series, it is a FABLIAU, the medieval 
equivalent of a humorous, off-color story. Apart 
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from the three exempla illustrating the dangers of 
anger, all taken from Seneca, the tale has no known 
sources, but the motif of the worthless gift was not 
uncommon in the Middle Ages, though Chaucer 
was unique in making the gift a fart. The ingenuity 
of this choice becomes apparent when we realize 
how utterly appropriate the gift is to its recipient, 
whose preaching consists of nothing more than hot 
air and noise.

Compared to the depiction of the Summoner 
in “The FRIAR’S TALE,” the portrait of Friar John is 
subtle caricature. The only instance in which the 
teller actually confirms the friar’s outright dishon-
esty is at the beginning, when we are told about 
the ivory tablets whereon he writes the names of 
people for whom he promises to pray in return for 
their gifts to him, but which he erases as soon as 
he leaves their dwellings. In contrast, when he 
tells the sick Thomas that he has been praying for 
his salvation the entire two weeks since his last 
visit, or when he describes his vision of Thomas’s 
child ascending to heaven, it is left to the reader 
to determine whether or not he is telling the truth. 
Other aspects of his character lead us to determine, 
as does poor Thomas, that he is not.

A number of scholars have recently described a 
significant portion of Friar John’s speech as “gloss-
ing,” which in Chaucer’s day referred to the inter-
pretation of a text, particularly the Bible or other 
authoritative spiritual works. Ideally, glossing fur-
thered the true understanding of a text; however, 
by Chaucer’s day its potential for corrupting mean-
ing was well known. Friar John corrupts the word 
of God by interpreting passages from the Bible in 
a grossly self-interested manner. For instance, he 
suggests that Jesus’s words, “Blessed be they that 
povere [poor] in spirit been” (line 1,924), point to 
God’s preference for the prayers of friars, who have 
taken a vow of poverty.

At one point the friar lists all the characteristics 
of his order. They are poverty, chastity, charity, 
humility, abstinence, mercy, and the willingness to 
be persecuted in a just cause. In the course of the 
tale, Friar John violates each and every one of 
these requirements. His greed violates the vow of 
poverty. The lustful feelings he evidently has for 
Thomas’s wife violate the vow of chastity, which, 

in the accepted religious thought of the time, pre-
cluded sinful desires as well as deeds. His unwilling-
ness to have Thomas share his wealth with other 
friars and members of the regular clergy shows a 
lack of charity. He violates his vow of humility by 
proudly proclaiming how much more acceptable to 
God are his own prayers than are those of ordinary 
(secular) people, and his pretense at abstinence is 
belied by the gluttony evident in his request for a 
meal of capon (chicken) liver and a roasted pig’s 
head. The quality of mercy is sadly lacking in his 
spiritual and emotional response to Thomas’s pre-
vailing “ire” or anger. Rather than trying to find 
out what is troubling the man, who is sick enough 
to be bedridden, Friar John simply berates him with 
a sermon that gives several highly irrelevant exam-
ples of how ire can bring grief to those who are its 
victims. At the very least, he ought to have chosen 
stories that would illustrate how anger is dangerous 
to the person experiencing that emotion. Further-
more, even though Thomas has told John that he 
is broke, John continues to beg for money. Finally, 
Friar John’s unwillingness to suffer in a just cause 
is illustrated by his readiness to try a great many 
manipulative tactics to get money out of a man 
who is himself in obvious distress, both physically 
and economically. Rather than trying to offer com-
fort to this man without trying to get money out of 
him, he persecutes the poor man until that man, 
unwilling to be victimized any longer, and perhaps 
seeing no other way to get rid of the importunate 
friar, gives him the only gift that he has.

CHARACTERS
For information on the saints and the biblical and 
historical figures alluded to in this tale, see entries 
in Part III of this book.

Jankin A minor character in “The Summoner’s 
Tale,” Jankin is a page who serves at table for the 
lord from whom John the Friar seeks redress when 
he has been insulted by Thomas. The insult occurs 
when Thomas presents the begging friar with a fart 
instead of a donation of money. The lord of the 
village is more interested by the problem of divid-
ing the fart into 13 parts so that it can be shared 
by all the friars in John’s monastery than he is in 
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the insulting nature of the bequest. Jankin solves 
the problem by suggesting the use of a cartwheel 
that has 12 spokes, turned on its side. Thomas, 
the bestower of the “gift,” should sit at the hub of 
the wheel, with the 12 members of John’s order 
positioned at the end of each spoke and John him-
self directly beneath the hub. That way, when 
Thomas farts, each friar would receive an equal 
portion, except for John, who, as the chief recipient 
of Thomas’s good wishes, would receive a slightly 
greater portion.

John the Friar The friar in “The Summoner’s 
Tale.” As a member of a mendicant religious order, 
the friar depends upon alms (i.e., the proceeds of 
begging) rather than personal or communal prop-
erty. John is also referred to as a limiter, which 
means that he was licensed to beg within a specific 
geographical area. The tale tells the story of one 
particular episode of begging that resulted in John’s 
receiving a worthless and insulting gift from a man 
named Thomas, who had contributed money to 
various friars all his life and feels that he has never 
seen any good come of it.

Summoner, the See character entry in The CAN-
TERBURY TALES.

Thomas The man who gives the worthless gift to 
John the Friar in “The Summoner’s Tale.” Thomas 
has given money to various friars all his life but 
never seen any good come of it. Furthermore, John 
has been negligent in visiting Thomas during a time 
of illness, which included the death of his young 
child. For these reasons, when John importunately 
begs the bedridden Thomas for money, the latter 
bestows upon him a gift that is both worthless and 
insulting—a fart.

FOR FURTHER READING
Further discussion of “The Summoner’s Tale” may 
be found in HELEN COOPER’s The Canterbury Tales 
(rev. ed. 1996) volume of the Oxford Guides to 
Chaucer series. In addition to critical analyses of 
each tale, Cooper includes commentary on aspects 
of The Canterbury Tales as a whole, and surveys 
literary responses to the work during the 15th and 

16th centuries. Helen Phillips’s An Introduction to 
The Canterbury Tales (2000) provides additional 
critical discussion, placing the work in historical, 
political, and economic contexts, as well as includ-
ing a survey of past and current critical approaches. 
The “science” that informs “The Summoner’s Tale” 
has inspired a number of different critical analyses, 
including Linda Holley Tarte’s Chaucer’s Measuring 
Eye (1990), which explores Chaucer’s use of the 
“physics of measurement,” an aspect of the new (in 
Chaucer’s day) science of optics. Holley examines 
Chaucer’s “poetics of space” in several of The Can-
terbury Tales, including this one. DEREK BREWER’s 
“Arithmetic and the Mentality of Chaucer,” pub-
lished in Literature in Fourteenth-Century England, 
edited by PIERO BOITANI and Anna Torti (1983) 
examines the arithmetic devices of “The REEVE’S 
TALE,” “The SHIPMAN’S TALE,” and the Summon-
er’s. “The Science of Flatulence: Possible Sources 
for the ‘Summoner’s Tale’ ” (Chaucer Review, 1996) 
takes a look at medieval scientific theory regarding 
the origins of the 12 winds. Religious aspects of the 
tale are considered in Olson Glending’s “The End 
of the Summoner’s Tale and the Uses of Pente-
cost” (Studies in the Age of Chaucer, 1999), and in 
The Apocalyptic Imagination in Medieval Literature 
(1992) by Richard K. Emmerson and Ronald B. 
Herzman, as well as in JILL MANN’s “Anger and 
‘Glosynge’ in The Canterbury Tales” (Proceedings 
of the British Academy, 1990) and Lim Hye-Soon’s 
“ ‘Glosyng’ in “The Summoner’s Tale” (Medieval 
English Studies, 1998). These articles on glossing 
focus on the friar’s distortion of scripture. Penn 
R. Szittya’s The Antifraternal Tradition in Medieval 
Literature (1986) puts the Summoner’s narrative 
in the context of other medieval works that were 
hostile to friars, including WILLIAM LANGLAND’s 
PIERS PLOWMAN. Another critical study that puts 
“The Summoner’s Tale” in a larger context is John 
Hines’s The Fabliau in English (1993), which argues 
the “critical and historical independence of the 
English fabliaux from the French tradition.” Earle 
Birney’s Essays on Chaucerian Irony (1985), edited 
by Beryl Rowland, discusses the structural irony 
of this and other tales in the Canterbury group. 
Carl Lindahl’s Earnest Games: Folkloric Patterns in 
the “Canterbury Tales” (1987) examines Chaucer’s 
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use of contemporary oral material and traditions of 
play. Readers interested in the application of con-
temporary literary theory to Chaucer’s work might 
want to consider James Andreas’s “ ‘Newe Science’ 
from ‘Olde Bokes’: A Bakhtinian Approach to the 
‘Summoner’s Tale’ ” (Chaucer Review, 1990) and/or 
DAVID AERS’s new historicist reading of the tales 
in Chaucer (1986). The VARIORUM edition of “The 
Summoner’s Tale,” edited by John F. Plummer 
(1995) and based on the HENGWRT MANUSCRIPT, 
provides text and critical commentary addressing 
sources and analogues, dates, adaptations, and crit-
ical approaches.

“Tale of Melibee, The”
The pilgrim Chaucer tells two tales on the road to 
CANTERBURY. The “Tale of Melibee” is his second. 
“Melibee” and “The PARSON’S TALE” are the only 
Canterbury tales written in prose.

SUMMARY
A young, well-to-do man named Melibee has a wife 
named Prudence and a daughter named Sophia. 
One day, while he is absent from home, some of 
his enemies break into his house. They beat his 
wife and assault his daughter, giving her “five mor-
tal wounds,” in five different places—in her feet, 
hands, ears, nose, and mouth. After giving Melibee 
some time to grieve, Prudence counsels him not to 
indulge in excessive grief over what has happened 
but to call a council of various types of people, 
including physicians, lawyers, longtime friends, 
friends who used to be enemies, and others to help 
him decide how he should respond to the attack 
upon his wife and daughter. He receives conflicting 
advice, but decides to follow that which urges him 
to seek vengeance through warring against his foes.

Prudence asks him to reconsider and to listen to 
what she has to say about the matter, but first she 
has to convince him that he will not be foolish to 
consider the advice of a woman. She succeeds by 
way of reason and examples. When he has agreed 
to hear her arguments, she begins by explaining the 
principles of wise decision-making and the impor-

tance of being able to distinguish between good 
and bad counselors and advice. This done, she spe-
cifically analyzes the mistakes Melibee has made 
in coming to his decision, mistakes that arise from 
listening either to people who do not have enough 
experience to advise him well or to those who do 
not have his best interests at heart. All of her argu-
ments are supported by sayings from either biblical 
authors or philosophers.

When Prudence has finished explaining her hus-
band’s mistaken response to the crisis, she expounds 
upon the true causes of his misfortune, which she 
believes to be sent by God to counteract the general 
trend of Melibee’s life, which has lately been to put 
too much value on worldly possessions, the “sweet 
temporeel richesses, and delices and honours of 
this world” (line 1,410) [sweet temporal riches, and 
pleasures and honors of this world]. Next Prudence 
argues the superiority of patience over vengeance. 
When Melibee resists her argument on the basis 
of his own wealth and power, which will help him 
to overcome his enemies, she advises the careful 
use of his wealth, concern for his reputation, and 
a healthy distrust of the chances of battle. Finally, 
she overrides his objections to a peaceful settle-
ment, and Melibee agrees to seek reconciliation 
with his enemies. Having brought her husband to 
this decision, Prudence now seeks out his enemies 
so that she can persuade them that they have done 
wrong and that they should seek forgiveness for 
their crime. They listen to her arguments and agree 
to meet with her husband. Following the meeting, 
in which his enemies admit their wrongdoing and 
submit themselves to Melibee’s judgment, he expe-
riences yet another urge to punish them, this time 
by confiscating their property and sending them 
into exile. Prudence intervenes once again and 
persuades him to forgive them so that, when the 
time comes, God will forgive Melibee his trespasses 
instead of giving him the punishment he deserves.

COMMENTARY
“The Tale of Melibee” is a close translation of the 
French writer Renaud de Louens’s Livre de Melibée 
et de Dame Prudence. This text, which appeared 
around 1336, was itself a translation of a Latin 
work, the Liber consolationis et consilii, composed 
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by ALBERTANO OF BRESCIA in 1246. Albertano, a 
judge, wrote the treatise as a collection of advice 
for his sons. It was immensely popular in its day 
because it brought together such a large number of 
wise sayings, or “sentences,” as Chaucer (and other 
Middle English writers) call them. Many of the 
sayings derive from biblical authors such as SOLO-
MON; JESUS, SON OF SIRACH (the supposed author of 
Ecclesiastes); Saint PAUL; and Saint JAMES. Others 
are taken from classical authors, including Tullius 
(CICERO), DIONYSIUS, CATO, SENECA, and OVID. 
Medieval authors such as PETRUS ALPHONSE are 
occasionally represented, as are the church fathers, 
of whom CASSIODORUS is most frequently cited. 
The popularity of this genre of literature doubtless 
explains why “The Tale of Melibee” was, in Chau-
cer’s day, one of the most popular of his works. 
It survives independently of the complete tales in 
five manuscripts, a number exceeded only by “The 
CLERK’S TALE.”

When Renaud de Louens translated the Liber 
consolationis et consilii from Latin into French, he 
cut out considerable material and added substan-
tial passages of his own. Chaucer’s translation of 
Renaud’s work is very close to the French, even to 
the point of paraphrase. In style, however, it pres-
ents quite a contrast. As HELEN COOPER remarks in 
the Canterbury Tales volume of the Oxford Guides 
to Chaucer, “The first thing that strikes the reader 
of Melibee is the clogged prose style” (p. 321). She 
further notes that a comparison with the French 
original only strengthens this impression. Indeed, 
the most frustrating part of reading “The Tale of 
Melibee” must, for any reader, be the seemingly 
endless repetition, not only of form (argumenta-
tive point followed by wise sayings in support), but 
of mere words, as synonyms flesh out line after 
line yet add no additional meaning. In compari-
son with “The TALE OF SIR THOPAS,” these words 
and phrases do not even have the excuse of exist-
ing to make the rhyme or meter come out right, 
since Melibee’s tale is rendered in prose rather than 
poetry. Neither can the gaucheness of the style 
be considered accidental, considering the careful 
craftsmanship Chaucer exhibits elsewhere. A num-
ber of scholars have determined that the overly 
elaborate style of “Melibee” must be parody, yet 

few are willing to admit that the tale in its entirety, 
given its serious subject matter and its length, 
should be read as either a joke or as a caricature of 
the type of wisdom literature it represents. Indeed, 
those who have argued for taking it seriously cite 
evidence that the work is typical for its time, 
reminding us of the occasional difficulties we must 
encounter in trying to appreciate the idiosyncra-
cies of taste in the art and literature of the Middle 
Ages. If “The Tale of Melibee” seems to us tedious 
or silly, we would do well to step back and take 
a look at popular titles on the shelves of our own 
bookstores where we find such wisdom-literature 
descendants as The Quotable Woman, A Father’s 
Book of Wisdom, Life’s Little Instruction Book, The 
Tao of Pooh, and Voices of Struggle, Voices of Pride: 
Quotations of Great African Americans.

Still, even if books like Le Livre de Melibée were 
taken seriously in their day, we are left with the fact 
that Chaucer translated his source in such a way 
as to multiply its difficulties, if only by rendering 
it in language both lackluster and repetitive. This 
makes it impossible to entirely dismiss the idea that 
the work is at some level parodical. Why would 
Chaucer want to parody this form? As a further 
way of making fun of himself, a continuation of the 
spoofing that began in “Sir Thopas”? To show how 
he was so accomplished a storyteller that he could 
take one of the most popular literary forms of his 
century and turn it into something so boring that 
it put his listeners to sleep? The answers to these 
questions are veiled in mystery, and since Chau-
cer himself is unavailable to answer them, they are 
likely to remain so. Even if the work is a parody 
of the wisdom-book form, it nevertheless contains 
much sound advice directed toward persons in 
positions of political power.

With this in mind, some scholars have argued 
that Chaucer made the translation as a political 
tract, the kind of book of advice to princes that 
became even more popular in the later Middle 
Ages and early Renaissance. Attempts to link it 
to a specific political event have not been success-
ful, yet the thrust of the argument, that reconcili-
ation is superior to war in most cases, would have 
been applicable to a number of occasions during 
Chaucer’s lifetime, particularly in light of England’s 
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tempestuous relationship with France. As late as 
1360, when Chaucer would have been 17 years old 
and perhaps already in service to the king, EDWARD 
III still laid claim to the crown of France. (This 
claim was renounced in 1361 under the terms of 
the Treaty of Bretigny, which nevertheless gave 
the English king sovereignty over Gascony, Poitou, 
Ponthieu, and Calais.)

Like “The Tale of Sir Thopas,” “Melibee” lacks 
the type of overt linkages with other tales sup-
plied by conflict or interaction among the pilgrims. 
Chaucer is the only pilgrim whose profession goes 
unmentioned. Never does he provide an answer 
to the Host’s question, “What man artow?” and 
the subject matter of his tales does little to guide 
our powers of deduction. The actual details of his 
life show him to be a merchant, civil servant, and 
poet, but these seem to have little relationship to 
the portrait of the man given in the prologue to 
“Sir Thopas.” “Melibee” does, however, display a 
concern with themes that appear elsewhere in The 
Canterbury Tales, such as the idea that Fortune 
should be mistrusted (“The KNIGHT’S TALE” and 
“The MONK’S TALE”), that patience is an important 
virtue (“The CLERK’S TALE” and “The FRANKLIN’S 
TALE”), and that covetousness is the root of all 
harm (“The PARDONER’S TALE”).

But perhaps the most important theme that links 
this tale to the rest is that of the Woman Ques-
tion. Whether or not a man can trust the counsel 
or judgment of a woman is an issue that comes 
up over and over again, in “The WIFE OF BATH’S 
PROLOGUE” and “The WIFE OF BATH’S TALE,” in 
“The Franklin’s Tale” of January and May, and in 
“The NUN’S PRIEST’S TALE.” Each of these answers 
the question differently, some showing support for 
the antifeminist tradition, some supporting the 
opposite, profeminist side of the debate. The coex-
istence of these opposing viewpoints in The Can-
terbury Tales explains why scholars still carry on a 
lively and provocative debate over the question of 
Chaucer’s attitude toward women.

CHARACTERS
For information on the biblical, mythological, and 
historical figures alluded to in this tale, see entries 
in Part III of this book.

Melibee The protagonist of Chaucer’s “Tale of 
Melibee,” Melibee is a young and fairly wealthy man 
whose wife and daughter, Prudence and Sophia, 
have been attacked and beaten during his absence 
from home. Although the etymology suggested for 
his name within the tale, mel bibens, or “a man that 
drynketh hony,” is false, it suits the interpretation 
given it by Prudence, who argues that God has 
allowed Melibee to suffer misfortune because he has 
experienced so much wealth and worldly happiness 
(drunk honey) that he has forgotten God. Melibee 
wants to take revenge upon the men who attacked 
his family, and the tale consists of a debate between 
himself and his wife in which she uses wise sayings 
and arguments from biblical and classical authori-
ties to convince him not to seek vengeance.

Prudence The wife of Melibee in Chaucer’s “Tale 
of Melibee.” Having been attacked and beaten by 
Melibee’s enemies while he was away, Prudence uses 
wise sayings from biblical and classical authorities 
to persuade her husband against taking vengeance. 
Her name comes from the Latin word prudentia, 
which denotes wisdom and discretion.

Sophia The daughter of Melibee and Prudence 
in Chaucer’s “Tale of Melibee.” When Melibee’s 
enemies break into his house during his absence, 
they beat his wife and wound his daughter with 
“five mortal wounds” in her feet, hands, ears, nose, 
and mouth. When Prudence begins advising her 
husband upon what course of action to take in 
response to the attack, she mentions that Sophia 
may yet recover, and says that they ought to work 
day and night to that effect. On the level of alle-
gory, Sophia, whose name means “wisdom,” rep-
resents the wounded intelligence of Melibee, who 
must be schooled by his wife Prudence (who rep-
resents discretion and sound judgment) toward 
mending his behavior. On a literal level, it is inter-
esting that, aside from the mention of her existence 
and her wounds, Sophia herself does not appear in 
the tale.

FOR FURTHER READING
For an excellent overview of critical issues related 
to “The Tale of Melibee,” including information on 
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sources, dating, genre, structure, theme, and style, 
see HELEN COOPER’s The Canterbury Tales volume 
of the Oxford Guides to Chaucer series (1996). 
Helen Phillips’s An Introduction to The Canterbury 
Tales (2000) provides additional critical discussion, 
placing the work in historical, political, and eco-
nomic contexts, as well as including a survey of 
past and current critical approaches. Readers who 
wish to delve more deeply into the tale’s sources 
and literary relations might want to consider Caro-
lyn P. Collette’s “Chaucer and the French Tradi-
tion Revisited: Philippe de Mézières and the Good 
Wife” (published in Medieval Women: Texts and 
Contexts in Late Medieval Britain: Essays for Felicity 
Riddy, 2000, edited by Jocelyn Wogan-Browne et 
al.). Collette defines the French literary topos of 
the “good wife” reflected in Philippe’s work and 
examines how it influenced several of The Canter-
bury Tales, including “Melibee.” Roland Hartman’s 
article, “Boethian Parallels in the ‘Tale of Melibee” 
(English Studies, 1998) looks at similarities between 
the situation of BOETHIUS in the Consolation of 
Philosophy and that of Melibee in Chaucer’s tale, 
while Lawrence Besserman’s “Augustine, Chaucer 
and the Translation of Biblical Poetics” (published 
in The Translatability of Cultures: Figurations of the 
Space Between, 1996, edited by Sanford Budick and 
Wolfgang Iser) argues in favor of giving the tale an 
Augustinian interpretation. Judith Anderson’s “Pru-
dence and Her Silence: Spenser’s Use of Chaucer’s 
‘Melibee,’ ” (English Literary History, 1995) examines 
the Renaissance poet Edmund Spenser’s use of the 
Melibee material in The Faerie Queene, while Craig 
McDonald’s “John Ireland’s ‘Meroure of Wyssdome’ 
and Chaucer’s ‘Tale of Melibee’ ” (Studies in Scottish 
Literature, 1986) shows evidence that the Scottish 
poet John Ireland used Chaucer’s “Tale of Melibee” 
as his source. The literary style of “Melibee,” which 
stands out as unique among Chaucer’s work, is 
the subject of Diane Bornstein’s “Chaucer’s ‘Tale 
of Melibee’ as an Example of the ‘style clergial’ 
(Chaucer Review, 1978). Although there is little 
to debate regarding the matter of the tale’s genre, 
DEREK PEARSALL provides a thoughtful discussion of 
“Melibee” within the context of the other “religious 
tales,” in his essay, “Chaucer’s Religious Tales: A 
Question of Genre” (published in Chaucer’s Reli-

gious Tales, 1990, edited by C. DAVID BENSON and 
Elizabeth Robertson). DAVID AERS challenges the 
notion that “Melibee” asserts orthodox Christian 
sensibility in his “Chaucer’s Tale of Melibee: Whose 
Virtues?” (published in Medieval Literature and His-
torical Inquiry: Essays in Honor of Derek Pearsall, 
2000, edited by David Aers). The importance of 
“Melibee” to the overall structure and theme of The 
Canterbury Tales is addressed by PAUL RUGGIERS in 
“Serious Chaucer: ‘The Tale of Melibeus’ and ‘The 
Parson’s Tale’ ” (published in Chaucerian Problems 
and Perspectives: Essays Presented to Paul E. Beichner, 
C.S.C., 1979, edited by Edward Vasta and Zacha-
rias Thundy). There are many new historicist read-
ings of this tale, most of them focusing on Chaucer’s 
relationship to the court and parliament in the late 
1380s, when RICHARD II’s government was plagued 
by instability. Judith Ferster’s “Chaucer’s ‘Tale of 
Melibee’: Contradictions and Context” (published 
in Inscribing the Hundred Years’ War, 2000, edited 
by Denise N. Baker) and her “Chaucer’s ‘Tale of 
Melibee’: Advice to the King and Advice to the 
King’s Advisers” (published in Fictions of Advice: 
The Literature and Politics of Counsel in Late Medieval 
England, 1996) both argue that Chaucer produced 
this tale to demonstrate his allegiance to Richard 
II and to challenge the ruling elite who sought to 
undermine his authority. Lynn Staley Johnson’s 
“Inverse Counsel: Contexts for the ‘Melibee’ ” 
(Studies in Philology, 1990) suggests that Prudence’s 
advice takes aim at both the king and his challeng-
ers, while V. J. SCATTERGOOD’s “Chaucer and the 
French War” (published in Court and Poet, 1981, 
edited by Glyn S. Burgess et al.), argues that both 
“Melibee” and “The Tale of Sir Thopas” express 
essentially the same ideas in their satiric evaluation 
of military heroes and fighting. Feminist readings of 
the tale are also popular. Two especially interesting 
essays by Carolyn Collette consider women as a tar-
geted audience: “Heeding the Counsel of Prudence: 
A Contest for the ‘Melibee’ ” (Chaucer Review, 
1995) and “Joan of Kent and Noble Women’s Roles 
in Chaucer’s World” (Chaucer Review, 1999). Other 
noteworthy feminist readings include Jane Cowgill’s 
“Patterns of Feminine and Masculine Persuasion in 
the ‘Melibee’ and the ‘Parson’s Tale’ ” (published in 
Chaucer’s Religious Tales, 1990, edited by C. David 
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Benson and Elizabeth Robertson), Daniel Rubey’s 
“The Five Wounds of Melibee’s Daughter: Trans-
forming Masculinities” (published in Masculinities in 
Chaucer: Approaches to Maleness in The Canterbury 
Tales and Troilus and Criseyde, 1998, edited by Peter 
G. Beidler), Kimberly Keller’s “Prudence’s Pedagogy 
of the Oppressed” (Neuphilologische Mitteilungen, 
1997), and Mari Pakkala-Weckström’s “Prudence 
and the Power of Persuasion—Language and Mais-
trie in the Tale of Melibee” (Chaucer Review, 2001). 
Alcuin Blamires’s The Case for Woman in Medieval 
Culture (1997) assesses “Melibee” in its relation-
ship to other “profeminine” (though not “feminist”) 
medieval texts, tracing the development of this tra-
dition in the High Middle Ages. Traugott Lawler’s 
“Chaucer” (published in Middle English Prose: A 
Critical Guide to Major Authors and Genres, 1984, 
edited by A. S. G. Edwards) summarizes the previ-
ous 20 years’ scholarship on Chaucer’s prose works.

“Tale of Sir Thopas, The”
The rollicking romance of Sir Thopas (Topaz) is 
the pilgrim Chaucer’s first attempt at tale-telling 
on the road to CANTERBURY.

SUMMARY
Seeing that his companions have been stunned into 
silence by the pathos of “The PRIORESS’ TALE,” the 
Host, Harry Bailly, approaches Chaucer, himself 
a fictive “member” of the group, asking who he 
is and making some comments upon his appear-
ance and demeanor, taking particular notice of his 
“elvish” appearance, his tendency to stare at the 
ground, and his ample “waist.” Before Chaucer has 
a chance to respond, however, the Host goes on to 
request that he take his turn at storytelling. The 
Host further indicates his desire for a tale of mirth. 
Chaucer replies that he will tell the only tale he 
knows, one he learned in a rhyme long ago.

Part I
A knight named Sir Thopas once lived in a town of 
FLANDERS. He was a brave and handsome knight, as 
is described in a long catalogue of conventional and 

clichéd phrases. He is good at hunting, archery, and 
(unconventionally) wrestling. One day he rides out 
into the forest and falls into a fit of love-longing, 
sprung from a dream he has had in which an elf-
queen was his lover. Vowing to find the lover of his 
dream, he rides until he enters the country of Fairy 
(see FAIRIE) where he is confronted by a giant named 
oliphaunt. Thopas cannot fight with Oliphaunt 
because he does not have his armor, but promises 
that he shall return the following day, with armor, 
and slay the giant. The giant attacks Thopas as he 
retreats, throwing stones at him from a sling. Thopas 
escapes through the grace of God.

Part II
Thopas returns home to his “merry men” and asks 
his minstrels and jesters to regale him with tales 
while he eats and puts on his armor. A comical 
description of the meal and of his arming follows.

Part III
Sir Thopas’s return to the forest is heralded by a 
recitation of the names of other heroes of English 
romance, Horne Child, Ypotis (the child hero of 
a pious legend), Sir Libeaux Desconus (“The Fair 
Unknown”), Sir Bevis of Hampton and Guy of 
Warwick. Before Chaucer can get any further than 
to tell us that Thopas, like any knight adventurous, 
sleeps out in the wild rather than in a house, the 
Host interrupts him, referring to his tale as “drasty” 
(crappy, awful) and commending it to the devil as 
not worth a “toord” (turd). The Host then asks him 
to tell something else, perhaps something in prose, 
and Chaucer responds that he will do so gladly, 
embarking upon the moral and virtuous “TALE OF 
MELIBEE.”

COMMENTARY
Composed in galloping lines of TAIL-RHYME, “The 
Tale of Sir Thopas” is unanimously considered to 
be an elaborate parody of the most popular liter-
ary form of Chaucer’s day, the metrical chivalric 
romance. By having his own persona tell the silli-
est, most awful tale of the Canterbury group, the 
author also seems to be poking a bit of fun at his 
literary genius. Like most of the other tales, “Sir 
Thopas” has no exact source but contains strik-
ing similarities to several Middle English metrical 
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romances. Verbal echoes of Guy of Warwick, Bevis 
of Hampton, and Horn Childe, all in the 14th-cen-
tury Auchinleck Manuscript, appear throughout 
“Sir Thopas.” The poet also seems to have adapted 
some lines from Lybeaus Desconus, Sir Launfal, 
Perceval of Gales, Sir Eglamour, and Thomas of 
Erceldoune. Most of the heroes of these romances 
are mentioned by name within the poem as exem-
plars to whom Sir Thopas may be compared.

Structurally the poem is divided into three 
“fits,” and the modern definition of this noun (a 
sudden, uncontrollable attack) aptly describes the 
content of the stanzas, which are full of action 
leading nowhere. Although the plot of “Sir Tho-
pas” contains many of the themes and motifs tra-
ditional to medieval romance, it does so in a way 
that parodies the form through merciless exaggera-
tion and antithesis. In keeping with the conven-
tion that romances were typically set in either a 
faraway place or time, Thopas was born in the “far 
country” of Flanders, which of course is not far 
away at all unless one is out of western Europe. 
His face is as white as white bread, and his lips are 
red as roses, details that suggest a commonplace 
femininity rather than robust masculinity. Like 
other knights adventurous, he enjoys hunting and 
other contests, which allow him to demonstrate 
his strength, but he excels at wrestling, a sport 
more suited to someone like Robyn, the Miller, 
than a man of his class and station. When Thopas 
calls for storytelling during his arming, he oddly 
enough asks for romances “of popes and of cardi-
nals” rather than of knights and ladies, and the 
actual arming begins at the very beginning, with 
his underwear (“breech and shirt”). The poetry of 
the tale is equally bad. In straining after mechani-
cally perfect meter, the narrator readily chops off 
final e (as in “entent” and “plas”). He also makes 
frequent use of silly rhyme tags, phrases that have 
no meaning but are included to make the rhyme 
and meter of the lines come out right. Similarly, 
while helping to flesh out the rhyme, unusual 
dialect language and incorrect usage obscure the 
words’ meaning. Ironically, although this particu-
lar tale pokes fun at the genre of romance, showing 
everything that could possibly go wrong with a 
form that had become absurdly stylized and bound 

to convention, Chaucer also chose that form for 
the first tale in the Canterbury group, and one that 
many readers consider his most serious and beauti-
ful, “The KNIGHT’S TALE.”

CHARACTERS
For information on the legendary figures alluded to 
in this tale, see entries in Part III of this book.

Chaucer The narrator of “The Tale of Sir Tho-
pas,” the pilgrim-Chaucer, is, like the tale, parody—
in this case, self-parody. Chaucer presents his fictive 
self as shy, plump, and “fair of face,” a fine figure 
for a woman “in an arm t’enbrace.” The description 
shares obvious parallels with the narrator of The 
HOUSE OF FAME, an earlier work in which a dreamer 
named “Geffrey” relates the story of his insomnia 
and a dream that was sent to him by Jove so that 
he might have more success in writing about his 
favorite subject—love. This narrator is also intro-
verted (he sits at home reading until he falls into a 
daze) and amusingly naive. To what degree either 
of these fictive Chaucers corresponds to the “real” 
Chaucer continues to be debated, but there can be 
no question that the poet who composed all of The 
Canterbury Tales, as well as the scientific TREATISE 
ON THE ASTROLABE and the philosophical romantic 
tragedy, TROILUS AND CRISEYDE, was both learned 
and worldly-wise, and obviously had more in his sto-
rytelling repertoire than a “rhyme” he learned long 
ago. Whether or not he was thick-waisted or “fair of 
face” is still up for debate, though many of the sur-
viving portraits suggest that both are true.

Oliphaunt The three-headed giant encountered 
by Thopas in Chaucer’s “Tale of Sir Thopas.” Tho-
pas meets this creature after entering the region 
of the fairies in search of the elphen queen, with 
whom he hopes to have a love affair. The giant 
challenges him to fight, but because Thopas has 
left his armor at home, he flees, promising to return 
the next day and to slay the giant with his lance. 
We never know whether he does or not because 
the tale is interrupted by the Host.

Thopas, Sir The remarkably silly and inconse-
quential “hero” of Chaucer’s “Tale of Sir Thopas,” 
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one of the two Canterbury tales supposedly told by 
the poet himself. Like the typical romance hero, 
Thopas is a knight and a gentleman of an attractive 
appearance, though the similes used to describe 
his features make his beauty sound more feminine 
than masculine. His activities include hawking, 
archery, and the rather less knightly accomplish-
ment of being a good wrestler. Known for his chas-
tity, he causes great pain and love-longing among 
the young women of his acquaintance. Because of 
a dream he has had, Thopas is determined to find 
and fall in love with an elf-queen. He is in search 
of his fantasy woman when he encounters a giant 
named Oliphaunt, but is unable to fight the giant 
because he has left his armor at home. He has 
returned home, fetched his armor, and rides forth 
once more to meet the giant when the Host, Harry 
Bailly, interrupts the story, pronouncing it “not 
worth a turd.”

FOR FURTHER READING
For in-depth analysis of “The Tale of Sir Thopas,” 
including further information regarding sources, dat-
ing, genre, structure, theme, and style, see HELEN 
COOPER’s The Canterbury Tales volume of the Oxford 
Guides to Chaucer series (1996). Helen Phillips’s 
An Introduction to The Canterbury Tales (2000) pro-
vides additional critical discussion, placing the work 
in historical, political, and economic contexts, as 
well as including a survey of past and current criti-
cal approaches. Readers who wish to further explore 
Chaucer’s use of his fictive self as the narrator of 
the tale should consider Wolfgang Riehle’s “Aspects 
of Chaucer’s Narratorial Self-Representation in ‘The 
Canterbury Tales’ ” (published in Tales and “Their 
Telling Difference”: Zur Theorie und Geschichte der 
Narrativik, 1993, edited by Franz K. Stanzel), Mar-
tin Stevens’s “Chaucer’s ‘Bad Art’: The Interrupted 
Tales” (published in The Rhetorical Poetics of the 
Middle Ages: Reconstructive Polyphony, 2000, edited 
by John M. Hill and Deborah M. Sinnreich-Levi), 
and/or Lee Patterson’s “What Man Artow?: Autho-
rial Self-Definition in ‘The Tale of Sir Thopas’ and 
‘The Tale of Melibee’ ” (Studies in the Age of Chau-
cer, 1989). Andrew Johnston’s Clerks and Courtiers: 
Chaucer, Late Middle English Literature, and the State 
Formation Process (2001) looks at the issue of the nar-

rator—with particular emphasis on the one Chaucer 
names after himself—within the larger context of 
state formation in late-medieval England. The genre 
of “The Tale of Sir Thopas” is the subject of Nancy 
Mason Bradbury’s “Chaucerian Minstrelsy: Sir Tho-
pas, Troilus and Criseyde, and English Metrical 
Romance” (published in Tradition and Transformation 
in Medieval Romance, 1999, edited by Rosalind Field), 
John Finlayson’s “Definitions of Middle English 
Romance: Part I” (Chaucer Review, 1980) and Glenn 
Wright’s “Modern Inconveniences: Rethinking the 
Parody in ‘The Tale of Sir Thopas’ ” (Genre, 1997). 
The tale’s elements of satire and parody are further 
considered in V. J. Scattergood’s “Chaucer and the 
French War: ‘Sir Thopas’ and ‘Melibee’ (published 
in Court and Poet, 1981, edited by Glyn S. Burgess 
et al.), and in two interesting articles by Alan T. 
Gaylord: “Chaucer’s Dainty ‘Dogerel’: The ‘Elvyssh’ 
Prosody of ‘Sir Thopas’ ” (Studies in the Age of Chaucer, 
1979) and “The Moment of ‘Sir Thopas’: Towards a 
New Look at Chaucer’s Language” (Chaucer Review, 
1982). Although “The Tale of Sir Thopas” doesn’t 
overtly suggest that gender studies would be a fruit-
ful framework for analysis, it has proven to be so in 
the work of several scholars, including Susan Crane’s 
Gender and Romance in Chaucer’s “Canterbury Tales” 
(1994), Angela Jane Weisl’s Conquering the Reign of 
Femeny: Gender and Genre in Chaucer’s Romances 
(1995), and Jeffrey J. Cohen’s “Diminishing Mascu-
linity in Chaucer’s ‘Tale of Sir Thopas’ ” (published 
in Masculinities in Chaucer: Approaches to Maleness in 
The Canterbury Tales and Troilus and Criseyde, 1998, 
edited by Peter G. Beidler). Cohen also discusses “Sir 
Thopas” in his book Of Giants: Sex, Monsters, and the 
Middle Ages (1999) in which he argues that giants in 
medieval literature may represent the lost prehistory 
of the masculine body. By translating the familiar 
battle against the giant from romance into comedy, 
Chaucer diminishes the sexual threat symbolized by 
the giant. Readers who want to learn more about 
the oral tradition behind the genre of the metrical 
romance might wish to consult Ward Parks’s “Oral 
Tradition and the ‘Canterbury Tales’ ” (published in 
Oral Poetics in Middle English Poetry, 1994, edited by 
Mark C. Amodio) or Nancy Mason Bradbury’s Writ-
ing Aloud: Storytelling in Late Medieval England (1998).
Relationships between Chaucer’s poem and later 
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literary works are the subject of Judith Anderson’s 
“A Gentle Knight Was Pricking on the Plaine’: The 
Chaucerian Connection” (English Literary Renais-
sance, 1985), which analyzes the debt the 16th-cen-
tury poem The Fairy Queen owes to Chaucer; and 
David F. Hoeniger’s “Gower and Chaucer in Peri-
cles” (Shakespeare Quarterly, 1982) which considers 
the influence of Chaucer and his contemporary JOHN 
GOWER on Shakespeare’s romance of Pericles.

“To Rosemounde”
One of the shortest poems attributed to Chaucer.

SUMMARY
“To Rosemounde” consists of only three stanzas. 
The first praises the qualities of its addressee, refer-
ring to her as the shrine of all beauty and noting 
the merriment with which she dances, which, the 
poet claims, is like a healing salve to the wound in 
his heart. The second stanza notes that despite the 
tears she causes him to weep, he will never become 
despondent, because of the joy afforded him by the 
sound of her voice. It is enough that he should love 
her, even if she does not return his affection. In the 
last stanza the lover humorously compares himself 
in love to a pike boiled in galantine (a pickling 
sauce made of brown bread, vinegar, salt, and pep-
per), and then, more nobly, to Tristram (Tristan), 
one of the famous lovers of Arthurian romance. 
Returning to the food metaphor, he announces 
that his love will never grow cold, that he will burn 
forever in amorous delight.

COMMENTARY
“To Rosemounde” exists in only one manuscript. 
The poem was discovered by W. W. SKEAT, who 
attributed it to Chaucer and gave it the present 
title. In the manuscript, it follows Chaucer’s TROI-
LUS AND CRISEYDE, and both are followed by the 
words Chaucer and Tregentil. Skeat believed that 
Tregentil was the name of the scribe, but it could 
also be a tribute (French “trés gentil” = English 
“very noble”) to the poem’s author. The BALLADE 
form in which it is written (not to be confused with 

the English ballad) was one of the most popular 
of the artificial French verse forms. Although the 
form varied somewhat, it most frequently employed 
three eight-line stanzas with the rhyme scheme 
ababbcbc, which is the exact pattern Chaucer fol-
lowed here. Other earmarks of the ballade form 
to which Chaucer adhered were the single-line 
refrain that recurred regularly at the end of each 
stanza (“Thogh he to me ne do no daliaunce”) and 
the use of only three rhymes in the entire poem, 
occurring at the same position in each stanza and 
with no rhyme-word repeated except in the refrain. 
One perennial question that readers of this poem 
have raised is whether or not Rosemounde was a 
real person; the answer to that, based on current 
knowledge, is no. The name Rosemunde, which 
means “Rose of the World,” was fairly common in 
verse. As with most of the other short poems attrib-
uted to Chaucer, the date of composition for “To 
Rosemounde” is uncertain.

FOR FURTHER READING
For such a short poem, “To Rosemounde” has 
generated a surprising amount of scholarly inter-
est. Edward Vasta’s “ ‘To Rosemounde’: Chaucer’s 
‘Gentil’ Dramatic Monologue” (published in Chau-
cerian Problems and Perspectives: Essays Presented to 
Paul E. Beichner, 1979), edited by Edward Vasta 
and Zacharias P. Thundy) examines the “persona” 
of the narrator, noting similarities between this nar-
rator and that of the BOOK OF THE DUCHESS. Some 
writers see “To Rosemounde” as a parody of courtly 
love, including Jane Chance in “Anti-Courtly Love 
in Chaucer’s Complaints” (Mediaevalia, 1988 for 
1984) and Jorge O. Fichte in “ ‘Womanly Noblesse’ 
and ‘To Rosemounde’: Point and Counterpoint 
of Chaucerian Love Lyrics” (Studies in the Age of 
Chaucer, 1984). Theo Stemmler takes the oppo-
site position, arguing that the poem is a “seriously 
meant love-lyric” in his “Chaucer’s Ballade ‘To 
Rosemounde’—a Parody?” (published in Literature 
and Religion in the Later Middle Ages: Philological 
Studies in Honor of Siegfried Wenzel, 1995, edited 
by Richard G. Newhauser and John Alford). Issues 
related to the poem’s genre are discussed in W. A. 
Davenport’s Chaucer: Complaint and Narrative 
(1988). Genre, as well as the position of the lyric 
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poems in the Chaucer canon, are considered in Jay 
Ruud’s “Many a Song and Many a Lecherous Lay”: 
Tradition and Individuality in Chaucer’s Lyric Poetry 
(1992), and in ROSSELL HOPE ROBBINS’s “The Lyr-
ics” (published in Companion to Chaucer Studies, 
1979, edited by BERYL ROWLAND). Catherine Cox 
notes the poem’s relevance to gender studies in 
Gender and Language in Chaucer (1997).

Treatise on the Astrolabe, A
The only scientific text that Chaucer is known to 
have written, the Treatise on the Astrolabe explains 
the construction and use of this astronomer’s tool.

SUMMARY
A Treatise on the Astrolabe opens with Chaucer 
addressing his little son, Lewis (see CHAUCER, LEWIS), 
for whom he was writing the text. He first acknowl-
edges his son’s interest and ability regarding scien-
tific study, then notes that it has been the special 
request of Lewis to be taught to use the astrolabe. 
For that reason he has given Lewis an astrolabe and 
embarked upon the composition of the treatise that 
is to follow. It will be divided into five parts and ren-
dered in plainest English so that Lewis may the more 
easily understand it. The theory contained within, 
however, will be taken from the work of old astrolo-
gers, authorities on the subject. The first part of the 
treatise will contain a description of the instrument 
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and all its parts. The second part will teach Lewis 
how to use the instrument that he has been given. 
Only these two parts are extant in the surviving 
manuscripts. The third part was intended to con-
tain tables of longitudes and latitudes for the fixed 
stars, tables of the declinations of the sun, tables of 
longitudes for cities and towns, and various other 
information taken from the astronomical tables of 
John Somer, a Franciscan friar and astronomer, and 
Nicholas of Lynn, a Carmelite friar at Oxford. The 
fourth and fifth parts of the treatise were then to 
deal with astronomical and astrological (the two 
were considered a single science during the medieval 
period) theory.

COMMENTARY
Although Chaucer was writing for a 10-year-old 
boy, most modern readers encounter more difficulty 
reading his Treatise on the Astrolabe than any other 
text he wrote, for two reasons. First of all, with 
the astrolabe no longer in existence (it was long 
ago replaced as a navigational tool by the sextant), 
many modern readers do not even know what it 
is; second, Chaucer’s text was written for someone 
in possession of two things most modern readers 
do not have: an astrolabe and a personal instruc-
tor (perhaps Chaucer, but probably a tutor) to 
provide assistance should the need arise. The two 
surviving parts of the text are particularly geared 
toward becoming familiar with the instrument by 
handling it and are impossible to understand with-
out a more extensive and intimate knowledge of 
the astrolabe than can be provided here. For that 
reason, those sections are not summarized above; 
the interested reader should consult Chaucer’s own 
text, expertly edited by John Reidy, in the River-
side edition of Chaucer’s work. Reidy’s explanatory 
notes provide some assistance in comprehending 
Chaucer’s detailed instructions. The word astrolabe 
derives from the Greek and means “star-catcher.” 
There were three types—linear, planispheric, and 
spherical—with the most common being the pla-
nispheric, the type which Chaucer refers to. The 
primary function of the planispheric astrolabe was 
to enable astronomers to calculate the position 
of the sun and other stars with respect to both 
the horizon and the meridian. It was not until the 

mid-15th century, however, that astrolabes were 
adopted by mariners and used in navigation. The 
principal parts of the instrument were a base plate 
(“mater,” which Chaucer translates into English 
as “mother”) with a network of lines representing 
celestial coordinates; an open-pattern disk called 
the rete, which provided a map of the stars and 
which rotated on the mater around a central pin 
corresponding to the north celestial pole; and a 
straight rule called the alidade, which was used for 
sighting objects in the sky. Chaucer’s Treatise on 
the Astrolabe earns a notable place in literary and 
scientific history by being the oldest text written in 
English about an elaborate scientific instrument.

FOR FURTHER READING
A translation and partial edition of the Treatise on 
the Astrolabe appears in R. T. Gunther’s Chaucer 
and Messahalla on the Astrolabe (1929), which repro-
duces 62 illustrations that accompany one of the 
manuscripts of the work. It also includes a transla-
tion of Messahalla’s Astrolabe, which may have been 
one of Chaucer’s sources. The view that Chaucer’s 
Treatise was largely translated from sources is chal-
lenged by Carol Lipson in “ ‘I N’am but a Lewd 
Compilator’: Chaucer’s Treatise on the Astrolabe as 
Translation” (Neuphilologische Mitteilungen, 1984), 
who argues that it is mostly Chaucer’s own compo-
sition. A portion of J. A. W. BENNETT’s Chaucer at 
Oxford and Cambridge (1974) examines the records 
of the library at Merton College, Oxford Univer-
sity, to determine what resources related to the 
Treatise were available in Chaucer’s day. Edgar S. 
Laird’s “Geoffrey Chaucer and Other Contributors 
to the Treatise on the Astrolabe” (published in 
Rewriting Chaucer: Culture, Authority, and the Idea 
of the Authentic Text, 1400–1602, 1999, edited by 
Thomas A. Prendergast and Barbara Kline) exam-
ines the various ways in which the treatise’s unfin-
ished status encouraged later writers or manuscript 
compilers to add to it, typically either adding to 
or rearranging its contents. Edgar Laird’s fascinat-
ing “Astrolabes and the Construction of Time in 
the Late Middle Ages” (Disputatio, 1997) considers 
Chaucer’s work and three other treatises on the 
astrolabe, exploring what they suggest about medi-
eval conceptions of time. Readers interested in a 
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discussion of Chaucer’s prose style should consult 
Margaret Schlauch’s essay “The Art of Chaucer’s 
Prose” (in Chaucer and Chaucerians: Critical Studies 
in Middle English Literature, 1966), which considers 
the BOECE and “The TALE OF MELIBEE” as well as 
the Treatise on the Astrolabe. The related topic of 
Chaucer’s expertise as a “technical writer” is con-
sidered in Carol Lipson’s “Descriptions and Instruc-
tions in Medieval Times: Lessons to be Learnt from 
Geoffrey Chaucer’s Scientific Instruction Manual” 
(Journal of Technical Writing and Communication, 
1982), in Sigmund Eisner’s “Chaucer as a Techni-
cal Writer” (Chaucer Review, 1984), and in Peter 
Hager’s “Chaucer’s ‘A Treatise on the Astrolabe’: 
A 600-year-old Model for Humanizing Technical 
Documents” (IEEE Transactions on Professional 
Communication, 1993). The work’s relevance to cul-
tural studies is explored in Jenna Mead’s “Reading 
by Said’s Lantern: Orientalism and Chaucer’s Trea-
tise on the Astrolabe” (Medieval Encounters, 1999). 
Traugott Lawler’s “Chaucer” (published in Middle 
English Prose: A Critical Guide to Major Authors and 
Genres, 1984, edited by A. S. G. Edwards) provides 
a summary of the previous 20 years’ scholarship on 
all of Chaucer’s prose works.

Troilus and Criseyde
Chaucer’s longest single poem, concerning the 
love affair of a Trojan prince, Troilus, and a young 
widow, Criseyde, during the TROJAN WAR.

SUMMARY
This lengthy poem is divided into five “books.” 
Book one begins with an introduction spoken by 
the narrator, who announces his intention to tell 
the story of Troilus, son to the king of TROY, and 
his misfortunes in love. He speaks here, and later 
in this introduction, of Troilus’s “double sorrow,” 
referring to the fact that Troilus endured two peri-
ods of intense suffering in love. The first occurred 
when he fell in love with Criseyde but was afraid to 
reveal his passion. The second followed her betrayal 
of him after their love had been consummated. 
Calling upon the Fury Thesiphone (Tisiphone) as 

his muse, the narrator asks for help in composing 
his woeful verses. He suggests a motive for his deci-
sion to write the poem by referring to himself as the 
servitor of love’s servants, that is, one who serves 
those who serve Cupid, the god of love. In writing 
the poem, he hopes to bring pleasure and solace to 
all lovers who read it, but he also asks that those 
who are happy in love remember and pray for those 
who, like Troilus, suffer adversity.

Following this introduction, the narrative por-
tion of the poem begins with a brief mention of 
the historical situation that serves as backdrop to 
the poem, the Trojan War. In the midst of these 
events a Trojan lord named Calkas, who is also 
a soothsayer, discovers by his calculations and 
through divine revelation that Troy will ultimately 
be destroyed by the Greeks. Therefore he decides 
to leave the city and goes out to join the Greeks, 
who welcome him, hoping to benefit by his knowl-
edge of the city and its people. Meanwhile, the citi-
zens of Troy, learning of Calkas’s treachery, suggest 
that he and all his kin ought to be killed. Calkas 
has a daughter, Criseyde, whom he has left behind 
and who, until he had left the city, knew nothing of 
her father’s plans. A widow with no one to turn to 
for help, filled with shame and fear, she approaches 
the king’s son Ector (Hector) to beg for mercy, all 
the while protesting her innocence. The fact that 
she is very beautiful and that Hector is inclined to 
be kind serve her in good stead, and she is granted 
immunity from the taint of her father’s treason. 
Thus assured of her safety, Criseyde returns to her 
home, where she maintains a household suited to 
her station and degree.

The war drags on. Sometimes the Greeks have 
the upper hand, sometimes the Trojans. The image 
of the Wheel of Fortune is invoked to explain the 
turn, and turn again, of events.

Despite the war waging outside their gates, the 
Trojans continue with their accustomed activities, 
including the observance of religious festivals such 
as the feast of Pallas Athena, here called “Palla-
dione.” The time of year is spring, and the Tro-
jans gather at the temple of Athena to observe the 
appropriate rites. Criseyde attends the gathering, 
wearing black to symbolize her status as a widow. 
Despite these sober garments, her beauty is match-
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less, like a guiding star shining out from under a 
black cloud. Troilus, also in attendance at the fes-
tival, walks up and down amidst the assembly with 
his soldiers, watching how they react to the vari-
ous women in attendance and noting any sugges-
tion of affection so that he may goad them later. 
His disparaging attitude toward love, which causes 
him to consider himself wiser than his comrades, 
soon proves the man’s undoing. Cupid, the god of 
love, perceives Troilus’s attitude and quickly fits an 
arrow to his bow. The wound that Troilus receives, 
however, comes not from any invisible arrow but 
through his eyes when he catches sight of Criseyde. 
Henceforth, the man who held himself highest in 
pride above those who loved finds himself most 
subject to love.

Stricken by the sight of Criseyde, Troilus 
watches her throughout the assembly, falling more 
and more deeply in love. He is careful, however, 
to keep his interest hidden by intentionally avert-
ing his glance from time to time. Realizing what 
has happened to him as he leaves the temple, he 
repents of his former attitude, which, if his sud-
den passion should become known, would bring a 
heap of scorn down on his own head. Therefore he 
determines to keep his feelings secret. Following 
this resolution, he returns to the palace where he 
lives and attempts to behave as he always has, mak-
ing fun of those who are in love. He is unable, how-
ever, to keep it up for very long and soon retires 
to his chamber, where he initially feels optimistic 
about the possibility of serving his lady and winning 
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her love. With that in mind, he composes a song. 
In the text of the poem the song is headed by the 
rubric Canticus Troili, that is, “Song of Troilus.” 
Its verses philosophically explore the paradoxes of 
love, particularly its sweet painfulness that leaves 
the lover longing for more of the things, such as the 
sight of his lady, that cause pain.

Unmindful of everything that was important in 
his life before he fell in love, Troilus becomes more 
and more possessed by his passion. Although he con-
tinues to fight in the ongoing war, he cares little for 
the fate of his country, but excels in battle so that 
Criseyde may be impressed by his skill and bravery. 
Eventually his passion gets the best of him, depriving 
him of sleep and appetite and filling him with misery. 
His progression into despair makes him unable to 
leave his bed. As he suffers alone in his chamber, 
crying aloud from the emotional pain he endures, his 
friend Pandarus comes in. Unperceived by Troilus, 
he glimpses the man’s agony. Pandarus rouses Troi-
lus from his self-absorption, and a lengthy exchange 
follows in which Pandarus first persuades Troilus to 
reveal the general cause of his grief, and eventually 
convinces him to disclose the name of the woman. 
In the course of their argument, the Wheel of For-
tune image is again invoked, this time by Troilus, 
who bewails his fall from former happiness. Pandarus 
consoles him with the idea that the wheel may turn 
again and bring him even greater bliss by uniting 
him with his beloved. Obtaining Troilus’s consent to 
act on his behalf, Pandarus promises to help Troilus 
win Criseyde’s affection. At this point we learn that 
Criseyde is Pandarus’s niece.

Having entrusted his problem to someone else’s 
care, Troilus soon feels some relief from his woe, but 
his passion, now inspired by hope, burns even hot-
ter. Nevertheless, before Pandarus leaves, Troilus 
assures his friend that his intentions are honorable, 
that he would never desire to bring Criseyde any 
harm or shame. After Pandarus has left him, Troi-
lus no longer keeps himself isolated in his chamber, 
but takes to the field. His newfound hope, com-
bined with the passion of his love, inspires him to 
greater and greater feats in battle. At home, he 
becomes the friendliest, most well-mannered, and 
generous knight, no longer displaying any cruelty 
to those of his companions who are in love.

Book two opens with an invocation of Clio, the 
Muse of history, which, in contrast to the narrator’s 
invocation of the Fury Thesiphone at the outset of 
book one, indicates that the story will now take a 
happier turn. Before taking up the story, however, 
the narrator expresses the hope that nothing he 
writes here will be offensive to his readers. Should 
anyone take offense, he says, they should not blame 
him, for two reasons. First, he is merely translating 
the story out of Latin from another source, and, 
second, he himself has no experience in love and is 
therefore unable to judge the story’s credibility.

The narrative itself resumes with Pandarus, him-
self stricken by a perennial unrequited lovesickness, 
resorting to his own bed to nurse his sorrow. Awak-
ening from a fitful slumber, he remembers his prom-
ise to Troilus, and goes to visit his niece, Criseyde. 
He finds her surrounded by female companions, 
listening to a maiden read the story of the siege 
of THEBES, which includes the story of King Laius 
and his son Oedipus. Criseyde welcomes her uncle, 
and as they begin to talk together he immediately 
assails her sobriety by suggesting that she cast off 
her widow’s veil, put away her book, and join him 
in a dance to celebrate the coming of May. Cri-
seyde is shocked by his request and reminds him 
that she is neither a maiden nor a young bride. Not 
to be deterred from his errand by this discouraging 
start, Pandarus immediately hints at his possession 
of a secret that, if he chose to reveal it, would cause 
his niece great amusement. Her curiosity piqued, 
Criseyde presses him to tell her what it is, but he 
refuses, saying that she is too proud, which only 
whets her desire the more. Instead of begging him to 
tell her, Criseyde veils her feelings and passes lightly 
onto other subjects of conversation. By chance 
she asks about Hector, Troilus’s brother, and how 
he fares in the ongoing conflict. Pandarus takes 
the opportunity to praise Troilus as being equally 
important to the success of the Trojan effort, and 
after Criseyde expresses agreement, he announces 
his intention to go home. When his niece urges him 
to stay longer, he again baits her curiosity, saying 
she ought to cast off her widow’s clothing and dance 
because a wonderful opportunity has come her way. 
Criseyde finally convinces her uncle that it is safe to 
tell her this wonderful secret.
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Pandarus knows that he must proceed very 
carefully, and so, before he makes his full confes-
sion, pauses to confirm his devotion to his niece 
and to swear that he would never urge her to do 
something that could imperil her honor or renown. 
This makes Criseyde a little fearful and, most of all, 
feeds her curiosity to the bursting point. Seizing 
this opportunity, Pandarus tells her plainly that the 
king’s son, Troilus, is in love with her—so much in 
love that she has the power to make him live or die. 
To add weight to the seriousness of his message, 
Pandarus vows that he, too, will die should his 
niece show disdain instead of mercy to the prince. 
Without waiting for her response, he attempts to 

anticipate every argument she might make against 
welcoming Troilus’s attentions. He reaffirms the 
honorable nature of Troilus’s love, and cautions 
her against wasting her youth and beauty, which 
will only be present for a short time. Once she 
has had time to consider her uncle’s proposition, 
Criseyde’s reaction is sorrow rather than joy. She 
tearfully reproves him for the role he has chosen to 
play, accusing him of endangering her honor when, 
as her uncle, he ought to be protecting it. Pandarus 
reacts strongly to her words. Swearing that both he 
and Troilus will soon be dead, and that their deaths 
will be on her hands, he makes ready to depart. 
Criseyde, filled with fear and uncertainty over what 
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may happen when her uncle returns to Troilus, 
especially considering her own status as the daugh-
ter of a traitor, stops him from going and issues 
her promise that she will, so far as honor extends, 
be kind to Troilus. When they are accorded thus, 
they pass on to talk of other things. During their 
conversation Criseyde asks her uncle how he came 
to know of Troilus’s affection. The version he tells 
her is slightly more elaborate than the one given 
in book one, with two episodes instead of one in 
which he overhears Troilus complaining of his pas-
sion. In this we have the first indication that Pan-
darus is not completely trustworthy, even though 
his lie in this case does not appear to be harmful. 
This visit with Criseyde also shows how much he 
enjoys manipulating people, and we begin to see 
the development of the scheming and plotting that 
will ultimately bring Criseyde and Troilus together.

When her uncle finally does leave, Criseyde goes 
to her chamber to think over what has transpired 
and decides that her plight is not as threatening as 
it seemed at first. Reflecting upon her observance 
of other people’s behavior, she concludes that it 
will do her no harm to be the object of a knight’s 
love, that accepting his devotion will not obligate 
her to return it. While she is meditating, she hears 
a commotion out in the street and goes to her win-
dow. There she sees Troilus returning from battle, 
all armed except for his head. Fresh, young, and 
vigorous, his valor attested by his battered helm 
and shield, he rides proudly to the accompaniment 
of the people’s cheers. Criseyde, observing, feels 
herself blush, thinking of the power that she has 
over this man’s life. She begins to feel some pity 
for him, which opens the way to further emotional 
involvement. Her anxiety breaks through again, 
however, when she considers how much she values 
her independence. Love could deprive her of that, 
and, furthermore, love’s course does not always run 
smooth, but has stormy periods. She also weighs 
the dangers of being a subject of gossip and, finally, 
the possibility that once he has won her, Troilus 
might fall out of love.

Unable to settle her mind, Criseyde decides 
to walk in the garden with her nieces, Flexippe, 
Tharbe, and Antigone. As they walk up and down, 
arm in arm, Antigone sings a hymn of praise to 

Love. Prompted by this introduction, Criseyde 
engages her niece in a dialogue, which further eases 
her fears. When she goes to bed that night, she 
dreams that an eagle flies into her bedroom, tears 
her heart out of her breast, and exchanges it with 
his own, all without causing her fear or pain.

In the meantime, Pandarus has returned to 
Troilus. He teasingly delays telling the prince how 
Criseyde responded to his news, but finally reveals 
that she has given in to the extent that she has 
promised a love of friendship. Encouraged by this 
news, Troilus ecstatically gives thanks to Venus, 
the goddess of love, and asks Pandarus when he 
may see his niece. Pandarus instructs him to write 
a letter to her, expressing his feelings in his own 
hand. Pandarus will then deliver the letter, at 
which time he suggests that Troilus should dress 
up in his finest attire and then ride by on the street 
that runs beside Criseyde’s house. Pandarus says he 
will contrive to have his niece read the letter, and 
then he will go sit at a window so that she may see 
the man whose passionate words she has just read.

The following day, Pandarus takes the letter to 
his niece. At first she refuses to accept it, fear-
ing that it may compromise her honor. Pandarus 
swears that it will do no such thing and stuffs it into 
the bosom of her dress. She does not refuse it again, 
but says that she will certainly write no answer, to 
which Pandarus humorously responds that he will 
write it for her, as long as she tells him what to say. 
After she has read the letter, Pandarus draws her 
to a window overlooking the street and asks how 
she liked it. She blushingly admits that it was good. 
Urged on by her uncle’s persistence, she finally 
agrees to write a response. Within her letter, which 
she claims is the first she has ever written, Criseyde 
states plainly that she will not lead Troilus on with 
false promises or agree to anything more than a 
kind of sisterly love that she hopes may put his 
heart at ease. She gives the letter to her uncle, and 
they are again standing near the window as Troilus 
and 10 of his companions come riding along the 
street. Looking up to Criseyde’s window, he salutes 
her and Pandarus. Again, Criseyde is impressed by 
his appearance, as well as by his good manners and 
nobility, and her resolve against loving him melts a 
bit more. Perceiving her reaction, Pandarus urges 
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her to agree to meet and speak with Troilus, but 
Criseyde refuses, saying it is too soon to grant him 
such liberties, especially when her intention is to 
love him from afar.

Reading the letter Criseyde has written to him, 
Troilus does not know whether to rejoice or despair 
at her kind, but far from passionate, response. Even-
tually, he settles upon the most hopeful interpreta-
tion of her words, consoling himself with the belief 
that her love will grow. Pressed on by Pandarus, 
Troilus begins to write to Criseyde often. Some-
times the answers he receives make him happy; 
sometimes they fill him with sorrow. Pandarus 
coaches him through this trying period, encourag-
ing him to look at its positive side, to see her resis-
tance, for example, as a sign of a strong will that, 
once it has been won over to his affection, will not 
easily depart. Finally, Pandarus comes up with a 
plan for getting the two of them together, this time 
face to face. To this effect, Pandarus goes to see 
Troilus’s brother Deiphebus (Deiphobus), and tells 
him that his niece, Criseyde, is being oppressed by 
some men of the town who are trying to take her 
property away. He asks Deiphebus for his protec-
tion in this matter. The man readily assents, and 
then asks what should he do to help. Pandarus sug-
gests that first of all he invite Criseyde to visit him 
tomorrow so that she can advise him, firsthand, of 
her complaints. It would also be good, he suggests, 
if Deiphebus had some of his brothers in atten-
dance so that they can also help out if necessary. 
Deiphebus agrees. This portion of his plan accom-
plished, Pandarus rushes over to his niece’s to tell 
her that a man named Poliphete, who has caused 
trouble for her before, is taking legal action against 
her to get possession of her property. Not knowing 
how to oppose his suit, she asks advice from her 
uncle. He tells her of the meeting he has arranged 
with Deiphebus and his brothers, who have sworn 
to act as her protectors. While they are talking, 
Deiphebus himself appears and invites Criseyde to 
dinner.

These arrangements settled, the final prepara-
tions for Pandarus’s plan must be concluded. Pan-
darus returns to the house of Troilus, whom he 
encourages to attend the dinner, but, once there, 
to pretend that he is sick and go to bed. Troilus 

responds that he will hardly have to pretend, con-
sidering his state of nervous anticipation.

At the dinner, things fall out exactly as Panda-
rus has hoped. Troilus arrives early at his brother’s 
house and, pleading illness, takes to bed. Deiphe-
bus and his other guests hear Criseyde’s com-
plaint, and all present agree to take her side in 
the legal skirmish. When Helen (Helen of Troy), 
Deiphebus’s sister-in-law, asks whether Troilus has 
knowledge of this matter, Pandarus suggests that 
if he is awake, they should bring Criseyde in to 
speak with him. Deiphebus, Helen, and Pandarus 
go in to see him first and Pandarus acquaints him 
with Criseyde’s difficulties. He then secures Troi-
lus’s permission for her to come in herself to speak 
with him. Then, as he and Pandarus have arranged 
beforehand, Troilus gives a letter to his brother and 
sister-in-law concerning the fate of a man who is to 
be executed, asking them to consider whether or 
not the sentence ought to be carried out. They go 
out to the garden, where they remain occupied by 
the letter’s contents while Pandarus goes back to the 
dining room to fetch his niece. Guiding her to the 
chamber where Troilus lies, he exhorts her to have 
pity on the man, repeating many of the arguments 
that he has made before. Book two closes with a 
glimpse of Troilus, who awaits her entry in a fever 
of anticipation.

Book three begins with a hymn of praise to the 
goddess of love, Venus, that foreshadows the bliss-
ful progress of the narrative that is soon to unfold. 
Enumerating the various accomplishments of this 
powerful goddess, the narrator asks her to come 
to his aid in describing the joys that lovers experi-
ence. He also invokes Calliope, the Muse of epic 
poetry; this does not seem entirely appropriate to 
his subject matter, unless he wishes to emphasize 
the colossal proportions of the love affair that is 
about to ensue.

The narrative resumes with Troilus trying to plan 
what he is going to say when Criseyde arrives. Pan-
darus enters with her, and it is he who speaks first 
to Troilus, announcing that she who is to blame for 
his death has come to pay a visit. Troilus responds 
in the manner of one so ill that he cannot see who 
is there. Criseyde is so distressed by his appearance 
that she begs him not to suffer this way for her. She 
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says that she has come to him for two reasons, first 
to thank him and then to ask for his continuing 
patronage. Troilus, dumbstruck by her presence and 
her request, can say nothing. Criseyde, realizing how 
deeply he is affected, is pleased to find him neither 
arrogant nor too self-assured. Finally Troilus begins 
to speak, declaring his love and asking for her mercy. 
Pandarus, who remains by her side, weeps and pokes 
at his niece, adding his own pleas for mercy. Cri-
seyde, still unsure of Troilus’s intentions, demands 
to know exactly what he wants. He eagerly complies, 
asking that she look favorably on him and allow him 
to be her knight. He vows to serve her to the best of 
his ability, promising to be true, humble, honest, dis-
creet, patient, and willing to suffer death if he should 
offend her in any way. Criseyde considers his request 

while Pandarus underlines its reasonableness. At last 
she consents to his terms, reiterating the condition 
that he must always be careful of her honor and 
stating that even though he is the son of a king, she 
will never give him sovereignty over her in love. She 
concludes by telling him to be joyful, that she will 
comfort him as best she can; she then takes him in 
her arms and kisses him.

Later that night, Pandarus visits Troilus at home, 
where he briefly recounts the service he has per-
formed for his friend and asks that, in return, Troi-
lus will always be discreet regarding his relationship 
with Criseyde. Troilus agrees to his friend’s request 
and vows lifelong service to Pandarus in apprecia-
tion for his assistance. By way of keeping his prom-
ise, Troilus is careful to hide his joy from those he 
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associates with on a day-to-day basis. He and Cri-
seyde see each other whenever time and occasion 
permit, but they never have a chance to speak at 
leisure for fear of being discovered. During this time, 
Criseyde discovers that Troilus is able to anticipate 
her desires before she speaks them. He serves her so 
well that she begins to fall deeply in love with him. 
Pandarus continues to act as go-between, bearing 
letters when Troilus is away from home.

Pandarus begins to make arrangements for the 
lovers to meet privately at his house. As usual, 
instead of informing his niece regarding his plans, 
he employs a subterfuge, inviting her to dine. When 
she asks if Troilus will be there also, Pandarus lies, 
saying that he is out of town. To keep people from 
knowing that he will be in Criseyde’s company, 
Troilus has in the meantime told his companions 
that he is going to Apollo’s temple that night to 
make a sacrifice and to ask for advice regarding 
the outcome of the war. In actuality, he arrives 
at Pandarus’s house before Criseyde, and Panda-
rus hides him in a closet where he can observe 
the dinner without being seen. Criseyde arrives, 
accompanied by some of her women attendants. 
After they have eaten and engaged in various after-
dinner entertainments such as singing and telling 
stories, Criseyde prepares to leave. At this point, 
Fortune steps in and a tremendous rainstorm begins 
to blow. Pandarus, delighted by this turn of events, 
invites his niece to spend the night. He situates her 
in a bedroom by herself with her ladies in an outer 
chamber.

Once the women are in bed, Pandarus goes to 
Troilus, whose closet features a trapdoor leading 
directly into Criseyde’s bedroom. He tells Troilus 
to ready himself for the blissful union, but Troilus 
hesitates, pausing to say a long prayer to various 
gods in the Greek pantheon. Finally Pandarus loses 
patience with him and drags him into Criseyde’s 
room. Startled by her uncle’s approach, Criseyde 
sits up in bed and asks that she be allowed to call 
for company. Pandarus says to do so would be fool-
ish. He then begins to talk of Troilus, whom he 
claims has just arrived in a state of great distress 
because of a rumor that Criseyde has fallen in love 
with someone else. Pandarus urges her to provide 
Troilus with some reassurance of her faithfulness, 

and Criseyde promises that she will, the very next 
day. Pandarus, of course, wants her to see him 
tonight, and finally, after assuring Criseyde that her 
honor will remain intact, he gets his wish. At first 
Criseyde is so abashed by Troilus’s sudden appear-
ance that she cannot speak. When she regains her 
composure, she renews her vows of love, deny-
ing the charge that she has been unfaithful and 
upbraiding Troilus for his jealousy. Troilus focuses 
only upon her anger. Telling her that he is not 
to blame for what is happening, he falls down in 
a faint. Pandarus seizes this opportunity to throw 
Troilus into bed with Criseyde, tearing off his outer 
clothing and urging his niece to assist with the 
man’s resuscitation. Criseyde, fearing that he may 
die, tries to rouse him by massaging his wrists and 
hands and kissing him, all the while exclaiming 
that all is forgiven. When he revives, she continues 
to kiss and embrace him. Pandarus, delighted with 
the way things seem to be proceeding, takes the 
candle and leaves them alone.

Finding herself unafraid of Troilus being in her 
bed, Criseyde decides to let him stay, but insists 
upon knowing who told him she was unfaithful. If 
he cannot tell her, she says, she will believe that he 
has made the story up in order to test her, which he 
could have done only out of malice. Knowing that 
he dares not be completely honest, Troilus says 
that he became jealous when he saw her looking at 
another man. Criseyde accuses him of being child-
ish and makes him promise to cease such foolish 
behavior. Troilus swears never to offend her again. 
At this point, he suddenly seizes her in his arms. 
Initially, the narrator uses an image of violence to 
convey Criseyde’s impression, suggesting that she 
is like the lark who has been seized by a sparrow-
hawk. Soon, however, she opens her heart to her 
lover and finds her anxiety melting away.

After experiencing the bliss of complete physi-
cal union, the lovers exchange rings. Criseyde also 
gives Troilus a gold and silver brooch set with a 
ruby shaped like a heart. Remembering the uncer-
tainty and anxiety that characterized their court-
ship, the lovers contrast those events with present 
joy. The dawn arrives all too soon, requiring that 
Troilus leave to preclude any chance of their being 
discovered. After Troilus’s departure, Pandarus 
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comes to visit Criseyde, who scolds him for bring-
ing Troilus to her bed, hinting that she suspects 
him of deception. In typical fashion, Pandarus tells 
her that if she blames him in anything, she may cut 
off his head, while at the same time giving her a 
hug and a kiss, using his comic behavior to dispel 
the atmosphere of tension.

Before long the two lovers are able to meet 
again. Their second intimate encounter is even 
better than the first because they no longer feel any 
reluctance or anxiety about being together. More-
over, their joy, the narrator claims, is so complete 
that it cannot be described in words. When the 
dawn comes, they once again part in sorrow, but 
not without establishing a time for their next meet-
ing, so that, for a time, they live in a state of nearly 
perpetual bliss. Troilus, whose gender and respon-
sibilities put him continually in the public sphere, 
becomes even more famous for his nobility, his gen-
erosity, and his skill on the battlefield.

Ever mindful of the debt he owes to his lover’s 
uncle, from time to time Troilus finds the oppor-
tunity to speak with him, which also provides him 
with the chance to praise Criseyde’s beauty and her 
character. He also continues to praise the properties 
of love, as is illustrated in the Canticus Troili (“Song 
of Troilus”), which helps to bring book three to a 
conclusion. In contrast to his earlier verses in praise 
of love, this time Troilus speaks of it as a force 
that binds together otherwise contrary or disruptive 
forces in nature, as well as the hearts of men and 
women, and thus keeps the universe functioning in 
an orderly fashion. Book three closes with further 
description of how being in love has affected Troi-
lus, reemphasizing his sympathy for other lovers.

Book four opens with confirmation of the fore-
boding hinted at in the farewell to the Muses at the 
end of book three. This is followed by the narrator’s 
explicit statement that Fortune began to turn her 
face away from Troilus. The subject of this book will 
be the story of Criseyde’s betrayal. Thus, to guide 
his inspiration he now calls upon the “Herynes” 
or Erinyes, also known as the Furies in Greek lit-
erature and mythology, to assist him. He further 
enlists the aid of Mars, the Greek god of war.

Fittingly enough, after the invocation of Mars, 
the narrative reopens with a return to the circum-

stances surrounding the romance between Troilus 
and Criseyde, the Trojan War. Following a battle 
during which the Trojans suffer the greatest losses, 
the Greeks ask for a declared truce so that the two 
sides can meet together for an exchange of pris-
oners. The Trojans agree and preparations ensue. 
Calkas, Criseyde’s father, who foresaw the defeat 
of the Trojans and fled to the Greek side, now 
approaches the Greek leaders, asking that one of 
the Trojan prisoners be exchanged for his daugh-
ter, who remains inside the besieged city. Out of 
consideration for the service he has provided to 
the Greek side, they grant his request, and a Trojan 
warrior named Antenor, who himself will eventu-
ally betray the Trojans, is offered for the exchange.

Troilus is present at the council meeting where 
the exchange is proposed and agreed upon, despite 
Ector’s disapproval. He is stunned by the news and 
unable to think of a solution; he only knows that 
he cannot speak without revealing his love affair 
and thus breaking his sworn promise to Criseyde. 
Ector is rebuked by the rest of the assembly for not 
wanting to give up this woman, the daughter of 
a traitor, in exchange for a valued warrior. Once 
arrangements regarding the exchange of prisoners 
have been concluded, the assembly adjourns. Troi-
lus, overwhelmed by the sudden turn of events, 
takes to his bed where he wails and moans the 
hopelessness of his situation, upbraiding Fortune, 
who has turned her back on him.

Pandarus, who also attended the assembly and is 
equally stunned by the news, goes to visit Troilus. 
For a while they cry together, which provides some 
consolation. Pandarus’s grief is quickly spent, and it 
is not long before he asks Troilus to cheer up and to 
consider that at least he has experienced the con-
summation of his desire, something Pandarus has 
yet to enjoy. He goes on to suggest that Troilus stop 
mourning the loss of Criseyde and consider taking 
one of the city’s other fair ladies as a lover. Troilus 
declines his friend’s advice, saying he would rather 
die first. Furthermore, he says to Pandarus, if he 
thinks such a course of action advisable, why hasn’t 
he tried it himself rather than always fruitlessly 
pursuing the same unobtainable woman? Without 
waiting for an answer, Troilus continues with his 
lament, praying for death to come and take him, 
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until Pandarus tries another argument: If Troilus 
loves Criseyde so much, then he should just kidnap 
her. Troilus claims he has already considered and 
rejected that solution, reminding Pandarus that the 
city is now at war over a similar crime, his brother 
Paris’s kidnapping of Helen. Furthermore, he would 
have to defy the will of his father, Priam, who made 
the decision to surrender Criseyde in exchange for 
Antenor. Troilus goes on to say that he has also 
thought of revealing the situation to his father and 
asking him to rescind the order, but is afraid to do 
so without consulting Criseyde. Pandarus refuses to 
give up, urging Troilus that he must do something 
to help himself and stop worrying so much about 
other people. He also argues that Criseyde’s feel-
ings may be very different from what Troilus fears, 
that she could consider him a weak fool to let her 
go. Or, he reasons, if she doesn’t want to stay with 
Troilus, then perhaps she doesn’t love him anyway. 
In this way, he finally convinces Troilus at least to 
talk to Criseyde.

Criseyde, meanwhile, has also heard the news 
from the assembly, but hopes that it is just a rumor. 
She cares little for her father and has no wish to 
join him; however, her feelings for Troilus are as 
strong as ever. Some women who have heard the 
assembly’s decision come to visit Criseyde to tell 
her the news. While they are there, Criseyde begins 
to cry, remembering all the joy she has experi-
enced with Troilus and anticipating the loss that 
is to come. When the women try to console her, 
she dismisses them and goes to bed, weeping and 
tearing her hair. Like Troilus, she curses Fortune, 
and swears that she will henceforth wear black, 
the color of mourning, until she dies. The narrator 
finally breaks off, saying he records no more of her 
lament because he feels unable to do it justice.

Pandarus, eager to arrange a meeting between 
Troilus and his niece, arrives at Criseyde’s house 
and finds her in a pitiful state. Revealing that he 
has just come from Troilus, Pandarus tells her that 
her lover wishes to see her so that together they 
may devise some remedy to their misfortune.

Pandarus then departs in search of Troilus, who 
has gone to a temple to pray to the gods to send 
him death since he can see no other solution to his 
pain. In the midst of his prayers, Troilus presents 

a long meditation on the role of predestination in 
human life. The argument Troilus makes in these 
lines closely follows that presented by BOETHIUS in 
his Consolation of Philosophy, although Troilus con-
cludes fatalistically, without presenting Boethius’s 
defense of human free will. Pandarus arrives and 
begins to upbraid him for wallowing in self-pity. 
Criseyde as yet remains in the city and may still be 
saved. Telling Troilus of her willingness to meet, 
Pandarus arranges the tryst.

When the two lovers come together they at first 
find themselves unable to speak, but can only cry 
together in sorrow and fear of what is to come. 
Exhausted, Criseyde cries out for Troilus to help her 
and faints. When Troilus is unable to arouse her, he 
believes that she has died. He unsheathes his sword 
and is about to follow her (as he thinks), when she 
suddenly awakens. Troilus immediately comforts 
her, and her spirits slowly revive. When Criseyde 
asks why his sword is drawn, Troilus reveals that 
he thought she was dead and was going to take his 
own life. Hearing this, Criseyde vows that if he had, 
she would have done the same. Realizing that dawn 
is on its way, they go to bed, but this fails to provide 
them with its accustomed solace.

In the midst of their sorrow, Criseyde tells Troi-
lus that it is time to look beyond their present 
misery to see what they can do for themselves. 
Considering thus, she announces what appears a 
straightforward solution: She will leave willingly 
in exchange for the prisoner Antenor, but then, 
since there is no reason for the Greeks to hold 
her prisoner, she will simply return to Troy after 
a week or two. This she will be able to do because 
of the continuing truce between the two warring 
parties. Her optimism is boosted by the rumor that 
the Greeks and Trojans are on the verge of peace-
fully concluding their conflict. When she is done, 
the narrator intrudes for a moment to assure the 
reader that she speaks in earnest and with good 
intentions. Troilus feels strong misgivings about the 
solutions she has projected, but he is temporarily 
able to quell his fears, at least long enough for the 
two to enjoy making love. Afterward, however, he 
reveals his fear that her plans may fail. First, he 
does not believe she will be able to deceive her 
father, a man known for his wisdom. And what if 
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her father should desire her to marry a Greek to 
further his own ends? Her father may frighten her 
with prophecies, or she may, after spending some 
time in their company, discover some inclination 
to remain among the Greek soldiers. Therefore, he 
concludes, they should run away now, while they 
are still together, rather than take the chance of 
being separated. Having enough wealth between 
them to support themselves for the rest of their 
lives, he reasons, they need not fear poverty; nor 
would they be forced to live always among strang-
ers, since he has many friends in other cities and 
countries.

Criseyde is not at all swayed by his arguments, 
but feels that running away will bring dishonor 
upon both of them by revealing their affair, and 
particularly upon him for deserting his people when 
they depend on his leadership in the Trojan army. 
She argues that he is too impatient and unreason-
able, and reiterates her promise to return. When 
Troilus still insists that it would be wiser to run 
away, Criseyde accuses him of mistrusting her and 
reassures him once more of her devotion. If she did 
not believe she would be able to return in a short 
time, she swears she would kill herself here and 
now. Troilus pledges his faith in exchange for hers 
and they are reconciled, but when the dawn arrives 
and they part company, Troilus remains filled with 
foreboding.

The prologue to book five is shorter than that 
of the preceding books and refers immediately to 
the fatal destiny of the two lovers, which has been 
determined, the narrator claims, by Jove (Jupiter) 
and the three angry Parcae (Fates). Three years 
have passed since Troilus first fell in love with 
Criseyde.

On the morning of her departure, Troilus 
accompanies Criseyde as she rides out of the city. 
Diomede, a Greek warrior, comes to escort her to 
her father. When Troilus turns to go back to the 
city, Diomede grabs Criseyde’s bridle. Although he 
is perceptive enough to see that she is in love with 
Troilus, he begins considering how to further his 
own intentions in winning her favor. First he tries 
to comfort her, offering to do anything within his 
power to ease her sorrow. He begs her to consider 
him as a brother, but his pledges of service soon 

modulate into the words of a suitor as he vows that 
he has never loved a lady till now and begs her to 
have mercy on him. Criseyde is so oppressed with 
sorrow that she hears little of what he is saying, 
but she thanks him for his efforts on her behalf and 
accepts his offer of friendship. When they reach 
the Greek camp, she is delivered to her father, who 
joyfully embraces her.

Meanwhile Troilus, having returned home, shuts 
himself up in a chamber where he curses the gods. 
Taking to his bed, he wallows there in pain and 
fury, crying out upon the loss of his lover. Finally he 
falls asleep, but he has horrible dreams. At dawn he 
sends for Pandarus. As soon as Pandarus enters his 
bedchamber, Troilus begins talking of plans for his 
funeral and the disposal of his worldly goods. He 
particularly desires that Pandarus should remove 
the ashes of his heart from the funeral pyre, put 
them in a golden urn and give the urn to Criseyde. 
Although he feels sympathy for Troilus, Pandarus 
seems to be growing tired of his friend’s wallow-
ing in self-pity. He criticizes Troilus for overreact-
ing, reminding him that time will bring the cure 
to his present woe. What Troilus needs, he sug-
gests, is some entertainment to help the time pass 
quickly. With that in mind, he urges Troilus to join 
him in taking advantage of the continuing truce 
to visit Sarpedon, the king of Licia, one of Troy’s 
allies. This will get Troilus up and out of bed; if he 
remains there much longer, people will begin to 
think he is a coward, feigning sickness so that he 
doesn’t have to fight again. Troilus consents to visit 
Sarpedon, where the two men are entertained with 
feasting, music, dancing, and other festivities. Troi-
lus, however, finds himself incapable of enjoyment. 
He sits by himself reading Criseyde’s old letters and 
reliving their moments together. When they return 
to Troy, Troilus visits his lover’s abandoned house 
and other places in the city that remind him of her. 
Back at home, he composes another song in which 
he personifies Criseyde as a star and himself as a 
ship. Having lost her, he sails blindly toward his 
death.

The days and nights seem to pass more and 
more slowly. Troilus takes to walking on the city 
walls, looking out on the Greek host where Cri-
seyde is, and imagining the wind is made of her 
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sighs. Pandarus is often with him during this period 
of waiting, and does his best to soothe Troilus and 
lighten his mood.

Back at the Greek camp, Criseyde finds herself 
unable to convince her father to let her return to 
Troy. She considers stealing away after dark but is 
afraid that, if caught, she will be considered a spy; 
or even worse, that she may be apprehended by a 
man who will take advantage of her. She reproaches 
herself for not following Troilus’s plan for them to 
run away together.

Diomede is eager to woo Criseyde, and sets vari-
ous unspecified traps to catch her heart, but his 
efforts are frustrated by Criseyde’s sadness. He can 
only cheer himself with the thought that to win her 
over despite her mourning for Troilus would make 
him a true conqueror.

At this point, Chaucer pauses to describe the 
physical characteristics of the three lovers. Dio-
mede is described as a courageous man, possessing 
a stern voice and strong, stocky limbs. He is hard, 
impetuous, and eager to perform chivalrous deeds, 
just like his father, Tideus. He also has a reputation 
for being “of tonge large” [large of tongue], which 
could mean that he is a braggart, or, in a more 
positive sense, that he is able to speak with lavish 
eloquence. The description of him in this section 
is followed by one of Criseyde, which adds little 
information to that which was provided in books 
one, two, and three, aside from one very interest-
ing detail—that her eyebrows are joined together, 
which would be a violation of the conventional 
ideal of female beauty during the 14th century. 
This one physical flaw is mirrored by one of char-
acter. Although she is wise, straightforward, well 
educated and well spoken, charitable, dignified, 
cheerful, and generous as well as tenderhearted, 
her determination or mood (“corage”) is likely to 
waver, a detail that prepares us for what is to come. 
The description of Troilus, which follows that of 
Criseyde, shows him to be tall, perfectly propor-
tioned, young, vigorous, strong, as true as steel and 
as hardy as a lion. An implied comparison to Dio-
mede is established with the statement that during 
the time in which he lived, Troilus was second to 
no man in bravery, although his strength might 
well be less than that of a giant.

On the 10th day after Criseyde has come to the 
Greek camp, on the same day that she promised 
to return to Troilus, Diomede visits Calkas. He 
directs most of his attention to Criseyde, asking 
her opinion on various matters, including the siege 
of Troy and whether or not she finds the Greeks 
“strange” in their manners and customs. He also 
asks why her father has waited so long to marry her 
to some worthy knight. Criseyde, not understand-
ing his intentions, answers him as best she can. 
Diomede refuses to let the subject drop and begins 
to speculate that she is in love with some Trojan. If 
that is true, he states, it is a pity because not a sin-
gle one of that city’s inhabitants is going to escape 
death when the Greeks have their revenge. And 
he knows that the Greeks are going to win because 
of her father’s prophecies. Therefore, she ought to 
forgo any affection she has for the Trojans and seek 
among the Greeks for a more perfect love, which 
he, more eager to serve her than to be king of the 
12 Greek nations, would be happy to provide. He 
again swears that she is the first woman he has ever 
loved and vows to serve her as heartily as he can if 
she will only grant him the opportunity. So mov-
ingly does he speak that Criseyde grants his request 
to see her again, on the condition that he leave off 
trying to win her love. She criticizes the disdain 
he expresses for the people of Troy, saying that 
although the Greeks are worthy, the Trojans are 
equally so. Finally, she explains that she is a widow 
and has no desire to love or wed again before she 
dies. She does, however, give him slight encour-
agement with the promise that if she should ever 
love a Greek, he will be the man. Diomede ignores 
her request not to pursue her love, and continues 
to beg for mercy. Later in the evening, after he 
has gone, Criseyde ponders what he has said. She 
considers his status as the son of a king, compared 
to the perils that await in Troy and her own lack 
of friends. Thus begin to grow the reasons why she 
will ultimately decide to stay with the Greeks.

To make a long story short (says the narrator), 
the next day Diomede spoke so well for himself 
and was so successful in comforting Criseyde that 
he soon took away the greatest part of her pain. 
Not long after this occasion, she presents him with 
a bay steed that had belonged to Troilus (which, 
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according to one of Chaucer’s sources, Diomede 
had won from Troilus, presented to Criseyde, and 
then requested back again when he lost his own 
horse). She also gives him a brooch that Troilus 
had given her and one of her sleeves to use as a 
pennon on his lance. As if to mitigate the apparent 
callousness of her actions, the narrator digresses 
at this point to tell us that Criseyde seems to have 
truly loved Diomede, as was later shown by the 
way she cared for him when Troilus wounded him 
in battle. Furthermore, he says, there was never a 
woman who felt more woe than Criseyde when she 
betrayed Troilus, knowing that her name would be 
despised forever.

The story returns to Troilus on the evening 
before Criseyde’s promised return. He spends a rest-

less night and, rising with the dawn, summons Pan-
darus to accompany him to the city walls, where 
they eagerly watch all who approach. At first they 
imagine that every person who approaches is Cri-
seyde, until each one draws close enough for them 
to realize their mistake. When she doesn’t arrive in 
the morning hours, Troilus starts rationalizing her 
failure to appear, blaming it on her father. They 
leave their post to have a meal and then return 
for the afternoon watch. Despite her continuing 
absence, Troilus maintains his optimism, coming 
up with various reasons why she could have been 
delayed, until night comes and the gates of the city 
are closed. At this point, Pandarus begins to doubt 
his niece’s intention to return, but he says nothing 
to his friend. On his way home, Troilus decides 

Troilus and Criseyde  283

After being sent to the Greek camp in exchange for a Trojan prisoner, Criseyde is wooed by the warrior Diomede, 
who urges her to forget Troy and to stop mourning for her Trojan lover. From The Kelmscott Chaucer.



that he must have miscounted the days, but after 
one more day of watching and waiting, he gives up.

Determining that he must die, Troilus isolates 
and begins to starve himself. He grows so weak from 
lack of food and exercise that he can walk only with 
the aid of a crutch. When his family tries to find out 
what is wrong, he refuses to tell anyone the source 
of his pain but continues to look forward to nothing 
but death. During this period of mourning, Troilus 
dreams that he is walking in a forest, weeping over 
his loss of Criseyde. Walking up and down he comes 
upon a great boar sleeping in the sun. Criseyde lies 
in the boar’s embrace, kissing him while he sleeps. 
In the morning Troilus sends for Pandarus, to whom 
he describes the dream along with his own opinion 
that it is a revelation sent by the gods to inform 
him of Criseyde’s betrayal. Pandarus cautions him 
against such hasty interpretation and provides an 
alternative reading, suggesting that the boar repre-
sents Criseyde’s old father, Calkas. He then urges 
Troilus to write to Criseyde, expressing his fears and 
asking for an explanation of her delay. Consenting 
to the wisdom of this plan, Troilus composes a let-
ter in which he describes his suffering, reminds her 
of her promise to return in 10 days, and notes that 
two months have now passed. He claims that all he 
currently suffers will be turned to joy as soon as she 
returns, but still urges her to respond, whatever the 
state of her feelings toward him. Upon receiving his 
letter, Criseyde immediately writes back, promising 
that she will come but professing that she is unable 
to tell him when. Troilus is only mildly reassured 
by her letter. The longer she delays, the more his 
suffering grows, and his might decreases as his hope 
wanes. He falls back into his old despair, refusing 
food, drink, and conversation, and begins to dwell 
upon the dream in which Criseyde appeared in the 
boar’s embrace. Finally, he asks his sister Cassan-
dra, who is reputed to have the gift of prophecy, 
to interpret it for him. Her lengthy interpretation 
contains the entire story of STATIUS’s Thebaid in 
capsule form, which appears to be given in order 
to establish the genealogy of Diomede, who, she at 
last informs him, has become Criseyde’s new lover. 
Troilus angrily refuses to believe her. His rage over-
comes his woe and he leaves his bed to find some 
answers for himself.

The death of his brother Ector, slain in battle 
by the Greek Achilles, diverts Troilus from his pur-
pose and foreshadows the coming misfortunes of 
the city. Troilus considers various means of locat-
ing Criseyde in the Greek camp, including disguis-
ing himself as a pilgrim and going to search for her 
himself, but then he considers what would happen 
if he were recognized and captured. He continues 
writing to her and eventually receives another let-
ter. She again promises to return, but still refuses 
to say when. She also hints that she is annoyed by 
his impatience and by some rumors she has heard. 
The rumors suggest that he has revealed their love 
affair and would deceive her regarding his true 
intentions. But it does not matter, she says, for 
she cannot believe that he would be anything but 
noble and true. Finally, she asks that whatever may 
happen, she may always have his good word and 
friendship.

Troilus is troubled by the letter, which seems to 
him strange and a harbinger of change. Neverthe-
less, he still clings to the hope that she will return 
until one day when Diomede’s torn tunic is paraded 
through the streets as a token of Deiphebus’s vic-
tory in battle that day. On the collar of that tunic 
Troilus sees the brooch he gave Criseyde to keep 
in remembrance of him on the day that she left 
the city. Now certain of her disloyalty, he sends for 
Pandarus and tells him what he has seen. Pandarus 
curses his niece, hoping that death will soon take 
her. Troilus, however, finds that he cannot stop 
loving her, in spite of everything. Unable to come 
up with any other remedy, he vows to seek death 
in battle.

Troilus reenters the war, fighting relentlessly and 
always seeking Diomede. They meet on many occa-
sions and exchange blows, but none proves fatal. 
At this point the narrator takes a brief detour from 
his story to say that if the reader desires to hear 
more about Troilus’s prowess in battle, he should 
consult Dares, the supposed author of an ancient 
history of the Trojan War. As for the narrator’s 
treatment of Criseyde, he asks his female readers 
not to be angry with him over Criseyde’s faults, 
since he did not invent them himself but merely 
repeated what others have written. It would give 
him great joy, he says, if they so desire, to write 
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about Penelope or the good Alcestis. These several 
stanzas are followed by an envoy, a kind of formal 
launching of his book to take its place in the world 
of poetry.

The narrative resumes with the report of Troi-
lus’s death at the hands of Achilles. Following his 
death, Troilus’s spirit leaves his body and flies up to 
the eighth sphere (see PTOLEMY), where he can look 
down and observe the wandering stars (planets) 
and hear the music created by the movement of 
the spheres. Looking down at the earth from such a 
great height, he observes the smallness of the planet 
and begins to despise the wretchedness of human 
vanity, laughing at the sorrow of those who weep 
for his death. The final stanzas of the poem offer 
to apply a Christian coloring to the pagan story, 
admonishing young people to give their love to 
God rather than to someone who can betray them. 
Troilus’s fate is considered as an example of how 
the pagan gods have rewarded those who worship 
them. Chaucer dedicates the poem to JOHN GOWER 
(“moral Gower”) and RALPH STRODE (“philosophi-
cal Strode”), asking that they provide any correc-
tions that may be desirable, and to Christ, whom he 
beseeches to grant him mercy and protection.

COMMENTARY
Troilus and Criseyde is the longest single poem that 
Chaucer wrote. Its exact date of composition is 
unknown, but a number of convincing arguments 
have been made for assigning it to the decade of 
the 1380s. It must have been written before 1388, 
since THOMAS USK, who died in that year, drew 
upon it to write his own Testament of Love. Because 
the philosophical dimension of Chaucer’s Troilus 
derives from Boethius’s Consolation of Philosophy, a 
number of scholars believe that Chaucer was work-
ing on his translation of Boethius (BOECE) at or 
around the same time. “The KNIGHT’S TALE,” the 
first to be told on the pilgrimage to CANTERBURY, is 
also heavily influenced by Boethius.

The “historical” event that serves as backdrop 
to the action of Chaucer’s poem is the Trojan War. 
The history of this ancient war was a popular topic 
among medieval authors, most of whom treated 
the entire story from beginning to end. BENOÎT DE 
SAINTE-MAURE, a French writer of the 12th cen-

tury, was the first to describe the love affair between 
Troilus and Criseyde, but in his work it is imbedded 
within a long chronicle-style narrative called the 
Roman de Troie (“Romance of Troy”). Not until 
the Italian writer BOCCACCIO came along and com-
posed Il FILOSTRATO did an author focus exclusively 
on the lovers’ relationship against the backdrop 
of the war. Boccaccio’s poem appeared in the late 
1330s and constitutes the major source of Chau-
cer’s work, despite the latter’s claim to have taken 
the story from a fictitious author named LOLLIUS. 
The tight focus of both Chaucer’s and Boccaccio’s 
narratives allowed them to emphasize the examina-
tion of human motive and behavior, particularly 
that belonging to the realm of the emotions.

The changes Chaucer made to Boccaccio’s text 
consisted primarily of expanding some portions 
and contracting or eliminating others. The overall 
effect of his changes is a shift in emphasis from 
the personal to the philosophical, while retaining 
the Italian author’s concern with the emotional 
lives of his characters. So while Boccaccio identi-
fies himself with Troiolo (the counterpart of Chau-
cer’s Troilus) and claims to have suffered a similar 
betrayal at the hands of a beautiful but faithless 
young lady, Chaucer’s narrator is sympathetic to 
both Troilus and Criseyde. Sometimes he attempts 
to present himself as an uninvolved observer; at 
other times his own emotional response to charac-
ters and events overflows into his commentary. In 
contrast to Boccaccio, whose attitude toward Cri-
seyde is unremittingly negative, Chaucer’s narrator 
goes out of his way to excuse or qualify Criseyde’s 
ultimate faithlessness by drawing attention to her 
good intentions. In book four, for example, he 
intrudes into the narrative to note that when Cri-
seyde promised Troilus she would return from the 
Greek camp in 10 days, she truly intended to do 
so. Some critics suggest that this “tolerant” attitude 
toward Criseyde is merely a manifestation of the 
narrator’s obtuseness. On the other hand, the sym-
pathy expressed for Criseyde parrallels the poet’s 
unusual (for the historical period in which he was 
writing) sympathy for the plight of women in a male-
dominated culture that mandated their dependence 
on men without protecting them from the exploita-
tion that often resulted from that dependence.
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The dominant theme of Troilus and Criseyde is 
love and when philosophical reflections or notions 
of tragedy enter into the story, they do so within 
the context of that theme. Chaucer’s interest in 
love as a literary theme was already well established 
by the time he wrote Troilus and Criseyde. It was 
a principal topic of concern in The BOOK OF THE 
DUCHESS and The PARLIAMENT OF FOWLS. And in 
book two of The HOUSE OF FAME, the Eagle who 
has been sent to transport the narrator, “Geffrey,” 
to his destination informs him that this experience 
has been sent by Jove to reward him for his previ-
ously unrewarded service to Cupid, the god of love. 
It is not, moreover, any vague notion of roman-
tic love that informs Chaucer’s treatment of this 
theme, but a complex literary tradition ultimately 
derived from the French troubadours and trouvères 
of the 11th and 12th centuries. In literary criticism 
that tradition has come to be known as COURTLY 
LOVE, and its influence provides an explanation for 
the assumptions and rules of behavior that charac-
terize the affair between Chaucer’s Trojan lovers.

The book De Arte Honeste Amandi (“The Art of 
Loving Decently”), written by Andreas Capellanus 
in the 12th century and based on the writings of 
OVID in the Ars Amatoria (“The Art of Love”), pro-
vides a means of understanding the abstract prin-
ciples and laws underlying the courtly system. One 
basic principle of this system is the idea that courtly 
love is sensual and erotic. Andreas defines love as 
a passion arising from the observance of beauty in 
the opposite sex. The goal of this passion is sexual 
fulfillment. In keeping with this idea, nearly three-
fifth’s of Chaucer’s Troilus is devoted to a minutely 
detailed description of the lovers’ developing desire 
with its culmination in the moment of sexual 
union. Another important principle of the courtly 
love system requires that the lady who is the object 
of the man’s affections be difficult to obtain. This 
difficulty must furthermore arise primarily from 
her own will rather than from external obstacles. 
Criseyde’s initial reaction to Troilus and the subse-
quent difficulty he encounters in winning her fulfills 
this requirement. One final feature of courtly love 
relevant here is the necessity for secrecy. Some-
times this necessity arose from the fact that one or 
other of the lovers was married to someone else. In 

this case, the need for secrecy arises from Criseyde’s 
desire to remain autonomous (i.e., unmarried) and 
her fear that her reputation would suffer should it 
be known that she has a lover. She frequently men-
tions her dread of becoming the subject of gossip. 
Andreas notes that a divulged love rarely lasts, an 
idea that also seems to inform Criseyde’s reluctance 
to go public with the affair. One positive effect of 
courtly love was to exalt and ennoble those who 
practiced it. This is clearly seen in the behavior of 
Troilus, who, under the influence of his passion 
for Criseyde, becomes even more generous, affable, 
and valorous—not to mention well dressed—on 
the battlefield and off than he has been before. 
Conversely, the most grievous fault that could be 
committed by a lover was inconstancy, otherwise 
known as betrayal. Criseyde, of course, is guilty of 
this crime, and when Troilus discovers her guilt, 
his doom is sealed. A full discussion of the role 
that courtly love plays in the poem may be found 
in Thomas Kirby’s Chaucer’s Troilus: A Study in 
Courtly Love (1940).

A salient feature of courtly love was the notion 
of honor, which may be defined generally as reputa-
tion and which was supposed to be based not only 
upon appearances but also upon true virtue. And of 
course one of the most important characteristics of 
virtue, for a woman, was chastity. When Criseyde 
responds to her uncle’s insistence that she receive 
the attentions of Troilus, who will otherwise die of 
love, she repeatedly declares that she will behave 
only in a manner consistent with maintaining her 
honor. For a time, this suffices to keep her reputa-
tion and her chastity intact. But her determination 
is constantly assailed by the machinations of her 
uncle who, in collusion with Troilus, devises situ-
ations in which she is both deceived and manipu-
lated. Indeed, despite his protest that he desires 
to inflict no “harm or any vilenye” (book 1, line 
1,033) [harm or villainy], and that he would rather 
die than have Criseyde believe he intends anything 
“but that that myghte sownen into goode” (line 
1,036) [but that which should tend toward good-
ness], almost none of Troilus’s wooing is free from 
the taint of deceit, from his engineered appearance 
outside her window just after she has read his initial 
declaration of love to his fabricated accusation that 
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she has fallen in love with someone else. Perhaps 
this is why the narrator, near the end of book five, 
speaks of how women “bitraised be” [are betrayed] 
and thus he is moved “To speke, and in effect yow 
alle I preye, / Beth war of men, and herkneth what I 
seye!” (lines 1,783–1,785) [To speak, and in effect 
I beseech you all / Be wary of men, and listen to 
what I say!].

But of course, Troilus’s desires would come to 
nothing without Criseyde’s uncle Pandarus, who, 
along with the other characters, needs to be under-
stood within the cultural context of 14th-century 
England. As a widow with no brothers, whose 
father has deserted her, Criseyde should, according 
to custom, look to her uncle as her most trustwor-
thy friend and protector, a sentiment she voices the 
first time we see them together: “Youre frendshipe 
have I founden evere yit. / I am to no man holden, 
trewely, / So muche as yow, . . . / And with the 
grace of God, emforth my wit, / As in my gylt I shal 
yow nevere offende; / And if I have er this, I wol 
amende” (book 1, lines 240–245) [Your friendship 
is ever constant. / I am beholden to no man, truly, / 
as much as to you . . . / And with the grace of God, 
to the extent of my understanding, / I shall never 
offend you intentionally; / And if I have before this, 
I intend to make amends]. Pandarus, for his part, 
claims to be similarly devoted to his niece, asserting 
that he “love[s] as well youre honour and renoun 
/ As creature in al this world yborn” (book 1, lines 
297–298) [loves as well your honor and reputa-
tion / As any person born in this world]. When 
he goes on to reveal Troilus’s passion, encouraging 
Criseyde to show “mercy,” Pandarus goes so far as 
to swear that if she refuses, “it is harm ye lyven, by 
my trouthe!” (line 350) [it is unfortunate that you 
should live, by my faith!]. That said, he protests 
that his petition is no “gaud” (i.e., “trick”) and, in 
a biting stroke of irony claims “For me were levere 
thow and I and he / Were hanged, than I sholde 
ben his baude . . .” (lines 352–353) [It would be 
preferable to me that you and I and he / Should be 
hanged, than that I should be his pimp . . .”]. Con-
sidering the episode in book three where Pandarus 
positions Troilus in a closet (a small room) to spy 
upon Criseyde in her bedchamber, then practically 
drags the young prince into the room through a 

trap door, we quickly realize the shallow nature 
of Pandarus’s oath. When Troilus then faints 
upon confronting Criseyde in bed, and Pandarus 
responds by picking him up and throwing him into 
her bed while exhorting Criseyde to help revive the 
stricken, lovesick man, Pandarus’s desperation to 
compromise his niece’s honor enters the realm of 
the grotesque.

Chaucer’s sensitivity to the plight of women sur-
faces frequently in his work, most notably in “The 
FRANKLIN’S TALE,” “The WIFE OF BATH’S TALE,” 
“The CLERK’S TALE,” “The MAN OF LAW’S TALE,” 
and The LEGEND OF GOOD WOMEN, so perhaps 
it should come as no surprise that he frequently 
excuses or makes allowances for Criseyde’s behav-
ior. In fact, we might legitimately wonder why he 
does not condemn the behavior of Troilus or Pan-
darus, aside from the oblique warning to women to 
be wary of men. Even more surprising, however, 
than Chaucer’s failure to criticize either of his male 
protagonists, is the penchant a number of modern 
critics display to condemn Criseyde for transfer-
ring her allegiance to Diomede, even though her 
reasons for doing so (the promise of security offered 
by a confident warrior-prince, the prophecy that 
the Greeks will win the war, the difficulty of cross-
ing unaccompanied through the Greek camp to 
return to Troy) appear, from a contemporary point 
of view, entirely reasonable.

Despite Chaucer’s (or the narrator’s, as some 
would have it) apparent sympathy for Criseyde, the 
effect upon Troilus of this disastrous love affair is 
the ultimate focus of the narrative, and works a 
dramatic change upon its trajectory in book five. 
Even before the poem’s end, we find woven into the 
conventions of courtly love that inform this work 
a philosophical dimension that derives from the 
medieval conception of tragedy as arising from the 
vicissitudes of Fortune (in contrast to classical and 
Shakespearean tragedy, in which character is the 
determining factor). It was this conception of trag-
edy that Boethius wrestled with in the Consolation of 
Philosophy. Chaucer’s use of Boethian philosophy in 
Troilus and Criseyde has its most dramatic impact 
at the end of the poem, when, after describing the 
journey of Troilus’s spirit up into the heavens, the 
narrator reveals the futility of every impulse upon 
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which the poem’s characters have acted, directing 
his young readers to repudiate the vanity of earthly, 
physical love in favor of loving Christ. Some read-
ers have regarded this palinode as a flaw because of 
the way that it contradicts the apparent meaning 
of everything that has gone before. The sermon-
izing message is, after all, delivered in seven stan-
zas, while over one thousand stanzas are devoted 
to the presentation of a dramatic, passionate love 
story rendered with, in the words of Mark Lam-
bert, “A mastery of nuance, a love of the sugges-
tive detail, unexampled in earlier English literature” 
(“Telling the Story in Troilus and Criseyde” in The 
Cambridge Companion to Chaucer, 2003). A num-
ber of influential critics believe, however, that the 
ending is not disjunctive. Rather, the entire ideo-
logical framework of the poem is recast by the philo-
sophical views of Boethius contained in the ending 
in which Troilus, freed from the limitations of his 
earthly perspective, sees the vanity of “blynde lust, 
the which that may nat laste” (book 5, line 1,824) 
[blind lust, which will not last]. Winthrop Weth-
erbee offers an especially interesting theory, argu-
ing that the narrator’s responses over the course 
of the poem records his educative experience, as 
he moves from a naively sympathetic response to 
the love story to a more sophisticated understand-
ing parallel to the Christian morality expressed in 
the narrator’s instructions to young readers (Chau-
cer and the Poets, 1984; “Dante and the Poetics of 
‘Troilus and Criseyde,’ ” 1998). Other critics have 
pointed out the similarity between this about-face 
and CHAUCER’S RETRACTION on his “deathbed,” in 
which he repudiates such of his writings as “sownen 
into sin” [tend, or lead, toward sin].

Whatever degree of comfort one feels with the 
ending of Troilus and Criseyde, it is important to 
understand how Boethius’s Consolation of Philos-
ophy informs the text. The Consolation’s primary 
concern is to explore how mankind may cope with 
the vicissitudes of Fortune, undeniably an abiding 
force governing the outcome of events in Troilus 
and Criseyde. In Boethius’s text, the most impor-
tant argument made by Lady Philosophy, is that a 
human being may avoid the suffering that attends 
the deprivation of worldly attainments (often a 
result of Fortune’s fickleness) by refusing to become 

overly attached to such attainments. These “false 
goods” (things that appear to be good but that 
can actually become a source of vice and misery) 
are power, dignities, and fame. Boethius does not 
include romantic love among the false goods, and 
perhaps Chaucer, in providing his Troilus with a 
Boethian coloring, sees himself filling a gap. JEAN 
DE MEUN, coauthor of Le ROMAN DE LA ROSE, a text 
that also influenced Chaucer’s thinking, mentions 
that lovers invite the caprice of Fortune just as 
much as ambitious men, and Chaucer repeatedly 
emphasizes the role that Fortune plays in the lov-
ers’ tragedy, a role of which both lovers are pain-
fully aware.

Near the beginning of the poem, although 
Cupid shoots the arrow that wounds Troilus with 
the sight of Criseyde’s beauty, Troilus immedi-
ately blames Fortune, not the god of Love, for 
his plight. Comparing his former happiness to his 
present torment, he tells Pandarus, “Fortune is 
my fo; / Ne al the men that riden konne or go / 
May of hire cruel whiel the harm withstonde; / 
For as hire list she pleyeth with free and bonde” 
(book 1, lines 837–840) [Fortune is my enemy; / 
Not a single one of all mankind / May withstand 
the cruel torment of her wheel; / For just as she 
desires, she plays with both freemen and slaves]. 
Pandarus does not deny that Fortune is involved, 
but he does suggest a different perspective on her 
involvement. First he reminds Troilus that every-
one suffers, from time to time, the changes of 
Fortune; then, he suggests that Troilus look for-
ward to her wheel’s next revolution, which will 
certainly bring him joy. When Troilus does finally 
win Criseyde’s heart, however, he seems to forget 
the role of Fortune, addressing his thanks and 
hymns of praise to Venus, Cupid, and Hymen, 
those gods who have assisted him, he believes, 
in gaining his desire. For the time being, Troilus 
forgets about Fortune, but the narrator steps in 
to remind us that she is still there. The prologue 
to book four opens with these words: “But al to 
litel, weylaway the whyle, / Lasteth swich joie, 
ythonked be Fortune, / That semeth trewest whan 
she wol bygyle / That she hem hent and blent, trai-
tour comune!” (lines 1–5) [But all too little, alas 
the while, / Lasts such joy, thanks to Fortune, / 
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Who seems most true when she wishes to beguile / 
Those whom she seizes and blinds, like a common 
traitor!]. The stanza following this one specifically 
notes that the next revolution of Fortune’s wheel 
will bring Troilus down and set Diomede up in 
his place. Upon hearing the news that Criseyde 
will be given to the Greeks in exchange for the 
Trojan Antenor, and himself unable to discover 
a remedy for their plight, Troilus does indeed put 
the blame on Fortune. His meditation on the idea 
of predestination, derived directly from Boethius, 
concludes that he will lose Criseyde no matter 
what action he takes, but Troilus’s argument sig-
nificantly breaks off before presenting Boethius’s 
defense of free will.

From the moment that he saw Criseyde in 
Athena’s temple, Troilus has considered himself 
a victim of forces beyond his control. Criseyde, 
on the other hand, while acknowledging the ines-
capable pressures and consequences of external 
events, consistently exercises her will in mak-
ing choices, even though she is sometimes over-
whelmed by circumstance. Although she finds 
Troilus attractive, it is still necessary, for her, to 
make a conscious decision that she will accept 
his devotion and service. And even though she 
is tricked into the nocturnal meeting that leads 
to their sexual union, when Troilus embraces her 
with sudden passion, saying, “O swete, as evere 
mot I gon, / Now be ye kaught; now is ther but we 
tweyne!” (book 3, lines 1,206–1,207) [O sweet, as 
I may ever thrive, / Now are you caught; now that 
there is none but us two (here)!], she informs him 
that “Ne hadde I er now, my swete herte deere, / 
Ben yolde, ywis, I were now nought heere!” (book 
3, lines 1,210–1,211) [If I had not before now, 
my dear sweet heart, / Already yielded, indeed, 
I would not be here now!]. She may have little 
control over the events that force her removal to 
the Greek camp, but she exercises her will both in 
choosing to go and in deciding against returning to 
Troy, in the latter instance weighing the difficulty 
and dangers involved against the security she feels 
under the protection of her father and Diomede. 
Troilus finally stops blaming Fortune when he sees 
the brooch he gave Criseyde adorning Diomede’s 
tunic, but the narrator reminds us of her continu-

ing presence when he notes that, despite the two 
men’s efforts, Fortune would allow neither Dio-
mede nor Troilus to die by the other’s hand.

Troilus’s inability to acknowledge the force of 
human free will seems to have two important func-
tions. First, it informs his own behavior, providing 
an explanation for his otherwise incomprehensible 
reluctance to take action on his own behalf in mat-
ters of love, a reluctance that shows up all the more 
strikingly in comparison with Diomede’s decisive-
ness and self-determination. Yet while Diomede, 
Criseyde, and Pandarus are all more capable of 
acting on their own behalf than is Troilus, their 
attitudes and behavior are at best practical and 
opportunist, in contrast to the steadfast idealism 
that makes Troilus, for some readers, the most 
noble and admirable of the group. What ultimately 
defeats him is not his inability to act, which arises 
as often from his desire not to hurt or offend some-
one as it does from a fear of being hurt or from 
his fatalism, but the limitations of his philosophical 
perspective. Having established himself so firmly as 
a worshipper of the god of love, when his religion 
fails him he can see no other alternative but death. 
Without Boethius’s Lady Philosophy to instruct 
him, with no gods to turn to but those of the pagan 
pantheon, he can go no further, at least not until 
after he has died and can compare the felicity of 
heaven to the wretched vanity of blind lust such 
as he experienced while on earth. The philosophy 
of this poem has been examined in a number of 
critical texts. One of the most thorough and con-
cise is DONALD HOWARD’s “The Philosophies in 
Chaucer’s Troilus,” in The Wisdom of Poetry: Essays 
in Early English Literature (1982).

Bringing his final commentary on the lives 
of Troilus and Criseyde to a close, the narrator 
exclaims, “Lo here, of payens corsed olde rites! 
/ Lo here, what alle hire goddes may availle! / 
Lo here, thise wrecched worldes appetites! / Lo 
here, the fyn and guerdoun for travaille / Of Jove, 
Appollo, of Mars, of swich rascaille!” (book 5, 
lines 1,849–1,853) [Lo here, of pagans’ cursed 
rites! / Lo here, what all their gods may do! / Lo 
here, these wretched worldly appetites! / Lo here, 
the result and reward for one’s effort / Given 
by Jove, Apollo, Mars, and other such worthless 
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rabble!]. With these words, the narrator appears 
to denounce not only the inadequacy of Troilus 
but also of the entire pagan worldview, which 
helps to explain why those characters who do 
possess the qualities Troilus lacks, particularly 
that of exercising free will, have other flaws that 
seem designed to undermine their appeal to a 
Christian audience. The typical hero of courtly 
romance would be a knight both virtuous and 
capable of exercising his will. The heroes and 
heroine of Chaucer’s Troilus possess either one 
trait or the other, and, as a result, they seem 
incomplete in spite of their additional beauties 
and/or attainments.

Interestingly, many early readers of the poem—
Chaucer’s contemporaries and those belonging to 
the centuries immediately following—seem to have 
understood the tragedy of the lovers quite differ-
ently. Troilus, as indicated above, was seen as weak, 
pitiable at best, while Criseyde’s name became asso-
ciated with absolute faithlessness and prostitution. 
The two best-known treatments of the story in the 
late medieval and Renaissance periods seem to fol-
low this pattern. ROBERT HENRYSON’s Testament of 
Cresseid takes up where Chaucer’s poem leaves off, 
punishing Criseyde for deserting Troilus by having 
Diomede desert her in turn, after which she con-
tracts leprosy. (In the Middle Ages this disease was 
considered a sexual one.) Compared to Henryson’s 
moralizing treatment of the story, in which Troi-
lus is still heroic, Shakespeare’s History of Troilus 
and Cressida takes a satirical tone with all of the 
characters. Cressida is a flirtatious slut; Troilus, a 
self-absorbed man who mistakes lust for love; and 
Pandarus is little more than a pander (a word that 
derives from his name), one who procures a woman 
for another man to have sex with. Interestingly, the 
play was originally (in the quarto edition) grouped 
with the comedies, which in itself indicates Shake-
speare’s decidedly different take on the story. Gen-
erally speaking, the play looks at a number of ideas, 
including romantic love, heroic action, and man’s 
ability to reason, submitting them to unrelenting 
scrutiny and finding that men’s actions rarely live 
up to their lofty words. Whether this conclusion has 
anything in common with what Chaucer was trying 
to communicate is up to the reader to decide.

CHARACTERS
For information on mythological figures such as 
Antenor, Hector, Helen, Polite, Polixena, and 
Priam, who appear as characters in this tale, but 
who are also mentioned elsewhere in Chaucer’s 
work, see entries in Part III of this book.. Mytho-
logical figures who are alluded to, but who do not 
appear as characters, are also located in Part III.

Antigone The Antigone who appears in Chau-
cer’s Troilus and Criseyde is Criseyde’s niece, not 
the Antigone who was the daughter of Oedipus in 
the famous series of plays by SOPHOCLES. Chaucer’s 
reasons for choosing the name are unknown. Her 
role in the Troilus is a minor one, but she does sing 
a song that makes Criseyde more receptive to the 
idea of receiving Troilus as a suitor.

Argyve Criseyde’s mother. It is uncertain why 
Chaucer chose this name, because this character is 
unnamed in all of the sources he is known to have 
drawn upon for his version of the story.

Calkas A Trojan soothsayer and the father of 
Criseyde. Calkas plays an important role in Troilus 
and Criseyde, acting as a key player in Criseyde’s 
tragic downfall. Believing that the Trojans are going 
to be defeated, Calkas decides to leave TROY and 
join the Greek camp. In doing so, he abandons his 
daughter, the widowed Criseyde, which forces her 
to become more and more dependent upon the sup-
port and protection of her uncle Pandarus and other 
members of the Trojan nobility, including Troilus. 
When she finally agrees to become Troilus’s lover, 
it is at least partly because she needs his protec-
tion. But just as he had helped to bring the two 
lovers together, Calkas even more directly contrib-
utes to their breakup, arranging for the Greeks to 
offer a Trojan prisoner in exchange for his daughter, 
whom he now wishes to have with him. Although 
popular sentiment pressures Criseyde into going 
through with the exchange, she at first plans to slip 
away from the Greeks and rejoin Troilus; however, 
the encouragement she receives from her father to 
leave her past behind, in addition to her own fears 
about leaving the camp and traveling on her own, 
persuade her against going back to Troy.
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Criseyde (Creseyde, Crisseide) The principal 
female character in Chaucer’s longest single work, 
Troilus and Criseyde, which tells the story of the 
love affair between the two people named in the 
title. At the opening of the story we learn that 
Criseyde is a beautiful and virtuous young widow 
living in TROY during the 11-year siege of that city 
that was known as the TROJAN WAR. She lives 
alone because her father Calkas, who has foreseen 
the fall of Troy, recently left the city to join the 
Greek forces. One day she attends a religious ser-
vice in the temple of Pallas Athena, where her 
beauty wounds the eye and heart of Troilus, a 
young warrior and son of the royal family who has 
previously scorned all thoughts of love. After some 
hesitation, with the assistance of Criseyde’s uncle 
Pandarus, Troilus sets out to woo Criseyde and 
eventually wins her, but they enjoy their love only 
a short time before tragedy strikes. Regretting his 
decision to leave his daughter behind when he left 
Troy, Calkas persuades the Greeks to ask for her in 
exchange for one of the Trojan prisoners taken in 
battle. The leaders on the Trojan side, under pres-
sure from the people of Troy, agree to the exchange, 
leaving the lovers no choice but to comply with 
the decision or run away. Criseyde argues that they 
should comply, reassuring her companion that she 
will simply return to Troy as soon as she gets the 
chance. Troilus fears that something may happen 
to prevent her return, but he is unable to win her 
over, and so she departs. Once inside the Greek 
camp, Criseyde finds that it is not as easy to leave 
as she had hoped. Traveling alone among the tents 
of armed men would be fraught with considerable 
danger; besides, she now believes her father’s pre-
diction that the city will be defeated and burned. 
In addition to these discouraging circumstances, 
she also begins to receive the attentions of a Greek 
warrior, DIOMEDE, who offers her his protection. 
Finally, instead of returning to Troy on the date 
that she had promised, she chooses to stay with the 
Greeks.

Criseyde’s acceptance of Diomede’s protection 
and the implication that she becomes his lover 
(Troilus sees him wearing a brooch that Troilus 
gave to Criseyde as a lover’s token) have led many 
critics to pronounce her behavior utterly contempt-

ible. Yet, a closer look at her character as it devel-
ops throughout the poem renders her decision not 
to return to Troilus understandable. From the very 
beginning, she is portrayed as a woman motivated 
by fear. She has been left alone in Troy by a father 
who is now accounted a traitor. She has previ-
ously been the victim of lawsuits, and her uncle 
Pandarus, in order to make her more dependent 
on Troilus’s support, tells her that the man who 
had harassed her with a suit in the past is preparing 
to do so again. Finally, the importunity of Troilus, 
urged on by her uncle, makes it nearly impossible 
for her to refuse his advances without creating con-
flict between herself and other members of Troy’s 
ruling family. On the other hand, by allying herself 
with Troilus, she gains their support, even though 
they do not know that she is his lover. She does 
seem to grow to love Troilus, but it is not with the 
same kind of intense infatuation; if deep, her love 
is also practical. Criseyde’s arguments against their 
running away together are the best evidence of her 
common sense, especially when juxtaposed to Troi-
lus’s fanciful romanticism for which he would leave 
his title, power, and family behind without a sec-
ond thought. Idealistically, he may appear the more 
laudable for his willingness to do so, but his plan 
is not one that bodes well for their future, at least 
not as far as Criseyde is concerned. This dimension 
of Criseyde’s character shows her to be a practical 
woman who deliberates carefully before acting. The 
circumstances in which she finds herself after her 
father’s treasonable departure make her fear for her 
safety to such a degree that she is incapable, given 
her character, of acting other than she does.

These features of Criseyde’s character are 
Chaucer’s invention or the elaboration of incipi-
ent characteristics in the heroine of his source, 
BOCCACCIO’s FILOSTRATO. If Chaucer’s aim was to 
make her more sympathetic, however, he failed, or 
at least that appears to be the case from what little 
we know of his audience’s response to the story. 
In the prologue to The LEGEND OF GOOD WOMEN, 
Chaucer claims to have taken on this project 
of writing about virtuous women in response to 
charges that he slandered women by creating such 
a character as Criseyde. A Scottish poet of the 
15th century, ROBERT HENRYSON, wrote a sequel 
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to the poem in which Criseyde is punished for her 
infidelity by becoming infected with leprosy. Both 
of these responses suggest that Criseyde is a char-
acter more apt to be appreciated in a time when 
the moral standards for women’s behavior are less 
repressive.

Diomede In classical mythology, Diomede was 
the son of Tydeus and the successor of Adrastus 
to the throne of Argos. He fought on the Greek 
side in the TROJAN WAR, leading 80 ships against 
Troy and distinguishing himself as the bravest of 
the Greeks, second only to Achilles as a warrior. 
With Ulysses he went via an underground passage 
to the Acropolis of Troy and stole the Palladium, 
the image of Pallas Athena that protected Troy 
from being defeated in battle. Diomede plays an 
important role in Chaucer’s Troilus and Criseyde 
as the Greek warrior who wooed Criseyde’s affec-
tions away from Troilus. Diomede offers Criseyde 
his protection at a crucial moment, when she has 
been forced to join her father in the Greek camp 
outside Troy and fears for her safety. She is fur-
ther influenced by the knowledge that Diomede 
will inherit the throne of Argos and become king 
of that region after the war is over. In contrast to 
Troilus, Diomede is bold and unselfconscious in 
his attempts to win Criseyde’s love. He is able to 
perceive the relationship between Troilus and Cri-
seyde by just seeing them together once, and uses 
that knowledge, along with other perceptions of 
her character, in a calculating and practical man-
ner. Although these features make him seem like 
a manipulative opportunist, Chaucer softens the 
portrait by telling us that Criseyde did indeed love 
Diomede and was devastated when he returned to 
camp wounded from combat against Troilus.

Flexippe One of Criseyde’s nieces in Troilus and 
Criseyde. The origin of the name is unknown. Flex-
ippe is a minor character, appearing in one scene 
only, where Criseyde and three of her nieces (the 
other two are Tharbe and Antigone) walk in the 
garden of Criseyde’s house. Antigone sings a song 
of love that stimulates Criseyde to start consider-
ing that perhaps having a lover shower her with 
attention would not be so bad (book 2, line 816).

Horaste In Troilus and Criseyde, a man with 
whom Pandarus accuses Criseyde of being in love. 
The purely fictitious accusation is made with the 
intention of justifying Troilus’s great misery and 
encouraging Criseyde to have pity on him. Criseyde 
had previously agreed to allow Troilus to woo her, 
but appeared unwilling to let their relationship prog-
ress any further. Pandarus, although he is Criseyde’s 
uncle, has sworn to help his friend Troilus, and will 
use many varieties of trickery and deceit to weaken 
his niece’s resolve to remain a chaste widow. The 
name Horaste does not appear in Chaucer’s source, 
BOCCACCIO’s FILOSTRATO. In “Some Observations 
on the Language of Chaucer’s Troilus” (Proceed-
ings of Chaucer Society, 1894) G. L. KITTREDGE sug-
gests that he took his inspiration from a name made 
famous by Greek tragedy, Orestes, which was spelled 
Horrestes in GUIDO DELLE COLONNE’s work.

Mnestheus In the saga of the TROJAN WAR, 
Mnestheus was one of the Trojans who was taken 
prisoner when the Greeks captured Antenor. His 
fighting efforts are mentioned in Troilus and Cri-
seyde (book 4, line 51). The capture of Antenor 
and the ensuing agreement between the Trojan 
and Greek forces to exchange him for Criseyde is 
what causes the two lovers, Troilus and Criseyde, 
to be separated.

Pandarus (Pandare) In classical mythology, 
Pandarus was a favorite of the god Apollo, who 
tutored him in archery. He was known for his skill 
as an archer in the TROJAN WAR, in which he fought 
against the Greeks. In Chaucer’s Troilus and Criseyde, 
as Criseyde’s uncle and Troilus’s friend, he plays an 
important role in bringing them together. Because 
of his apparent eagerness to have Troilus succeed in 
seducing his niece, his name entered our language as 
a common noun meaning “a procurer for sexual pur-
poses.” This role that he plays of go-between was the 
invention of BOCCACCIO, whose FILOSTRATO was the 
source of Chaucer’s poem. In Boccaccio, however, 
Pandarus (called “Pandaro”) is the cousin rather 
than the uncle of Criseyde, and presumably near the 
same age as the two lovers, which makes his behav-
ior seem a little less sleazy than it does when he 
is older. In keeping with the morality of Chaucer’s 
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time, as her uncle, and particularly in the absence of 
her father, Pandarus ought to be acting as Criseyde’s 
protector, placing that duty above his friendship to 
Troilus. Pandarus also appears playing the role of 
go-between in Shakespeare’s play, Troilus and Cres-
sida, where the darkness of his motives is even more 
strongly emphasized.

Phebuseo A Trojan hero who seems to have 
been invented by Chaucer for his poem Troilus and 
Criseyde. He is not mentioned in Chaucer’s source 
for the poem, BOCCACCIO’s FILOSTRATO. In Chau-
cer’s poem, Phebuseo fights to save Antenor from 
the Greeks (book 4, lines 50–54). After Antenor 
is captured, the Greeks offer to release him in 
exchange for Criseyde.

Poliphete A character mentioned in Troilus and 
Criseyde who was apparently invented by Chaucer. 
When Pandarus wants to make his niece Criseyde 
feel threatened so that she is more vulnerable to 
Troilus’s advances, he tells her that her old enemy, 
a man named Poliphete, is about to involve her in 
a lawsuit (book 2, lines 1,467–1,469). This episode, 
which does not appear in any of Chaucer’s sources, 
makes Pandarus appear more onerous and Criseyde 
less blameworthy in the events that follow.

Polydamus In classical mythology, Polydamus 
was a Trojan warrior born on the same night as 
Hector, whose close friend he was. Although he 
participated in the war against the Greeks, he was 
more valued as an adviser. In Troilus and Criseyde, 
Polydamus was one of the warriors who tried to 
prevent Antenor’s capture (book 4, lines 50–56).

Polymnestor In BOCCACCIO’s FILOSTRATO, Polym-
nestor was a king of Thrace who helped defend 
the city of TROY against the Greeks in the TROJAN 
WAR. He is mentioned in book four of Troilus and 
Criseyde as one of the heroes whose efforts to pre-
vent the capture of Antenor (lines 50–56) lead to 
Criseyde being surrendered to the Greeks and thus 
separated from Troilus.

Rifeo (Ripheus) In BOCCACCIO’s FILOSTRATO, 
Chaucer’s source for his Troilus and Criseyde, Rifeo 

is a Trojan hero taken prisoner by the Greeks dur-
ing the TROJAN WAR. Chaucer makes him one of 
the warriors who tried to prevent Antenor’s cap-
ture (book 4, lines 50–56). The Greeks later offered 
to release Antenor in exchange for Criseyde, whose 
father resided with the Greek host. The exchange 
caused the separation of the two lovers, leading to 
Troilus’s despair and death.

Santippe Spelled Santippo in BOCCACCIO’s FILO-
STRATO, which was Chaucer’s primary source for 
his Troilus and Criseyde, Santippe is one of the Tro-
jan heroes whose efforts to prevent the capture of 
Antenor by the Greeks are in vain (book 4, lines 
50–56). Santippo, rendered as Antipus, Anthiphus, 
and Xantipus in GUIDO DELLE COLONNE, and as 
Antif or Xantif in BENOÎT DE SAINTE-MAURE—both 
earlier sources of the Troy story—was the king of 
Frisia and King Priam’s ally.

Sarpedon (Sarpedoun) In classical mythology, 
Sarpedon was the son of Zeus and Europa, and 
the younger brother of Minos of Crete. He became 
king of the Lycians and fought in the TROJAN WAR 
as an ally of the Trojans. He was slain in battle 
by the Greek Patroclus. Sometimes the Sarpedon 
who aided Troy is considered distinct from the 
brother of Minos, and is represented as the son of 
Zeus and Laodamia, the daughter of Bellerophon. 
In Chaucer’s Troilus and Criseyde, Sarpedon is one 
of the warriors who fights unsuccessfully to keep 
Antenor from being taken prisoner (book 4, lines 
50–56). While Troilus awaits Criseyde’s return 
from the Greek camp, he and Pandarus make a 
visit to Sarpedon to help pass the time (book 5, 
lines 430–501). Sarpedon provides sumptuous 
feasts and entertainment, including the company of 
many beautiful ladies, but none of these things are 
able to make Troilus forget his sorrow or to lessen 
his desire for Criseyde’s speedy return.

Tharbe In Troilus and Criseyde, Tharbe is one of 
Criseyde’s nieces. She accompanies Criseyde during 
a walk in her garden while Antigone sings a love 
song that causes Criseyde to have second thoughts 
about having accepted Troilus’s attentions (book 2, 
lines 813–825). Tharbe also accompanies Criseyde 
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to Diphobus’s house when she has dinner there 
(book 2, lines 1,562–1,563). She does not appear 
in BOCCACCIO’s Il FILOSTRATO or any other known 
sources of the story, so Chaucer probably invented 
the character.

Toas In classical mythology, Toas was the king 
of Aetolia who fought on the side of the Greeks 
in the TROJAN WAR. Captured by the Trojans, he 
was later traded for Antenor, who had been taken 
by the Greeks. In Troilus and Criseyde, the Trojans 
exchange Toas and Criseyde for Antenor (book 4, 
lines 1,333–1,339). This separation of Troilus and 
Criseyde signals the beginning of Troilus’s tragic 
fate.

Troilus The hero of Chaucer’s Troilus and Cri-
seyde. That famous conflict between the Greeks and 
the Trojans known as the TROJAN WAR forms the 
backdrop of the poem and often intersects with the 
lives of the two lovers. Troilus is the son of King 
Priam, the ruler of TROY, and his wife, Hecuba. One 
of Troy’s most powerful warriors, he is described 
at the beginning of the poem as one who scorns 
the emotion of love. When his comrades in arms 
succumb to the attractions of some young women, 
he is the first to torment them for their supposed 
foolishness, proud that he has never been prey to 
such weakness. But then one day, at a festival in 
the PALLADIUM, he sees the beautiful young widow 
Criseyde. He is immediately stricken with an infatu-
ation that grows and grows until it threatens his 
ability to function. Finally persuaded by his friend 
Pandarus to reveal the source of his woe, he begins 
taking steps to woo the lady. She resists at first, but 
her determination to remain independent is slowly 
broken down through the combination of Troilus’s 
persistence and Pandarus’s manipulations. The two 
finally become lovers, enjoy a brief period of (mostly 
sexual) bliss and are then separated when Criseyde 
is given to the Greek host in exchange for a Trojan 
warrior. She promises Troilus that nothing can pre-
vent her returning to him within a short time, but 
when she fails to appear, Troilus despairs and then 
falls in battle, killed by the Greek warrior Achilles.

Chaucer did not invent the character of Troilus 
but took him from the Italian poet BOCCACCIO’s Il 

FILOSTRATO (The one overcome by love), which 
was his major source for Troilus and Criseyde. The 
character did not originate with Boccaccio, either, 
but can be traced back to the De excidio Troiae 
historia (“History of the Fall of Troy”) of DARES 
PHRYGIUS, who mentions the bravery of Troilus but 
says nothing about a love affair. BENOÎT DE SAINTE- 
MAURE’s Roman de Troie (“Romance of Troy”), 
composed in the latter part of the 12th century, 
describes a love affair between Troilus and a woman 
named Briseida who, like Criseyde, betrayed her 
lover. Boccaccio seems to be the one who changed 
the lover’s name to Criseyde, also adding the pro-
cess of Troilus (“Troilo” in Boccaccio) falling in 
love with and wooing her. Chaucer developed the 
story further by increasing the psychological depth 
and complexity of the characters so that what hap-
pens to them seems the result of character traits 
as much as external events. In the case of Troilus, 
the reticence he displays in pursuing Criseyde (at 
one point Pandarus actually has to throw him into 
Criseyde’s bed) helps to explain his later failure to 
prevent her being given to the Greeks. Although 
reflective, emotional, and shy around women, he 
is at the same time a brave and effective warrior. 
Chaucer successfully combines all of these traits 
to give us a character both complex and realistic. 
Those readers who have criticized him for being 
weak seem to have focused on certain aspects of his 
character without considering the total effect.

FOR FURTHER READING
One of the most informative books on Troilus and 
Criseyde is The European Tragedy of Troilus (ed. 
PIERO BOITANI, 1989), which considers other treat-
ments of the story, including Chaucer’s source, 
Boccaccio’s Filostrato. It also features an essay by 
JILL MANN comparing Shakespeare’s treatment of 
Criseyde to Chaucer’s, one by DEREK BREWER on 
comedy and tragedy in the poem, and a discussion 
of the poem’s philosophical background. Another 
collection, Essays on Troilus and Criseyde (edited by 
Mary Salu, 1979), contains commentary on textual 
history, realism, paganism, and rhetorical aspects 
of the poem, as well as a “Criseydan” reading of 
the poem, which attempts to analyze the events 
of books one through three through the eyes of 
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the female protagonist. Critical Essays on Chaucer’s 
Troilus and Criseyde and His Major Early Poems, 
edited by C. DAVID BENSON, anthologizes previ-
ously published essays and extracts from longer dis-
cussions. Originally published between 1915 and 
1986, the essays are arranged by work, chronologi-
cally, with the majority (12 of 19) dedicated to 
Troilus. The problem of the narrator in the poem, 
whose attitude toward characters and events serves 
to mediate the reader’s, is treated by a number of 
critics including E. TALBOT DONALDSON in Speak-
ing of Chaucer (1970), CHARLES MUSCATINE in 
Chaucer and the French Tradition (1957), Winthrop 
Wetherbee’s Chaucer and the Poets (1984), and 
Robert W. Hanning’s “The Crisis of Mediation in 
Chaucer’s Troilus and Criseyde” in The Performance 
of Middle English Culture: Essays on Chaucer and 
the Drama in Honor of Martin Stevens (1998). CAR-
OLINE DINSHAW discusses the narrator issue from 
a feminist perspective in Chaucer’s Sexual Poetics 
(1989). Good, recent (or recently updated) criti-
cal discussions of the poem may be found in Elaine 
Tuttle Hansen’s Chaucer and the Fictions of Gender 
(1992), Barry Windeatt’s Oxford Guides to Chaucer: 
Troilus and Criseyde (1992), and Derek Brewer’s 
New Introduction to Chaucer (1998). Mark Lam-
bert provides an excellent meditation on narrative 
structure, setting and mood in “Telling the Story in 
Troilus and Criseyde” (The Cambridge Companion to 
Chaucer, 2003). Jill Mann’s essay in the same vol-
ume, “Chance and Destiny in Troilus and Criseyde 
and The Knight’s Tale,” acutely analyzes Chaucer’s 
debt to Boethius and shows how the poet devel-
oped Boethian ideas beyond their original scope.

“Truth”
One of the short poems attributed to Chaucer, it 
survives in 22 manuscripts, plus two early editions, 
suggesting that it may have been the poet’s most 
popular lyric. “Truth” is written in the French BAL-
LADE form with three stanzas of seven lines each 
(the most common ballade stanza was eight lines, 
but there were variations). The rhyme scheme 
is ababbcc with the same three rhymes repeated 

in all three stanzas. The poem concludes with 
an “envoy,” a conventionalized stanza, typically 
addressed to a prince or some other important per-
son). Each of the stanzas and the envoy concludes 
with the same one-line refrain, “And trouthe thee 
shal delivere, it is no drede” [And truth shall set 
you free, without a doubt], which could be seen as 
an echo of the words of Saint John the Evangelist: 
“Ye shall know the truth and the truth shall make 
you free.” The poem’s primary inspiration, how-
ever, was the work of Italian writer and philoso-
pher BOETHIUS, whose Consolation of Philosophy 
contains similar advice for preserving the tran-
quility of the soul in an unstable and unpredict-
able world. In some of the manuscripts the poem 
is labeled “Balade de Bon Conseyl” (“Ballade of 
Good Counsel”), and the advice it offers urges 
the reader to preserve his own integrity by avoid-
ing the “prees” (the ambitious crowd of people at 
the royal court) and exercising self-control rather 
than letting other people rule him. He is further 
instructed to accept what fate brings him with 
humility, rather than struggling against it. The 
final exhortation, to let his spirit lead him to his 
true home which is not on earth, but in heaven, 
comes directly from Lady Philosophy’s advice to 
Boethius in the Consolation. The envoy addressing 
someone named Vache appears in only one of the 
manuscripts; nevertheless, it has aroused much 
speculation about the identity of the addressee, 
who has been tentatively identified as Sir Philip 
la Vache, who occupied positions in the king’s 
household during the reigns of EDWARD III, RICH-
ARD II, and HENRY IV. The poem’s early popular-
ity is attested to by the fact that it survives in 22 
manuscripts, plus two early printed editions by 
WILLIAM CAXTON and William Thynne. Of all 
Chaucer’s other works, only The Canterbury Tales 
and A TREATISE ON THE ASTROLABE are preserved 
in more manuscripts than “Truth.” Like most of 
Chaucer’s short poems, the date of composition 
is uncertain. Although the scribe JOHN SHIRLEY 
includes a note in his transcription of the poem 
saying that “Truth” was a poem Chaucer wrote on 
his deathbed, the late date of composition implied 
by this statement has no other support and has 
not been generally accepted.
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FOR FURTHER READING
For discussion of the Boethian influence of “Truth,” 
see Bernard L. Jefferson, Chaucer and the Conso-
lation of Philosophy of Boethius (1917; rpt. 1968). 
Alternatively, PATRICIA M. KEAN, Chaucer and the 
Making of English Poetry (1972; one volume edi-
tion, 1982) argues that the tone of the poem owes 
more to SENECA than to Boethius, whereas AAGE 
BRUSENDORFF, The Chaucer Tradition, (1925; rpt. 
1965) suggests that the actual inspiration for the 
poem was a passage from the work of JOHN GOWER. 
Problems concerning source and genre are the sub-
ject of V. J. SCATTERGOOD’s “Chaucer’s Curial Sat-
ire: The ‘Balade de bon Conseyl’ ” (published in 
Reading the Past: Essays on Medieval and Renaissance 
Literature, 1996) and Heiner Gillmeister’s Chau-
cer’s Conversion: Allegorical Thought in Medieval Lit-
erature (1984). Issues related to the transmission of 
the text are the focus of RALPH HANNA’s “Autho-
rial Versions, Rolling Revision, Scribal Error? Or, 
The Truth about ‘Truth’ ” (Studies in the Age of 
Chaucer, 1988). John Marino explores the images 
of oxen, stalls, and yoking that appear in this poem 
and in several of The Canterbury Tales, arguing 
their derivation from Boethian and Christian tradi-
tions. Alternative meanings of the word “vache” 
are the topic of ALFRED DAVID’s “The Truth about 
‘Vache’ ” (Chaucer Review, 1977).

“Wife of Bath’s Prologue, The”
The prologue to “The WIFE OF BATH’S TALE” is so 
long and full of details about the teller’s life that it 
is almost a tale unto itself.

SUMMARY
The Wife of Bath begins by saying that she is going 
to speak of the woe that is in marriage. What fol-
lows is a lengthy dissertation on the particular woes 
of her particular marriages, which total five in num-
ber. The Wife, or woman (as the word wife could 
also mean in Middle English), of Bath claims to 
have had three good husbands and two bad ones. 
She first collectively describes her experience with 
the three good husbands, who were all much older 

than she. In order to “rule” them and have her 
own way (live her own life without any interference 
from them), she employed an ingenious ruse, accus-
ing them of all kinds of bad behavior, from drunk-
enness to keeping a mistress, before they had any 
chance to criticize her own behavior. This way, the 
husbands were so busy defending themselves, and 
so happy to have peace after a long argument, that 
they never dared to start a quarrel with her regard-
ing their own suspicions. She furthermore refused 
to have sex with them until they gave her control 
of their property. By these means she suggests that 
marriage is a battle of the sexes and that one way to 
win that battle is through deceit and trickery.

The Wife’s fourth and fifth husbands were 
younger men and much more difficult for her to 
control. The fourth she married while they were 
both young, and he had a mistress, for which she 
paid him back by becoming another man’s. The 
fifth, Jankin (Janekyn), is the only one given a 
name, and he seems to be the one who held the 
greatest sway over her affections. He is 20 (half 
her age) and does not appear to love her nearly as 
much as she loves him; perhaps he even married 
her for her property. Every night, she tells us, he 
used to read to her from a book of wicked women, 
and he often beat her. One evening, though, she 
got so fed up with his reading to her about the 
evils of women that she ripped three pages out of 
his book and tossed them in the fire, at the same 
time knocking him from his chair. He responded by 
striking her on the head. She fell to the floor and 
appeared to be unconscious. Jankin was so fright-
ened by this episode that when she regained her 
senses, he apologized and promised never to hit 
her again. Finally, she concludes, they were able 
to work things out and get along, but only after 
he gave her sovereignty over their house and land, 
and over himself, the latter symbolized by his burn-
ing the book that brought them to blows.

COMMENTARY
The prologue to “The Wife of Bath’s Tale” is one of 
the most commented-upon pieces to come from the 
pen of Chaucer. The Wife is notable for the appar-
ent ease with which she speaks of personal matters, 
and especially of her sexual activities and appetite. 
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She is the closest Chaucer came to creating a fully 
realized dramatic persona. While she purports to 
be describing the “woes of marriage,” the obvious 
delight she takes in expounding on the problem 
of whether or not remarriage is permissible under 
God’s law, and in outlining the many ingenious 
ways that she has found to subvert her husbands’ 
attempts to rule her, suggests that the woes argu-
ably belong to her husbands rather than herself. In 
depicting the Wife’s behavior and characteristics, 
Chaucer draws heavily on an antifeminist tradition, 
which had roots in classical literature and went 
on to blossom quite healthily in the medieval cli-
mate. In this tradition, women were considered to 
be cursed by God ever since Eve offered Adam the 
forbidden fruit in Eden. Some of the specific writ-
ers whose work Chaucer drew upon are EUSTACHE 
DESCHAMPS, Saint JEROME, WALTER MAP, and JEAN 
DE MEUN. Chaucer’s Wife of Bath exhibits many 
of the stereotypical traits attributed to women by 
these authors. Notably, she talks too much, is too 
independent and flirtatious, has too large a sexual 
appetite, and gossips. She paradoxically escapes 
censure for these behaviors by cheerfully admitting 
the charges against her while refusing to accept 
their authority. If women are bad, men are worse, 
she asserts, noting that “if wommen hadde writen 
stories, / As clerkes han withinne hire oratories, / 
They wolde han writen of men moore wikkednesse 
/ Than al the mark of Adam may redresse” (lines 
693–696) [“if women had written stories / As clerks 
have within their oratories, / They would have writ-
ten more wickedness about men / Than all the race 
of men may remedy”].

On the other hand, she is a much more complex 
and sympathetic character than those depicted 
within the antifeminist literature, as is shown by 
the favorable reception she has garnered from 
many readers. What is perhaps most appealing 
about her is her ingenuousness, the sense that she 
is, despite her deceit and trickery, an affectionate 
and reasonably intelligent woman who is simply 
trying to make the best of a bad situation. During 
the Middle Ages and, really, up until the 18th cen-
tury, European women had very few choices when 
it came to maintaining a livelihood for themselves. 
A woman could marry, enter the church as a novi-

tiate, weave cloth for a very modest income, or 
become a prostitute. Whenever a woman inherited 
land or a business because her husband or father died 
without a male heir, she immediately became prey to 
fortune-hunting opportunists who would attempt to 
pressure her into marriage in order to gain control of 
her property. The Wife of Bath hints at this practice 
when she announces that her old husbands should 
not be master of both “my body and my good,” and 
she goes on to explain how she would withhold the 
one (her body) until she got possession of the other 
(her goods). The sex, she indicates, was something 
she endured to have access to her property. Such a 
marital arrangement suggests that prostitution was 
not the exclusive practice of unmarried women who 
offered their bodies to various men in exchange for 
goods, but that a limited form of prostitution could 
exist within, and even form the actual contractual 
basis of, legal marriage. Early critics of Chaucer, 
and some even as recent as D. W. ROBERTSON, 
take a rather harsh moral view of the Wife of Bath 
and her concept of love and marriage, arguing that, 
motivated by the desire for sex and property, she 
reduces both to their basest ingredients. In this 
respect the Wife’s prologue has much in common 
with the themes of “The SHIPMAN’S TALE.”

FOR FURTHER READING
A detailed discussion of the prologue’s structure, 
sources, and themes may be found in HELEN COOP-
ER’s The Canterbury Tales (2nd edition, 1996), vol-
ume of the Oxford Guides to Chaucer series. DEREK 
BREWER also considers the prologue at some length 
in his book, A New Introduction to Chaucer (1998). 
Woman Defamed and Woman Defended: An Anthol-
ogy of Medieval Texts, edited by Alcuin Blamires, 
Karen Pratt, and C. W. Marx (1992), documents 
the development of medieval ideas about women, 
with translations from a variety of antifeminist 
and profeminist texts including classical, biblical, 
patristic, Latin, and vernacular works. A general 
introduction surveys types of antifeminism and 
responses to them. This volume includes many of 
the texts drawn upon by the Wife of Bath in her 
prologue, as well as a modern English translation 
of the prologue. Similarly, Katherina Wilson and 
Elizabeth Makowski’s Wykked Wyves and the Woes 
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of Marriage: Misogamous Literature from Juvenal to 
Chaucer (1990) traces the historical development 
of misogamy (i.e., hatred of marriage) from the 
classical period to the late Middle Ages, includ-
ing a discussion of the theme of “wicked wives” in 
the Wife of Bath’s prologue. Chaucer’s Approach to 
Gender in the “Canterbury Tales” by Anne Laskaya 
(1995) looks at how female narrators are wrapped 
within layers of male discourse, but how, espe-
cially in the Wife of Bath’s prologue and tale, this 
layering facilitates an ultimate blurring of gender 
boundaries. Readers interested in the relationship 
between the text and its early readers should con-
sult Susan Schibanoff’s essay, “The New Reader 
and Female Textuality in Two Early Commentaries 
on Chaucer” (Studies in the Age of Chaucer, 1992; 
rpt. In Writings after Chaucer, edited by Daniel 
Pinti, 1998). Schibanoff’s analysis illustrates that 
the glosses to the ELLESMERE and Egerton manu-
scripts of the Wife of Bath’s prologue and tale show 
how differently two readers may respond to a single 
text. The Egerton commentator condemns not only 
the Wife’s sexuality but her textuality as well by 
trying to control the text; however, the Ellesmere 
commentator echoes, augments, and supports the 
Wife’s text.

“Wife of Bath’s Tale, The”
The Wife of Bath tells the story of a rapist, who, to 
save his life, must travel the world to find out what 
women desire most.

SUMMARY
“The Wife of Bath’s Tale” opens with a traditional 
romance beginning, looking back to the days of 
King Arthur, when elves used to dance in the 
meadows. This prelude veers quickly into social 
satire when the Wife explains that the elves have 
been banished by “limytours” (limiters were holy 
friars licensed to beg in a limited area) who now 
thickly populate the countryside and pose no other 
threat to women travelers save that of rape. The 
tale itself begins with a story of rape, that of a 
maiden by one of King Arthur’s knights. As pun-

ishment for his crime, the knight is sentenced to 
death. Arthur’s queen and other ladies of the court 
beg the king to spare the knight’s life, and Arthur 
gives the knight into their keeping, granting them 
the power to decide his fate. The queen decides 
to pose the knight a question: What thing is it 
that women most desire? If he can give the correct 
answer, he may go free. If not, his original sen-
tence will be carried out. Since he has no immedi-
ate response, she gives him a year and a day to seek 
and learn the answer, after which he must return to 
court and meet his fate.

During his year of grace, the knight searches high 
and low for the answer to this question, and receives 
many suggestions from the women he encounters. 
Some say women love riches and wealth; some, that 
they love honor; some say pleasure is most impor-
tant; some say beautiful clothes; and some, having 
good sex with a variety of partners (“oftetyme to be 
wydwe and wedde”). Others say their greatest plea-
sure has come from being flattered, and some that 
they like best to be free to do as they please with-
out being criticized. Finally, there are some who 
claim they take great delight in being thought sta-
ble, steadfast, and discreet, though, as the Wife of 
Bath exclaims, these qualities are completely alien 
to a woman’s nature. At this point, the Wife departs 
briefly from the narrative of the knight to tell the 
story of King Midas, whose wife couldn’t keep a 
secret, in order to illustrate the point that women 
cannot be discreet or keep a promise.

Returning to the story of the knight, the Wife 
tells us that for a long time the knight was unable 
to discover the correct answer to the queen’s ques-
tion. On his way back to Arthur’s court to admit his 
defeat, he spies some ladies dancing in the woods. 
When he rides toward them, they vanish, but there 
remains sitting upon the grass an old and ugly 
woman. She rises and speaks to him, asking what is 
the matter. When he tells her the question that he 
must answer or else lose his life, she responds that 
she can help him—but first he must promise to do 
whatever she asks in return. The knight gives his 
word, and the woman accompanies him to court 
where she provides him with the answer.

When the day comes that he must appear before 
the queen, the knight announces that what women 
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most desire is to have sovereignty and dominion 
over their husbands as well as their lovers. No 
woman at the court is willing to deny the truth of 
this assertion, so the knight wins back his life. But 
now he is obliged to keep the promise he made to 
the Loathly Hag, to honor whatever request she 
makes of him. When she asks him to marry her, 
though, he begs her to ask for something else, to 
take all of his property but to let his body go. She 
refuses, and so they are married. On their wed-
ding night, the young man tosses and turns, unable 
to sleep. When he tells his wife the causes of his 
distress, that she is lowly born, old, and ugly, she 
delivers a lecture on the true nature of gentility 
and the value and wisdom of old age, followed 
by the suggestion that she can, at least, do some-

thing about her looks. She asks the knight if he 
would rather that she be old and ugly and a good 
and faithful wife, or young, beautiful, and possibly 
unfaithful. The knight considers, and at last tells 
her that she may decide which alternative would 
be the most pleasing and honorable for both of 
them. His choice is rewarded by her swearing that 
she will be both—young and beautiful, and faithful, 
because he is willing to turn the decision over to 
her and so to grant her sovereignty. Seeing that she 
has indeed become beautiful, the knight embraces 
and kisses his wife and from that time forward, “she 
obeyed hym in every thyng / That myghte doon 
hym plesance or likyng. / And thus they lyve unto 
hir lyves ende / In parfit joye” (lines 1,255–1,258) 
[she obeyed him in everything / That might bring 

The rapist knight of “The Wife of Bath’s Tale” encounters the Loathly Hag who will save his life. From The Kelmscott 
Chaucer.
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him pleasure or be to his liking. / And thus they 
live until their lives’ end / In perfect joy]. This 
conclusion is immediately qualified by the Wife 
of Bath’s comment, “and Jhesu Crist us sende / 
Housbondes meke, yonge, and fressh abedde, / And 
grace t’overbyde hem that we wedde” (lines 1,258–
1,260) [and may Jesus Christ send us / Husbands 
who are meek, young, and eager in bed, / And the 
grace to rule them that we wed].

COMMENTARY
“The Wife of Bath’s Tale” belongs to the genre of 
chivalric romance, which was popular in medieval 
Europe from the 12th century onward. Typically set 
in the legendary realm of King Arthur, these tales 
describe the fairy-tale-like adventures of knights 
and ladies and other members of the feudal aristoc-
racy. Ideologically, these tales were founded upon 

the ideals of loyalty, honor, and COURTLY LOVE. 
The plot of the romance often derived from some 
conflict or problem arising out of sexual attraction 
between a man and a woman.

Although it was composed around the same 
time as “The WIFE OF BATH’S PROLOGUE,” and 
seems by its subject matter to perfectly corre-
spond to the concerns and preoccupations of its 
teller, “The Wife of Bath’s Tale” may not have 
been the tale Chaucer originally intended to have 
the wife tell. Variant manuscripts of the epi-
logue to “The MAN OF LAW’S TALE” suggest that 
when the tale of the knight and the loathly lady 
was written, Chaucer had not yet decided who 
was to tell it. This, together with evidence that 
“The SHIPMAN’S TALE” was originally intended 
for a female teller, have led various scholars to 
argue that in an earlier stage of The Canterbury 

The handsome knight-rapist on his wedding night to the Loathly Hag whom he has promised to marry for saving his 
life. From The Kelmscott Chaucer.
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Tales’ composition, the Shipman told “The Wife 
of Bath’s Tale,” and the Wife of Bath told the 
FABLIAU ultimately assigned to the Shipman. 
Larry Benson’s explanatory and textual notes to 
The RIVERSIDE CHAUCER provide more detailed 
information on this topic.

Because the tale of the loathly old hag who is 
transformed into a beautiful young woman is so 
widespread, and because no exact analogue to 
Chaucer’s version of the story exists, it is impos-
sible to trace Chaucer’s tale to any one source. 
However, there is evidence that he knew and may 
have drawn upon “The Tale of Sir Florent,” which 
appears in JOHN GOWER’s CONFESSIO AMANTIS. 
The Arthurian setting may have been suggested 
by two other analogues, The Marriage of Sir Gawain 
and The Wedding of Sir Gawain and Dame Ragnell. 
Several important features of Chaucer’s tale are 
unique. First, his is the only surviving version of 
the story in which the knight commits a rape in 
the beginning. In Gower’s “Tale of Sir Florent,” 
Sir Florent kills another young knight in combat; 
like Chaucer’s knight, Florent must make amends 
by finding out what it is that women want most, 
or, if he cannot, then meekly accept death. Thus 
in Gower’s tale the “crime” itself bears little logical 
or thematic relationship to the punishment. Also 
unique to Chaucer’s tale is the nature of the choice 
the hero must make: whether to have a wife who 
is ugly and faithful or one who is beautiful and 
unfaithful. The usual formula asks the knight to 
choose whether the wife will be fair by day and 
foul at night, or vice versa, so that he must choose 
between private pleasure and social esteem. This 
choice that Chaucer’s knight must make is inter-
esting for several reasons. First, it is more natural, 
in the sense of being a real possibility. While no 
one is ever really given the choice of having his 
wife beautiful by day and ugly by night, or vice 
versa, a man might actually be faced with a choice 
between a young, beautiful, and flighty woman or 
an older, less attractive, but wiser and more stable 
one. By pitting age against youth, the change also 
seems to suit the Wife of Bath’s character as it is 
revealed in her prologue where she laments that 
“age, allas, that al wole envenyme, / Hath me biraft 
my beautee and my pith” (Prologue, lines 474–475) 

[age, alas, that poisons everything, / Has deprived 
me of my beauty and my vigor]. Finally, whether 
intentional or not, this change again foregrounds 
the antifeminist philosophy, which has been a 
source of considerable grief in the life of the Wife of 
Bath and which theorized that all beautiful women 
were likely to be unfaithful.

Another change that Chaucer made, and one 
which enhances the artistry of the tale, is that 
there is more than a single transformation. The 
loathly hag’s physical transformation is actually 
triggered by the young knight’s spiritual one, when 
he listens to and accepts her definition of GENTI-
LESSE as gentleness, kindness, and honor, rather 
than the social class into which one is born. His 
own transformation is signaled by his willingness to 
leave the decision (as to whether she will be ugly 
and faithful or beautiful and faithless) up to her, 
indicating a profound change from the heedless 
desire to have his own way that led him to commit 
the crime of rape.

Some critics have seen this tale as an example 
of wish fulfillment on the Wife’s behalf, an exten-
sion of her desire to dominate the men in her life. 
The closing lines of the tale contradict such an 
interpretation, showing that once the knight has 
shown his willingness to behave with true gen-
tilesse, the hag not only transforms into a beau-
tiful lady who will also remain faithful but she 
“obeyed hym in every thyng / That myghte doon 
hym plesance or likyng” (lines 1,255–1,256). Fur-
thermore, the Wife herself, once Jankin ceases 
abusing her and indicates his willingness to be 
ruled by her, is “to hym as kynde / As any wyf from 
Denmark unto Ynde, / And also trewe, and so was 
he to me” (lines 823–825) [to him as kind / As any 
wife from Denmark unto India, / And also faith-
ful, and so was he to me], showing that it isn’t 
really sovereignty over her husband but rather 
a pledge of mutual love and service that led to 
this satisfying relationship. This feature of the 
tale forges a link to other tales in the Canterbury 
group, such as “The FRANKLIN’S TALE” and “The 
CLERK’S TALE,” both of which are concerned with 
the theme of gentilesse as distinct from social class, 
as well as the granting and keeping of “trouthe,” 
which may be translated as the keeping of one’s 
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word. In the former tale, Dorigen, married to a 
knight who has left home on an extended jour-
ney, promises a young suitor that she will become 
his lover if he can remove some dangerous rocks 
lining the coast of Brittany. Ironically, Dorigen’s 
request reflects her desire for her husband, Arver-
agus, to return home safely. Of course Dorigen 
believes her conditions incapable of being satis-
fied, so when her suitor, a young squire named 
Aurelius, uses magic to make the rocks disappear, 
she despairs. When her husband returns, she con-
siders suicide but finally tells him of her dilemma. 
Arveragus insists that she keep her promise, and 
sends her on her way to meet Aurelius. Aurelius, 
overcome by the selfless nature of this gesture, 
releases Dorigen from her promise, revealing his 
own gentility. The theme is emphasized further 
when the magician who taught Aurelius how to 
perform the vanishing trick learns of Aurelius’s 
noble deed and, not to be outdone by a squire, 
refuses payment. “The Clerk’s Tale” of the long-
suffering Griselda, repeatedly abused by her sadis-
tic husband Walter, but then ultimately rewarded 
for her steadfast patience, stands in stark contrast 
to the Wife’s tale of women who have the power 
to exercise their wills, even to the extent of deter-
mining whether a man shall live or die for his 
crime against a woman. Nevertheless, through its 
portrayal of Griselda, the common peasant girl, as 
the more genuinely “noble” partner in her mar-
riage to the socially superior Walter, the tale sug-
gests that true nobility has little to do with rank 
and breeding, and everything to do with character 
through its expression in steadfast kindness, fair-
ness, and humility.

Characters
For information on the historical and legendary fig-
ures alluded to in this tale, see entries in Part III of 
this book.

Alison As well as being the Wife of Bath’s first 
name, Alison, or Alys, is also the name of her gossib 
(close friend), with whom she loves to walk about 
from house to house, hearing the latest gossip. 
(The word gossip actually derives from the Middle 
English gossib.) The name with its variants—Alice, 

Alys, Alisoun, etc.—was popular among members 
of the middle class during the time that Chaucer 
was writing, which perhaps explains why he chose 
to give it to several of his middle-class characters, 
including the lovely young wife of “The MILLER’S 
TALE.”

Jankin Jankin, in “The WIFE OF BATH’S PRO-
LOGUE,” is the Wife’s fifth and last husband. He is 
the only one of the Wife’s husbands whose name 
is revealed, and she claims to love him the best, 
even though he has, in the past, treated her badly, 
beating her and making her listen while he read 
from a book of the life stories of wicked women. 
One night she became so angry with him over the 
book that she tore three pages from it and threw 
them into a fire. A fight erupted in which he struck 
her unconscious (or at least, she pretended to be 
unconscious). This scared him so much that, as 
soon as she was better, he promised to abide by 
her wishes forever after, putting the governance 
of their property and himself into her hands, even 
to the extent of burning the offending book. And 
this is why, the Wife believes, they now get along 
so splendidly. Jankin is also the name of a minor 
character in “The SUMMONER’S TALE.” (See Jankin 
under the heading “Characters” in “The Summon-
er’s Tale.”) 

Knight An unnamed knight of King Arthur’s 
court plays a major role in “The Wife of Bath’s 
Tale.” After raping a young woman, this knight is 
condemned to death by the king, but then spared 
when the queen pleads on his behalf. His release is 
conditional, however; to earn his freedom, he must 
find the correct answer to the question: What is 
it that women desire most? He is given a year and 
a day to complete his quest. One year later, as he 
makes his way back to the court without a definite 
answer, he encounters a Loathly Hag in the woods. 
She promises to give him the correct answer if he 
will fulfill her request once his task is complete. 
The knight agrees and learns that what women 
desire most is sovereignty (i.e., the upper hand) 
in marriage. When he reports his answer to the 
queen, all the women in the court accept its valid-
ity and the knight gains his freedom—until the 
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hag decides to collect on his promise. She requests 
that he marry her, and the knight follows through. 
But when he refuses to embrace his wife on their 
wedding night, the lady demands an explanation. 
She is old, ugly, and poor, he says, attempting to 
justify his actions. The lady responds with a well-
reasoned explanation of why none of these features 
is necessarily bad in a wife, and concludes by asking 
if he would rather have her beautiful and possibly 
unfaithful, or ugly and faithful. When the knight 
leaves the decision up to her, thus granting her the 
sovereignty that all women desire, she rewards him 
by instantly becoming beautiful and promising to 
remain faithful.

Although a number of readers see the Wife of 
Bath’s tale as pro-feminist in its message, others 
are bothered by the serious nature of the knight’s 

crime (rape) and his ultimate punishment (a happy 
marriage with a beautiful wife). One should, how-
ever, keep in mind that the knight has learned to 
behave in a way diametrically opposed to the posi-
tion taken by any rapist, by trusting a woman and 
willingly relinquishing power to her.

Loathly Hag Primary character in “The Wife of 
Bath’s Tale.” A young knight who has committed 
rape and been sentenced to either find out what it 
is that women desire most, or die, meets this woman 
in a forest. When she discovers his predicament, she 
offers to tell him the answer, if he will first prom-
ise to do whatever she asks, provided the answer 
proves correct. The knight agrees, and they return 
to King Arthur’s court together. She tells the knight 
that what women desire most is sovereignty over 

The Loathly Hag transforms into a beautiful woman to reward her husband for giving her mastery over him in their 
marriage. From The Kelmscott Chaucer.
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their husbands and lovers. In return for giving him 
the correct answer, she asks that he marry her. On 
their wedding night, when he is unable to embrace 
her because of her low birth, age, and ugliness, she 
lectures him on the nature of true gentility, and 
then asks if he would rather she were beautiful and 
unfaithful or old, ugly, and faithful. He leaves it to 
her to decide which alternative will be the most 
pleasing and honorable for them both. His choice 
is rewarded by her swearing that she will hence-
forth be both young and beautiful, and faithful, 
because he allowed her to make the decision. The 
loathly hag or lady is a stock character in medieval 
romance. Outside of this tale, she is most familiar to 
readers from her important role in the 14th-century 
Alliterative Revival poem, Sir Gawain and the Green 
Knight, where she represents one incarnation of the 
enchantress Morgan le Fay, who is trying to find 
a way to frighten Queen Guinevere to death. The 
most vivid description of a loathly lady appears in 
JOHN GOWER’s “Tale of Florent” from the CONFES-
SIO AMANTIS. There she is described as having a 
low nose, a high forehead, small and deep-set eyes, 
wrinkled cheeks that hang down slack to her chin, 
shrunken lips, gray hair, black skin, a short neck, 
bowed shoulders, and a large body. Chaucer simply 
tells us that she is the foulest human being one 
might imagine.

Wife of Bath, The See character entry in The 
CANTERBURY TALES.

FOR FURTHER READING
For in-depth analysis of “The Wife of Bath’s Tale,” 
including further information regarding sources, dat-
ing, genre, structure, theme, and style, see HELEN 
COOPER’s The Canterbury Tales volume of the Oxford 
Guides to Chaucer series (1996). Helen Phillips’s 
An Introduction to The Canterbury Tales (2000) pro-
vides additional critical discussion, placing the work 
in historical, political, and economic contexts, as 
well as including a survey of past and current criti-
cal approaches. The current trend in critical studies 
of this tale reflects contemporary interest in gender 
and cultural studies. A Wyf Ther Was: Essays in Hon-
our of Paule Mertens-Fonck (1992), edited by Juliette 
Dor, contains a number of essays that consider the 

issue of gender from a variety of perspectives. This 
volume includes: “Difference and the Difference It 
Makes: Sex and Gender in Chaucer’s Poetry,” by 
Sheila Delany; “Three Chaucerian Widows: Tales 
of Innocence and Experience,” by Chauncey Wood; 
“The Wife of Bath, the Franklin, and the Rhetoric of 
St. Jerome,” by JAMES I. WIMSATT; and “Chaucerian 
Women, Ideal Gardens and the Wild Woods,” by 
Ann Haskell. Another very useful collection of essays, 
appears along with the text of the tale in Geoffrey 
Chaucer: The Wife of Bath: Complete Authoritative Text 
with Biographical and Historical Contexts, Critical His-
tory and Essays from Five Contemporary Critical Perspec-
tives, edited by Peter G. Beidler (1996). Among the 
essays featured in this volume are Louise Fradenburg’s 
“ ‘Fulfild of Fairye’: The Social Meaning of Fantasy in 
the Wife of Bath’s Prologue and Tale,” Laurie Finke’s 
“ ‘All Is for to Selle’: Breeding Capital in the Wife of 
Bath’s Prologue and Tale,” H. Marshall Leicester’s 
“ ‘My Bed Was Ful of Verray Blood’: Subject, Dream, 
and Rape in the Wife of Bath’s Prologue and Tale,” 
and Elaine Hansen Tuttle’s “ ‘Of His Love Daunger-
ous to Me’: Liberation, Subversion, and Domestic 
Violence in the Wife of Bath’s Prologue and Tale.” 
An interesting book-length study that compares “The 
Wife of Bath’s Tale” to Chaucer’s other experiments 
in the romance genre is Angela Jane Weisl’s Conquer-
ing the Reign of Femeny: Gender and Genre in Chau-
cer’s Romances (1995). A similar study, confined to 
The Canterbury Tales, is Susan Crane’s Gender and 
Romance in Chaucer’s “Canterbury Tales” (1994). 
Readers interested in the folktale aspects of the tale 
should consider The Bedtrick: Tales of Sex and Mas-
querade (2000) by Wendy Doniger. Doniger’s study 
of the “story of going to bed with someone whom you 
mistake for someone else” examines this feature of 
the tale in its broader cultural context. Carl Lindahl’s 
Earnest Games: Folkloric Patterns in the “Canterbury 
Tales” (1987) more broadly examines Chaucer’s use 
of contemporary oral material and traditions of “play.” 
The relationship between Chaucer’s text and his 
sources is examined in W. A. Davenport’s Chaucer 
and His English Contemporaries: Prologue and Tale in 
“The Canterbury Tales” (1998), and in Peter Beidler’s 
“Transformations in Gower’s Tale of Florent and 
Chaucer’s Wife of Bath’s Tale,” published in “Chaucer 
and Gower: Difference, Mutability, Exchange” (1991), 
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edited by R. F. Yeager. Peggy Knapp’s Chaucer and 
the Social Contest (1990) employs new historicist and 
cultural studies theory to examine the pilgrim’s social 
contest, arguing that the various forms of debate and 
disagreement between the pilgrims reflect changes in 
social class, religion, philosophy, and the position of 
women in 14th-century England.

“Womanly Noblesse”
One of the short poems unequivocally attributed to 
Chaucer in its one surviving manuscript, “Womanly 
Noblesse” (thus named by W. W. SKEAT) has nev-

ertheless not been completely accepted as authen-
tic. Loosely following the French BALLADE form, this 
three-stanza poem develops what was an entirely con-
ventional theme at the time of its composition—the 
lover’s plea for pity based on the devotion and obedi-
ence he has demonstrated to his beloved. The poem 
then concludes with an envoy, a conventionalized 
stanza of the ballade form in which the poet addresses 
his lady, asking her to accept this evidence of his wor-
ship. Although Chaucer departs from the ballade form 
by omitting the refrain and increasing the number of 
stanza lines from eight to nine, he otherwise increases 
the difficulty of the form by using only two rhymes 
(-aunce and -esse), rather than three, throughout all 
three stanzas. As with the other short poems, the date 

In this illustration to “Womanly Noblesse,” the poet is pictured receiving instruction from Cupid, the God of Love.
From The Kelmscott Chaucer.
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of composition for “Womanly Noblesse” is uncertain. 
Some scholars believe that it comes from his early 
period because of its conventional subject matter. 
Others argue that its virtuosity and unconventional 
features are more suggestive of his mature work.

FOR FURTHER READING
Readers interested in learning more about “Wom-
anly Noblesse” might wish to consult Jeorg Fich-
te’s “ ‘Womanly Noblesse’ and ‘To Rosemounde’: 
Point and Counterpoint of Chaucerian Love Lyr-
ics” (Studies in the Age of Chaucer, 1984). Fichte 
uses this poem as an example of Chaucer using 
traditional “topoi” and rhetorical and syntactic 

structure of the French love lyric, then shows how 
“TO ROSEMOUNDE” parodies these features. The 
lyric poems in general, and “Womanly Noblesse” 
in particular, are the topic of study in the fol-
lowing noteworthy publications: ROSSELL HOPE 
ROBBINS’s “The Lyrics” (published in Companion 
to Chaucer Studies, 1979, edited by BERYL ROW-
LAND), W. A. Davenport’s Chaucer: Complaint 
and Narrative (1988), and Jay Ruud’s “Many a 
Song and Many a Leccherous Lay”: Tradition and 
Individuality in Chaucer’s Lyric Poetry (1992). The 
poem’s relevance to the field of gender studies is 
explored in Catherine Cox’s Gender and Language 
in Chaucer (1997).
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PART III

Related People, Places, 
and Topics





A
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abbreviato Abbreviato is a device derived from 
classical rhetoric that was commonly used by medi-
eval writers as a way of indicating that some por-
tions of a narrative—portions unimportant to the 
main point that the writer was trying to make—
were being elided from his text. For example, in 
Chaucer’s story of DIDO in The LEGEND OF GOOD 
WOMEN, when VENUS tells her son AENEAS how 
Dido became queen of Carthage, the narrator states 
that she “shortly tolde hym al the occasyoun / Why 
Dido cam into that regioun, / Of which as now me 
lesteth nat to ryme; / It nedeth nat, it were but los 
of tyme” (lines 994–997) [shortly told him all the 
reasons / Why Dido came into that region, / Of 
which matter I do not now wish to speak in rhyme; 
/ It is not necessary, it would be a loss of time].

Abigail (Abigayl) In the Old Testament of 
the Bible, Abigail was the wife of a wealthy sheep 
farmer named Nabal. When Nabal refused hospi-
tality to a group of young men sent by King DAVID, 
David gathered his soldiers and rode toward 
Nabal’s house, bent upon chastising the man for 
his insolence. Abigail, realizing what was likely to 
be the outcome of her husband’s behavior, loaded 
donkeys with gifts of food and wine and met King 
David on the road. David accepted her peace offer-
ing and, when her husband died 10 days later, took 
Abigail as his wife. (See 1 Samuel 25:1–42). Abigail 
is alluded to twice in The CANTERBURY TALES. Both 

the old knight January of “The MERCHANT’S TALE” 
and Dame Prudence of “The TALE OF MELIBEE” 
mention her as an example of a good wife because 
she saved her husband from the wrath of David.

Abradate (Habradates) A king of Susa, the 
capital of ancient Elam in western Iran. He reigned 
during the late fifth–early fourth centuries B.C. 
When he was killed in battle against the Egyptians, 
his wife, Panthea, killed herself with his dagger and 
fell across his body, mingling her blood with his 
before she died. The story appears in Saint JEROME’s 
Epistola adversus Jovinianum (Letter against Jovin-
ian). In Chaucer’s “FRANKLIN’S TALE,” Panthea is 
one of the virtuous wives whose example Dorigen 
would like to follow when she is faced with the 
dilemma either of betraying her marriage vows or 
breaking her sworn promise to become the lover of 
the squire Aurelius (lines 1,414–1,418).

Abraham A prominent figure in the Old Testa-
ment of the Bible, he was originally called Abram. 
God changed his name to Abraham, meaning 
“father of many,” to signify that he would become 
the patriarch or father of the Jewish nation. He was 
married to his half-sister, SARAH. When Abraham 
reached the age of 85 and still had no children, 
he began to fear that he would not fulfill God’s 
prophecy. His first child, a son by his wife’s maid, 
Hagar, was born the following year and given the 



name Ishmael. His second, ISAAC, was conceived 
when Sarah was thought to be beyond childbearing 
age and born when Abraham was 100 years old. 
The story of Abraham’s life is narrated in Genesis 
11–25. Abraham is mentioned only once in Chau-
cer’s work, in the Prologue to “The WIFE OF BATH’S 
TALE.” The Wife gives his several marriages as an 
example to justify her own (lines 55–58).

Absalom The handsome and rebellious son of 
King DAVID whose life and tragic death are nar-
rated in 2 Samuel 13–19:8. Chaucer mentions 
Absalom in the ballad that appears in the pro-
logue to The LEGEND OF GOOD WOMEN, where 
reference is made to the beauty of his hair (line 
249). Absalom is also referred to in “The PARSON’S 
TALE,” where he appears in tandem with ACHI-
TOFEL, King David’s treacherous counselor, who 
turned against his lord to serve Absalom. Despite 
Absalom’s rebellion, his father always sought to 
be reconciled with him. Absalom died when the 
mule he was riding ran beneath a low tree and his 
head was caught between two branches. Although 
he was still alive and the king had given orders 
not to harm him, Joab, one of David’s followers, 
killed Absalom as he hung from the tree. Absa-
lom is also the name of a major character in “The 
MILLER’S TALE.” (See Absalom under the heading 
“Characters” within “The Miller’s Tale,” located 
in Part II: Works.)

Academics Name given to the followers of the 
Greek philosopher PLATO. Lady Philosophy refers 
to them in Book One, Prosa 1 of Chaucer’s transla-
tion of The Consolation of Philosophy (see BOECE) 
when she reprimands the Muses for seducing 
Boethius away from the study of philosophy.

Achademycis See ACADEMICS.

Achates The armor-bearer and trusted friend of 
AENEAS who fled with him from TROY after the 
fall of that city in the TROJAN WAR. Achates is 
mentioned in this capacity in Chaucer’s HOUSE 
OF FAME (line 226) and in the “Legend of Dido,” 
which is the third narrative in The LEGEND OF 
GOOD WOMEN.

Achelous (Acheloys, Acheleous) In classi-
cal mythology, Achelous was the river-god son of 
Oceanus and Tethys. He fought against HERCULES 
for the love of DEIANIRA and was beaten. When 
Achelous transformed himself into a bull, Hercu-
les shamed him by breaking off one of his horns, 
thus bringing an end to the contest. The Naiads 
(water nymphs who presided over springs, streams, 
fountains, and lakes) filled this horn with flowers 
and fruit, and it became identified with the horn of 
plenty. The battle between Achelous and Hercules 
is described briefly in BOECE, Book Four, Metrum 
7, lines 43–45, and also, even more briefly, in the 
story of Hercules featured in “The MONK’S TALE.” 
Both the Monk and Lady Philosophy, who relates 
the deeds of Hercules in the Boece, use his battle 
with Achelous to illustrate the hero’s extraordinary 
strength and valor.

Achemenye The empire of the Achemenides 
in Persia. In Chaucer’s translation of BOETHIUS’s 
Consolation of Philosophy, it is mentioned in Book 
5, Metrum 1 as the country where the Tigris and 
Euphrates Rivers originate.

Achilles Son of Peleus and the sea nymph THE-
TIS. When Achilles was a baby, Thetis dipped him 
in the river Styx so that he would be invulnerable, 
but she forgot about the heel by which she held 
him, an omission that eventually proved fatal. 
Achilles was the strongest soldier on the Greek side 
in the TROJAN WAR, but because of his anger 
toward AGAMEMNON, the commander in chief of 
the Greek forces, he refused to fight during a cru-
cial period of the war, and the Greeks were nearly 
defeated. When he returned to the fighting he 
killed HECTOR, Troy’s most valiant hero and King 
PRIAM’s son. Achilles died shortly after when an 
arrow shot by PARIS, Priam’s other son and the kid-
napper of Helen (the event that caused the war), 
pierced his vulnerable heel. “The MAN OF LAW’S 
TALE” mentions his death as an example of one 
predetermined by fate and capable of being read in 
the stars. “The SQUIRE’S TALE” refers to Achilles’ 
spear as a weapon that, like the sword given to 
King Cambyuskan, could heal as well as harm (lines 
236–240). Chaunticleer, the noble rooster of “The 
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NUN’S PRIEST’S TALE,” and the Black Knight of The 
BOOK OF THE DUCHESS both allude to Achilles’ role 
as the slayer of Hector. His faithlessness to his 
lover, BRISEIS, is mentioned briefly in The HOUSE 
OF FAME, in the midst of a long catalogue of faith-
less men. Despite his considerable role in Shake-
speare’s play about Troilus and Criseyde, Achilles 
appears only briefly in Chaucer’s poem, although 
he functions significantly in the plot, slaying 
 HECTOR (book 5, lines 1,559–1,561) and Troilus 
(book 5, line 1,806).

Achitophel (Achitofel) In the Old Testament 
of the Bible, Achitophel was the faithless coun-
selor of King DAVID who betrayed his lord in order 
to serve David’s rebellious son ABSALOM. When 
he fell out of favor with Absalom, Achitophel 
returned home, set his house in order, and hanged 
himself. Achitophel’s role in Absalom’s rebellion 
is narrated in 2 Samuel 15–17. The Black Knight 
refers to Achitofel in The BOOK OF THE DUCHESS as 
an example of a great traitor (line 1,118). In “The 
PARSON’S TALE,” Achitophel is an example of an 
evil adviser (line 638).

Actaeon (Attheon) The famous hunter who saw 
the goddess DIANA bathing. He was punished by 
being changed into a stag and torn apart by his own 
hounds. The narrator of “The KNIGHT’S TALE” spies 
his image painted on the wall of Diana’s temple in 
ATHENS; Emily, the maiden for whom two cousins, 
Palamon and Arcite, fight in this tale, also men-
tions him in her prayer to Diana to preserve her 
virginity. In asking that Diana preserve her “fro thy 
vengeaunce and thyn ire, / That Attheon aboughte 
cruelly” (lines 2,302–2,303) [preserve me from your 
vengeance and your anger, / that Actaeon cruelly 
paid for], Emily reveals her view that marriage to 
either knight would be a kind of punishment.

Adam According to the Old Testament of the 
Bible, Adam was the first man, created by God to 
inhabit the Garden of Eden. His mate was EVE, 
whom God created to be a companion to him in 
the Garden. His disobedience to God by eating 
fruit from the Tree of Knowledge caused him and 
his descendants, the human race, to be dispelled 

from Paradise and to be subject to death. Adam’s 
role in the Christian history of mankind is alluded 
to in many of Chaucer’s works. “The PARSON’S 
TALE” tells the story of his creation and fall in 
detail as explanation of how sin came into the 
world (lines 320–335). Adam’s story is the second 
of the EXEMPLUM-type tragedies narrated in “The 
MONK’S TALE.” It follows the story of LUCIFER.

Adam Scriveyne The addressee of one of 
Chaucer’s short poems, “CHAUCER’S WORDS UNTO 
ADAM, HIS OWNE SCRIVEYN.” Scriveyne or scrivein, 
as it was variously spelled, is the Middle English 
word for scribe. In the seven-line poem addressed 
to his scribe, Chaucer rebukes him for the many 
mistakes he makes in transcribing Chaucer’s work, 
and wishes that, if he does not mend his ways, he 
will develop an itching disease of the scalp to pun-
ish him for his negligence. Nothing is known about 
the identity of Adam, and it is possible that Chau-
cer could have chosen the name for its symbolic 
connotations, the biblical ADAM having been the 
originator of human error.

Admetus The king of Pherae, in Thessaly, 
who made APOLLO shepherd of his flocks when 
the god was banished to earth and forced to serve 
among mortals in punishment for having killed 
the Cyclops. Because he treated the god with such 
kindness, Admetus won Apollo’s lasting friendship. 
For this reason, when the Fates decided that it was 
Admetus’s time to die, Apollo persuaded them to 
spare the man, provided he could find a volunteer 
who would die in his place. Unfortunately, his wife, 
ALCESTIS, was the only person who would agree 
to do this for him, and he was unable to prevent 
her from being taken to the underworld. HERCULES 
came by on the day of her funeral and, discov-
ering what had happened, went down to Hades, 
conquered Death, and brought Alcestis back to 
her home. Although Alcestis is mentioned a num-
ber of times in Chaucer’s work, Admetus’s name 
occurs only once (as “Amete”), in TROILUS AND 
CRISEYDE, where it appears in a letter written by 
Oënone from which Pandarus quotes when he is 
trying to persuade Troilus to take his advice on 
winning Criseyde’s love (book 1, lines 659–665). 
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In the letter, Oënone compares herself to Apollo, 
who, despite having discovered the art of medicine, 
was unable to cure himself when he fell in love with 
Admetus’s daughter.

Adonis A figure from classical myth, Adonis 
was the offspring of an incestuous union between 
Cinyrus, king of Cyprus, and his daughter Myrrha. 
Although himself a mortal, Adonis was beloved 
by two goddesses—VENUS, the goddess of love, 
and Persephone, the queen of Hades, the under-
world or land of the dead. JUPITER resolved the 
conflict between the two goddesses by decreeing 
that Adonis should spend half the year with each. 
Accordingly, he spent the autumn and winter with 
Persephone in Hades; during the spring and sum-
mer he returned to the surface to be with Venus. In 
this respect his myth resembles that of Persephone, 
whose return to be with her mother, Demeter, for 
the warmer half of the year also coincided with, 
and was considered to be the cause of, the coming 
of spring. Renowned for his great physical beauty, 
Adonis died while still in his youth, fatally gored 
by a boar during a hunting expedition. OVID tells 
his story in METAMORPHOSES, book 10. Two refer-
ences to Adonis appear in Chaucer’s work. In “The 
KNIGHT’S TALE,” when Palamon prays to Venus 
for victory in his battle with Arcite, he asks her to 
help him for the sake of the love she felt for Adonis 
(lines 2,224–2,226). In TROILUS AND CRISEYDE, 
Troilus prays to her for inspiration and good luck 
on the night he comes to woo Criseyde, also asking 
this in the name of her love for Adonis (Troilus, 
book 3, lines 720–721).

Adoon (Adoun) See ADONIS.

Adrastus A legendary king of Argos and the 
leader of the group of chieftains who fought against 
the city-state of Thebes in the exploit that came to 
be known as the Seven Against Thebes. When the 
expedition failed, Adrastus escaped on his horse 
Arion. He then traveled to Athens, where he asked 
the noble THESEUS to help him persuade CREON, 
the ruler of Thebes, to let the defeated armies bury 
their dead. Theseus agreed to help him, and when 
Creon refused their request, Athens marched on 

Thebes. This story provides the backdrop for the 
beginning of Chaucer’s “KNIGHT’S TALE” and his 
“ANELIDA AND ARCITE,” both of which were taken 
from the same source, BOCCACCIO’s TESEIDA and 
the Latin poet STATIUS’s Thebaid.

Adriane See ARIADNE.

Aeëtes In classical mythology, Aeëtes was the 
offspring of the sun god Helios and Perse. He was 
king of COLCHIS when JASON came there in quest of 
the Golden Fleece. He agreed to let Jason attempt 
to attain the fleece, but demanded that the young 
man perform what he thought to be impossible 
tasks. These included yoking two fire-breathing 
bulls and using them to plow the field of Ares, 
which he then had to sow with dragon’s teeth. 
Then he had to overcome the fully armed men 
who sprang from the sowing, and finally to con-
quer the sleepless dragon that guarded the tree on 
which the fleece was suspended. With the help of 
MEDEA, Aeëtes’ sorceress daughter, Jason secured 
the fleece and stole away by night, taking Medea 
and Absyrtus, Aeëtes’ son, with him. When Aeëtes 
pursued Jason’s ship, Medea killed her brother, cut 
his body into pieces, and threw them overboard, 
knowing that their father would pause to retrieve 
the pieces and give them a proper burial. Aeëtes 
appears in The LEGEND OF GOOD WOMEN as one of 
the secondary characters in the story of how Jason 
wooed and then deserted Medea.

Aegeus In classical mythology, Aegeus was one 
of the kings of Athens. After being married twice 
without having any children, he consulted the 
oracle at DELPHI. Not understanding the oracle’s 
cryptic response, he proceeded to Troezen to get 
the advice of the wise king Pittheus. Pittheus gave 
Aegeus his daughter, Aethra, who had just been 
impregnated by Poseidon (NEPTUNE), the god of 
the sea. Aethra gave birth to THESEUS, who was 
recognized as Aegeus’s son and heir. When The-
seus grew up, he took on the responsibility of free-
ing Athens from the tribute it was required to pay 
each year to King MINOS of Crete. He promised 
his father that when he returned, he would hoist 
white sails on the ship to indicate his success. 
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But he forgot his promise, and the ship returned 
with the same black sails with which it had sailed 
forth. Aegeus, watching from a rock in the harbor, 
despairingly hurled himself into the sea, which for-
ever after was called the Aegean, after his name. In 
Chaucer’s work, Aegeus appears as a minor char-
acter in “The KNIGHT’S TALE,” where he is the 
only person able to comfort his son, Theseus, after 
the death of Arcite (1). He does so by reminding 
Theseus that no man on earth ultimately escapes 
death, and by comparing life to a pilgrimage (lines 
2,837–2,842). Aegeus is also mentioned briefly, 
again as the father of Theseus, in Chaucer’s version 
of the life of ARIADNE that appears in The LEGEND 
OF GOOD WOMEN (lines 1,944–1,947).

Aegidius, Saint See GILES, SAINT.

Aegina Aegina—Ennopye, as Chaucer calls it—
is an island off the southeast coast of Greece. In the 
life of ARIADNE that Chaucer included in The LEG-
END OF GOOD WOMEN, Ennopye is the island where 
THESEUS and Ariadne consummate their love as 
they sail back toward Athens following Theseus’s 
successful encounter with the MINOTAUR.

Aegyptus In classical mythology, Aegyptus was 
a king of Egypt. He fathered 50 sons, who married 
the 50 daughters of his brother DANAUS. All of 
his sons, with one exception, were slain by their 
wives on their wedding night. Lynceus, the son 
who was spared, was married to HYPERMNESTRA, 
whose tragic story Chaucer relates in The LEG-
END OF GOOD WOMEN. In his version of the story, 
however, Chaucer reversed the names of the two 
fathers, giving Danaus sons and Aegyptus daugh-
ters, so that Aegyptus becomes Hypermnestra’s 
father, who demanded that she poison her hus-
band on the night following their nuptials. Because 
Hypermnestra disobeyed her father and helped her 
husband to escape, she was thrown into prison.

Aeneas A mythical hero of Troy and Rome. The 
offspring of VENUS and ANCHISES, he was cousin 
to HECTOR and thus a member of the royal line of 
Troy. He played a prominent part in the TROJAN 
WAR and became the leader of the Trojan survivors 

after Troy was taken by the Greeks. With a group 
of refugees, he set sail to find a place where they 
might settle, guided by oracles and prophecies from 
one country to another and watched over by his 
mother, Venus. In the course of his wanderings, he 
endured many trials and hardships, including the 
death of his father, Anchises, in Sicily. From there 
he was blown by a storm onto the coast of North 
Africa, where Queen DIDO of Carthage received 
and entertained him and his company. She fell in 
love with Aeneas; when he left her to continue his 
journey, she committed suicide. During the next 
phase of his adventures, Aeneas visited the under-
world to speak with his father and learn the future 
of the state that it had been prophesied that he 
would found. Finally, arriving at the Tiber River 
in ITALY, he learned by prophetic signs that he 
had reached the destination that the gods intended 
for him. He made peaceful overtures to the local 
king, LATINUS, who received him kindly, promising 
him the hand of his daughter LAVINIA. (Latinus 
had been informed, also by a prophecy, that his 
daughter should marry a stranger and that they 
would be the founders of a great race of people.) 
Another king, Turnus, claimed Lavinia for himself 
and led a war against Aeneas that ended in a duel 
between the two men. Turnus was killed; Aeneas 
then married Lavinia. He built a city, which he 
named Lavinium after her. There he reigned 
for the remainder of his life, after which he was 
granted immortality in heaven. The Roman poet 
VIRGIL (70–19 B.C.) brought together the various 
strands of legend related to Aeneas, and gave them 
the form they have possessed ever since, in his 
epic masterpiece, the AENEID. Through Aeneas the 
Romans traced their ancestry back to the Trojans; 
the Julian family, the Caesars, derived their name 
from Aeneas’s son Iulus. In the Aeneid, Virgil por-
trays Aeneas as a just and pious man, devoted to his 
father and his son (both of whom he rescued from 
the burning city of Troy), faithful to his friends, 
peace-loving but a mighty warrior. In Chaucer’s 
work he does not fare as well. In both The HOUSE 
OF FAME and The LEGEND OF GOOD WOMEN, as 
well as briefly in The BOOK OF THE DUCHESS, when 
Chaucer speaks of Aeneas it is in the context of his 
betrayal of Dido. In TROILUS AND CRISEYDE, Aeneas 
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is also mentioned briefly as the friend of Poliphete, 
a man who had, in the past, harassed Criseyde with 
legal charges. No reference is made to his role as 
a soldier in the Trojan War, although, according 
to Virgil, his fighting ability was second only to 
Hector’s. In Chaucer’s poem, that role is reserved 
for the hero Troilus.

Aeneid An epic poem in Latin written some-
time between 29 and 19 B.C. by VIRGIL. Composed 
in hexameters and left unfinished at the time of 
the poet’s death, the Aeneid brings together the 
various strands of legend having to do with the 
Trojan hero AENEAS, making him the founder of 
Roman civilization. The work is organized into 12 
books. In book 1, Aeneas, fleeing from the burn-
ing city of Troy, is cast by a storm onto the coast 
of North Africa where he is taken in by DIDO, the 
queen of Carthage. Books 2 and 3 contain Aeneas’s 
account of the events, as he tells them to Dido, 
that have led him to her country. In book 4, Dido 
and Aeneas become lovers, but he abandons her 
when JUPITER urges him to set sail again so that he 
can fulfill his destiny. Dido then commits suicide. 
Book 5 recounts Aeneas’s journey to Sicily, where 
he and his men engage in a series of competitions 
to commemorate the anniversary of the death of 
Aeneas’s father, ANCHISES. Book 6 is the account 
of Aeneas’s journey to the underworld and Ely-
sium, where he speaks to his father and learns his 
destiny as the founder of Rome. Books 7 through 
12 relate the fate of the Trojans as they reach the 
Tiber River and are received by Latinus, the local 
king. Other peoples living in the area resent the 
arrival of the Trojans and the projected marriage 
between Aeneas and Lavinia, Latinus’s daughter. 
War breaks out, but the Trojans, with the help 
of the Etruscans, prevail. Chaucer summarizes the 
Aeneid in lines 151–382 of The HOUSE OF FAME 
to provide a context for Dido’s lament, which is an 
important thematic component of his own poem 
about various kinds of fame, including reputation. 
In The House of Fame, Dido’s suicide is largely a 
result of her having lost her reputation, and her 
knowledge that without it she cannot successfully 
rule her kingdom. The Aeneid is also mentioned 
in The LEGEND OF GOOD WOMEN as one of the 

sources Chaucer drew upon for the life of Dido that 
he includes in that work. In “The NUN’S PRIEST’S 
TALE,” the lamentations of the barnyard hens when 
Chaunticleer is seized by the fox are compared to 
the cries of the women of Troy when King PRIAM 
was slain (lines 3,355–3,361), as described in the 
Aeneid.

Aeolus In classical mythology, the god of the 
winds. In his palace on the island of Aeolia, Aeolus 
kept the winds confined in a cave and compelled 
them to obedience. Those who desired the help of 
the winds would pray to Aeolus—as, for example, 
JUNO did when she desired him to create a storm 
that would endanger the life of AENEAS during his 
voyage from TROY after it had fallen to the Greeks. 
Chaucer refers to this incident in the summary of 
VIRGIL’s AENEID that he includes in book 1 of The 
HOUSE OF FAME. In book 3 of the same poem, 
the goddess Fame sends for Aeolus to assist her 
in broadcasting throughout the world the various 
reputations that she awards to those who come to 
her court seeking fame. To fulfill that purpose, he 
brings two trumpets, Clere Laude (i.e., pure praise) 
and Sklaundre (slander), which he blows in accor-
dance with her decision to award each petitioner 
either good fame or ill.

Aers, David (1946– ) James B. Duke Profes-
sor of English at Duke University, David Aers also 
serves as coeditor of the Journal of Medieval and 
Early Modern Studies, and director of the Center of 
Medieval and Renaissance Studies at Duke. Aers 
received his D. Phil. from the University of York 
(U.K.). His scholarship focuses primarily on late 
medieval and early modern literature, religion, and 
culture in England. His major publications include 
Piers Plowman and Christian Allegory (1975), Chau-
cer, Langland and the Creative Imagination (1980), 
Chaucer (1983), Community, Gender and Individual 
Identity, 1360–1430 (1988), and several edited vol-
umes, Medieval Literature: Criticism, Ideology, His-
tory (1986), Culture and History, 1350–1600 (1992), 
and Medieval Literature and Historical Inquiry: Essays 
in Honor of Derek Pearsall (2000). His book, Faith, 
Ethics and Church: Writing in England, 1360–1409 
(2000) explores the issues of faith, social and politi-
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cal action, and theology in late medieval England, 
focusing on Chaucer, JOHN GOWER, WILLIAM LANG-
LAND, the Gawain poet, and JOHN WYCLIFFE. Aers 
assesses how the writings of these medieval authors 
reflect the ideas of Thomas Aquinas, William of 
Ockham, and JOHN BALL, and how they responded 
to such phenomena as the BLACK DEATH and the 
PEASANTS’ REVOLT OF 1381. His most recent book, 
Sanctifying Signs: Making Christian Tradition in Late 
Medieval England (2004), presents a critical study 
of Christian literature, theology, and culture in late 
medieval England, focusing on the sacrament of the 
altar, poverty, and conflicting versions of sanctity.

Aesculapius (Asclepius) In classical mythol-
ogy, the son of the god APOLLO and the legendary 
founder of medicine in ancient Greece. Aescula-
pius learned the art of healing from the centaur 
CHIRON and became a skilled physician, able even 
to restore life to the dead. So that PLUTO might not 
be deprived of the dead, Zeus killed Aesculapius 
with a thunderbolt. Apollo retaliated by attacking 
the Cyclopes, the maker of the thunderbolt, and 
was in turn punished with having to serve time on 
earth as a mortal. After a time, Zeus finally agreed 
to admit Aesculapius to the ranks of the gods. Aes-
culapius is mentioned in Chaucer’s GENERAL PRO-
LOGUE TO THE CANTERBURY TALES as one of the 
medical authorities whose teachings the Doctor of 
Physic had studied (line 429). Many medical books 
and treatises were attributed to Aesculapius in the 
Middle Ages.

Aeson In classical mythology, the father of JASON. 
His half-brother, PELIAS, usurped Aeson’s throne, 
but promised to restore it if Jason would bring him 
the Golden Fleece from the island of Colchis, a task 
that Jason promptly set out to accomplish. Before 
Jason’s return, however, Pelias threatened to kill 
Aeson. Instead, he granted Aeson’s request to be 
allowed to commit suicide by drinking the blood of 
a sacrificial offering. Another version of the story 
relates that Aeson was still living when Jason came 
back with MEDEA, and that Medea enabled him to 
regain his youth by boiling him in a mixture of mag-
ical ingredients. When Chaucer tells the story of 
Jason and Medea in The LEGEND OF GOOD WOMEN, 

Aeson surrenders his kingdom to Pelias after he has 
grown too old to govern (lines 1,396–1,405). This 
different version of the circumstances surrounding 
Pelias’s rule appears in the medieval French ver-
sion (Ovide Moralisé) of OVID’s METAMORPHOSES. 
Chaucer’s version also omits the story of Aeson’s 
rejuvenation.

Aesop The legendary author of a collection of 
Greek fables. In ancient times various attempts 
were made to establish his identity as an actual 
person. Herodotus in the fifth century B.C. said 
that Aesop had been a slave living in the sixth 
century, and Plutarch, in the first century A.D. 
made him adviser to Croesus, the sixth-century 
king of Lydia. One tradition holds that he came 
from Thrace, while another that became popular 
in the Middle Ages traces his origins to Phrygia. 
The likelihood is that Aesop was actually just a 
name invented to attribute an author for fables 
centering on beasts. One of the earliest surviving 
editions of Aesop was compiled in the fourth cen-
tury B.C. by the rhetorician Demetrius of Phaleron, 
but for the most part, until they were put into 
verse by the third-century poet Babrius, they were 
transmitted orally. They became known in west-
ern Europe through the 14th-century prose ver-
sion compiled by the Byzantine scholar Maximus 
Planudes. A number of medieval authors adopted 
or were inspired by the works known as Aesop’s 
Fables, including Chaucer, whose tale of Chaunti-
cleer and Russell the fox (see “The NUN’S PRIEST’S 
TALE”) is one of the finest surviving examples 
from the Middle Ages. Although it is uncertain 
exactly what source Chaucer drew upon for his 
fable, it bears a strong similarity to an Aesopian 
tale written in the 12th century by French author 
MARIE DE FRANCE, who, ironically, claimed to be 
translating from an English source. Another of 
Chaucer’s works, The PARLIAMENT OF FOWLS, fea-
tures animals (also birds) who talk and behave 
like people, but who belong to a different literary 
tradition, that of the debate poem, which com-
monly features animal antagonists. One of the 
earliest and most famous examples of this genre in 
English is the early 13th-century poem “The Owl 
and the Nightingale.”
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Affrican (Affrikan) See SCIPIO AFRICANUS THE 
ELDER.

Affrike See AFRICA.

Africa Whenever Chaucer mentions Africa, he 
is referring to the northern coast of that continent, 
and specifically to Numidia (what is now eastern 
Algeria) and the ancient city-state of Carthage. 
Numidia was the setting for the meeting of King 
Massinissus and the Roman general Scipio Africa-
nus the Younger, recounted in Macrobius’s DREAM 
OF SCIPIO, a fifth-century Latin work that had con-
siderable influence on Chaucer’s early poetry. Car-
thage was the kingdom ruled by Queen DIDO, who 
fell in love with the Trojan hero AENEAS and then 
committed suicide when he abandoned her to pur-
sue his destiny as the founder of Rome.

Against (Agayns) Jovinian See JEROME, SAINT, 
and JOVINIAN.

Agamemnon In classical mythology, the son of 
the Mycenaean king Atreus. In his youth, Agamem-
non and his brother, MENELAUS, were driven out of 
Mycenae by their uncle, Thyestes, who had mur-
dered their father and usurped his throne. They 
went to Sparta, where Menelaus married Helen 
(HELEN OF TROY) and Agamemnon married her 
sister, CLYTEMNESTRA. Eventually Agamemnon 
returned to Mycenae, recovered his throne, and 
became the most powerful king in Greece. When 
Helen was abducted by PARIS (1), Agamemnon was 
made leader of the expedition against Troy. When 
the Greek ships had assembled to embark for Troy, 
they were delayed by a calm sent by Artemis, who 
was angry with Agamemnon for slaying a sacred 
stag. In order to appease the goddess, Agamem-
non agreed to sacrifice his daughter, Iphigenia. The 
TROJAN WAR lasted 10 years. In the last year there 
arose a quarrel between Agamemnon and the war-
rior ACHILLES over the latter’s captive (and lover), 
BRISEIS. The quarrel ended with Agamemnon tak-
ing Briseis and Achilles withdrawing from the bat-
tle. Later, Agamemnon returned Briseis to Achilles 
and urged him to return to the fight, but not until 
the death of Patroclus, beloved friend to Achilles, 

did Achilles do so. When Agamemnon returned 
home at the end of the war he was murdered by his 
wife and her lover, Aegisthus. Agamemnon is men-
tioned briefly in Chaucer’s TROILUS AND CRISEYDE 
as the leader of the Greek forces at Troy. In Chau-
cer’s translation of BOETHIUS’s Consolation of Phi-
losophy, he is praised as the restorer of Menelaus’s 
wife but criticized for the murder of his daughter.

Agaton (Agathon) Presumably a writer, though 
his identity remains uncertain, Agaton is men-
tioned by Chaucer in Prologue F of The LEGEND 
OF GOOD WOMEN as the source of a legend record-
ing the stellification of Queen ALCESTIS, who gave 
her life in exchange for her husband’s (line 526). 
W. W. SKEAT identified Agaton with a Greek 
dramatist named Agatone, who is mentioned in 
DANTE’s Purgatorio. The Latin author Macrobius, 
with whose work Chaucer was familiar, tells the 
story of Alcestis in his Saturnalia but does not 
mention her becoming a constellation.

Agenore’s daughter See EUROPA.

Aglauros (Aglawros) In classical mythology, 
the sister of HERSE who was changed into stone 
by Hermes (MERCURY) because she attempted to 
stand in the way of the god’s love for her sister. In 
TROILUS AND CRISEYDE, Troilus mentions Aglauros 
when he appeals for Mercury’s assistance in his 
attempts to woo Criseyde, reminding the god of his 
own passion for Herse (book 3, line 729).

Ahasuerus A biblical character from the Old 
Testament. Ahasuerus was the king of Persia who 
married ESTHER. He was generally known for the 
vastness of his empire, his riches, his sensuality 
and love of feasting, and his cruelty. The Book of 
Esther tells the story of how Ahasuerus banished 
his first queen because she refused to dance before 
a drunken audience at one of his feasts. Follow-
ing a two-year search for a replacement, Ahasuerus 
chose Esther. She and her people were in Persia as 
a consequence of the fall of Jerusalem and the scat-
tering of the Jews into captivity. One of Ahasuerus’s 
advisers hated the Jews and persuaded Ahasuerus 
to order them to be wiped out, but before the plan 
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could be carried out, Ahasuerus discovered that the 
Jew MORDECAI, Esther’s guardian, had uncovered a 
plot to kill Ahasuerus and thus had saved his life. 
As a result of this revelation, Mordecai was raised 
to a position of honor in the kingdom, and the 
wicked adviser and his 10 sons were hanged on the 
gallows they had previously prepared for Mordecai. 
Historians generally agree that Ahasuerus is the 
same persons as Xerxes I (485–464 B.C.). Ahasu-
erus was murdered by a courtier and succeeded by 
his son, Artaxerxes Longimanus. He is mentioned 
briefly several times in Chaucer’s work, twice in 
“The MERCHANT’S TALE” in connection with his 
wife, Esther, who is given as an example of wifely 
virtue. The aged January, who, after a long life of 
indulging his sensual appetite wishes to settle down 
with a young wife, includes Esther among a long list 
of women who served their husbands well, as part 
of his attempt to justify his own decision to marry 
(lines 1,371–1,375). In “The TALE OF MELIBEE,” 
Melibee’s wife, Prudence, mentions Esther as an 
example of a woman who was able to give good 
counsel and to be a leader to her people (line 110). 
This is within the context of her efforts to persuade 
her husband to listen to her advice as he decides 
how to respond to those who broke into his house 
and attacked his family.

Alain de Lille Known in Latin as Alanus de 
Insulis, Alain de Lille was born around 1128 in 
Lille, FLANDERS (now part of France), and lived 
until 1202. He was a theologian and poet (a not 
uncommon conjunction of professions in those 
days) so celebrated for the scope and variety of his 
learning that he became known by the epithet “the 
universal doctor.” He studied and taught at Paris, 
lived for a time at Montpellier, and later joined the 
Cistercian monastic order at the abbey of Cîteaux. 
Alain wrote many theological treatises, includ-
ing an argument against heresy and a collection 
of proverbs on moral conduct. The two works for 
which he received the most attention and which 
had the greatest literary influence in the medieval 
period were De planctu Naturae (The Complaint of 
Nature), a satire on human vices that especially 
targeted homosexuality, and Anticlaudianus (Chau-
cer calls it Anteclaudian), a lengthy allegory con-

cerning the creation and perfection of the human 
soul that contains the curious image of the soul 
fastened to the body “with tiny little nails,” ulti-
mately derived from PLATO. Alain’s conception of 
the goddess Natura (Nature) in De planctu Naturae 
strongly influenced Chaucer’s portrait of her in The 
PARLIAMENT OF FOWLS, where she presides over the 
mating ritual of the birds on Saint Valentine’s Day. 
Alain’s Anticlaudianus was one of the texts that 
provided medieval authors with a description of the 
heavens based on Ptolemaic astronomy (see PTOL-
EMY). Chaucer’s narrator confirms the accuracy of 
Alain’s model when he takes his heavenward jour-
ney in The HOUSE OF FAME (line 316).

Alanus de Insulis See ALAIN DE LILLE.

Albertano of Brescia Thirteenth-century Italian 
author who wrote an influential treatise called The 
Art of Speech and the Art of Silence, which, among 
other things, instructed courtiers on how to deliver 
a diplomatic message. He also wrote the Latin 
Liber Consolationis et Consilii, which is the ultimate 
source of Chaucer’s “TALE OF MELIBEE.” Albertano’s 
Latin work was first translated (and condensed) 
into French as Le Livre de Melibée et de Dame Pru-
dence (The book of Melibee and Dame Prudence). 
Chaucer’s version of the story is actually a fairly 
close translation of the French text. One noticeable 
omission that Chaucer made in adapting the work 
was to leave out a passage that speaks against hav-
ing a boy as king. This helps date the tale’s composi-
tion to sometime after 1376, when it was clear that 
the Black Prince’s son Richard was going to accede 
to the throne as RICHARD II. Richard became king 
at the age of 10.

Albion An ancient name for Britain, probably 
derived from the Latin word for white, albus, and 
suggested by one of the island’s geographical fea-
tures, the white cliffs of Dover, which are some-
times visible from the coast of France. Chaucer 
uses the word once, in a short begging poem called 
“The COMPLAINT OF CHAUCER TO HIS PURSE.”

Albon, Daun Daun (“Sir”) Albon is a name the 
Host uses for the Monk in the prologue to “The 
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MONK’S TALE” when he appears to be guessing at 
the man’s first name. It is actually Piers. The Host 
uses the correct name when he addresses the Monk 
in the prologue to “The NUN’S PRIEST’S TALE.” Per-
haps because Saint Alban was the first Christian 
martyr in Britain, his name became a generic one 
for monks in medieval literature.

Albyon See ALBION.

Alcathoe The hilltop fortress at Megara, an 
ancient district of the Greek city-state of Athens. 
The citadel was besieged by King MINOS of Crete 
when he attacked Athens following the death of his 
son ANDROGEUS. After having defeated all compet-
itors in the Panathenaean games, Androgeus had 
been sent by the Athenian king, AEGEUS, against 
the Marathonian bull, and was killed. Minos won 
his war against the Athenians and imposed upon 
them the punishment of sending an annual tribute 
of seven young men and seven young women to 
be fed to the MINOTAUR in the labyrinth. Chaucer 
refers to the siege of Alcathoe at the beginning of 
the biography of ARIADNE that he includes in The 
LEGEND OF GOOD WOMEN (line 1,902).

Alcebiades See ALCIBIADES.

Alceone See ALCYONE.

Alcestis In Greek mythology, Alcestis was the 
daughter of King PELIAS, who usurped the throne 
of Iolcos from his brother, Aeson, the rightful 
heir. Alcestis was the most beautiful of Pelius’s 
daughters. ADMETUS, the King of Pherae, won 
her hand in marriage by passing a test her father 
had set in which the suitor was required to yoke 
together a wild boar and a lion. When it came 
time for Admetus to die, the Fates said that if he 
could find someone to die in his place, he might 
continue living. Everyone he asked, including his 
parents, refused to do it. When his wife, Alcestis, 
volunteered, he accepted her offer, but Perse-
phone refused the sacrifice and set her back to 
Earth. In Euripides’s play Alcestis, HERCULES res-
cues her from Hades. Alcestis is the embodiment 
of the perfect wife, and she appears in Chau-

cer’s work several times in this exemplary role. 
In “The MAN OF LAW’S TALE,” she is listed in 
a catalog of heroines who appear in The Saints’ 
Legend of Cupid, which is another name for the 
LEGEND OF GOOD WOMEN. In “The FRANKLIN’S 
TALE,” she is mentioned as one of the virtuous 
women whose lives make Dorigen feel ashamed 
of her own behavior. In TROILUS AND CRISEYDE, 
CASSANDRA tells Troilus the story of Alces-
tis and, later in the poem, the narrator says he 
would prefer to write about Alcestis rather than 
to continue describing the perfidy of Criseyde. 
Alcestis appears as an actual character in only 
one of Chaucer’s works, the above-mentioned 
Legend of Good Women, where, in the prologue 
to the poem, she accompanies the God of Love 
as he approaches the narrator in a dream. Her 
striking attire includes a green gown and a crown 
of white, which, along with other details, invites 
comparison to a daisy, or marguerite, a flower 
used to symbolize a kind of innocent love. When 
Cupid speaks angrily to the narrator, threaten-
ing him with punishment because of his negative 
portrayals of love in The ROMAUNT OF THE ROSE 
and Troilus and Criseyde, Alcestis intercedes on 
the poet’s behalf. She asks the God of Love to be 
lenient, reminding him that the poet has written 
other things in praise of love, such as The  BOOK 
OF THE DUCHESS and The PARLIAMENT OF FOWLS, 
and promising that he will create a new work to 
make amends. This book, the story of “women 
true in loving all their lives,” turns out to be The 
Legend of Good Women.

alchemy An ancient art or pseudoscience whose 
origins are murky but which may reach as far back 
as early Egypt or China. The principal aim of those 
who attempted to practice alchemy has generally 
been the same—to transmute base metals into gold 
by some kind of chemical reaction. Another goal 
that assumed some importance among practitioners 
was the discovery of an elixir that would restore a 
man’s youth. Alchemy came to western Europe in 
the 12th and 13th centuries, mainly through the 
writings of Arabic scholars. The transmission of 
such knowledge was, however, intentionally ren-
dered difficult by the use of symbolic languages and 
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secret signs. In the Middle Ages and the Renais-
sance, swindlers who professed themselves alche-
mists would often use the promise that they were 
able to multiply gold to steal from people who 
were gullible enough to lend their gold so that it 
could be used in an “experiment.” A similar scam 
is described by the narrator of Chaucer’s “CANON’S 
YEOMAN’S TALE.” Despite their failure to attain 
their ultimate aim, alchemists did contribute sig-
nificantly to the future development of the science 
of chemistry by formulating the processes of distil-
lation and sublimation and by inventing stills and 
furnaces.

Alcibiades Athenian politician and military 
commander of the fifth century B.C. who provoked 
the internal political conflicts that were the main 
causes of Athens’s defeat by Sparta in the Pelo-
ponnesian War (431–404 B.C.). Strikingly hand-
some and intelligent, Alcibiades was as a young 
man attracted to the teachings of the philosopher 
SOCRATES, who was in turn impressed by Alcibi-
ades’ beauty and keen wit. The two men served 
together in the Athenian army, each coura-
geously protecting the life of the other when he 
was wounded. As Alcibiades became increasingly 
involved in politics, however, he slowly abandoned 
the kind of intellectual integrity Socrates demanded 
in favor of political rewards. Although Alcibiades 
possessed great political and military abilities, his 
unscrupulous policy of self-interest made it impos-
sible for the Athenians to trust him enough to fully 
exploit his talents. After the Athenian fleet was 
lost because it ignored his advice, Alcibiades took 
refuge in Phrygia with the Persian governor. How-
ever, the Spartans persuaded the Persian governor 
to have Alcibiades murdered. He was buried by his 
mistress at the risk of death. Dorigen, the wife of 
Arveragus in “The FRANKLIN’S TALE,” alludes to 
the devotion of Alcibiades’ mistress in her lament 
against the misfortune that has befallen her as a 
result of her rash promise to the squire Aurelius 
(line 1,439). She had promised to become his lover 
if he was able to move some rocks lining the shore 
on the coast of Brittany and thus make the return 
of her husband’s ship less dangerous. When Aure-
lius accomplishes the feat, Dorigen compares her 

situation to other women whose faithfulness has 
been sorely tested and decides that she must com-
mit suicide to preserve her honor. Like the biblical 
ABSALOM (2), Alcibiades became legendary for his 
beauty, and two of Chaucer’s references to him are 
attributable to that. In The BOOK OF THE DUCHESS, 
the Black Knight says that even if he possessed the 
beauty of Alcibiades (and the strength of Hercu-
les, the wisdom of Minerva, etc.), he would still 
have loved the fair “White,” the woman whose 
loss he mourns (line 1,057). Alcibiades’ beauty is 
also referred to in the BOECE, Chaucer’s translation 
of BOETHIUS’s Consolation of Philosophy, in which 
Lady Philosophy uses it to explain the superficial 
nature of physical beauty: “whoso lokide thanne 
in the entrayles of the body of Alcibiades, that was 
ful fair in the superfice withoute, it shulde seme 
ryght foul.” (Book Three, Prosa 8, line 44) [who-
ever should look in the entrails of Alcibiades’ body 
that was so beautiful on the outside, it should seem 
quite foul].

Alcione See ALCYONE.

Alcmena In classical mythology, the daughter 
of Electryon and Anaxo. Alcmena was married 
to Amphitryon, with whom she fled to Thebes 
after he accidentally killed her father. While her 
husband was absent from home, Alcmena was 
visited and impregnated by Zeus (see JUPITER) in 
the form of Amphitryon. As a result of this union 
she conceived HERCULES, whose birth the jealous 
Hera delayed for nine days. The night follow-
ing the birth of Hercules, she delivered another 
child, Amphitryon’s son Iphicles. Criseyde, in 
Chaucer’s poem TROILUS AND CRISEYDE, alludes 
to Alcmena’s tryst with Zeus at the conclusion of 
her first night spent with Troilus. Perceiving the 
approach of the dawn, which must separate them 
if they are to keep their love secret, she com-
plains, “O nyght, allas, why nyltow over us hove 
/ As longe as whan Almena lay by Jove?” (book 
3, line 1,427–1,428) [O night, alas, why will you 
not hover over us / As long as when Alcmena lay 
by Jove?Her complaint derives from a tradition of 
lyric dawn-songs, called “AUBES,” or aubades, in 
European poetry.
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Alcyone (Halcyone) The daughter of AEOLUS 
and Enarete. When her husband CEYX failed to 
return as promised from a voyage to DELPHI, Alcyone 
said a prayer to JUNO, asking the queen of the gods 
to send her sleep and within that sleep a dream that 
would reveal her husband’s fate. Juno sent MOR-
PHEUS, the god of sleep, to animate the body of Ceyx, 
which then spoke to Alcyone while she was sleeping, 
telling her that he had been drowned and asking her 
to bury his body, which she might find washed up 
upon the shore. Overwhelmed with grief, Alcyone 
committed suicide by throwing herself into the sea, 
after which the gods took pity on the couple and 
changed them into sea birds. Since the wind-driven 
waves washed away their nests on the edge of the 
water, Zeus (see JUPITER) forbade the winds to blow 
during their breeding season, which lasted 14 days of 
winter. This is the origin of the term “halcyon days,” 
which is sometimes used to describe a period of calm 
and peaceful happiness. In The BOOK OF THE DUCH-
ESS, Chaucer’s narrator reads the story of Alcyone 
in OVID’s Metamorphoses. Suffering from sleepless-
ness, which seems to have been brought on by love-
sickness, the narrator decides to follow Alcyone’s 
example in praying to Juno to send him to sleep, 
promising her a feather bed if she grants his request. 
Once asleep, he dreams of the Black Knight, a man 
who, like Alcyone, is so overwhelmed by the loss of 
his mate that he seems on the verge of suicide.

Alcypiades See ALCIBIADES.

Aldebaran A reddish giant star in the constella-
tion Taurus. One of the 15 brightest stars, it has an 
apparent visual magnitude of 0.86 with a diameter 
approximately 50 times that of our sun. It is accom-
panied by a very faint red companion star. Aldeba-
ran lies about 50 light-years from earth and was 
once thought to be a member of the Hyades cluster, 
but in fact it is much closer. Its Arabic name means 
“the follower,” and was probably chosen because it 
rises after the Pleiades cluster of stars. Aldebaran is 
one of the stars mentioned in Chaucer’s TREATISE 
ON THE ASTROLABE.

Aldgate One of six gates in the wall of the medi-
eval city of London. On May 10, 1374, the mayor 

and aldermen of London leased a dwelling over 
Aldgate to Chaucer, rent-free, for life. Chaucer was 
in turn to keep the property in good repair and to 
allow entry for purposes of defense in time of war 
(the dwelling was actually built into the wall, and 
so formed part of the city’s structural defenses). 
He was forbidden to sublet. This type of lease 
was not unusual, in that the city owned dwellings 
over other gates, which it sometimes leased to city 
officials. For example, RALPH STRODE, Chaucer’s 
associate, had a similar apartment over Aldersgate. 
Chaucer probably attained the lease because of his 
family’s longtime association with Adam de Bury, 
the mayor of the city whose name is on the lease, 
rather than, as some have suggested, through the 
influence of ALICE PERRERS, EDWARD III’s mistress, 
who owned some property near Aldgate.

Alecto See ERINYES.

Alete See ERINYES.

Alexander the Great One of the most renowned 
military commanders in history, Alexander the 
Great was born in 356 B.C. at Pella in Macedonia, 
the son of PHILIP II of Macedon and Olympias. 
Educated by ARISTOTLE, he became king in 336 
after his father was murdered. He led the Greek 
states in their war against DARIUS THE GREAT, king 
of Persia. After invading Persia and overcoming 
the Persian army, but without successfully subdu-
ing Darius, he conquered Egypt, where he founded 
the famous city of ALEXANDRIA, then returned to 
defeat Darius. Before his death in 323, he also 
conquered northern India. He died at the early 
age of 33, never having lost a battle in his entire 
career. He had significant influence on the devel-
opment of eastern culture as he exported the ideas 
and ideals of Hellenistic Greece to those regions 
that he conquered. There are two versions of his 
death: according to one, he died of a fever con-
tracted after swimming; in the other, he was poi-
soned. The brief biography of Alexander included 
in Chaucer’s “MONK’S TALE” (lines 2,631–2,670) 
alludes to both. Alexander also receives brief men-
tion in The HOUSE OF FAME and The BOOK OF THE 
DUCHESS.
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Alexandria Seaport in Egypt, on the Mediterra-
nean at the western end of the Nile delta. It was 
founded by, and took its name from, the renowned 
Greek military commander ALEXANDER THE GREAT, 
and it became a center of Hellenistic culture. The 
city is mentioned several times in Chaucer’s work. 
According to the GENERAL PROLOGUE TO THE 
CANTERBURY TALES, it is one of the places where 
the Knight has been on military campaign. It is also 
mentioned in one of the minibiographies included 
in “The MONK’S TALE” as a city that was conquered 
by Petro, king of Cyprus (PIERRE DE LUSIGNAN). Its 
great size is alluded to in “The CANON’S YEOMAN’S 
TALE” when the yeoman says that the Canon he 
serves could “infect” an entire town, even one as 
large as Alexandria (or NINEVAH, ROME, or TROY).

Aleyn See ALAIN DE LILLE.

Algarsif (Algarsyf) The eldest son of Camby-
uskan in “The SQUIRE’S TALE.” Nothing more is 
said about him in the tale, with the exception of 
the final lines, in which the Squire promises to tell 
the story of how Algarsif won his wife, Theodora. 
The name apparently is derived from an Arabic 
star name.

Algeciras (Algazir) Located in the province of 
Cádiz, Spain, Algeciras is mentioned in the GEN-
ERAL PROLOGUE TO THE CANTERBURY TALES as one 
of the places to which the Knight (1) has traveled 
on his military campaigns (line 57).

Algus Arab mathematician who lived between 
780 and 850 B.C. and who is primarily remembered 
for having invented Arabic numerals. Chaucer 
alludes to this fact in The BOOK OF THE DUCHESS 
when he has the narrator say that there were so 
many marvels in the forest he dreamed of that even 
the great mathematician Algus (Chaucer spells it 
Argus) would not have been able to count them 
all.

Alhabor The name assigned by Arab astrono-
mers to the star more commonly known as SIRIUS, 
or the Dog Star, the brightest star in the night sky. 
Chaucer uses the name Alhabor to refer to the star 

in his TREATISE ON THE ASTROLABE (part 2, division 
3, lines 41–49), where he describes its position in 
the heavens.

Alhazen Arab mathematician and physicist who 
was born around 965 in what is now Iraq. He made 
the first significant contributions to optical the-
ory since the time of the famous Greek astrono-
mer PTOLEMY. In his treatise on optics, translated 
into Latin in 1270, Alhazen published theories 
on refraction, reflection, binocular vision, focus-
ing with lenses, parabolic and spherical mirrors, 
spherical aberration, atmospheric refraction, and 
the apparent increase in size of planetary bodies 
near the earth’s horizon. He was the first to offer 
an accurate explanation of vision, stating that light 
comes from the object seen to the eye. Alhazen is 
mentioned in “The SQUIRE’S TALE” when members 
of King Cambyuskan’s court are trying to figure 
out the design of the magic mirror that has been 
presented as a gift to the king’s daughter, Canacee 
(line 232). The mirror is supposed to be capable 
of foreseeing the future, but some people believe 
that its power arises from its optical design. Those 
who advance this theory support their opinion by 
referring to the authority of Alhazen, WITELO, and 
ARISTOTLE, all of whom wrote scientific texts on 
the subject.

Alisandre (Alisaundre) (1) See ALEXANDER THE 
GREAT; ALEXANDRIA.

Alixandre Macedo See ALEXANDER THE GREAT.

Alkaron See KORAN.

allegory Literary term used to describe a story or 
visual image with a second meaning that is either 
partially or wholly hidden behind its literal or vis-
ible meaning. Allegory usually takes the form of 
personification in which abstract ideas or quali-
ties are given human shape. Some examples of this 
in Chaucer’s work would include the figures who 
inhabit the GARDEN OF LOVE in The ROMAUNT OF 
THE ROSE, such as the maiden named Idleness, who 
permits the lover to enter the garden, and Mirth, 
who leads the dancing inside the garden. Allegory 
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permeated the literature of the Middle Ages, in 
the realm of the secular and the sacred. It was a 
particularly important component in many of the 
dream visions written during the medieval period, 
including those of DANTE and WILLIAM LANGLAND 
as well as Le ROMAN DE LA ROSE. Even though none 
of Chaucer’s original works is pure allegory like the 
Roman, many of them feature one or more allegori-
cal characters, such as the goddess Fortune in The 
BOOK OF THE DUCHESS (the Black Knight states 
that he lost his queen by playing a game of chess 
against Fortune), the goddess Fame in The HOUSE 
OF FAME, and the goddess Nature in The PARLIA-
MENT OF FOWLS. Philosophy takes the form of a 
wise lady in BOETHIUS’s Consolation of Philosophy, 
translated by Chaucer, and Death appears twice 
in “The PARDONER’S TALE,” first as a thief who 
has stolen one of the rioters’ friends and then as 
a heap of gold coins. Some scholars have argued 
allegorical interpretations for other tales from the 
Canterbury group. Both “The CLERK’S TALE” of 
Patient Griselda and “The MAN OF LAW’S TALE” 
of Custance may be read as an allegory of the soul’s 
separation from and trial-ridden journey of return 
to God the Father. “The TALE OF MELIBEE” features 
such allegorical characters as Melibee’s daughter 
Sophia (“wisdom”) and his wife Prudence, who are 
there to teach him the proper way to respond to 
an attack on his family. The five wounds sustained 
by Sophia in the attack suggest that she may be 
an allegorical representation of Christ, who, like 
Prudence, would advise Melibee to forgive his ene-
mies and be reconciled with them. Finally, the ani-
mals featured in “The NUN’S PRIEST’S TALE,” “The 
MANCIPLE’S TALE,” and “The SQUIRE’S TALE” might 
be considered allegorical in that they are used to 
represent human behavior.

Allen, Judson B. (1932–1985) Chaucer scholar. 
While working on his doctoral dissertation at Johns 
Hopkins University, Judson B. Allen had the oppor-
tunity to study at Oxford University and made a dis-
covery that led him to the work in which he would 
be involved for the next 20 years—the attempt to 
imaginatively realize the later Middle Ages. He 
became particularly interested in the question of 
the 14th century’s uniqueness, pursuing this idea 

from as many different perspectives as possible. He 
coauthored (with his student Theresa Anne Moritz) 
A Distinction of Stories: The Medieval Unity of Chau-
cer’s Fair Chain of Narratives for Canterbury (1981), 
a book that articulated the unity of Chaucer’s poem 
in late medieval terms. Allen’s most important 
book, The Ethical Poetic of the Later Middle Ages 
(1982), contributed greatly to our understanding 
of the relationship between ethics and aesthetics 
in medieval poetry, and to our knowledge of the 
degree to which medieval literary theory informed 
medieval literary works.

Almageste Old French name given to the great 
astronomical treatise of the Greek astronomer 
PTOLEMY (Claudius Ptolomaios). The name is ulti-
mately derived from the Arabic al-majisjti, where al 
is the article “the” and majisti represents the Greek 
word for “greatest.” Ptolemy’s work became such 
a definitive text in the field that the title was later 
applied loosely to other textbooks of astronomy. 
The Almageste (or perhaps the word is used generi-
cally here) is one of the textbooks possessed by the 
clerk Nicholas in “The MILLER’S TALE.” The Wife 
of Bath claims to be quoting from the text in her 
prologue when she cautions her audience to be 
warned by her example in matters of love, saying, 
“Whoso that nyl be war by othere men, / By hym 
shul othere men corrected be” (lines 180–181) [He 
who will not be instructed by the example of oth-
ers, / Shall be the example by which others will be 
instructed]. She quotes a second proverb, claim-
ing the same source, later in her prologue when 
she says, “Of alle men his wysdom is the hyeste / 
That rekketh nevere who hath the world in honde” 
(lines 326–327) [Of all men, his wisdom is the 
greatest / Who never takes account of who con-
trols the world—i.e., of what another man does]. 
Neither of these sayings was originally contained 
in Ptolemy’s work, but they do appear in a collec-
tion of apothegms tacked on as a preface to Gerard 
of Cremona’s Latin translation of the Almageste. 
The certainty with which the Wife attributes these 
remarks to the great astronomer may be intended 
to suggest that her knowledge of learned texts, 
a knowledge that she loves to display, is rather 
shallow.
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Almena See ALCMENA.

Alnath According to Jacqueline de Weever’s 
Chaucer Name Dictionary, Alnath is the name 
given by medieval star maps to the brightest star 
in the constellation Aries. The name may also refer 
to the first mansion, or house, of the moon. (In 
astrology, which in the Middle Ages was not con-
sidered a discipline distinct from astronomy, the 
heavens are divided into 12 parts by great circles 
through the north and south points of the horizon. 
Each of these parts is called a “house.”) In modern 
astronomy, Alnath is the name given to the sec-
ond brightest star in Taurus. The star is mentioned 
in “The FRANKLIN’S TALE,” in which the magician 
from ORLEANS uses it to calculate the moon’s posi-
tion in order to perform the natural magic that will 
cause the rocks lying along the coast of BRITTANY 
to disappear (line 1,281).

Alocen See ALHAZEN.

Amazons In classical mythology, Amazon was 
the name given to a race of warrior virgins who in 
childhood had their right breasts cut off in order 
to streamline their bodies for the use of weap-
ons. It was one of the 12 labors of HERCULES to 
obtain the girdle of their queen HIPPOLYTA, whom 
he killed. THESEUS also undertook an expedition 
against them and carried off Antiope, the sister 
of Hippolyta. The Amazons retaliated by invading 
Greece, but were defeated by Theseus in Athens. 
In another version of the story, Hippolyta was the 
one whom Theseus carried away and subsequently 
married. This is the version that Chaucer used in 
“The KNIGHT’S TALE,” which opens with a descrip-
tion of how Theseus defeated the race of warrior 
women and took their leader as his wife.

Ambrose, Saint The son of a Roman nobleman, 
Ambrose was born in Trier, Germany, in 339. As 
an adult he was first a successful lawyer and then 
the governor of two cities, Aemilia and Liguria, 
in the Roman Empire. He became bishop of Milan, 
the capital of the province in that he governed, 
when the former bishop died, and he traveled to 
Milan to help ensure peace at the election of the 

bishop’s successor. He spoke so eloquently to the 
crowd gathered there that they chose him, in spite 
of his reluctance, to be the next bishop. Despite 
his hesitation about assuming the post, he became 
an influential leader within the expanding church, 
encouraging the growth of monasticism and fight-
ing hard against the resurgence of paganism and 
the popularity of heresies in the Western Roman 
Empire. He also played an important role in politics 
within the empire, advising the emperors Gratian 
and Maximus and reproving the Eastern emperor 
Theodosius for ordering a massacre of thousands 
of men, women and children at Thessalonica as 
a reprisal for the death of a governor. Theodo-
sius submitted to public penance, and, as a result, 
Ambrose is often pictured with the emblem of a 
scourge, symbolizing his power to bring the power-
ful to repentance. His other emblem is a hive of 
bees, suggestive of his eloquence and reminiscent 
of the tradition that when he was a baby a swarm 
of bees settled on him without doing him harm. 
Because Ambrose played an important role in the 
history of the Roman Catholic Church, he is con-
sidered (along with AUGUSTINE, JEROME, and Greg-
ory the Great) to be one of the four original doctors 
of the church. He is mentioned twice in Chaucer’s 
work, both times in The CANTERBURY TALES. In her 
life of Saint CECILIA, the SECOND NUN notes that 
Ambrose wrote about the miracle of the crowns 
that were given to Cecilia and her husband in his 
preface to the canon of the Mass (lines 270–271). 
The last pilgrim to tell a tale on the journey to 
CANTERBURY, the Parson, uses a definition of peni-
tence taken from Ambrose’s work to begin his own 
lengthy explanation of this sacrament (line 283).

Amete See ADMETUS.

Amphiaraus According to classical myth, 
Amphiaraus was the son of Oicles and HYPERM-
NESTRA. Gifted with prophecy, he took part in 
the Caledonian boar hunt and the expedition of 
JASON and the Argonauts when Jason went after 
the Golden Fleece. He is best known as one of the 
seven famous warriors who participated in the siege 
of THEBES aimed at helping POLYNICES, one of the 
sons of OEDIPUS, to take the Theban throne from 
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his brother, ETEOCLES. Being a prophet, Amphi-
araus foresaw disaster and at first opposed the 
expedition, but he was convinced to support it by 
his wife, ERIPHYLE, who was bribed by Polynices 
with the gift of a magical necklace. Before leaving 
home, Amphiaraus made his two sons swear that 
if he was killed in the conflict, they would avenge 
his death by murdering their mother. Although he 
fought bravely at Thebes, the Seven were defeated, 
and, as he fled in his chariot, the earth opened and 
swallowed him up. In the Wife of Bath’s prologue 
(see “The WIFE OF BATH’S TALE”), the betrayal of 
Amphiaraus by his wife is one of the examples of 
wicked wives given by Alison’s husband. His death 
following the siege of Thebes is mentioned twice in 
TROILUS AND CRISEYDE and briefly alluded to in the 
unfinished “ANELIDA AND ARCITE.”

Amphion (Amphioun) In classical mythology, 
Amphion was the son of Zeus (see JUPITER) and 
Antiope. Shortly after his birth on Mt. Cithaeron, 
he and his brother Zethus were abandoned by their 
mother, who was fleeing the wrath of her father, 
Nycteus. The two boys were raised by shepherds. 
On his deathbed, Nycteus made his brother Lycus 
swear to punish Antiope for the liaison that had 
resulted in her pregnancy. When Lycus found 
Antiope, he kept her as a slave for his wife. Even-
tually she escaped and went to Cithaeron to seek 
her sons’ protection. At first they mistook her for 
a slave and were about to kill her on the orders of 
Lycus’s wife, but when the shepherds told them 
the truth, they instead killed her aunt and uncle, 
who had enslaved their mother. After taking pos-
session of Thebes, they set about fortifying it with 
a wall. Amphion played so beautifully on a lyre 
given to him by Hermes (MERCURY) that the stones 
moved into place of their own accord. Amphion 
later marred NIOBE. When their children were 
killed by APOLLO and Artemis (DIANA) because 
Niobe refused to honor the mother of that god and 
goddess, Amphion committed suicide. Arcite and 
Palamon, the two protagonists of “The KNIGHT’S 
TALE,” are descended from Amphion (line 1,546). 
In “The MERCHANT’S TALE,” the music at Janu-
ary’s wedding is compared to that which, in ancient 
times, had issued from Amphion’s instrument (line 

1,716). The Manciple’s tale of Phoebus (Apollo) 
and his Crow describes Apollo’s musical ability as 
being twice that of Amphion of Thebes (line 116).

Anaxagoras Born around 500 B.C. in Anatolia, 
Anaxagoras was a Greek philosopher of nature 
remembered primarily for his cosmology and for 
his discovery of the true cause of eclipses. Around 
480 B.C., Anaxagoras moved to Athens, which was 
then becoming the center of Greek culture. He 
brought with him the new practice of philosophy 
and the spirit of scientific inquiry. After living and 
studying in Athens for 30 years, he was prosecuted 
on a charge of impiety for asserting that the sun 
is an incandescent stone somewhat larger than 
the region of the Greek Peloponnesus. Although 
Pericles, who was the ruler of Athens at that time, 
managed to save his life, Anaxagoras was com-
pelled to spend his last years in exile. In the BOECE, 
Chaucer’s translation of the Consolation of Philoso-
phy, Lady Philosophy mentions Anaxagoras among 
her examples of men who, like BOETHIUS, have suf-
fered on her behalf. Boethius, like Anaxagoras, was 
exiled (Book one, Prosa 1, line 54).

Anchises In classical mythology, Anchises was 
the father of the famous Trojan hero AENEAS. 
The son of the king of the Dardanians, he was 
approached by Aphrodite (VENUS) as he attended 
his cattle on the slopes of Mt. Ida. The goddess 
appeared to him in the form of a mortal woman but 
later revealed her true identity, at the same time 
making him promise to keep their relationship a 
secret. Once, when wine had loosened his tongue, 
Anchises boasted of his affair with the goddess and 
was blasted by a thunderbolt. At the fall of TROY, 
Aeneas carried Anchises, now an old and helpless 
man, on his shoulders out of the city and took him 
along on his long wanderings in search of a place 
to settle. On all occasions of doubt, Aeneas turned 
to his father for advice, relying on his experience, 
judgment, and wisdom. Before they reached their 
ultimate destination, Anchises died and was buried 
in Sicily. After landing in Italy, Aeneas descended 
into the underworld to consult his father about 
the future. Anchises is mentioned as the father of 
Aeneas in The HOUSE OF FAME, which summarizes 
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part of Aeneas’s adventures after he left Troy, and 
in The LEGEND OF GOOD WOMEN, which contains 
a brief biography of DIDO, queen of Carthage, who 
fell in love with Aeneas.

Androgeus In classical mythology, Androgeus 
was the son of King MINOS of Crete. He attended 
school in Athens, where he also participated in 
the Panathenaean games. After Androgeus had 
defeated all other competitors in the games, 
AEGEUS, the king of Athens, sent him against the 
Marathonian bull, and Androgeus was killed. In 
revenge, his father waged a successful war against 
the Athenians and imposed a tribute on them that 
required that every year they send seven young 
men and seven young women to Crete, where they 
were sacrificed to the MINOTAUR in the labyrinth. 
Androgeus’s death is mentioned at the opening 
of Ariadne’s biography in The LEGEND OF GOOD 
WOMEN because of its role in precipitating the jour-
ney of THESEUS to Crete, where he met Ariadne.

Andromache (Andromacha) In classical mythol-
ogy, Andromache was the wife of HECTOR of TROY. 
The day before her husband was killed in the TRO-
JAN WAR, she dreamed of his death and tried to per-
suade him not to attend the battle. On the following 
day, when he was slain and dragged through the dust 
by ACHILLES, she tried to hurl herself down from the 
wall but was prevented from doing so by her friends. 
Her son was also killed in the fall of Troy, and she 
was led away as a captive by Achilles’ son, Neop-
tolemus, whom she later married. Chaunticleer, the 
noble rooster who himself has a prophetic dream 
in “The NUN’S PRIEST’S TALE,” cites Andromache’s 
dream as support for his belief that one ought to 
heed such nocturnal warnings (line 3,141). His wife, 
Pertelote, ridicules his concern, but it turns out that 
his dream was accurate.

Angelus ad virginem Song sung by the clerk 
Nicholas in “The MILLER’S TALE.” The Latin words 
mean “the angel to the Virgin (Mary),” and are 
actually the first three words of a song on the 
Annunciation. The mention of the song in the con-
text of the Miller’s bawdy story has led some critics 
to suggest that the tale itself contains an extensive 

parody of the Annunciation, with Nicholas in the 
role of the angel Gabriel and John the Carpenter in 
the role of Joseph the carpenter, whose unfaithful 
wife convinces him that the man she is cheating 
with is really an angel. This interpretation seems a 
bit of an exaggeration, especially considering that 
John’s wife, Alison, who has an affair with Nicho-
las, never makes any such claim about her lover. 
Still, Nicholas’s sham spirituality and John’s profes-
sion do give ironic potential to the song’s use in 
this context.

Anglo-French See ANGLO-NORMAN.

Anglo-Norman Term denoting the French lan-
guage as it was spoken and written in the Brit-
ish Isles from the Norman Conquest (1066) until 
the 14th century. A western dialect of French 
transplanted to Britain, it rapidly developed char-
acteristics that distinguished it from the type of 
French spoken in the land of its origin. During the 
later medieval period, Anglo-Norman began to be 
replaced by continental French, which was studied 
by members of the nobility, some clergy, and some 
members of the middle class (such as merchants). 
By the end of the 15th century, both Anglo-Norman 
and French virtually had been replaced by English, 
even in the realms of government and literature. 
Chaucer’s decision to write in English was both 
a result of, and a contributor to, this trend, but 
the French heritage of the Conquest also impacted 
his poetry. A substantial number of French-derived 
words and phrases that later became part of the 
English language are first recorded in his work.

Anglo-Norman Chronicle A medieval “history” 
extending from the Creation to A.D. 1285. The 
word history is put in quotation marks here because, 
in the Middle Ages, fact and fiction were not dis-
tinctly separate categories, but rather existed at 
the two extremes of a single continuum. For that 
reason, fabulous stories such as those contained in 
Greek myths could be considered, and recorded, 
as history, alongside an event that happened dur-
ing the reign of a contemporary king. Written by 
NICHOLAS TRIVET, who thrived around the end of 
the 13th century, the Anglo-Norman Chronicle is 
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a perfect example of how the two came together. 
This chronicle is the source for Chaucer’s story of 
Custance (Constance), which is related in “The 
MAN OF LAW’S TALE.” The story of Constance dem-
onstrates how fact and legend often came together 
in the same story. Constance was in fact Constan-
tia, daughter of the Byzantine emperor Tiberius 
Constantinus. Maricius Flavius, who succeeded 
Tiberius as emperor, was historically Constantia’s 
husband rather than her son, as he is recorded 
being in Trivet’s (and Chaucer’s) version.

Anne (Anna) In VIRGIL’s AENEID, Anne was the 
sister of Queen DIDO of Carthage. During AENEAS’s 
stay in Carthage, Anne functioned as Dido’s con-
fidante, advising the queen to give in to her feel-
ings for the wandering adventurer, since she felt 
no attraction to any of her other suitors. Follow-
ing Anne’s advice, the two soon became lovers, 
but shortly afterward Aeneas abandoned Dido to 
continue pursuing his destiny. After Dido’s death, 
Anne traveled to Lavinium in ITALY and was hos-
pitably received by Aeneas. Threatened by the 
jealousy of his wife, LAVINIA, and warned by Dido 
in a dream, Anne committed suicide by throwing 
herself into a river. In The HOUSE OF FAME, Dido 
blames Anne for the pain she suffers following 
Aeneas’s departure (line 367). In The LEGEND OF 
GOOD WOMEN, Dido confesses her love for Aeneas 
to Anne and takes her advice (lines 1,170–1,185).

Anne, Saint The mother of the Virgin Mary. 
Although the Bible makes no mention of Anne 
and her husband, Joachim (also a saint), they have 
been honored by the Christian church since its 
early days. Anne is usually represented teaching 
her little daughter to read the Scriptures. Saint 
Anne is briefly mentioned in “The MAN OF LAW’S 
TALE,” “The FRIAR’S TALE,” and the Invocation to 
Mary contained in the prologue of “The SECOND 
NUN’S TALE.”

Anne of Bohemia The sister of the duke of Lux-
embourg. When her brother was elected to succeed 
their father Charles IV as Holy Roman Emperor, 
she became a candidate in the search for a bride for 
King RICHARD II. The political goal of the match 

was to provide England with yet another ally against 
France. A marriage settlement was signed in May 
1381 and Anne became queen of England on Janu-
ary 14, 1382. The pair were married in the chapel 
of the palace at Westminster, and she was then 
crowned by the archbishop of Canterbury. Richard 
had just turned 15; Anne was 16. There is some 
evidence that Chaucer’s poem The PARLIAMENT OF 
FOWLS may have been written to celebrate either 
the engagement or the marriage itself. The mar-
riage was not at first, however, looked upon very 
positively because of the high price that the English 
government had paid for the marriage agreement. 
But Anne’s good nature and benevolence won the 
English people over nearly as quickly as she won 
Richard’s heart, and she soon became known as 
“Good Queen Anne.” Despite the fact that they 
had no children together to furnish Richard with 
an heir (something that, at this time, would have 
been considered the woman’s fault), the king is said 
to have loved her deeply and, until her early death 
in 1394 at the age of 28, they were rarely sepa-
rated. Although there is no evidence that Chaucer 
was intimately associated with either Richard or his 
queen, the poet specifically dedicated one version 
of The LEGEND OF GOOD WOMEN to her, with these 
lines appearing in the F prologue: “And whan this 
book ys maad, give it the quene, / On my byhalf, at 
Eltham or at Sheene” (lines 496–497) [And when 
this book is finished, give it to the queen, / At 
Eltham or at Sheen, on my behalf]. JOHN LYDGATE 
in his work The Fall of Princes likewise noted that 
Chaucer wrote the Legend at the request of Queen 
Anne, which supports the authenticity of the dedi-
cation. The disappearance of these lines from the G 
version of the prologue may have occurred because 
Chaucer wanted to avoid any reference to Anne 
after her death. Richard was so stricken with grief 
when she died that he ordered the palace at Sheen 
completely demolished so that he would not be 
reminded of her.

Anselm, Saint Roman Catholic theologian, after 
his death named a saint of the church. Anselm was 
born in 1033 in the northern Italian town of Aosta. 
In 1093 he traveled to England and was appointed 
archbishop of Canterbury by William Rufus (son 
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of William the Conqueror). Anselm reluctantly 
accepted the office but withdrew to Rome four 
years later when the king began to tyrannize over 
his authority. He returned to England at the acces-
sion of Henry I. Anselm wrote many theological 
and philosophical works and was the cornerstone 
of the Augustinian (see AUGUSTINE, SAINT) tradi-
tion in the Middle Ages, with its emphasis on faith 
in the search for reason. The Parson of Chaucer’s 
“PARSON’S TALE” quotes from the work of Anselm 
in describing what the anguish of the unredeemed 
will be like on Judgment Day (lines 169–170).

Antaeus In classical mythology, Antaeus was a 
giant who could not be conquered so long as he 
remained in contact with the earth from which he 
gained his strength (Gaea, the earth goddess, was 
his mother). HERCULES lifted and held him off the 
ground and was thus able to strangle him to death. 
This incident is mentioned as an episode in the 
life of Hercules in Chaucer’s “MONK’S TALE.” The 
same event is alluded to in Chaucer’s translation of 
BOETHIUS’s Consolation of Philosophy, in which Her-
cules is given as an example of a man who, despite 
his great strength and abilities, was at last, like all 
men, overcome by death.

Anteclaudian See ALAIN DE LILLE.

Antecrist See ANTICHRIST.

Antenor In classical mythology, Antenor was the 
brother of HECUBA, queen of Troy. Antenor opposed 
the war with Greece and from the beginning advised 
returning HELEN to her husband, MENELAUS. When 
the Greeks first landed, Antenor saved their ambas-
sadors from being treacherously killed by his coun-
trymen, and in the last year of the war he protested 
the breaking of a truce by the Trojans and still pro-
posed the voluntary return of Helen. The Greeks 
spared him at the sack of TROY, and he and his wife, 
a priestess of Athena (see PALLAS), were allowed to 
sail away. They eventually reached Italy, where they 
founded the city of Patavium (Padua). Antenor is 
a minor but pivotal character in Chaucer’s TROI-
LUS AND CRISEYDE. According to the sources Chau-
cer drew upon, Antenor betrayed his countrymen 

by sending the statue of Athena, on whose safety 
Troy depended, to Ulysses. He was captured by 
the Greeks during one of the many battles of the 
war and then ransomed in exchange for Criseyde, 
whose father, Calkas, had joined the Greek host 
earlier and now wanted his daughter with him. This 
exchange is the tragic event that causes Troilus and 
Criseyde to become separated. Criseyde promises to 
find a way to leave the Greek camp and return to 
Troilus, but she never does. Antenor’s treachery is 
also briefly mentioned by the Black Knight in The 
BOOK OF THE DUCHESS.

Anthiocus See ANTIOCHUS.

Antichrist According to biblical tradition, the 
Antichrist is a false prophet and evil being who 
will set himself up against Christ and the people 
of God in the last days before the Second Com-
ing. The term is used only in the writings of Saint 
JOHN in the New Testament. It refers to one who 
stands in opposition to all that Jesus Christ repre-
sents. John wrote that several antichrists, people 
who denied the deity of Christ, already existed in 
his day, but that the supreme Antichrist of history 
would appear at some time in the future. The Par-
son of Chaucer’s “PARSON’S TALE” refers to those 
who commit the sin of simony (the buying or selling 
of sacred or spiritual things such as the sacraments) 
as committing a sin that is exceeded in magnitude 
only by the great sin of LUCIFER and the Antichrist, 
the sin of pride (line 788).

Anticlaudianus See ALAIN DE LILLE.

Antilochus A figure from classical mythology, 
Antilochus distinguished himself in the TROJAN 
WAR for his bravery, intelligence, and beauty. He 
was a special favorite of ACHILLES and brought him 
the news of Patroclus’s death. He and Achilles 
were slain as Achilles was about to marry POLIX-
ENA. The Black Knight alludes to their deaths in 
Chaucer’s elegiac poem The BOOK OF THE DUCHESS 
(line 1,069).

Antiochus (1) The man referred to simply as King 
Antiochus in “The MONK’S TALE” is Antiochus IV, 
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who ruled in Syria from 175 to 164 B.C. Antiochus was 
surnamed Epiphanes (God manifest) but was called 
Epimanes (Madman) by his enemies. Enterprising and 
ambitious, he nevertheless had a tendency to cruelty 
that gained him considerable notoriety. His primary 
aim—to unify his empire by spreading Greek civiliza-
tion and culture—brought him into direct conflict 
with the Jews. This conflict broke into open rebellion 
in 167 B.C. when he passed an edict outlawing certain 
features of Jewish ritual and requiring that all Jews par-
ticipate in festivities honoring the Greek deities. The 
Jewish revolt, led by Judas Maccabeus, was successful. 
The Syrians were routed, and the ensuing cleansing of 
the Temple is now observed by the Jews as Hanukkah 
(the Feast of Lights). Following his defeat, Antiochus 
withdrew into Persia and died a madman. Accounts 
of the conflict between the Syrians and the Jews 
appear in the apocryphal book of 2 Maccabees. In 
the Monk’s version of Antiochus’s life, considerable 
emphasis is placed on how God punished Antiochus 
for his crimes against the Jews, afflicting him with 
terrible diseases and parasites that made his body rot. 
Stinking so horribly that none of his followers could 
stand to be near him, he died alone in the mountains 
(lines 2,575–2,630).

Antiochus (2) The king who, in the popular 
story of APPOLLONIUS of Tyre, committed incest 
with his daughter. The story is alluded to in the 
prologue to “The MAN OF LAW’S TALE” in which 
the narrator, before commencing with his own tale, 
describes what kind of “cursed” story he is not going 
to deliver. Because the tragic story of Antiochus 
and his daughter was treated by JOHN GOWER in his 
CONFESSIO AMANTIS, some scholars have viewed 
this reference as an oblique criticism of Gower’s 
work. The Confessio Amantis, like The CANTERBURY 
TALES, is a collection of stories, though it differs in 
treating only a single theme—that of love.

Antoninus, Marus Aurelius See CARACALLA.

Antonius See ANTONY, MARC.

Antony, Marc Roman general of the first century 
B.C. who served under Julius Caesar and later shared 
power with Caesar’s grand-nephew Octavian and 

Marcus Aemilius Lepidus in the autocratic pact 
known as the Second Triumvirate. Following the 
civil war that effectively ended the Roman Repub-
lic, the triumvirs agreed to divide the rule of the 
empire. Antony took up the administration of the 
eastern provinces, which included Egypt, and this 
is when he first became involved with CLEOPATRA. 
He came into conflict with Octavian several times 
before the final break, which occurred when Ant-
ony formally divorced Octavia (his fourth wife and 
Octavian’s sister) and bound himself irrevocably to 
Cleopatra and her cause. Octavian formally broke 
off all ties with Antony and declared war on Egypt. 
The defeat of the Egyptian fleet, Antony’s death 
and Cleopatra’s extravagant suicide are the details 
Chaucer emphasizes in the biography of Cleopatra 
that he includes in The LEGEND OF GOOD WOMEN. 
Antony’s death is also depicted on the walls of 
the Temple of Mars in “The KNIGHT’S TALE” (line 
2,032).

Antonyus See CARACALLA, MARUS AURELIUS 
ANTONINUS.

Antylegyus See ANTILOCHUS.

Apelles See APPELLES.

Apennines, the Mountain range running the 
length of central ITALY. The Apennines form the 
western boundary of LOMBARDY, the region of 
northern Italy in which “The CLERK’S TALE” of 
patient Griselda is set. The Clerk mentions the 
mountains in the elaborate geographical descrip-
tion he includes in the introduction to his tale. 
That introduction is a direct translation of a pas-
sage from PETRARCH, whose De obedientia ac fide 
uxoria mythologia (Fable of wifely obedience and 
faithfulness) is the tale’s source.

Apennyn See APENNINES, THE.

Apollo (Phoebus) In classical myth, Apollo is the 
god of music, poetry, prophecy, and medicine, as 
well as the exemplar of masculine youth and beauty. 
The son of Zeus (JUPITER) and Leto, Apollo was one 
of the most popular gods in the Greek pantheon. His 
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alternate name Phoebus means “brilliant” or “shin-
ing,” and indicates his status as the god of Light and 
Truth. His shrine at DELPHI was arguably the most 
important of its day, and many people made pilgrim-
ages there to consult the Delphic oracle, presided 
over by a priestess who received their questions and 
delivered her answers while sitting on a tripod stool 
over a chasm, which emitted gaseous vapors. The 
answers often took the form of a riddle. Apollo was 
called Delian, after the island of Delos where he 
was born, and Pythian after his slaying of the ser-
pent PYTHON (Phyton), which lived in the caves 
beneath PARNASSUS. He killed the serpent with his 
bow and arrows, with which he became so skilled as 
to be called the archer-god. One of the great loves 
of Apollo’s life was a mortal woman named Coro-
nis, who granted him her affection but also tried 
to deceive him by taking another lover. When the 
raven that he kept for a companion told him what 
she had done, Apollo punished the raven by turning 
its white feathers black, and he killed the woman. 
In remorse for the murder he did, however, rescue 
the child that was about to be born. AESCULAPIUS, 
the child of Coronis and Apollo, was raised and edu-
cated by CHIRON, the Centaur under whose tutelage 
he came to possess an even greater knowledge of 
the healing arts than his father. The story of Apollo 
and Coronis is told in “The MANCIPLE’S TALE,” 
although Coronis is not named but is merely referred 
to as Phoebus’s wife. Chaucer alters the details of the 
narrative to point up the lesson that the Manciple 
wishes to derive from his tale, which emphasizes the 
importance of guarded and considered speech. In 
The HOUSE OF FAME, Marsyas was flayed for trying 
to play the pipes better than Apollo (lines 1,229–
1,232). Aurelias, in “The FRANKLIN’S TALE” prays for 
Apollo’s assistance (line 1,031–1,043), and Troilus 
curses him, in TROILUS AND CRISEYDE, when he is 
separated from his lover (book 5, lines 207–209 and 
1853). Apollo is mentioned elsewhere in reference 
to the sun.

Appelles Artist who was supposed to have 
carved the fictional but elaborate tomb of Darius 
the Great (DARIUS [1]), the king of Persia. The 
tomb is mentioned in the Wife of Bath’s prologue 
where she says that her fourth husband’s tomb is 

not as elaborate as the one carved for Darius by 
Appelles because it would have been a waste to 
bury him at such expense. The comment reflects 
the bitterness she feels toward this husband, who, 
she felt, mistreated her because he had other lov-
ers while they were married. An artist of the same 
name is mentioned in “The PHYSICIAN’S TALE.” 
In describing the beauty of the tale’s protago-
nist, Virginia, the Physician states that neither 
Pigmalion, Appelles, nor Zanzis (Zeuxis) could 
have created such a perfect creature. Although 
Appelles was the name of an actual painter who 
lived in Colophon and Ephesus during the fourth 
century B.C., and who was mentioned in CICERO’s 
work, it seems more likely that Chaucer’s sources 
were Le ROMAN DE LA ROSE (where a pronounce-
ment similar to the one in “The Physician’s Tale” 
appears) and the Alexandreis, a medieval Latin 
epic by Gautier de Châtillon, which describes the 
fictional tomb of Darius and gives the sculptor’s 
name as Appelles.

Appian Way An ancient Roman paved highway 
that extended from Rome to Capua by Brundi-
sium (Brindisi). It was about 350 miles long and 
was named for the Roman censor Appius Claudius 
Caecus, by whom it was begun around 312 B.C. 
In “The SECOND NUN’S TALE,” Cecilia sends her 
fiancé, Valerian, to the Appian Way (via Apia) to 
meet Pope Urban, who is hiding out in a cave near 
the highway to escape the Roman persecution of 
Christians.

Appollonius In the prologue to “The MAN OF 
LAW’S TALE,” the narrator refers to the “cursed” 
story of “Tyro Appollonius,” by which is meant the 
Greek romance popularly known as “Appollonius of 
Tyre.” Written between the fifth and sixth centuries 
A.D. the story tells about King ANTIOCHUS, a villain-
ous man who raped his daughter and then created a 
riddle for all of her suitors to answer. When Prince 
Appollonius of Tyre answered it correctly, the king 
set out to have him killed, but Appollonius escaped 
and embarked upon a series of adventures. When 
the Sergeant of the Law mentions this story, he 
says he is glad that the poet Chaucer has not writ-
ten on such subjects. Chaucer’s contemporary JOHN 
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GOWER tells a version of the story in his CONFESSIO 
AMANTIS.

Aquarius One of the 12 divisions of the zodiac, 
an imaginary belt in the heavens extending for 
about eight degrees on either side of the appar-
ent path of the sun and including the paths of 
the moon and the principal planets. The zodiac is 
divided into 12 equal parts, or signs, each named 
for a different constellation. Aquarius is the 11th 
sign (see diagram under ASTROLOGY), which in 
Chaucer’s day the sun entered around January 12. 
In Chaucer’s day, because the calendar was slightly 
different, the sun entered Aquarius around Janu-
ary 13. The constellation of Aquarius appears in 
the sky between Capricorn and Pisces, near the 
celestial equator. When Chaucer uses astrological 
terms such as this, he most often employs them to 
indicate the approximate date of a narrative event 
or to show the passage of time. The sign Aquar-
ius, however, is not mentioned in this capacity in 
any of Chaucer’s imaginative work (unlike other 
signs), but only appears in his TREATISE ON THE 
ASTROLABE, in which he describes the appearance 
and location of each of the 12 constellations and 
explains how to use them, in conjunction with the 
astrolabe instrument, to calculate the date.

Aquilo (Aquilon) The Roman name for BOREAS, 
the north wind. It is referred to by both its Roman 
and its Greek names in Chaucer’s translation of 
BOETHIUS’s Consolation of Philosophy, where it is 
mentioned as the bringer of storms.

Arabia (Arabe, Arabye) Peninsula in Southwest 
Asia, between the Red Sea and the Persian Gulf. 
Although its northwestern border has fluctuated 
over the centuries, the name roughly indicated 
the same geographical area in Chaucer’s time as 
it does today. King Cambyuskan (the Mongolian 
conqueror Genghis Khan) in “The SQUIRE’S TALE” 
is referred to by his subjects as the king of India 
(“Inde”) and Arabia (“Arabe”). Portions of both 
were contained in the Mongolian Empire. Arabia 
was also the home of the mythical phoenix, a bird 
that supposedly lived in the Arabian desert for 500 
or 600 years and then consumed itself in fire, rising 

renewed from the ashes to start another life. There 
was only one phoenix at any time, and when the 
Black Knight wants to describe the unique qualities 
of his lost queen in The BOOK OF THE DUCHESS, he 
compares her to the solitary bird.

Aragon Former kingdom in northeastern Spain 
that, from the 11th to the 15th centuries, gradually 
expanded to include Barcelona, Tortosa, and Valen-
cia as well as the Balearic Islands, Sardinia, and Sic-
ily. It was bordered on the west by the kingdoms of 
Navarre and Castile. Trumpet playing was a promi-
nent feature of ceremonial life in late 13th-century 
Aragon, and Chaucer alludes to this in The HOUSE 
OF FAME, in which he mentions Aragonian clarion 
players among the musicians who are gathered in 
attendance on the goddess Fame (line 1,248).

Arcadia (Arcadye) A pastoral district of the 
central Peloponnesus in ancient Greece. In Chau-
cer’s translation of BOETHIUS’s Consolation of Philos-
ophy, the god Mercury (1) is alluded to as the “Bird 
of Arcadia” because of his wings and because his 
legendary birthplace is a mountain in the region of 
Arcadia. The region was also famous as the home 
of the god PAN. The Roman poet VIRGIL, in his 
Eclogues, used the area to symbolize an ideal world 
of rural simplicity and tranquility.

Archemorus (Archymoris) In Greek mythol-
ogy, Archemorus (also known as Opheltes) was 
the son of King Lycurgus of Nemea and Queen 
EURYDICE. HYPSIPYLE, formerly queen of Lemnos but 
now in service to Lycurgus, was his nurse. When 
the SEVEN AGAINST THEBES stopped in the Valley 
of Nemea to get water, Hypsipyle left the child 
unattended while she led the heroes to a spring. In 
her absence, he was killed by a snake that had been 
sent by JUPITER. The incident is referred to in TROI-
LUS AND CRISEYDE during Cassandra’s recitation of 
the events surrounding the siege of THEBES (book 
5, line 1,499).

Arctour See ARCTURUS.

Arcturus A giant red star in the constella-
tion Boötes, lying over the North Pole. The star 
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is mentioned in the BOECE, Chaucer’s transla-
tion of BOETHIUS’s Consolation of Philosophy, when 
Boethius comments on how the divine intelligence 
causes all things in nature to proceed in an orderly 
fashion, just as the seeds that are sown under the 
star Arcturus grow tall when SIRIUS, the Dog Star, 
warms them with its heat. He wonders why this 
same sense of order and control does not govern 
the affairs of men.

Ardea The capitol of the Rutuli tribe in Latium, 
Italy. The tribe went to war against AENEAS and his 
Trojan followers when Aeneas landed in Italy and 
claimed the hand of LAVINIA (the daughter of king 
latinus), who had been promised in marriage to the 
king of the rutulians. The town is mentioned in the 
biography of queen Dido that appears in The LEG-
END OF GOOD WOMEN.

Arge See ARGOS.

Argeyes See ARGIVES.

Argia In classical mythology, Argia was the wife 
of POLYNICES, one of the two sons of OEDIPUS, ruler 
of Thebes. After Oedipus’s banishment from Thebes, 
Polynices and his brother, ETEOCLES, agreed to an 
arrangement by which each of them would take 
turns governing the city. When Eteocles refused 
to surrender the throne at the end of his tenure, 
Polynices gathered a force of famous Greek heroes 
and invaded Thebes. The conflict that followed 
became known as the SEVEN AGAINST THEBES, so 
named because of the seven heroes who were lead-
ers in the war against Eteocles. Chaucer mentions 
Argia’s weeping during the burning of Thebes in 
the truncated version of this story that is related 
by Cassandra in book 5 of TROILUS AND CRISEYDE 
(book 5, line 1,509).

Argives The inhabitants of ARGOS, a Greek city 
in the Peloponnesus.

Argon See ARGOS.

Argonautica A first-century account of the clas-
sical Greek hero JASON’s adventures with the Argo-

nauts when he sailed out in search of the Golden 
Fleece. Chaucer refers to this version of the story, 
written by Roman author Valerius Flaccus, in 
the biographies of HYPSIPYLE and MEDEA that are 
included in The LEGEND OF GOOD WOMEN. Speak-
ing to the reader, he says that if you want to know 
the names of the men who accompanied Jason on 
his adventure, you should consult the “Argonau-
tycon” (line 1,457).

Argonautycon See ARGONAUTICA.

Argos A city and its region in the northern Pelo-
ponnesus of GREECE. Ancient Argos dominated the 
Peloponnesus until the rise of Sparta. Diomede, 
the man who woos Criseyde away from Troilus in 
Chaucer’s TROILUS AND CRISEYDE, is heir to the 
throne of Argos and to that of Calydon in Aetolia 
(modern Asia Minor). Her father, Calkas, uses this 
information to convince Criseyde that she should 
receive Diomede’s attentions more favorably. Argos 
is also the setting for the story of Hypermnestra in 
The LEGEND OF GOOD WOMEN. Her father, Dan-
aus, was king of the city until he was killed by 
Hypermnestra’s husband, Lynceus.

Argus (1) Chaucer assigns this name to the 
builder of the ship Argo, on which the Greek hero 
JASON sailed when he set out to obtain the Golden 
Fleece. Thus, both the ship and the men who 
accompanied Jason on his adventure, the Argo-
nauts, took their name from the ship’s builder. 
Chaucer relates a brief version of Jason’s adven-
tures in the biography of Hypsipyle and Medea that 
he includes in The LEGEND OF GOOD WOMEN.

Argus (2) See ALGUS.

Argus (3) In classical mythology, Argus was the 
hundred-eyed, all-seeing guardian whom Hera 
(JUNO) entrusted with the keeping of Io, a maiden 
who was loved by Hera’s husband, Zeus (JUPI-
TER). Zeus had changed Io into a heifer in order to 
protect her from the jealousy of his wife. Hermes 
 (MERCURY) was given the task of rescuing Io from 
her guardian, which he accomplished by playing on 
the syrinx and telling stories until all the eyes of 
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Argus went to sleep, and then killing him. Accord-
ing to legend, Hera placed his eyes in the tail of 
the peacock. In “The KNIGHT’S TALE,” Chaucer 
alludes to the incident involving Hermes when 
he describes how Mercury appeared to Arcite in 
a dream, looking as he did when he visited Argus 
and put him to sleep. Mercury’s ambiguous mes-
sage, that Arcite should return to Athens where all 
of his woe will be brought to an end, together with 
the reference to Argus, provides a subtle hint of 
the misfortune that is to come (lines 1,389–1,390). 
The Wife of Bath mentions Argus in her prologue 
when she says that her old husbands would not 
have been able to keep track of her even if they 
had made the many-eyed monster her guardian. 
The narrator of “The MERCHANT’S TALE” notes the 
fact that Argus was “blinded” (deceived) despite 
his many eyes to prepare the reader for the scene 
in which old January, having seen his wife having 
intercourse with another man, nonetheless doubts 
the evidence of his vision (line 2,111). In TROILUS 
AND CRISEYDE, Troilus refers to Criseyde’s father, 
Calkas, as Argus-eyed, claiming that he will be too 
watchful for her to slip away from the Greek camp 
and return to TROY (book 5, line 450).

Argyve See ARGIA.

Ariadne In classical mythology, Ariadne was the 
daughter of King MINOS and Queen PASIPHAE of 
Crete. She fell in love with THESEUS of Athens, 
who came to the island as one of a group of young 
people who were to be sacrificed to the MINO-
TAUR. She helped him escape from the labyrinth 
where the monster lived by providing him with a 
ball of thread that he could unwind as he went in 
and then wind back up to find the way out. After 
killing the Minotaur, Theseus took Ariadne with 
him on the ship to Athens, promising marriage, 
but then abandoned her on the island of Naxos. 
BACCHUS found her, took pity on her desolation, 
and married her. The crown that he gave her for a 
wedding gift was placed among the stars. Ariadne 
is mentioned in the prologue of The LEGEND OF 
GOOD WOMEN as one in a list of faithful women. 
The story of her relationship with Theseus is the 
sixth “biography” to appear in The Legend of Good 

Women (lines 1,886–2,227). In the prologue to 
“The MAN OF LAW’S TALE,” the narrator notes 
that Chaucer composed the “complaint” of Ari-
adne, presumably referring to the latter. She is also 
mentioned in The HOUSE OF FAME, where the nar-
rator recalls the assistance she provided to The-
seus, giving her credit for saving his life (line 407).

Aries One of the 12 divisions of the zodiac, an 
imaginary belt in the heavens extending for about 
eight degrees on either side of the apparent path 
of the sun and including the paths of the moon 
and the principal planets. The zodiac is divided 
into 12 equal parts, or signs, each named for a 
different constellation. Aries is the first sign (see 
diagram under ASTROLOGY), which the sun enters 
around March 21. In Chaucer’s day, because the 
calendar was slightly different, the sun entered 
Aries around March 12. The constellation of Aries, 
which is supposed to represent a ram, appears in 
the sky between Pisces and Taurus. When Chau-
cer uses astrological terms such as this, he most 
often employs them to indicate the approximate 
date of a narrative event or to show the passage 
of time. In “The SQUIRE’S TALE,” he even uses it 
to describe the weather, when he notes that on 
King Cambyuskan’s birthday, March 15, “Phebus 
the sonne ful joly was and cleer, / For he was neigh 
his exaltacioun / In Martes face and in his man-
sioun / In Aries, the colerik hoote signe” (lines 
48–51) [Phoebus the sun was quite jolly and clear, 
for he was near his exaltation (the position of its 
strongest influence) in the first ten degrees of Aries 
(Mars’s face and his house), the choleric (hot and 
dry) sign]. (A slightly looser translation than usual 
is provided here to best convey the sense of the 
passage.) Rhetorically, this device elevates the style 
of the passage, and Chaucer typically makes use 
of it in two situations. Sometimes, as in this tale, 
it provides a way of noting the date of an event in 
terms that are in keeping with the noble theme and 
elevated sentiments of the work as a whole. On 
other occasions, as in “The NUN’S PRIEST’S TALE,” 
his use of astrological terms in this manner has a 
comedic effect because of the contrast between the 
elevated style of the passage and the silliness of the 
plot and/or its characters. Chaucer’s TREATISE ON 
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THE ASTROLABE describes the appearance and loca-
tion of each of the 12 constellations and explains 
how to use them, in conjunction with the astro-
labe instrument, to calculate the date. Thus the 
information contained in the Treatise on the Astro-
labe, for those capable of understanding it, provides 
an explanation of how the poet formulated these 
descriptions. Although Aries was the Greek name 
for the god of war, when Chaucer uses the term, he 
reserves it exclusively to denote the zodiacal sign. 
When he wants to indicate the god of war from 
classical mythology, Chaucer uses the Roman name 
Mars (1).

Arion A quasi-mythical Greek poet born on the 
island of Lesbos in the seventh century B.C., Arion 
became quite wealthy serving as court poet to the 
ruler of Corinth, but when he tried to return home, 
the captain and crew of the ship in which he sailed 
demanded that he surrender his gold or his life. 
They allowed him to sing one last song before being 
thrown overboard, but his song so enchanted a dol-
phin that the animal saved his life and carried him 
to Lesbos. Arion’s harp and the dolphin who res-
cued him were stellified—made into constellations, 
which are observed by the narrator of The HOUSE 
OF FAME as he is borne aloft into the heavens by 
the talking eagle who has been sent to carry him to 
Fame’s palace (lines 1,203–1,205).

Arionis harpe See ARION.

Aristoclides According to Saint JEROME’s Epistola 
adversus Jovinianum (Letter against Jovinian), Aris-
toclides was the ruler of Orchomenos, who, after 
killing her father, desired the virgin Stymphalides. 
She fled to the temple of Diana, to whose statue 
she clung until she was stabbed to death. Dorigen, 
in “The FRANKLIN’S TALE,” mentions this episode 
as one of many examples of faithful women whose 
precedent she ought to follow when her marriage is 
threatened by the attentions of the squire Aurelius 
(line 1,387).

Aristotle Greek philosopher of the fourth cen-
tury B.C. who studied under PLATO and later set 
up a school just outside the city of Athens. Here 

he undertook scientific research into such sub-
jects as music, physics, metaphysics, mathematics, 
and astronomy in an attempt to increase humani-
ty’s understanding of the natural world. He wrote 
extensively on the subjects that he studied, and his 
written work, along with Plato’s, had tremendous 
influence on the development of both pagan and 
Christian thought in the West from the Middle 
Ages up until the present day. Although his writ-
ings came into western Europe by way of Rome, 
the study of his works declined and almost totally 
disappeared after the fall of the Roman Empire. For 
a time, knowledge of his writings was confined to 
the study of translations of two of his minor works 
and a number of commentaries made by BOETHIUS. 
Boethius had studied the philosopher’s work in great 
depth, and Aristotle’s influence appears throughout 
Boethius’s Consolation of Philosophy, which makes 
particular use of Aristotelian beliefs about the 
nature of the physical world. In the 12th and 13th 
centuries, as Aristotle’s Politics and Ethics began to 
be rediscovered, his writings on man as a political 
and social animal, as well as some of his ideas about 
the nature of the universe (such as the absence of 
creation and the substitution of a “first mover” for 
a personal God), came into conflict with generally 
accepted Christian theology. Initially, his work was 
condemned by the church, but eventually, through 
the efforts of scholars and clergy like Robert Gros-
seteste and Thomas Aquinas, the task of reconcil-
ing Aristotelian and Augustinian philosophy began. 
Aristotle’s writings were consistently a factor in 
molding the intellectual life of the Middle Ages. 
Their influence is clearly detectable in Chaucer’s 
work, and not only in the BOECE, Chaucer’s transla-
tion of the Consolation of Philosophy. The popularity 
of Aristotle’s works in the university curriculum is 
reflected in the portrait of the Clerk who appears in 
the GENERAL PROLOGUE TO THE CANTERBURY TALES 
and who would rather own 20 books of Aristotle 
than fine garments or a fiddle or an elegant prayer 
book (line 295). In “The SQUIRE’S TALE,” members 
of King Cambyuskan’s court use Aristotle’s theories 
on optics in their attempts to explain the workings 
of the magical mirror that is presented to the king 
on his birthday (lines 232–235). Aristotle’s concep-
tion of the physical universe makes its way into The 
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HOUSE OF FAME as the basis for the theory of natu-
ral inclination, the idea that every natural object 
has a natural place that it tries to reach and in 
which it tries to remain. The eagle uses this theory 
to explain how sounds, which are composed of bro-
ken air, make their way into the atmosphere and 
ultimately to Fame’s palace (lines 729–822).

Armenia According to F. P. MAGOUN in A 
Chaucer Gazetteer, Armenia is the classical name of 
Hebrew Ararat, a country extending between the 
shore of Lake Van, the upper Euphrates River and 
Media. The country is mentioned once in Chau-
cer’s work, as the home of Queen Anelida, the 
heroine of the unfinished “ANELIDA AND ARCITE.” 
How Anelida came to be in THEBES, where, accord-
ing to the story, she is among those who are being 
held as hostages by Creon following the siege of 
Thebes, is never explained. Nor does the poem 
in its unfinished state give any clue as to why her 
identity as the queen of that city might be of signifi-
cance within the context of the poem.

Armorica (Armorika) During the Middle Ages, 
Armorica was the name by which the coastal 
regions of BRITTANY and Normandy were called. 
It is the setting for “The FRANKLIN’S TALE.” The 
treacherous rocky Armorican coast functions as an 
important element of the tale’s plot when Dorigen, 
who is being pursued by an amorous squire named 
Aurelius, finally accedes that she will become his 
lover if he can find a way to remove the rocks 
that make the seaward approach to Armorica so 
dangerous. In offering this as the condition of her 
love, she is ironically displaying consideration for 
her husband, whose return from a long voyage to 
England she anxiously anticipates. With the help 
of a scholar-magician who is able to make the rocks 
appear to vanish during an especially high tide, 
Aurelius accomplishes the feat. This poses a terrible 
dilemma for Dorigen, who must choose between 
keeping her word to the squire and preserving her 
marriage vows.

Arnaldus of Villanova A 13th-century Catalan 
physician, professor of medicine, religious reformer, 
and writer. Although Arnald wrote on astrology 

and magic as well as medicine and theology, the 
popular belief that he authored an alchemical 
treatise called the Rosarie or Rosarium philosopho-
rum (“Rosary of the Philosophers”) cited in “The 
CANON’S YEOMAN’S TALE” is probably false. The 
Canon’s yeoman claims to quote from this text in 
the closing lines of his tale, which describes how 
a self-proclaimed alchemist cheats people out of 
their money. The quoted lines actually come from 
another alchemical text reputedly by the same 
author, entitled, De lapide philosophorum (“On the 
Philosophers’ Stone”). The philosopher’s stone was 
a legendary stone that was supposed to be capable 
of transmuting base metal into gold, which was the 
aim of the alchemist’s practice.

Arnold of the Newe Toun See ARNALDUS OF 
VILLANOVA.

Arpies (Arpiis) See ERINYES.

Arras A city of the Artois region in northern 
France. During the Middle Ages the city was famed 
for its elaborate tapestries and other woven mate-
rial. The allegorical figure of Franchise in The 
ROMAUNT OF THE ROSE wears a garment fairer than 
any of Arras.

Arrius A man who, when his friend Latumyus 
complained that three of his wives had hanged 
themselves on the same tree, asked Latumyus for 
a sprig from that “blessed tree” to plant in his own 
garden. This anecdote, which ultimately derives 
from Latin author CICERO’s De oratore, is one that 
the Wife of Bath’s fifth husband, Jankin, tells her. 
It is one of a series of the antifeminist stories that 
Jankin is so fond of and that lead to the crisis in 
their relationship.

Arsechieles See ARZACHEL.

Artemesia One of the women renowned for her 
chastity whom Dorigen in “The FRANKLIN’S TALE” 
remembers when she is faced with a crisis that 
tests her own faithfulness to her husband, Arvera-
gus (line 1,415). According to legend, the Roman 
Artemesia built such an elaborate tomb for her 
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husband, Mausolus, that to this day any elaborate 
tomb is called a mausoleum after him.

Arthemesie See ARTEMESIA.

Arthour, Kyng See ARTHUR, KING.

Arthur, King The most famous legendary figure 
in Britain’s history and literature, King Arthur; his 
queen, Guinevere; and his Knights of the Round 
Table were principal characters in an entire genre 
of literature that arose during the Middle Ages, the 
chivalric (sometimes called Arthurian) romance. 
Gaining steadily in popularity from the 12th cen-
tury onward, these stories typically describe the 
fairy-tale–like adventures of knights and other 
members of the feudal aristocracy as they partici-
pate in tournaments and battles, rescue maidens, 
come to the aid of kings and queens, defeat dragons 
and other mythical beasts, and, most importantly, 
ride out on noble and often seemingly impossible 
quests. Ideologically, romances are based upon the 
ideals of loyalty, honor, and courtly love, and their 
plots often derive from some conflict or problem 
arising out of sexual attraction between a man and 
a woman.

“The WIFE OF BATH’S TALE,” which is set in 
Arthur’s kingdom and features one of his knights, 
is no exception. The tale opens in Arthur’s court, 
where a knight has committed the crime of rap-
ing a young maiden. Arthur sentences the knight 
to death, but the queen begs that his life be 
spared, provided he can perform a deed that she 
will assign him. Arthur agrees; the knight is then 
given the task of going on a quest to discover 
what it is that women desire above all else. He 
must return and give the correct answer within 
one year. The knight searches for a long time in 
vain, and then finally encounters a loathsome old 
hag who offers to give him the correct answer. In 
exchange, he must promise to perform whatever 
task she requires once he has been pardoned. The 
knight’s life is spared, but the hag requires that he 
marry her to fulfill his promise. On their wedding 
night, when the knight bemoans the fate that has 
married him to an ugly, ignoble, and old woman, 
she lectures him on the nature of true nobility, 

and then gives him a choice: If he is willing to 
put up with her being unfaithful to him, she will 
transform herself into a beautiful young woman; 
otherwise, she will remain ugly and faithful. When 
the knight says she may decide what is best, thus 
giving her control over the situation, she tells him 
that she will be both beautiful and faithful. She is 
immediately transformed. In having Arthur and 
his court function as a backdrop for the action 
rather than as the protagonists at the center of the 
action, this tale is typical of the French tradition in 
Arthurian romance.

Artois (Artoys) A region in northern France 
that was invaded by the English (who wished to 
claim it as their own) during the HUNDRED YEARS’ 
WAR. It is mentioned in the GENERAL PROLOGUE 
TO THE CANTERBURY TALES as one of the places 
where the Squire fought in his series of military 
campaigns.

Artour See ARTHUR, KING.

Arzachel Arzachel was the Latin name of an 
11th-century Arab astronomer, Ibn al-Zarqali. 
Known for his excellent observations of the heav-
ens, Arzachel also invented an improved astrolabe 
(an instrument for observing and mapping the 
heavens), which came to be known as Arzachel’s 
sphere. Arzachel edited the Toledan Tables, a 
set of planetary tables based on observations he 
made at Toledo, Spain. Translated into Latin in 
the 12th century, the tables became a popular tool 
for astronomers until they were rendered obsolete 
by another set of tables made near the end of the 
13th century. In “The FRANKLIN’S TALE,” the magi-
cian whose natural magic causes the rocks lining 
the coast of BRITTANY to disappear beneath the 
waves uses the Toledan Tables to calculate the 
best time of year to perform his trick (lines 1,273–
1,274). Chaucer refers to the tables as “Arsechiele’s 
Tables” in his TREATISE ON THE ASTROLABE (part 2, 
division 45, line 2).

Ascalaphus In classical mythology, Ascalaphus 
is a minor character who played a major role in 
the legend of CERES and her daughter Proserpine. 
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When Proserpine was kidnapped by PLUTO, the 
god of the underworld, he agreed to let her return 
to the upper world provided she had eaten noth-
ing during her sojourn in the land of the dead. It 
was Ascalaphus who told Pluto that she had eaten 
one seed from a pomegranate. For that reason, 
Pluto would agree to let her spend only a third of 
the year on the earth’s surface; for the remainder 
of the year, she was required to return to Hades, 
where she reigned as his queen. In response to 
this decision, Ceres, the goddess who governed 
the fruitfulness of the earth, caused the earth to 
become barren during the time that she must be 
separated from her daughter. To punish Ascala-
phus for betraying her, Proserpine transformed 
him into an owl, and forever after the owls’ cries 
have been interpreted as the harbinger of grief. In 
book five of TROILUS AND CRISEYDE, Troilus alludes 
to this idea when he tells Pandarus about his fear 
that Criseyde is not going to return from the Greek 
camp: “The owle ek, which that hette Escaphilo / 
Hath after me shright al thise nyghtes two” (book 
5, lines 319–320) [The owl also, which is called 
Ascalaphus / Has shrieked at me throughout the 
last two nights].

Ascanius The son of AENEAS and CREUSA. At 
the fall of TROY, his father led him by the hand 
out of the burning city and took him along on the 
adventures that eventually ended with them set-
tling in Italy. The war that Aeneas fought against 
the Latins and Rutulians in Italy began when 
Ascanius shot a pet stag owned by a peasant’s 
daughter. Ascanius is mentioned as Aeneas’s son 
in The HOUSE OF FAME and the portion of The 
LEGEND OF GOOD WOMEN that deals with Queen 
DIDO’s life.

Asclepius See AESCULAPIUS.

Asia According to F. P. MAGOUN’s Chaucer Gaz-
etteer, Asia was originally likely to have been the 
name of a town in ancient LYDIA; or, it may have 
been the name of the country of Lydia. Use of the 
term to include all of Asia Minor originated with 
the late Romans. Chaucer mentions Asia in The 
HOUSE OF FAME when the narrator observes that 

the approach to Fame’s throne is lined with heralds 
and pursuivants (heralds’ assistants) displaying the 
arms of famous men from the three continents of 
Asia, Africa, and Europe. The Prioress’ tale of the 
young Christian martyr is also set in Asia (“Asye” is 
the Middle English spelling), though the country or 
city is unspecified.

Askanius See ASCANIUS.

Assuere See AHASUERUS.

astrology Astrology in general consists of the 
belief that events on earth are influenced in a more 
or less predictable way by powers emanating from 
the stars and planets. The belief arose around 3000 
B.C. in Mesopotamia, where there developed both 
the astronomical science of plotting the movements 
of the sun, moon, and stars and the astrological art 
of divination based upon these observations. The 
two branches, astronomy and astrology, were to 
remain virtually indistinguishable until the Renais-
sance and the rise of new scientific methods that 
promoted a more skeptical attitude.

When it first began to be practiced, astrology 
was concerned exclusively with public events, 

Astrological table showing the order of the signs and 
their pictorial representations.
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namely, those affecting society as a whole, such as 
war, famine, plague, and even the weather. Astrol-
ogers were employed by kings to report regularly 
on celestial omens, which they interpreted accord-
ing to codified rules. Later, the scope of astrology 
extended to include predictions about the lives of 
individuals based on the positions of the stars at 
the moment of a person’s birth.

Astrology spread to Europe by way of Greece. The 
Greeks built on existing Mesopotamian and Egyptian 
astrological lore by using their new understanding of 
geometrical principles to describe the movements of 
the planets. They also replaced the Mesopotamian 
deities who were equated with the planets with their 
own deities.

In the course of time, astrological theory began 
to be applied to medicine, an idea that still held 
sway during Chaucer’s day and that obviously influ-
enced the portrait of his Doctor of Physic in the 
GENERAL PROLOGUE TO THE CANTERBURY TALES. 
This physician, we are told, determines the time for 
his treatments and surgeries according to the most 
propitious arrangement of the stars and planets.

The attitude of the medieval Christian church 
toward astrology was problematical. Astrology 
was regularly condemned by church councils. 
Saint AUGUSTINE summed up the church’s criti-
cisms of astrology in his City of God, in which he 
reminded readers that the world is governed not 
by chance or fate but by divine providence, and 
that astrologers who predict a man’s character 
from the stars do the work of demons by enslav-
ing mankind’s free will. Nevertheless, astrology 
continued to thrive, and some later theologians 
adopted a more tolerant attitude. Thomas Aqui-
nas, for example, reconciled astrology with Chris-
tian beliefs by suggesting that the stars influence 
the bodily appetites, but that nothing prevents a 
man from withstanding those influences. In the 
later Middle Ages astrology was used on a wide 
scale to predict events. In 1337, for example, 
Geoffrey of Meaux foresaw famine and disaster 
following the appearance of a comet. The BLACK 
DEATH was likewise attributed to a malign plan-
etary conjunction.

In much of Chaucer’s work, imbued as it is 
with the influences of Greek and Roman mythol-

ogy, astrological influences are alive and well and 
appear to function without conflict in a worldview 
that also embraces the idea of Christian provi-
dence. In his stories based on classical legends, 
such as “The KNIGHT’S TALE,” Chaucer could refer 
to the astrological influences governing the fate of 
Arcite and Palamon without guilt; he was, after 
all, describing the lives of pagans. Yet he may have 
felt some discomfort with the practice of the art 
in his own day, as is suggested by a passage in his 
TREATISE ON THE ASTROLABE in which, after he 
has gone on from astronomical information to the 
discussion of fortunate and unfortunate aspects 
of the stars, he suddenly does an about-face, say-
ing that these are matters having to do with the 
rites of pagans in which he has no faith. Some of 
his contemporary characters, however, appear to 
be exempt from such scruples. The Wife of Bath 
uses astrology to explain why she had such diffi-
culty getting along with her bookish husband, not-
ing that the “children of Mercury” (i.e., scholars) 
love wisdom and science, while the “children of 
Venus,” like herself, love having a good time and 
spending money. This, she says, is determined by 
the fact that the planet Mercury is powerless when 
it moves into the zodiacal sign of Pisces, where 
Venus is exalted (at her most powerful). She also 
describes her own personality with reference to 
astrology, noting that at the time of her birth the 
zodiacal sign of TAURUS, a house of Venus, was 
ascending, and the planet Mars was in it. The per-
son born under these influences would display the 
somewhat martial character of aggression in love. 
A woman born under such a configuration was 
expected, in the Middle Ages, to be unchaste, as is 
noted in one of the Latin glosses to the ELLESMERE 
MANUSCRIPT.

Atalanta There are two women named Ata-
lanta in Greek mythology, both renowned for their 
fleetness of foot. The one mentioned in Chaucer’s 
“KNIGHT’S TALE,” where her story is depicted on 
the walls of DIANA’s temple, is the Arcadian Ata-
lanta. According to legend, this Atalanta was a 
young woman who acquired great strength, speed, 
and skill as a huntress as a result of having been 
nurtured by a bear after she was abandoned as an 
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infant in the wilds of Greek ARCADIA. She partici-
pated in the great Calydonian boar hunt, wounded 
the boar, and, when MELEAGER killed it, was given 
its head and hide as the victor’s prize. Atalanta was 
sought by many suitors, but rejected all until one of 
them, Milanion, finally won her by defeating her in 
a race.

Athalante See ATALANTA.

Athalantes doughtres See ATLAS’s DAUGHTERS.

Athalus See ATTALUS PHILOMETOR.

Athamante See ATHAMAS.

Athamas In classical mythology, Athamas was 
the son of AEOLUS, the wind god. He was king of 
Orchomenos in Boeotia and married a minor god-
dess named Nephele. When he abandoned her for 
another woman, Hera (JUNO), the queen of the 
gods, punished him with madness and killed one 
of the sons that he had by his second wife. In book 
four of TROILUS AND CRISEYDE, Criseyde swears 
that she will return to Troilus or, if she does not, 
prays that she may be stricken with madness like 
Athamas and sent to dwell eternally in the pit of 
hell (book 4, line 1,539).

Athenes (Athenys) See ATHENS.

Athens The ancient Greek city of Athens is 
mentioned often in Chaucer’s work in relation to 
one or another mythological story that has the 
city as its setting. The Athenian court of The-
seus forms the background for the action of “The 
KNIGHT’S TALE,” but students of classical history 
will be surprised to find that descriptions of the 
city, like those of TROY in TROILUS AND CRISEYDE, 
are more reminiscent of a northern European 
medieval city than a Mediterranean one. Greek 
soldiers, for example, are referred to as knights, 
and we find them engaging in a tournament. These 
and other medieval trappings that appear in the 
poems merely show Chaucer following what was 
conventional practice for the medieval poet writ-
ing about events taking place in another historical 

period and/or culture—to dress the story, and its 
characters, in contemporary clothing. This was not 
only a conscious effort to make the story familiar 
and meaningful to a medieval audience; it also 
reflected a lack of concern over what we would 
call historical and cultural accuracy.

Atiteris One of the minstrels observed in Fame’s 
palace by the narrator of The HOUSE OF FAME. The 
name is probably a corruption of Tityrus, the name 
of the shepherd-singer in one of VIRGIL’s Eclogues.

Atlas’s daughters Chaucer uses this name to refer 
to the constellation of the Pleiades, which is named 
for the seven daughters of Atlas and Pleione. These 
seven women bore the names Taygete, Maia, Elec-
tra, ALCYONE, Sterope, Celaeno, and Merope. They 
were hunting companions of Artemis (DIANA). 
One day, Pleione and her daughters encountered 
ORION in Boeotia; he, suddenly smitten with love, 
pursued them for five years. Zeus (JUPITER) rescued 
them from Orion by changing them into doves and 
then placing them among the stars. The eagle who 
bears Chaucer into the heavens in The HOUSE OF 
FAME urges him to use this opportunity to study the 
stars, and mentions the constellation of “Athalan-
tes doughtres sevene” (line 1,007) [Atlas’s seven 
daughters] as one of those he ought to observe, but 
Chaucer declines, saying that he is too old for such 
an experience. The process of putting a person into 
the sky as a constellation, which often occurred in 
Greek mythology, is what Chaucer is referring to 
when he tells the eagle that he fears being stellified 
when he is carried up into the higher regions of the 
atmosphere.

Atropos In classical mythology, one of the three 
Fates, or goddesses of destiny. Clotho spins the 
thread of life for each human being, Lachesis deter-
mines the thread’s length, and Atropos cuts it off. 
Together, their function was to see that the fate 
assigned to each individual was carried out and 
that no mortal could escape or alter their decrees. 
Because birth and death were the two chief deter-
mining moments of fate, they were looked upon as 
goddesses of birth and death especially; but they 
might be invoked on any occasion of importance, 
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such as a marriage. They were sometimes repre-
sented as ugly decrepit women, but more com-
monly as maidens of grave aspect, clad in long 
garments. Troilus, in TROILUS AND CRISEYDE, calls 
upon Atropos to cut the thread of his life when he 
learns that his beloved Criseyde must leave TROY 
to join her father in the Greek camp (book 4, line 
1,208). Ironically, Criseyde later swears by Atropos 
when she promises that she will never be false to 
Troilus, calling upon the goddess to end her life if 
she should be.

Attaleia An independent principality in south-
ern Anatolia that was attacked by Peter, king of 
Cyprus (see PIERRE DE LUSIGNAN), in August 1361. 
Chaucer may have been thinking of this raid when 
he mentioned Attaleia (“Satalye”) in the GENERAL 
PROLOGUE TO THE CANTERBURY TALES as one of 
the places where the Knight has been on military 
campaign (line 58).

Attalus Philometor (Attalus III) The king 
of Pergamum who is thought by some to have 
invented the game of chess in the second century 
B.C. He is mentioned by the Black Knight in The 
BOOK OF THE DUCHESS when the knight describes 
his game of chess against the goddess FORTUNE in 
which he lost his fair “White” queen (line 663). 
This is a metaphorical reference to the death of 
his wife, and Fortune is described as being a better 
player than Attalus, who invented the game.

Atthalante See ATALANTA.

Atthenes See ATHENS.

Attheon See ACTAEON.

Attila (Attilla) The king of the Huns, a fierce 
race of Asiatic people who invaded the Balkans in 
441 and later advanced across the Danube, sweep-
ing through Germany and France. In 451 Attila’s 
progress was checked at Orleans by an alliance of 
imperial Roman and Visigothic forces. He suffered 
further defeat in a battle on the Catalaunian plains 
of Champagne. In 452 he turned his attentions to 
Italy, where he destroyed Aquileia and plundered 

Milan and Pavia. He was prevented from entering 
Rome, however, by the promise of tribute from the 
emperor Valentinian III. Legendary for his drunk-
enness, Attila is mentioned in “The PARDONER’S 
TALE” as an example of one who died in shame 
and dishonor after consuming too much alcohol 
(line 578). This is one of many cautionary exam-
ples given by the Pardoner, whose own morality 
is compromised by many of the excesses he warns 
others against.

Attrides See AGAMEMNON.

Attropos See ATROPOS.

aube (aubade) A song or lyric poem lamenting 
the arrival of the dawn that must bring about the 
separation of two lovers. The form has no fixed 
metrical pattern, but is defined simply by its con-
tent. Very popular in France during the latter part 
of the medieval period, it was adopted in Germany 
by Wolfram von Eschenbach and in England by 
Chaucer. The most outstanding example in Chau-
cer’s poetry appears in TROILUS AND CRISEYDE. On 
the morning following their first night together, 
the two lovers take turns chiding first the night, 
for leaving so soon, and then the day, for arriv-
ing so quickly. This aubade is derived from OVID’s 
Amores, with the interesting variation that Chaucer 
has Criseyde express the sentiments usually given 
to the man, while Troilus voices those typically 
given to the woman. A parodic play on the con-
vention of the dawn song appears in “The REEVE’S 
TALE” when one of the randy clerks bids farewell to 
Malkyn, the Miller’s daughter: “Fare weel, Malyne, 
sweete wight! / The day is come; I may no lenger 
byde; / But everemo, wher so I go or ryde, / I is thyn 
awen clerk, swa have I seel!” (lines 30–34) [Fare-
well, Malkyn, sweet thing! / The day has come; I 
may no longer stay; / But forever more, wherever I 
go or ride, / I will be your own clerk, I swear!]. The 
clerk’s attempts at using courtly language to speak 
to a woman of the lower class with whom he has 
had sex just to spite her father is a fine example of 
how Chaucer uses the high style of courtly litera-
ture to create a comic effect. The short astrological 
poem “The COMPLAINT OF MARS” also features two 
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brief aubades as MARS and VENUS are separated by 
the approach of Phoebus APOLLO.

audience Nowadays when we desire an evening’s 
entertainment, we generally sit down in front of the 
TV, turn on the stereo or computer, or perhaps go 
out to a movie, a concert, or a play. Or maybe we 
even pick up a book and read. If we read to any-
body, it is usually our children. In Chaucer’s day, 
however, reading aloud was one of the most popu-
lar forms of entertainment for literate adults, among 
the middle classes as well as the clergy and nobility. 
Indeed, one of the most famous surviving portraits 
of Chaucer pictures him reading his poem TROILUS 
AND CRISEYDE to a group of courtiers. During the 
early part of his career, and throughout most of 
it, Chaucer’s audience was probably composed pri-
marily of members of the court because, as a page 
to the countess of Ulster, and later as a member of 
the king’s household, that was the milieu in which 
he lived and worked. A number of his poems are 
in fact believed to have been composed for spe-
cific occasions on which they were read aloud. The 
BOOK OF THE DUCHESS, for example, was probably 
written to commemorate the death of BLANCHE, 
duchess of Landcaster and wife to EDWARD III’s 
brother JOHN OF GAUNT. In a lighter vein, The 
PARLIAMENT OF FOWLS may have been composed to 
celebrate the engagement of RICHARD II and ANNE 
OF BOHEMIA. These poems, and others that belong 
to the early and middle years of Chaucer’s literary 
career, such as The HOUSE OF FAME and TROILUS 
AND CRISEYDE, reflect the tastes and concerns of 
the aristocracy. The works that are serious in tone 
and subject matter generally feature characters 
with whom members of this class could identify, 
while the comic works, like The Parliament of Fowls, 
gently poke fun at some aristocratic attitudes and 
preoccupations.

In the latter part of his career, however, it seems 
likely that Chaucer’s conception of his audience 
underwent some kind of transformation. When he 
began writing The CANTERBURY TALES, although 
he was still employed in the king’s service, he was 
no longer closely associated with the court, and 
perhaps this led him to explore the possibility of 
writing for a larger audience. The characters in 

The Canterbury Tales are for the most part middle 
class. The only two members of the nobility are 
the Knight and his son, the Squire. And although 
the tales contained in the Canterbury collection 
include several romances (a type of literature popu-
lar among the nobility), they also feature folk tales, 
beast fables, fabliaux, saints’ lives, wisdom litera-
ture, and a sermon, all of which would appeal to 
members of the middle class whose literacy level 
was rising fast at the end of the 14th century. The 
manner in which his books were read—that is, 
whether silently and in private, or aloud and to 
an audience—was largely determined by the avail-
ability of books, which at this time still had to be 
copied out by hand. Because of the time and labor 
involved in creating or reproducing a book, they 
were naturally quite expensive, and this is one rea-
son behind the practice of reading aloud. In that 
way more people were able to enjoy the same book.

Auffrike See AFRICA.

Augustine, Saint In A.D. 596 Augustine, a prior of 
the monastery of St. Andrew in Rome, was charged 
by Pope Gregory the Great with the mission of 
bringing Christianity to the Anglo-Saxons in south-
ern England. Augustine was favorably received by 
King Ethelbert of Kent who converted and allowed 
the prior to establish a see at CANTERBURY. After 
being consecrated the “Bishop of England” at Arles, 
France, Augustine founded the monastery of Christ 
church at Canterbury, as well as a number of other 
churches, and went on to become the first arch-
bishop of Canterbury.

Augustine of Hippo, Saint Born in Tagaste in 
northern Africa in 354, Augustine became one of 
the four great fathers of the Latin church. In his 
youth he studied rhetoric at a university in CAR-
THAGE and then taught rhetoric in Italy. According 
to his Confessions, which he wrote at the age of 45, 
he wasted his youth in dissolute living. Intellectu-
ally, he first embraced Neoplatonist and then Man-
ichaean beliefs, but his search for truth eventually 
led him back to Christianity through the influence 
of Saint AMBROSE. He was baptized in 387, took 
up a monastic life for a short time, became a priest, 
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and in 395 was consecrated bishop of Hippo in 
northern Africa. He died in 430 during the siege of 
Hippo by the Vandals.

Augustine’s extensive writings include 500 
sermons and 200 letters. They treat almost every 
aspect of Christian faith and morals, and much 
of what he wrote was aimed at defending ortho-
doxy against the pressures exerted by contemporary 
heretical groups such as the Donatists, Manichae-
ans, and Pelagians. His distrust of sensory and 
material knowledge in favor of spiritual truth and 
revelation may have been a reaction against his 
earlier skepticism. In general, he believed that all 
truth was spiritual, that it derived from God who 
was truth incarnate, and that the acceptance of 
truth depended upon God’s grace. He was in fact 
the first Christian theologian to express the doc-
trine of man’s salvation by divine grace.

In his City of God, Augustine’s best-known work, 
he presents the continuous struggle in history sym-
bolically as a struggle between two cities—a city of 
those who do God’s will and a city of unbelievers. 
He argued that although the two are intermingled 
and coexist here on earth, they are fated to be com-
pletely and irrevocably separated at the end of time. 
This work also attempted to answer the criticisms 
of those who rejected Christianity because God had 
allowed Rome to fall, by attempting to show them 
the huge scale of the universe and God’s plan for 
man, within which the fall of Rome was as a drop 
in the ocean.

Augustine’s writings were known among most 
learned men in the Middle Ages, and references 
to them are scattered throughout Chaucer’s work. 
The satiric portrait of the Monk in the GENERAL 
PROLOGUE TO THE CANTERBURY TALES notes that 
the worldly prelate has no desire to work with his 
hands and to labor as Augustine commanded. The 
reference is probably to a monastic rule used by 
Augustinian canons, though JOHN GOWER also 
applies it to monks in the Mirour de l’Omme. In the 
“TALE OF MELIBEE,” Dame Prudence attributes to 
Augustine some of the advice she offers her hus-
band on how to respond to the robbery that has 
troubled their family. In telling him that he should 
not place such a great value on material goods, she 
quotes Augustine as saying: “The avaricious man is 

likned unto helle, / that the moore it swelweth the 
moore desir it hath to swelwe and devoure” (lines 
1,617–1,618) [The avaricious man is similar to hell 
/ in that the more he swallows the more he desires 
to swallow and devour]. This particular quotation 
is not found in Augustine’s works, but it is simi-
lar to an idea expressed in the Bible in Proverbs 
27:20. Chaunticleer, the learned chicken of “The 
NUN’S PRIEST’S TALE,” also appears to have read 
Augustine, and ironically his reading displays more 
accurate knowledge than that possessed by Dame 
Prudence. Chaunticleer mentions Augustine as he 
debates with his wife on the question of whether 
God’s foreknowledge of an event has a compro-
mising effect on the idea of free will. On a more 
serious note, Augustine’s teachings are alluded to 
repeatedly in “The PARSON’S TALE,” itself a sermon 
on penitence and the Seven Deadly Sins—pride, 
avarice, gluttony, ire, lechery, envy, and sloth.

Augustus Caesar (See also OCTAVIAN) Augus-
tus Caesar, also called Caesar Augustus, was 
the grandnephew of JULIUS CAESAR and the first 
Roman emperor, ruling the empire from 27 B.C. 
to A.D. 14. He is mentioned once in Chaucer’s 
work, in the TREATISE ON THE ASTROLABE, part 
one, section 10, where Chaucer is describing how 
the number of days in a month was decided for the 
Roman calendar. Listing the months by name, he 
notes that some of them were given Latin names 
reflecting their properties (such as December, the 
10th month of the Roman year), while some were 
named for Arabian statutes and some, such as July 
(Latin Julius), were named for Roman leaders. He 
also states that Julius Caesar took two days out 
of February and put them in his month of July, 
while Augustus Caesar determined that August, 
the month named after him, must have 31 days. 
Chaucer errs in this passage by asserting that some 
of the months were given Arabic names; they are, 
in fact, all Roman. Also, Julius Caesar did not make 
the changes Chaucer attributes to him. Although 
he did give July 31 days, he took none from Feb-
ruary. It was Augustus Caesar who took one day 
(not two) from February in order to give August as 
many days as July.
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Aurelian (Aurelianus) The Roman emperor 
who ruled the empire from 270 to 275. Aurelian 
is mentioned once in Chaucer’s work, in “The 
MONK’S TALE.” The Monk does not actually tell 
one tale, but when invited to take his turn in the 
tale-telling contest he embarks upon a series of 
tragedies and can be stopped only by the Host’s 
forceful interruption. One of the tragedies relates 
the story of Zenobia, the queen of PALMYRA in 
SYRIA. A noble and virtuous warrior queen, Zeno-
bia and her husband, Odenathus, conquered 
many kingdoms in the Orient, but she was finally 
defeated by Aurelian, who attacked her at the 
head of the mighty Roman legion in the year 272. 
When he had overcome the queen and her armies, 
Aurelian paraded her in chains before his chariot 
(line 2,351). Chaucer’s story of Zenobia and her 
defeat by Aurelian is taken from BOCCACCIO’s De 
claris mulieribus.

Aurora (1) Aurora is the Roman name (and the 
name Chaucer uses) for the goddess of the dawn in 
classical mythology. From her couch in Oceanus 
in the Far East, she rose before the break of day to 
mount her golden chariot drawn by white horses. 
Her role was to herald the approach of the sun 
and to usher in the day. Representations show her 
with rosy fingers and gleaming white wings, clad 
in a saffron mantle. Captivated by the beauty of a 
mortal man, she carried him off in her chariot to 
live with her in the palace of the dawn. JUPITER, at 
her request, granted him immortality, but because 
she had forgotten to ask for eternal youth, her lover 
grew extraordinarily old and was finally turned into 
a grasshopper. Her son, Memnon, supported King 
PRIAM in the TROJAN WAR. When he was killed by 
ACHILLES, she plunged into such inconsolable grief 
that she hid herself behind the clouds for a time 
of mourning. Forever after, in the early morning 
she shed tears for him, which appear on earth as 
dew. The goddess of the dawn is mentioned once 
in Chaucer’s work where, interestingly enough, 
instead of shedding the dew, she is described as 
sending down the streams of morning heat that dry 
it up. The reference appears in the biography of 
THISBE that Chaucer included in The LEGEND OF 
GOOD WOMEN (line 774).

Aurora (2) The Aurora to which Chaucer refers 
in The BOOK OF THE DUCHESS is a 12th-century 
commentary on parts of the Bible by Peter of Riga. 
The Black Knight, in the course of describing how 
he tried to woo the fair Lady White with music, 
says that although he was not as good at mak-
ing songs as was Lamech’s son Tubal, he did his 
best. He refers to Tubal as the first musician, who 
discovered the art while listening to his brother’s 
hammer ringing against an anvil. The actual name 
of the biblical character of whom he speaks is Jubal, 
who in Genesis 4:21 is called the “father of all such 
as handle the harp and the organ.” The ascrip-
tion to Tubal with a T also occurs in the Aurora, 
which, according to the Black Knight, relates that 
the Greeks believe PYTHAGORAS invented music.

Auster Auster is the Roman name for Notus, the 
south wind. The troublesome nature of this wind, 
which was reputed to bring fog and sickness and to 
be harmful to plants and animals and dangerous to 
seafarers, is referred to several times in the BOECE, 
Chaucer’s translation of BOETHIUS’s Consolation 
of Philosophy. Boethius’s references to the distur-
bances created by this wind suggest a parallel to his 
own misfortunes.

Austyn See AUGUSTINE, SAINT.

Averroës (Averrois) Spanish-Arab philosopher 
and physician of the 12th century. Later in life, when 
he served as a physician to the ruler of Morocco, 
Averroës was attacked by Muslim theologians for 
his rationalistic views. In his philosophical writings 
he denied personal immortality and creation, and 
he considered God to be simply a first agent or 
Prime Mover. Accused of heresy, he was impris-
oned, and his books, except those concerned with 
science, were burned. His most influential surviving 
works are the commentaries he wrote on ARISTO-
TLE. It was probably his adherence to an Aristote-
lian worldview that made him unable to accept the 
fundamental doctrines of Islam and thus got him in 
trouble with the Muslims. In the latter part of the 
13th century, his commentaries became important 
texts for those who wished to challenge the recon-
ciliation between Aristotelian thought and Christi-
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anity that was taking place under the leadership of 
men like Albertus Magnus and Thomas Aquinas. 
Averroës wrote on medicine as well as philosophy, 
and he is mentioned in Chaucer’s GENERAL PRO-
LOGUE TO THE CANTERBURY TALES as one of the 
medical authorities whose teachings the Doctor of 
Physic had studied (line 433).

Avicenna Arab physician and philosopher, born 
near Bukhara in 980. His writings embraced every 
field of intellectual endeavor but exerted their 
greatest influence in the areas of medicine and 
philosophy. His enormous, encyclopedic Canon of 
Medicine was considered authoritative up until the 
end of the 19th century. Avicenna is mentioned in 

Chaucer’s GENERAL PROLOGUE TO THE CANTER-
BURY TALES as one of the medical authorities whose 
teachings the Doctor of Physic had studied.

Avycen See AVICENNA.

Ayash Ayash is the modern name of Lyeys, a sea-
port near Antioch, in the medieval kingdom of 
Cilicia or Lesser ARMENIA. It is listed among those 
cities visited by Chaucer’s Knight during one of his 
military campaigns (line 58). Chaucer may have 
had in mind the successful campaign conducted by 
Peter of Cyprus (see PIERRE DE LUSIGNAN) against 
the city in 1367. The Cyprian army contained a 
number of English knights.
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Babilan (Babiloigne; Babiloyne) See BABYLON.

Babiloigne (Babiloyne) See BABYLON.

Babylon Ancient walled city, the capital of the 
Babylonian Empire, that was located between the 
Tigris and Euphrates Rivers. The city’s origins are 
unknown. According to Babylonian tradition, it was 
built by the god Marduk. It must have been built 
some time before 2300 B.C. because it was destroyed 
about that time by an invading army. This makes 
Babylon one of the oldest cities of the ancient 
world. The city is mentioned twice in Chaucer’s 
work. In The LEGEND OF GOOD WOMEN it is the 
home of Thisbe, one of the ill-fated lovers in the 
popular classical legend of PYRAMUS and THISBE, 
whose story resembles that of Shakespeare’s Romeo 
and Juliet. Babylon was also the home of NEBU-
CHADNEZZAR, the king whose abbreviated biogra-
phy appears in “The MONKS’S TALE.” The greatest 
king of the Babylonian empire, Nebuchadnezzar 
enlarged the capital city to an area of six square 
miles and beautified it with magnificent buildings 
and the famous terraced hanging gardens, which he 
built for one of his wives. The city was famed for its 
beauty and opulence, and this is undoubtedly what 
the Black Knight in Chaucer’s BOOK OF THE DUCH-
ESS is thinking of when he says that he would rather 
have his queen back than to possess all the riches 
of Babylon (line 1,061).

Bacchus (Bacus) In classical mythology, Bac-
chus, or Dionysus, was the Greek god of wine and, 
by extension, of nature’s fertility as exemplified in 
the vine. He was the son of Zeus (JUPITER) and 
Semele. His worship spread rapidly from Thrace 
through Greece and the islands, and from there to 
Egypt and Asia and finally to the western Mediter-
ranean. The intoxicating power of wine was con-
sidered to be symbolic of the intoxicating power 
of nature, and the rites associated with him were 
characterized by orgiastic revels, celebrated by 
women wandering in the woods and over the hills 
by night. Wildly uninhibited dancing accompanied 
the music of drum and flute. Sacrificial victims 
were torn apart and eaten raw. Milder celebrations 
of the deity emphasized his beneficent influence 
as the god of vegetable increase and the source of 
happiness and freedom from care, as well as the 
inspirer of music and song. Bacchus’s association 
with VENUS, the goddess of love, and the com-
patibility of wine and sexual enjoyment are men-
tioned twice in The CANTERBURY TALES, first at the 
marriage of January and May in “The MERCHANT’S 
TALE.” Later, in “The PHYSICIAN’S TALE,” the nar-
rator states that wine had never passed over the 
lips of the chaste Virginia because it was known to 
increase sexual desire. The god Bacchus likewise 
appears seated by the side of Venus in the garden 
of The PARLIAMENT OF FOWLS. In the prologue to 
“The MANCIPLE’S TALE,” wine functions as a peace-
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maker when, after insulting the Cook, the Manciple 
is able to speedily make amends by offering him a 
drink from his flask. The Host responds by praising 
Bacchus for his ability to turn a serious matter into 
a jest (prologue; line 58). The BOECE twice alludes 
to Bacchus’s association with the cultivation of the 
vine and wine-making.

Baldeswelle See BAWDESWELL.

Baldwin, Ralph (1912– ) Chaucer scholar. 
Baldwin received his Ph.D. from Johns Hopkins. 
His book The Unity of the Canterbury Tales (1955; 
rptd. 1971) is a timeless study, the first to fully 
formulate the idea that the image of pilgrimage 
was the unifying theme of the Canterbury group. 
Focusing on the opening and closing portions of 
the work, Baldwin demonstrates how each contrib-
utes to this unity. The GENERAL PROLOGUE, with 
its images of springtime and rebirth, announces the 
pilgrimage and emphasizes its social and religious 
implications. The Parson’s sermon on penitence is 
read as a fitting conclusion to a journey that, by the 
end of the tales, clearly exhibits meanings on sev-
eral different levels, one of them being the view of 
life as a pilgrimage ending in heaven. The Parson’s 
discussion of the Seven Deadly Sins looks backward 
to the sins of the different pilgrims, and forward to 
Chaucer’s own confession in the RETRACTION with 
which the work closes.

Ball, John A vagrant English priest who, with 
WAT TYLER, was a leading force in the PEASANTS' 
REVOLT OF 1381. In the early stages of the revolt, 
before the mass of angry peasants converged on 
London, Tyler and a band of his followers broke 
into the archbishop’s prison in CANTERBURY where 
they liberated Ball, who was under arrest for pro-
pounding his radical ideas declaring that all men 
should be equal, that lordship should be abolished, 
and that land should be taken away from the aris-
tocracy and upper clergy and distributed among the 
poor. Ball provided the movement with an ideology, 
and, like many a successful demagogue, he coined 
a slogan that achieved long-lasting fame: “When 
Adam delved and Eve span, / Who was then a gen-
tleman?” The rebels proposed to make Ball the new 

archbishop of Canterbury; it is uncertain how this 
was reconciled with the idea of abolishing the hier-
archy of the established church. For his part in the 
uprising, Ball was executed in the summer of 1381. 
Although Chaucer surely knew the role Ball played 
in the revolt, the only rebel leader mentioned in his 
poetry was JACK STRAW.

ballade One of the most popular of the artificial 
French verse forms in the Middle Ages. It should 
not be confused with the English term ballad, which 
is a type of poetry adapted for singing or recitation 
that typically takes the form of a dramatic narra-
tive. The traditional ballade was characterized by 
a fairly rigid structure consisting of three seven- 
or eight-line stanzas rhyming ababbcc or ababbcbc, 
and an envoy (concluding half-stanza) of four lines 
rhyming bcbc. The last line of the first stanza forms 
a refrain that is repeated as the final line of the 
subsequent stanzas and of the envoy. Convention-
ally, the envoy opens with an address to a prince 
or a lord. Chaucer employed the ballade form for 
a number of his short poems, including “The COM-
PLAINT OF VENUS,” “TO ROSEMOUNDE,” “WOMANLY 
NOBLESSE,” “FORTUNE,” “TRUTH,” “GENTILESSE,” 
“LAK OF STEDFASTNESSE,” and “The COMPLAINT OF 
CHAUCER TO HIS PURSE.” It is a testimony to Chau-
cer’s poetic genius that he was able to execute the 
rhyme scheme of the ballade form in these poems 
without ever repeating a rhyme word, except in the 
refrain.

Ballenus, Hermes See BELINOUS.

Balthasar See BELSHAZZAR.

Barberie (Barbary, Barbery) The word Bar-
berie was used by writers of the medieval and 
Renaissance periods to refer to those parts of the 
world that were known to be pagan rather than 
Christian. According to F. P. MAGOUN’s Chaucer 
Gazetteer, the word reflects an Old French adapta-
tion of Latin (terra) barbaria, “foreign, barbarous 
country.” Accordingly, the name should not be 
confused with the latter-day Barbary or Barbary 
Coast. The word appears once in “The FRANKLIN’S 
TALE” (line 1,452).

Barberie  345



Barnabo de Lumbardia See VISCONTI, BERNABÒ.

Basil, Saint (Basil the Great) One of the most 
celebrated of the Greek Fathers of the Roman 
Catholic Church. Born at Caesarea in Cappado-
cia (Asia Minor), he early distinguished himself as 
a student at Constantinople and at Athens. He 
was consecrated bishop of Caesarea in 370 and is 
famous for his defense of the Catholic faith before 
the Roman emperor Constantius. He left many 
writings, and the philosopher Erasmus considered 
him to be the finest orator of all time. In art, Saint 
Basil is represented standing near a fire with a dove 
perched on his arm. In the sermon that constitutes 
“The PARSON’S TALE,” the narrator quotes Saint 
Basil’s description of the fires of hell: “The bren-
nynge of the fyr of this world shal God yeven in 
helle to hem that been dampned, / but the light 
and the cleernesse shal be yeven in heven to his 
children” (lines 220–221) [The burning aspect of 
this world’s fire shall God give to those who are 
damned in hell, / but the light and the clearness of 
the fire shall be given to his children in heaven].

Basilie See BASIL, SAINT.

Bath (Bathe) City in southwestern England 
known for the hot springs of which, during their 
occupation of England, the Romans took advan-
tage for constructing elaborate public baths. During 
the medieval period it was known as a clothmaking 
center. The Wife of Bath, who appears as one of 
the tale-tellers in The CANTERBURY TALES, is from 
“biside Bathe,” beside Bath, which probably indi-
cates that she lived in a village near the larger 
city. The Wife’s profession is that of weaving cloth, 
which may be why Chaucer chose to have her 
come from the area surrounding a city known for 
its manufacture.

Baugh, Albert C. (1891–1981) Chaucer scholar, 
educator, philologist, and author. Baugh was best 
known for his writings on the English language and 
medieval literature and culture. This American 
scholar edited A Literary History of England, which 
includes a chapter on Chaucer’s life and work. In 
1963 he published an annotated edition of the 

poet’s work entitled The Major Poetry of Chaucer, 
which offers critical texts of all Chaucer’s major 
poems except The ROMAUNT OF THE ROSE, “ANEL-
IDA AND ARCITE,” and a few of the short lyrics. 
The LEGEND OF GOOD WOMEN, however, is only 
represented by version F of the Prologue and the 
life of CLEOPATRA. Additionally, The CANTERBURY 
TALES omits “The PARSON’S TALE” and “The TALE 
OF MELIBEE.” Baugh also compiled an important 
bibliography of Chaucer criticism for the Golden-
tree Bibliography series. Revised and expanded in 
1977, this volume contains 3,215 bibliographical 
entries on topics ranging from the poet’s life and 
historical environment to his lost and apocryphal 
works. Entries for all the major and minor poetry 
and prose are included.

Baum, Paull (1886–1964) Baum, a professor 
of English at Duke University, made a number of 
important contributions to Chaucer scholarship, 
including Chaucer: A Critical Appreciation (1958) 
and Chaucer’s Verse (1961). In A Critical Interpreta-
tion, Baum argues simultaneously for higher stan-
dards and for less “silliness” in Chaucer criticism, 
noting a trend to either eulogize the poet’s work 
while studiously overlooking its faults or to find 
complex and belabored hidden meanings within it. 
In Chaucer’s Verse, Baum examines the “whole sub-
ject” of Chaucer’s meters, to determine “what may 
have been his principles of versification and how 
clearly he followed them and to what effect.” He 
concludes that it is a composite of the rhythm of 
contemporary spoken prose and the metrical forms 
the poet adopted. Of these components, the first is 
conjectural.

Bawdeswell A town in the county of NORFOLK, 
situated in the east of England, on the North Sea. 
It is mentioned in the GENERAL PROLOGUE TO THE 
CANTERBURY TALES as the home of the Reeve. 
Chaucer may have chosen this locale because of 
the popular belief that Norfolk people were crafty 
and treacherous. The Reeve’s treachery lies in his 
mismanagement of his landlord’s estate, where his 
duties include overseeing and maintaining pasture, 
fields, and woods as well as collecting rents from 
tenant farmers. This Reeve has accumulated consid-
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erable wealth by cheating his master. There is some 
evidence that, in creating this portrait, Chaucer may 
have been thinking of an actual incident involving 
the estates of the earls of Pembroke, which lay in 
Norfolk. The reeve in charge of these estates was 
investigated for mismanagement in 1386–87.

beast fable A fable consists of a brief tale, either 
in prose or in verse, told to point out a moral. 
The most popular kind of fables are beast fables, 
featuring animals as characters to satirically illu-
minate the follies of humankind. The most famous 
of these are Aesop’s Fables, and some of the mate-
rial upon which Chaucer draws for “The NUN’S 
PRIEST’S TALE” has its ultimate source in the work 
attributed to AESOP. Other of Chaucer’s works 
that contain elements of the beast fable are “The 
MANCIPLE’S TALE,” which features a talking crow, 
and an earlier poem, The PARLIAMENT OF FOWLS, in 
which a group of birds engage in a love-debate.

Becket, Saint Thomas à See THOMAS À BECKET, 
SAINT.

Belial Belial is an Old Testament term designat-
ing a godless or lawless person. It is also used as 
an alternative name for Satan. In “The PARSON’S 
TALE,” where corrupt and licentious priests are spo-
ken of as the “sons of Belial,” the usage suggests 
both meanings.

Belinous Belinous, or Hermes Ballenus, as Chau-
cer calls him, was a supposed disciple of HERMES 
TRISMEGISTUS (“thrice-great Hermes”), which was 
the Greek name given to Thoth, the Egyptian god 
of wisdom. A number of books on theology and 
magic written in the first centuries A.D. were attrib-
uted to this personage, though nothing is known 
about his life or that of his disciple, Belinous. It 
seems likely that the writers of these texts borrowed 
his name to give their works authority. Chaucer 
includes Belinous (but not Hermes Trismegistus) 
among the magicians he observes practicing their 
arts in Fame’s palace in The HOUSE OF FAME.

Belle, the A tavern in SOUTHWARK, a district of 
London south of the river Thames. In the GENERAL 

PROLOGUE TO THE CANTERBURY TALES, the narra-
tor mentions the Belle (line 719) in order to specify 
the location of the TABARD inn, where all the pil-
grims gathered before embarking on their journey 
to CANTERBURY. He says that the Tabard is close 
to the Belle, suggesting that the Belle was, to some, 
better known than the Tabard.

Bellona The Roman goddess of war, identified 
with the Greek goddess Enyo and looked upon 
as the wife or sister of MARS (1). She was rep-
resented with helmet, shield, and spear. Chaucer 
mentions her in the invocation to his “ANELIDA 
AND ARCITE,” asking her and Mars to assist him in 
writing his poem (“song”). In the line in which she 
is mentioned, Chaucer appears to use the name 
Pallas as an appositive for Bellona, thus exhibiting 
some confusion between PALLAS Athena, the god-
dess of wisdom who was also pictured in martial 
attire, and the goddess of war. They were in actual-
ity two distinctly different goddesses. The mistake 
may have originated in the work of earlier authors, 
including the Italian BOCCACCIO, who sometimes 
confuse the two.

Belmarin (Banu Merin) A powerful Berber 
dynasty that ruled what is now Morocco. Chau-
cer uses the name of the dynasty to refer to the 
country when he states, in the GENERAL PROLOGUE 
TO THE CANTERBURY TALES, that the Knight (1) 
has campaigned in, among other places, Belmarye. 
The Knight’s activity there may refer to attacks 
by Christian privateers on towns controlled by the 
dynasty. Interestingly, in “The KNIGHT’S TALE,” he 
describes Palamon’s desire to kill Arcite as being 
more fierce than a lion of Belmarye (line 57), so 
that the tale would seem to reflect the Knight’s 
experience as well as simply retelling BOCCACCIO’s 
TESEIDA.

Belmarye See BELMARIN.

Belshazzar The son of Nabonidus (and grand-
son of NEBUCHADNEZZAR) and the last king of the 
Neo-Babylonian Empire. According to the Old 
Testament book of Daniel, Belshazzar was fond 
of sensual pleasure. On one occasion he held a 
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drunken banquet attended by his wives, concu-
bines, and a thousand of his lords, during which 
they all drank from the sacred vessels that his 
father (probably his grandfather) had taken from 
the Jewish Temple in Jerusalem, thus insulting the 
captive Jews and their God. According to the bibli-
cal story, the revelry was interrupted by the appear-
ance of a hand writing upon the wall these words: 
“MENE, MENE TEKEL, UPHARSIN.” Disturbed 
by this event, Belshazzar sent for DANIEL, a Jewish 
prophet, who interpreted the writing as a sign of 
doom for the Babylonian Empire. That very night, 
the soldiers of DARIUS THE MEDE (possibly another 
name for Cyrus the Persian) captured Babylon, 
and Belshazzar was killed. A version of this story, 
emphasizing the role of FORTUNE in Belshazzar’s 
downfall, appears in Chaucer’s “MONK’S TALE.”

Benedict, Saint Known as the Patriarch of the 
western monks, Saint Benedict was born at Norcia 
in central Italy in 480. In early youth he retired 
into a cave in the mountains near Rome, where 
he led a hermit’s life. After three years of solitude, 
he built 12 monasteries for the numerous disciples 
who had gathered around him. In the year 529 he 
went to Monte Cassino, on the road to Naples, and 
there founded the great abbey of that name. The 
Rule written by Saint Benedict, in the course of a 
hundred years or so, was accepted by all western 
monks and was still, in the time of Chaucer, used 
for the government of monastic life. It shows the 
way to religious perfection by the practice of humil-
ity, obedience, prayer, silence, and retirement from 
the concerns of the world. The three main tasks 
under the Benedictine Rule were participating in 
the divine service (mainly prayers and praise), per-
forming manual labor, and studying. The impor-
tance of the divine service is underscored by its 
prominence in the daily routine of monastic life. 
There were seven services, beginning at 2 A.M. and 
held at regular intervals throughout the day and 
evening. Chaucer’s satirical portrait of the Monk 
in the GENERAL PROLOGUE TO THE CANTERBURY 
TALES specifically notes that this member of the 
regular clergy sees no need for such a rule, which 
he considers outdated. The Monk violates the rule 
through his pride and worldliness. The Prioress, 

who also appears in the General Prologue, displays 
a less aggressive form of worldliness as suggested by 
her clothing, jewelry, and fondness for small dogs, 
but likewise appears to be somewhat at odds with 
the ideals of monastic virtue.

Benedight See BENEDICT, SAINT.

Beneit See BENEDICT, SAINT.

Bennett, J(ack) A(rthur) W(alter) (1911–1981) 
A New Zealand Chaucer scholar who received a 
doctorate from Oxford University and who served 
as a professor at both Oxford and Cambridge, Ben-
nett edited at Medium Ævum and wrote on a wide 
variety of medieval topics, notably on LANGLAND 
and GOWER, both of whom significantly influ-
enced Chaucer’s work. He edited “The KNIGHT’S 
TALE,” wrote book-length interpretations of The 
PARLIAMENT OF FOWLS and The HOUSE OF FAME, 
and authored Chaucer at Oxford and at Cambridge 
(1976), in which he studied not the Chaucer schol-
arship at these universities, but rather “the roles 
that his clerks [i.e., characters who are clerks] play 
in either place.” Bennett explored the implications 
of the fact that Chaucer, a Londoner who served 
the king at court, “should include in the dramatis 
personae of the Tales no fewer than five academics” 
from Oxford or Cambridge.

Benoît de Sainte-Maure A 12th-century 
French poet who was patronized by King Henry 
II of England, for whom he composed a verse his-
tory of the dukes of Normandy, Henry’s ancestors. 
Benoît’s most celebrated work is the Roman de 
Troie (“Book of Troy”), which told the story of 
the TROJAN WAR based on the writings of DARES 
PHRYGIUS and DICTYS CRETENSIS. The Roman was 
translated into Latin prose by Guido da Colonna, 
and thus served as a source for many subsequent 
writers, including BOCCACCIO, whose FILOSTRATO 
in turn became a source for Chaucer’s TROILUS 
AND CRISEYDE. Chaucer also made considerable 
direct use of Benoît in Troilus and Criseyde, restor-
ing some passages that Boccaccio had omitted, 
such as Criseyde’s self-lacerating soliloquy that 
follows her jilting of Troilus.
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Benson, C. David (1941– ) Professor of En-
glish at the University of Connecticut, C. David 
Benson received his doctorate from the University 
of California at Berkeley. Benson’s scholarship in 
the field of Chaucer Studies centers on The Canter-
bury Tales and Troilus and Criseyde, and he has pub-
lished several books and numerous articles on these 
subjects, demonstrating a particular interest in the 
texts’ critical reception by both medieval and mod-
ern readers. Chaucer’s Drama of Style: Poetic Vari-
ety and Contrast in the “Canterbury Tales” (1986) 
challenges the traditional belief in the “psychologi-
cal reality” of the pilgrims, urging readers to rely 
upon the poet’s use of stylistic variety to distinguish 
each tale and provide a basis for interpretation. 
Chaucer’s Troilus and Criseyde (1991) considers the 
poet’s transformation of his sources. Focusing on 
the study of character and the themes of love and 
fortune, Benson argues that Chaucer’s goal was 
aesthetic rather than didactic, and that although 
Chaucer assumed a medieval Christian audience, 
his poem provoked, and continues to provoke, a 
wide variety of critical responses. Benson also ed-
ited the following important collections: Critical 
Essays on Chaucer’s Troilus and Criseyde and His 
Early Major Poems (1991) and Chaucer’s Religious 
Tales (1990, coedited by Elizabeth Robertson). For 
10 years (1987–97), Benson directed the Medieval 
Studies Program at the University of Connecticut. 
From 1995 to the present (2005) he has served on 
the editorial board of the Chaucer Review.

Benson, Larry D(ean) (1929– ) Chaucer 
scholar. A Berkeley Ph.D. who made his career 
at Harvard, Benson has produced studies of liter-
ary meaning derived from the interaction of the 
work and its tradition. After writing such a study of 
Sir Gawain and the Green Knight, Benson authored 
The Literary Context of Chaucer’s “Fabliaus” (1971). 
Benson’s work on Chaucer often reflects his inter-
est in the poet’s use of language. See, for instance, 
“Chaucer and Courtly Speech” (published in 
Genres, Themes, and Images in English Literature 
from the Fourteenth to the Fifteenth Century, 1988, 
edited by PIERO BOITANI and Anna Torti) and “The 
Beginnings of Chaucer’s English Style,” (published 
in Contradictions: From “Beowulf” to Chaucer, 1995, 

edited by Theodore M. Anderson and Stephen A. 
Barney). Benson is probably most well known for 
serving as general editor for the third edition of The 
Riverside Chaucer (1987, 3rd ed.), recognized today 
as one of the authoritative scholarly editions of the 
poet’s work. More recently, he published an edi-
tion of The Canterbury Tales (2000) based on The 
Riverside Chaucer, and providing a corrected text 
and set of glosses, updated and adapted for begin-
ning students. Benson’s article, “The Order of ‘The 
Canterbury Tales’ ” (Studies in the Age of Chaucer, 
1981) utilizes the analysis of manuscript traditions 
to argue that there were at most two early orderings 
of The CANTERBURY TALES, one of which is that 
featured in the ELLESMERE MANUSCRIPT, which he 
used as the basis of his own edition. His Glossarial 
DataBase of Middle English, a useful tool for those 
conducting research in textual matters, is available 
online through a Web site maintained by the Uni-
versity of Michigan.

Bere See URSA.

Bernard A Bernard is mentioned in Chaucer’s 
GENERAL PROLOGUE TO THE CANTERBURY TALES as 
one of the medical authorities whose teachings the 
Doctor of Physic had studied (line 434). The name 
likely refers to Bernard of Gordon, who flourished 
around 1283–1309, teaching on the medical fac-
ulty at Montpellier in France. His most important 
work was the Lilium medicinae, which contains the 
earliest known reference to eyeglasses.

Bernard, Saint Saint Bernard of Clairvaux was a 
12th-century Cistercian monk who founded Clair-
vaux and other monasteries. He initially entered 
the monastery of Citeaux, together with 30 other 
noblemen of Burgundy whom he had, amazingly, 
persuaded to join him. His strong personality and 
tremendous zeal breathed new life into the Cis-
tercian order and made it the most popular and 
influential of its day. Although dedicated to the 
monastic ideal of worshipping God in the seclusion 
of a monastery, Bernard lived a most active life, 
attending church councils, urging spiritual reform, 
and ending a papal schism. The popularity of the 
cult of the Virgin and the flowering of mysticism in 
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the centuries following his death are attributable 
to his influence. His eloquence in speaking and 
writing gained him the title “Mellifluous Doctor.” 
The prologue of “The SECOND NUN’S TALE” alludes 
both to his eloquence and to his association with 
the Virgin by addressing Saint MARY as the flower 
of virgins of whom Bernard wrote so pleasingly. 
Bernard’s writings are referred to repeatedly in the 
sermon that makes up “The PARSON’S TALE.”

Berwick (Berwyk) Although the town referred 
to as “Berwyk” in Chaucer’s portrait of the Pardoner 
at first would seem to be the city of Berwick-on-
Tweed, which lies at the edge of the river Tweed 
on the border between Scotland and England, the 
Chaucer Gazetteer argues against the certainty of 
this, noting that there are about 13 modern Ber-
wicks distributed among the counties of Essex, Kent, 
Northumberland, Shropshire, Sussex, Worcester-
shire, Yorkshire, Norfolk, Suffolk, Oxfordshire, and 
Lancashire. The narrator of the GENERAL PROLOGUE 
says that there was never another pardoner like this 
one, from Berwyk down to WARE. Whichever Ber-
wick is correct, however, the town of Ware would 
still be at some distance from it, indicating that the 
Pardoner’s jurisdiction extends over a considerable 
distance. The name Berwick comes from Old Eng-
lish bere-wic, meaning “grain farm,” which helps to 
explain its widespread usage.

Bethulia (Bethulie) A city in the Babylonian 
Empire, occupied by the Israelites. According to the 
apocryphal book of Judith, this city was the setting 
for the story of JUDITH’s beheading of HOLOFERNES. 
The city is mentioned twice in Chaucer’s CANTER-
BURY TALES, once in “The TALE OF MELIBEE” and 
once in “The MONK’S TALE”; on both occasions the 
reference is to the story of Judith.

Bevis Bevis of Hampton was a popular English 
metrical romance from the late 13th or early 14th 
century. Based on a 12th-century ANGLO-NORMAN 
CHANSON DE GESTE entitled Beuves de Hanstone, the 
story tells of how Bevis’s mother, the wife of Guy, 
earl of Southampton, has her husband murdered 
and marries the murderer. Bevis is sold into slavery 
in the East, where he converts Josian, the daughter 

of the king of Arabia, and then marries her. They 
have various adventures in the Middle East and in 
Europe, and eventually Bevis returns to England, 
where he kills his father’s murderer. Chaucer men-
tions this romance hero in “The TALE OF SIR THO-
PAS,” which is also a metrical romance written in 
TAIL-RHYME stanzas.

Biblis In OVID’s Metamorphoses, Biblis fell hope-
lessly in love with her brother Caunus. After he 
repulsed her and fled, she went mad. In The PAR-
LIAMENT OF FOWLS, Biblis is one of the women 
whose story is depicted on a wall in the TEMPLE OF 
VENUS that is entirely dedicated to women who 
died for the sake of love; as a symbolic token the 
wall is also decorated with broken hunting bows 
to signify that these women no longer belong in 
the service of DIANA, the chaste goddess of the 
moon.

Bilia (Bilyea) A Roman woman of the third 
century B.C., Bilia (or Bilyea) was famed for her 
chastity. She was married to the Roman general 
Dullius, who was notorious for his bad breath. Her 
patient tolerance of her husband’s breath is evi-
dently what earned Bilia her glowing reputation. 
In “The FRANKLIN’S TALE,” Bilia is among the vir-
tuous women whom Dorigen recalls when resolv-
ing to remain faithful to her husband Arveragus, 
despite her promise to become the lover of the 
squire Aurelius, if he can remove the treacherous 
rocks lining the coast of BRITTANY (line 1,455).

Black Death, the Also known as the Plague, 
the Black Death was the greatest natural disas-
ter in European history. The devastating epidemic 
visited England six times during Chaucer’s life-
time. Although what was collectively called “the 
plague” was actually three separate strains—
bubonic, pneumonic, and septicaemic—bubonic 
plague was the most common form of the disease 
during the period, and the characteristic black 
spots that often formed on the arms, thighs, and 
torso of its victims gave the disease its common 
name. Bubonic plague was most commonly trans-
mitted to humans by bites from infected fleas. 
Rodents, particularly the Asian black rat, were 
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the most active carriers of the plague bacillus, Yer-
sinia pestis. Originating in the Near East, bubonic 
plague began in Europe when Genoese merchants 
brought it from the Middle East to the island of 
Sicily off the coast of southern Italy in 1347. Fol-
lowing commercial trade routes, it spread quickly 
throughout southern Italy, southern France, and 
Spain by the end of 1347. By the end of 1348 it 
had reached England, which it ravaged. Symp-
toms began with a small swelling, or “buboe,” 
usually appearing in the groin or armpit. Accord-
ing to GIOVANNI BOCCACCIO, who described the 
plague in his DECAMERON, this swelling sometimes 
attained the “size of a common apple or egg.” 
Victims also experienced headache, fever, chills, 
weakness, vomiting, and excruciating muscle pain. 
The characteristic dark blotches were caused by 
bleeding beneath the skin. Infection generally 
lasted three to four days and often ended in death. 
One outbreak of the plague that occurred during 
1348–49, when Chaucer was around six years old, 
wiped out between one-third to one-half of the 
English population. In some cases, entire villages 
were depopulated. Fortunately, Chaucer’s family 
was living in Southampton instead of at their Lon-
don home during the worst outbreak.

Medieval scientific and medical knowledge was 
far too primitive to understand the cause or suggest 
viable forms of treatment for plague. “Vapors,” or 
“putrid air” was considered to be the vehicle by 
which the disease was passed from victim to vic-
tim. Unfavorable conjunctions of the planets, lunar 
eclipses, and earthquakes were all candidates for 
blame, as were the fumes from decaying manure, 
swamps, rotting garbage, and decaying corpses left 
upon battlefields. So-called Beak Doctors, who 
ministered to the stricken, wore bird masks with 
long beaks thought to protect the air around the 
nose. The standard treatment for plague centered 
on bloodletting—opening a vein in the patient’s 
arm and letting the blood flow into a bowl in order 
to remove “impurities” or any “excess blood.” This 
procedure undoubtedly did more harm than good, 
contributing to the high mortality rate. Some 50 to 
60 percent of those infected died. Mortality rates 
for pneumonic (transmitted relatively easily, by 
coughing) and septicaemic plague (transmitted by 

insects) were even higher—a devastating 95 to 100 
percent.

Reactions to this epidemic were typical of those 
to any great natural disaster. Some people, particu-
larly nuns and monks and others who ministered to 
the sick, exhibited great heroism, staying with those 
who were suffering in spite of the risk to their own 
health. Conversely, other people refused to min-
ister to, or even remain in the house with, mem-
bers of their own family who were infected. Large 
numbers of the wealthy and powerful fled hard-
hit urban areas, where inadequate sanitation and 
crowded conditions encouraged the rapid spread of 
the disease. Some people saw the plague as God’s 
punishment of sinners; they responded by resorting 
to asceticism (extreme self-denial, including self-
inflicted wounds) to cleanse themselves and gain 
God’s forgiveness. Others responded to the threat 
of the plague by indulging themselves and “living it 
up” in a spirit of defiance.

Although it seems certain that Chaucer would 
have known people who died from plague, the 
Black Death is not mentioned by this particular 
name in any of Chaucer’s poetry, but it does seem to 
lurk in the background or just beneath the surface. 
The Physician described in the GENERAL PROLOGUE 
TO THE CANTERBURY TALES is a man who saved 
what he earned during an outbreak of the disease. 
The Pardoner’s tale, which follows the Physician’s 
in The Canterbury Tales, speaks of a personified 
DEATH who “hath a thousand slayn this pestilence” 
(line 679) (slain a thousand during this plague). 
The widespread fear of death and the sense of help-
lessness that people often felt when faced with the 
threat of such a disease may have been one of the 
factors that led Chaucer to translate the sixth-
century Roman author BOETHIUS’s Consolation of 
Philosophy into English. Written by a condemned 
man while he awaited his fate in a prison cell, this 
work had as its basic message the idea that everyone 
ought to bear their misfortune in patience because 
everything that happens on earth is part of God’s 
universal and unalterable plan. On the other hand, 
a spirit of recklessness and risk-taking character-
izes some of Chaucer’s work, such as the silly, sexy 
FABLIAUx he included in The Canterbury Tales, the 
most well-known being “The MILLER’S TALE.”
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Aside from its immediate effects of suffering, 
despair, and death, the plague epidemic also had 
far-reaching socioeconomic effects upon the coun-
tries it swept through, creating a sort of demo-
graphic crisis. The decline in population, especially 
among the peasant class, created a serious labor 
shortage. The price of labor rose accordingly. For 
instance, a farm laborer who was paid two shil-
lings a week in 1347 could demand (and prob-
ably receive) seven shillings weekly by 1349 and 
nearly 11 by 1350. At the same time, the decline in 
population depressed the demand for agricultural 
products, resulting in stable or falling prices for out-
put. Before long the feudal system itself was under-
mined. With landlords having to pay more for labor 
at the same time that their income was dwindling, 
they began to experience lower standards of living. 
Aristocrats responded to the crisis in a variety of 
ways. Some shifted their production emphasis from 
labor-intensive products, such as grain, to land-
intensive ones, such as sheep. Another response 
was to enact legislation lowering the wage rate arti-
ficially. In 1351, the English Parliament passed the 
Statute of Laborers, which attempted to fix wages 
at pre-plague levels and to forbid the mobility of 
peasants as well. But many of those peasants, hav-
ing had a taste of higher wages and a better stan-
dard of living, did not readily accept such attempts 
at limiting their market-value. FLANDERS, FRANCE, 
ITALY, and England all experienced serious peas-
ant revolts in the 1370s and 1380s. Although the 
immediate gains made by the participants in these 
revolts were generally short-lived, it is also true 
that the aristocracy never again enjoyed the eco-
nomic hegemony of previous generations.

Blake, Norman (Francis) (1934– ) Chaucer 
scholar. An Oxford-educated professor at the Uni-
versity of Sheffield, Blake has written on a variety 
of topics, from Viking sagas to the medieval writer 
William Caxton to Middle English Religious Prose. 
He edited Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales for Edward 
Arnold, publishers.

Blanche of Lancaster One of two daughters of 
the man who was England’s richest and most pow-
erful noble during Chaucer’s lifetime, Henry, duke 

of Lancaster. Because Henry had no male heirs, his 
vast property holdings and other wealth would, at 
the time of his death, be divided between his two 
daughters, Blanche and Maud. This fact made both 
of them very attractive in the marriage market, 
and Blanche was eventually married to one of the 
most powerful men in the realm, the king’s son 
JOHN OF GAUNT. Not very much is known about 
Blanche’s life except that her relationship with her 
husband was, in a time when such relationships 
were the exception rather than the rule, a lov-
ing one. When she died, or perhaps on the anni-
versary of her death, her husband requested that 
Chaucer write a poem in honor of her memory. 
The result was the elegiac BOOK OF THE DUCHESS, 
one of the earliest of Chaucer’s works to display 
his budding poetic genius. There is also some evi-
dence, based on a note in Thomas Speght’s 1602 
edition of Chaucer’s work, that the “ABC” was 
written for the duchess, either at her request or 
that of her husband, who then presented it to her 
as a gift. Blanche died in 1368 of unknown causes. 
(Until recently, it was thought that she died a year 
later, during an outbreak of the BLACK DEATH.) At 
the time of her death, she was in her late 20s, but 
she had already borne five children, of whom three 
survived: two daughters, Philippa and Elizabeth, 
and a son, Henry of Bolingbroke, who would later 
seize the throne from RICHARD II to become HENRY 
IV, the first Lancastrian king.

Blee At the beginning of the prologue to “The 
MANCIPLE’S TALE,” we are told that the pilgrims 
are now approaching a little town with the charm-
ing name of BOBBE-UP-AND-DOWN, which is located 
near “the Blee.” “The Blee” is Chaucer’s quaint 
name for the Blean Forest, through which the pil-
grims’ road to CANTERBURY ran for a short distance. 
From the forest, the path led up a steep hill whose 
summit may have provided the pilgrims with their 
first glance of the cathedral towers.

Bobbe-up-and-down Locality mentioned in the 
prologue to “The MANCIPLE’S TALE” to give the 
reader some idea of how far the pilgrims have trav-
eled on the road to CANTERBURY. It is the last refer-
ence to a specific place along the pilgrims’ highway, 

352  Blake, Norman



and has been frequently identified as the small vil-
lage of Harbledown that stands two miles north of 
the cathedral city. Some scholars, including F. P. 
MAGOUN in the Chaucer Gazetteer, have argued that 
the name actually refers to “Up-and-Down-Field” 
in the parish of Thannington, which stands one 
mile southwest of Canterbury. Magoun notes that 
nowhere else does Chaucer take the kind of liber-
ties in altering place-names that would be involved 
in changing Harbledown to Bobbe-up-and-down.

Boccaccio, Giovanni (1313–1375) Italian author 
whose most famous work is the DECAMERON. The 
son of a Florentine merchant, Boccaccio was born in 
Paris and served as a clerk in a prominent banking 
house for some years. From about 1325 until 1340 he 
resided in Naples, where he began to study literature 
and wrote some of his early works. His point of view 
was greatly influenced during this time by his associa-
tion with the Angevin court. He moved to Florence 
in 1340, and from about 1350 onward was employed 
by the city as a diplomat. It was while living in Flor-
ence that he witnessed a devastating outbreak of the 
BLACK PLAGUE, which he describes in the introduc-
tion to the first day of the Decameron. Boccaccio’s 
early literary efforts consisted primarily of love lyrics, 
the most successful of which were written in honor of 
his beloved Fiametta. In addition to the Decameron, 
which may have been a model for Chaucer’s CAN-
TERBURY TALES, his chief works include the Filocolo, 
a prose romance about two characters named Floris 
and Blancheflour; the FILOSTRATO, a poem that was 
the major source for Chaucer’s TROILUS AND CRI-
SEYDE; the TESEIDA, a poem about Theseus, Palamon, 
and Arcite (1), which Chaucer adapted for “The 
KNIGHT’S TALE”; and the Ameto, a combination of 
pastoral and allegory. Boccaccio also wrote a number 
of encyclopedic works in Latin. Chaucer used his De 
claris mulieribus (of virtuous women) as a source for 
the women’s biographies in The LEGEND OF GOOD 
WOMEN, and the De casibus virorum illustrium (Con-
cerning the misfortunes of famous men) provided 
Chaucer with examples of tragedy for “The MONK’S 
TALE.”

Boetes Boetes is the spelling Chaucer gives for 
the star Boötes, which is part of the constellation 

Arcturus. In the BOECE, Lady Philosophy mentions 
the movement of the star in the sky as an example 
of something that would arouse wonder and per-
haps fear in the mind of someone who did not 
understand the laws governing the heavens. She 
is trying to convince the narrator that there may 
be things in the universe known to God that he 
(the narrator) does not understand. The Boece is 
Chaucer’s translation of Boethius’s Consolation of 
Philosophy.

Boethius See the subentry for Boethius under 
the heading of “Characters” within Boece, located 
in Part II: Works.

Boghton under Blee In The CANTERBURY TALES, 
“Boghton under Blee,” or Boughton under the 
Blean Forest, is one of the villages through which 
Chaucer’s pilgrims pass on the road to CANTERBURY. 
It is mentioned in the prologue to “The CANON’S 
YEOMAN’S TALE” as the village where the pilgrims 
are joined by the Canon’s yeoman, the only pilgrim 
to join the group en route. At this point they would 
be about five miles north of their destination. Chau-
cer occasionally uses such geographical markers to 
provide the tales with a sense of spatial and tempo-
ral reality.

Boitani, Piero (1947– ) An Italian scholar who 
received his doctorate from Cambridge University, 
Boitani has taught Italian literature at Cambridge, 
English literature at a variety of Italian universi-
ties—notably at the University of Rome—and has 
chaired the program in Italian culture at the Uni-
versity of California, Berkeley. He is currently pro-
fessor of comparative literature in the Department 
of English at the University of Rome “La Sapienza.” 
Boitani’s dual background put him in an excellent 
position to write Chaucer and Boccaccio (1977), a 
book that demonstrates the Italian poet’s influence 
upon the English one. Many of the numerous arti-
cles he has published further explore this theme, 
considering other Italian authors such as DANTE 
ALIGHIERI. Boitani also wrote Chaucer and the 
Imaginary World of Fame (1984), which argues that 
Chaucer’s early dream vision poem, The HOUSE OF 
FAME, marked a turning point in Chaucer’s career 
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and in English literary culture, reflecting attitudes 
toward fame and glory from classical Greece to writ-
ers of the Italian “trecento.” More recently, Boi-
tani edited The European Tragedy of Troilus (1989), 
an outstanding collection with 11 essays by various 
scholars. He also coedited, with JILL MANN, The 
Cambridge Chaucer Companion (1986, 2003).

Bologna A commune in the north of Italy that 
lies at the foot of the Apennines. It is mentioned in 
“The CLERK’S TALE” to give readers a better idea of 
the location of Panico (see PANIK). Walter’s sister, 
who receives and raises his children in secret after 
Walter takes them away from his wife, Griselda, is 
the duchess of Panico.

Bordeaux Port city on the southwestern coast 
of France. In the Middle Ages, as today, the region 
surrounding the city was famous for its wine. Chau-
cer mentions the city in his portrait of the Ship-
man that appears in the GENERAL PROLOGUE TO 
THE CANTERBURY TALES. Sailing back and forth 
between England and France on wine-laden ships, 
this man does not hesitate to steal a draught of 
the cargo while the cargo’s owner is asleep. This 
along with other details shows the Shipman to be 
somewhat unscrupulous. Chaucer’s Pardoner also 
alludes to Bordeaux as a wine-growing region in 
the ironic condemnation of drinking and other 
vices that appears at the beginning of his tale.

Boreas In Greek mythology, Boreas was the 
name of the north wind, who, when he was not fly-
ing about in the atmosphere, shared a cave with the 
other wind gods on the island of Thrace. Although 
the subject of several legends, Boreas appears in 
Chaucer’s work simply as a cold wind (one coming 
from the north) in the translation of BOETHIUS’s 
Consolation of Philosophy.

Boughton-under-Blean See BOGHTON UNDER 
BLEE.

Boulogne A city on the north Atlantic coast of 
France, Boulogne (or as Chaucer spells it, Boloigne) 
is listed in the GENERAL PROLOGUE TO THE CAN-
TERBURY TALES as one of the locations visited by the 

Wife of Bath on her peripatetic journeys to various 
sites associated with holy martyrs. A miraculous 
image of the Virgin Mary that had arrived in a rud-
derless vessel made this city a popular destination 
among pilgrims.

Bowden, Muriel Bowden, a Ph.D. and professor 
at Columbia University, wrote A Commentary on the 
General Prologue to The Canterbury Tales (2nd ed. 
1967) for both the general and specialist reader of 
Chaucer. This essential handbook to the GENERAL 
PROLOGUE examines the opening section of The CAN-
TERBURY TALES in light of both medieval texts and 
modern scholarship, focusing primarily on its sources 
and background. Bowden gives meticulous attention 
to the portraits of the Canterbury pilgrims, and her 
examples from sermons, both orthodox and LOLLARD, 
show that Chaucer’s style exhibits many features of 
14th-century homiletic diction. While this book does 
address the issue of which portraits represent ideal-
izations and which are written in the vein of satire, 
it does not consider their relationship to the genre of 
estates satire (as does JILL MANN’s book, Chaucer and 
Medieval Estates Satire, 1973). Bowden’s first book, A 
Reader’s Guide to Geoffrey Chaucer (1964), grew from 
her interest in questions asked by students concern-
ing Chaucer as a man, rather than as a poet, and 
also from her profound belief that no great artist is 
solely dependent upon his own genius. In this book, 
Bowden discusses the influence that 14th-century 
English life had upon Chaucer’s writing, particularly 
in these areas: chivalry, religion, philosophy, science, 
everyday life, and the literature he read.

Bradshaw Shift, the The Bradshaw Shift, named 
after 19th-century British scholar Henry Bradshaw, 
who proposed the theory, represents one of the earli-
est attempts to establish an order for the different 
fragments of The CANTERBURY TALES, an issue Chau-
cer left unresolved in surviving manuscripts. There 
are 10 of these fragments whose order is designated 
by a Roman numeral in The RIVERSIDE CHAUCER. The 
tales within each fragment are linked together by 
internal signifiers, such as a reference to the previous 
tale or teller, which typically appear in the introduc-
tions, prologues, or epilogues of the tales. Because 
The Canterbury Tales does not contain a complete 
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set of links, the order of the fragments remains open 
to debate. Bradshaw’s theory postulated that Chau-
cer intended to put the references to places along 
the way to CANTERBURY in the correct geographical 
order. Finding ROCHESTER coming incorrectly after 
SITTINGBOURNE in the sequence presented by the 
ELLESMERE MANUSCRIPT, Bradshaw proposed mov-
ing Fragment VII (that containing “The SHIPMAN’S 
TALE,” “The PRIORESS’ TALE,” “The TALE OF SIR 
THOPAS,” “The TALE OF MELIBEE,” “The MONK’S 
TALE,” and “The NUN’S PRIEST’S TALE”) to follow 
Fragment II (which contained “The MAN OF LAW’S 
TALE”). Other evidence and reasoning has shown 
that while this may have been the order Chaucer 
intended at one point in his composition and com-
pilation of the tales, it was later superseded. The 
Bradshaw Shift was used by F. J. Furnivall in The Six-
Text Print of Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales, published 
by the Chaucer Society between 1868 and 1877. The 
Riverside Chaucer, the edition currently favored as 
authoritative, presents the tales in the order estab-
lished by the Ellesmere Manuscript.

Bradwardine, Thomas An Oxford theologian of 
the 14th century who became archbishop of Can-
terbury. In his treatise De cause Dei he reaffirmed 
the orthodox doctrine of predestination and grace. 
Chaunticleer, the learned rooster of “The NUN’S 
PRIEST’S TALE,” mentions Bradwardine as one of the 
authorities whose work he has read on the question 
of predestination versus free will. Chaunticleer, like 
many thinkers of his day, was somewhat troubled 
by the idea that God’s foreknowledge of all events 
might in some way limit humanity’s ability to exer-
cise choice. The dénouement of the tale offers an 
interesting and enlightening commentary on this 
doctrinal question, when the rooster, who believes 
that his doom has been foretold through a dream, 
exercises his wits to extricate himself from the situ-
ation that was prophesied.

Bradwardyn, Bishop See BRADWARDINE, THOMAS.

Breseyda See BRISEIS.

Breton An inhabitant of BRITTANY. Chaucer 
uses the term in the prologue to “The FRANKLIN’S 

TALE” when the Franklin states that the story he is 
going to tell is one of those poetic romances known 
as BRETON LAYS. The Wife of Bath also alludes to 
this corpus of literature when she embarks upon 
her tale of King ARTHUR, of whom the “Britons 
(an alternative spelling of the word) speken greet 
honour” (line 1,089).

Breton lays In English literature, Breton lays 
are short stories written in rhyme, like those of 
MARIE DE FRANCE. Their subject matter was the 
same as that of chivalric romances, that is, the vari-
ous adventures of noble knights and aristocratic 
ladies. The Breton lays written in English typically 
owe their identification to the fact either that the 
text itself claims to belong to the genre (as with 
Chaucer’s “FRANKLIN’S TALE”) or that the same 
story is told by Marie in French.

Brewer, D(erek) S(tanley) (1923– ) British 
medievalist whose book A New Introduction to 
Chaucer (2nd edition, 1998) continues to be an 
excellent introduction to the poet’s life. Brewer 
has published more than 30 important book and 
articles on Chaucerian topics, many of them exam-
ining the relationship between the poet’s work and 
his sources and also looking at the influence Chau-
cer had upon other writers such as JOHN GOWER, 
THOMAS HOCCLEVE, JOHN LYDGATE, ROBERT HEN-
RYSON, and John Dryden. Chaucer in His Time 
(1973) and Chaucer and His World (1978) both 
provide a fascinating examination of the historical 
milieu in which he was writing. The latter is lav-
ishly illustrated with manuscript illustrations, por-
traits, sculptures of important historical figures, and 
photographs of such medieval artifacts as a pair of 
14th-century leather shoes.

Briseis A Trojan woman who was taken captive 
by ACHILLES during the TROJAN WAR. Because 
AGAMEMNON took her away from him, Achilles 
withdrew from the fight, weakening the effort of 
the Greek troops. Finally, Agamemnon agreed to 
restore her so that Achilles would rejoin the strug-
gle. The Man of Law, or Sergeant of the Law as he 
is called in the GENERAL PROLOGUE TO THE CAN-
TERBURY TALES, mentions the story of Briseis as one 
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that had been treated by the poet Chaucer (pro-
logue to “The MAN OF LAW’S TALE,” line 71). Her 
story is only alluded to, however, in The HOUSE OF 
FAME, where Achilles’ falseness to Briseis (he aban-
doned her after the war), is compared to Aeneas’s 
treatment of Queen Dido (line 389).

Britain Today the term Britain, or Great Britain, 
is used to refer to England, Scotland, and Wales, 
all of which are united under the same government 
and occupy different parts of the same island. In 
Chaucer’s time, Britain was simply another word 
for the Kingdom of England, which included Ire-
land, England, and Wales, but not Scotland. Chau-
cer uses the term twice: once in “The FRANKLIN’S 
TALE” to refer to the place where Arveragus is 
going to spend a year or two striving to win honor 
in tournaments and other chivalric exploits, and 
once in Fragment A of The ROMAUNT OF THE ROSE 
to refer to the nationality of the legendary King 
ARTHUR, whose brother is the escort of the allegori-
cal figure Largesse.

Briton (Britoun) Briton is one of the names 
applied to the Celtic peoples who inhabited Brit-
ain before the invasions of the Romans in the first 
century A.D. Some Celts remained and were assimi-
lated by their conquerors, but most migrated west-
ward into Devon, Cornwall, and Wales, as well as 
eventually into Scotland and Ireland; others left 
Britain entirely, emigrating to Armorica, or BRIT-
TANY, on the western coast of France. Part of the 
adventures of Constance in “The MAN OF LAW’S 
TALE” take place in Northumberland in the far 
north of England during a time when some of its 
inhabitants were, according to the story, Chris-
tian Bretons. This means that they were among 
those Celts who converted to Christianity during 
the Roman occupation and who retained that faith 
after the Romans were gone.

Brittany Peninsula and former province of north-
western France between the English Channel and 
the Bay of Biscay. It is mentioned once in the GEN-
ERAL PROLOGUE TO THE CANTERBURY TALES, where 
we are informed that the Shipman’s knowledge 
of the waters he navigates is so thorough that he 

knows, among other things, the location of every 
creek or inlet in Brittany. Why he would need such 
minute knowledge of the coast brings up another 
question: Were all his voyages legitimate, or was he 
perhaps involved in some piracy, which would have 
necessitated such knowledge? “The FRANKLIN’S 
TALE” is set in Brittany. The region’s treacherous 
rocky coast functions as an important element of 
the tale’s plot when Dorigen, pursued by the amo-
rous squire Aurelius, finally consents to become his 
lover if he can find a way to remove the rocks that 
make the seaward approach to Armorica so dan-
gerous. The situation is ironic in that by offering 
this as the condition of her love she is displaying 
concern for her husband, whose return from a sou-
journ in England she anxiously anticipates.

Brixseyde See BRISEIS.

Bromeholm In “The REEVE’S TALE,” when the 
miller’s wife wakes up to find that the student John 
the Clerk is lying on top of her, she believes that he 
is a demon and cries out beseeching the Holy Cross 
of Bromeholm to come to her aid. The reference is 
to a famous relic of NORFOLK, supposedly a piece of 
the original cross upon which Christ died. Known 
as the Rood of Bromeholm, it was thought to have 
been brought to Norfolk from Constantinople 
between 1205 and 1223. People made pilgrimages 
to visit the relic because of the miraculous pow-
ers attributed to it. It was considered able to free 
a person from demonic possession, which makes 
mention of it here particularly appropriate.

Bronson, Bertrand Harris (1902–1986) Amer-
ican Chaucer scholar. After earning a Ph.D. from 
Yale, Bronson enjoyed a long career primarily at the 
University of California, Berkeley, mostly devoted 
to Samuel Johnson and 18th-century literature. 
However, several early works established his name 
in Chaucer studies. The first of these, “Chaucer’s 
Art in Relation to His Audience” (in Five Studies 
in Literature, 1940) was one of the earliest attempts 
to examine this aspect of the poet’s work. Then 
he published “The Book of the Duchess Reopened” 
(in Publications of the Modern Language Association, 
1952), in which he argued against the current ten-
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dency to undervalue that early poem. During this 
period he also published articles on The HOUSE OF 
FAME and The PARLIAMENT OF FOWLS.

Bruges Town in the medieval country of FLAN-
DERS (now a region in northwestern Belgium). An 
important port for the trade of wine and textiles 
with cities farther north on the European coast, 
Bruges is appropriately a city frequently visited by 
the Merchant of “The SHIPMAN’S TALE,” whose res-
idence in just north of Paris. While the Merchant 
is on business in Bruges his wife gets herself into 
trouble with the sycophantic John the Monk. Bruges 
is also mentioned in “The Tale of Sir Thopas” as 
the city from whence came Sir Thopas’s “hosen” 
(tights).

Brusendorff, Aage (b. 1887) The first draft 
of Brusendorff’s book The Chaucer Tradition was 
accepted as a doctoral thesis by the University of 
Copenhagen in March 1921. This Danish scholar’s 
avowed interest in Chaucer studies has been to 
examine the way in which the knowledge of Chau-
cer’s personality and writings was passed down 
by the first two generations of the 15th century, 
following Chaucer’s death. This early tradition, 
Brusendorff argues, “offers the sole reliable basis 
for a true bibliographical canon of his works.” The 
Chaucer Tradition (1968) consists of a highly tech-
nical analysis of texts to establish dating, recover 
“lost works,” and exclude “spurious texts.”

Brutus Marcus Junius Brutus (whose name 
Chaucer spells “Brutes”) was the Roman states-
man and general of the first century B.C. who, after 
forming a close friendship with JULIUS CAESAR, 
conspired with other Roman senators to murder 
him. Their professed motive was to save the Roman 
republic from becoming a dictatorship ruled by a 
tyrant. When Brutus committed suicide during the 
civil war that followed the assassination, his wife, 
PORTIA, also took her own life. Dorigen in “The 
FRANKLIN’S TALE” alludes to Portia’s suicide when 
she is constructing a list of women famed for their 
faithfulness to their husbands. Dorigen uses these 
examples to boost her own resolve to remain faith-
ful to her husband, Arveragus, despite her promise 

to the squire Aurelius that she would become his 
lover if he could accomplish the seemingly impos-
sible feat of moving the huge rocks that line the 
coast of BRITTANY. Brutus is also mentioned in the 
brief biography of Julius Caesar that is included 
among the tragedies of “The MONK’S TALE.” Refer-
ring to Brutus’s role in the assassination conspiracy, 
the Monk suggests that Brutus’s motive was envy 
of Caesar’s power (line 2,706). The name he is 
given here, Brutus Cassius, indicates that Chau-
cer believed two of the conspirators (another was 
named Cassius) to be one person. Chaucer was 
not the only medieval writer to make this mistake, 
which implies that it may have existed in some of 
the sources he drew upon. JOHN LYDGATE repeats 
the error four times in his work.

Brutus Cassius See BRUTUS.

Bubonic Plague See BLACK DEATH.

Bukton The addressee of one of the short, epis-
tolary poems attributed to Chaucer, “LENVOY DE 
CHAUCER À BUKTON.” Like Chaucer, Bukton was 
probably a courtier.

Burdeux See BORDEAUX.

Burgundy (Burgoyne) Burgundy (Chaucer gives 
it the Old French spelling, “Burgoyne”) is the name 
of a famous wine-growing region of southeastern 
France. From 1180 to 1453 it was a kingdom inde-
pendent of France, governed by the dukes of Bur-
gundy. Chaucer mentions Burgundy in his Middle 
English translation of the French ROMAN DE LA ROSE 
when he describes Idleness as possessing the fairest 
neck of any found in the regions lying between Bur-
gundy and JERUSALEM. The word does not appear in 
the original text but was supplied by Chaucer in his 
translation (The ROMAUNT OF THE ROSE) to make 
the rhyme come out correctly.

Burnel the Ass A character in Nigel of Long-
champs’s late 12th-century satire, Burnellus. 
In “The NUN’S PRIEST’S TALE,” Russell the fox 
refers to this collection of comic beast fables in 
his attempts to flatter the rooster Chaunticleer. 
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Russell recalls a story about another rooster who 
revenged himself on a young man, who had kicked 
him, by refusing to crow on the morning that the 
man was to be ordained as a priest, thereby caus-
ing the man to oversleep and lose his livelihood. 
Russell claims that the wisdom of Chaunticleer’s 
father (now deceased) far excelled the mere clev-
erness of the rooster mentioned in the story, and 
implies that he expects Chaunticleer’s wisdom, 
along with his talent for singing, to excel even 
his father’s. The unfortunate Chaunticleer falls 
for the fox’s flattery and stretches out his neck 
to sing. In the next instant he finds himself being 
carried away, his neck clenched firmly between 
the fox’s jaws. Ironically, Chaunticleer does turn 
out to be at least as clever as the rooster in the 
story, using his wits to extricate himself from this 
dilemma.

Burnley, (John) David (1941– ) Chaucer  
scholar at the University of Sheffield. Burnley has 
pursued an approach based on the concept that 
“the center of interest in a literary author should 
be his text,” as he said in Contemporary Authors. In 
Chaucer studies, a number of Burnley’s titles reflect 
this orientation: “Inflexion in Chaucer’s Adjectives” 
(in the journal Neuphilologische Mitteilungen, 1982), 
A Guide to Chaucer’s Language (1983), entries on 
Chaucer’s Middle English in the Year’s Work in 
English Studies for the years 1980–85, and, more 
recently, “The Sheffield Chaucer Textbase: Its 

Compilation and Uses” (in Computer-Based Chaucer 
Studies, 1993). Burnley believes that the text is best 
interpreted by detailed knowledge of the author’s 
language in its historical context.

Burrow, John A(nthony) (1932– ) An 
Oxford-educated professor at the University of 
Bristol, Burrow edited an important collection of 
scholarly articles entitled Geoffrey Chaucer: A Criti-
cal Anthology (1970). His most innovative contribu-
tion to Chaucer studies has been the book Ricardian 
Poetry: Chaucer, Gower, Langland and the Gawain 
Poet (1971), an examination of the four chief poets 
of the reign of King RICHARD II, which attempts to 
consider them as a group, finding in the midst of 
their apparent dissimilarities (in dialect, meter, and 
subject matter) some common threads.

Busirus In classical mythology, Busirus was the 
son of NEPTUNE, who ruled Egypt. All strangers 
who entered his country were sacrificed to JUPITER 
to bring an end to a period of drought. HERCU-
LES put an end to this practice by killing Busirus 
and his son. The story of Hercules related in “The 
MONK’S TALE” states that Busirus’s flesh was fed to 
his horses, but in OVID’s Metamorphoses that fate 
is given to DIOMEDE, not Busirus. In the BOECE, 
Chaucer’s translation of BOETHIUS’s Consolation 
of Philosophy, Lady Philosophy notes that Busirus, 
who slew his guests, was in turn slain by a guest 
(Book Two, Prosa 6, line 67).
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Cacus In classical mythology, Cacus was a giant 
who lived in a cave by the Tiber River. When HER-
CULES brought the cattle of Geryon to that place, 
Cacus stole some of them while Hercules was sleep-
ing, dragging them backward by their tails and hid-
ing them in his cave. When Hercules awoke and 
found the cattle gone, he was at first misled by the 
direction of their footprints, which pointed away 
from the cave. As he was about to drive the rest 
of the herd away, a lowing sound issued from the 
cave, revealing Cacus’s hiding place. After remov-
ing the stone that covered the cave’s entrance, 
Hercules killed Cacus and recovered his cattle. 
The defeat of Cacus is mentioned along with Her-
cules’ many other exploits in the brief biography of 
Hercules Chaucer includes in “The MONK’S TALE” 
(line 2,107).

Cadmus In classical mythology, Cadmus (Chau-
cer’s spelling is Cadme) was the legendary founder 
of THEBES. He was the son of Agenor and Tele-
phassa of Phoenicia. When Zeus (JUPITER) carried 
off his sister EUROPA, Cadmus was sent to find 
the girl with orders that he must not return home 
without her. After a long fruitless search, Cadmus 
consulted the oracle at DELPHI and was told to fol-
low a cow that he would find, and to build a city 
wherever she stopped. He was led into Boetia. Pre-
paring to sacrifice the cow where she had halted, 
Cadmus went to a spring to get some water and 

was confronted by a huge serpent. Not knowing 
that the serpent was the offspring of Aries (MARS), 
he killed it with the assistance of Athena (PAL-
LAS). On her advice he planted the serpent’s teeth, 
which at once sprang up in the form of armed 
men, who then fought among themselves until all 
but five were dead. These five assisted Cadmus 
in building the Cadmea, which would become the 
citadel of Thebes. For having killed the serpent, 
Cadmus was forced to serve Aries for eight years, at 
the end of which time he became ruler of Thebes. 
Harmonia, the daughter of Aries and Aphrodite 
(VENUS), was given to him as a wife. Cadmus is 
credited with having introduced the Greek alpha-
bet and, in general, with having been one of the 
founders of civilization. Arcite and Palamon, the 
two Theban knights who are the chief protagonists 
of “The KNIGHT’S TALE,” claim descent from the 
royal house of Cadmus.

Cain In the Bible, Cain is the name of the eldest 
son of ADAM and EVE, the first humans created by 
God, and the brother of ABEL. A farmer by occu-
pation, Cain brought the fruits of the ground as a 
sacrifice to God. His brother, Abel, a shepherd, sac-
rificed a lamb from his flock. God accepted Abel’s 
offering but rejected Cain’s. Cain reacted to this 
event by killing his brother, thus committing the 
first murder. Cain is mentioned in “The PARSON’S 
TALE” during that portion of the tale (actually a 

C



sermon) that deals with shrift (confession and abso-
lution by a priest) and penance. In order for shrift to 
be effective, the Parson states, the person confessing 
must not despair of receiving the Lord’s mercy, as 
Cain and JUDAS did (line 1,015).

Caligula Roman emperor, also known as Gaius 
Caesar, who ruled from A.D. 37 to 41 and who 
was notorious for his cruelty and decadence. Book 
One, Prosa Four of the BOECE relates an anecdote 
wherein the narrator (BOETHIUS) recalls the words 
of JULIUS CANIUS, who was accused by Caligula of 
knowing and consenting to a conspiracy against the 
emperor. Canius responded by telling the emperor 
that if he were involved in such a thing, it would 
certainly not have come to the emperor’s attention 
(i.e., he would have been clever enough to keep it 
from doing so).

Caliope See CALLIOPE.

Calipsa See CALYPSO.

Calistopee See CALLISTO.

Calliope (Callyope) In classical mythology, 
Calliope is the muse of epic poetry, which means 
that she was believed to preside over the creation 
of such poetry and to determine the standards by 
which it was judged. Because of this, it became 
traditional for epic poets to invoke, or call upon, 
Calliope for inspiration and assistance in execut-
ing their writing. In The HOUSE OF FAME, Calliope 
and her eight sister-muses (although Calliope is the 
only one mentioned by name here) are gathered 
about the throne of the goddess Fame, whose praise 
they continually sing. In TROILUS AND CRISEYDE, 
Chaucer invokes both Calliope and Venus in the 
opening lines of book 3, asking them to help him 
describe the great joy that Troilus and Criseyde 
experience when they at last become lovers.

Callisto In classical mythology, Callisto is a 
nymph from Arcadia who was an attendant to Arte-
mis (DIANA). One of many women who attracted 
the jealousy of Hera (JUNO) after an affair with 
Zeus (JUPITER), Callisto was changed into a bear by 

the angry goddess and some years later encountered 
her son hunting in the forest. Not recognizing her, 
he pursued his mother and was on the point of kill-
ing her when Zeus changed her into the star called 
Arctos. Her son became the star Arcturus. Hera 
convinced Oceanus and Tethys never to allow Cal-
listo to bathe in their waters; hence, the constel-
lation of the Bear never sets. In “The KNIGHT’S 
TALE,” Callisto’s story is depicted on the walls of 
Diana’s temple (line 2,056). In this version of the 
story, her transformation is attributed to Diana’s 
disappointment over Callisto’s loss of chastity. Her 
story also appears on the walls of the TEMPLE OF 
VENUS in Chaucer’s PARLIAMENT OF FOWLS. Again 
she is characterized as one of Diana’s maidens who 
lost that status by falling in love (line 286).

Calydoigne (Calydoyne) See CALYDON.

Calydon A kingdom in Aetolia in western 
Greece, said to have been founded by Calydon, 
son of Aetolus. One of the rulers of Calydon was 
TYDEUS, the father of Diomede, an important char-
acter in Chaucer’s TROILUS AND CRISEYDE. The fact 
that Diomede will inherit his father’s throne is one 
of the reasons Criseyde decides to remain in the 
Greek camp and become Diomede’s lover rather 
than return to TROY and Troilus. Her motive is 
self-preservation as well as ambition. If she returns 
to Troy, it will be with the knowledge that the city 
is doomed, whereas if she stays in the Greek camp, 
herself being a Trojan, she will have no protector 
other than her father.

Calypso In classical mythology, Calypso is a 
nymph who lived on the island of Ogygia where 
Odysseus (ULYSSES) was shipwrecked. She fell in 
love with the hero and offered him immortality if 
he would remain with her. Though he refused to do 
so, she kept him for seven years until commanded 
by Zeus (JUPITER) to release him. She then helped 
him build a raft, gave him provisions, and sent him 
on his way. Calypso is mentioned among the group 
of magicians and sorceresses who appear in Fame’s 
palace in The HOUSE OF FAME (line 1,272).

Calyxte See CALLISTO.
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Cambises See CAMBYSES.

Cambridge (Canterbregge) University town 
situated on the river Cam in eastern England. In 
“The REEVE’S TALE,” it is described as being not 
far from TRUMPINGTON. The two students who are 
determined that they will not be cheated by the 
corrupt miller in the tale attend SOLER HALL, more 
familiarly known as King’s Hall, which was later 
merged into Trinity College. Cambridge University 
has existed since 1209.

Cambridge Companion to Chaucer, The A vol-
ume of essays selected for the purpose of introduc-
ing students to a critical consideration of Chaucer’s 
work. Edited by PIERO BOITANI and JILL MANN and 
published in 1986, the collection focuses primarily 
on The CANTERBURY TALES (there are six essays on 
this work), with introductory chapters on the social 
and literary milieu in which the work was produced 
and on the literary influences of France and Italy. 
Another essay treats the early poems, The BOOK 
OF THE DUCHESS, The HOUSE OF FAME, and The 
PARLIAMENT OF FOWLS, and three are devoted to 
TROILUS AND CRISEYDE. The volume concludes 
with essays devoted to style and structure.

Cambyses (Cambises) Persian king who ruled 
from 529 to 522 B.C. Famous for his terrible temper 
and bloodthirstiness, Cambyses often appeared as 
a kind of symbol of those traits in popular litera-
ture up through the Renaissance. The corrupt and 
greedy Friar of “The SUMMONER’S TALE” uses the 
example of Cambyses to warn the ailing Thomas 
against the dangers of succumbing to anger (line 
2,043). The argument is part of the Friar’s scheme 
to dupe Thomas out of money and, because suc-
cumbing to anger is the least of the poor man’s 
problems, it is one of many ways the tale satirically 
illustrates the Friar’s complete inability or unwill-
ingness to properly minister to the needs of those 
whom he visits.

Campaneus See CAPANEUS.

Campania (Campayne) Province in southern 
Italy, on the Tyrrhenian Sea. The narrator of the 

BOECE, in his attempt to explain to Lady Philoso-
phy why he was exiled by King Theodoric, lists all 
the occasions on which he challenged Theodoric’s 
policies, including an instance when he opposed 
an economic policy that would force the people of 
Campania to buy grain from the king at an inflated 
price until all of it had been sold.

Cana The village in Galilee where Jesus (see JESUS 
CHRIST) performed his first miracle, turning water 
into wine at a wedding feast. The Wife of Bath 
refers to this miracle in her prologue in reference to 
the fact that she has been married five times. Evi-
dently she has been reproved for marrying so many 
times by someone (probably a priest) who told her 
that since Christ only attended one wedding, by 
the same token she should only have been once to 
the altar. She is also able to use scripture to defend 
her multiple marriages, saying that she is merely 
obeying God’s command to be fruitful and multiply. 
(Ironically, though, she seems to have no children, 
or at least she does not mention them.)

Canaan In the Bible, Canaan was the fourth son 
of Ham and the grandson of NOAH. Ham’s descen-
dants were dispersed into several distinct tribes, 
such as the Jebusites and the Zemarites. Eventu-
ally these people became collectively known as the 
Canaanites, pagan inhabitants of the land that God 
promised to ABRAHAM and his descendants. Under 
the leadership of Joshua, the Jewish people occu-
pied the land of Canaan and divided it among the 
12 tribes of the nation of Israel. In “The PARSON’S 
TALE” the name Canaan is mistakenly used to refer 
to Canaan’s father, Ham, when the Parson states 
that slavery first came into the world when Noah 
prophesied that Ham should be a thrall (slave) 
to his brothers because of a grievous sin that he 
had committed. Ham’s “sin” was that, after the 
Great Flood, he found his father, drunk and naked, 
asleep in his tent. Ham told his brothers, Shem 
and Japheth, who went into the tent and covered 
their father without looking at his body. Furious 
because his son had seen him naked, Noah placed a 
curse on Ham that supposedly doomed him and his 
descendants to be the slaves of his brothers, Shem 
and Japheth.
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Canaanite woman In the Invocation to the Vir-
gin Mary that appears at the beginning of “The 
SECOND NUN’S TALE,” the nun compares herself 
to the Canaanite woman who approached Jesus in 
Matthew 15:22–28, asking Him to heal her daugh-
ter who was possessed by a devil. His apostles said 
that he should not help her, and Christ Himself at 
first appeared to agree, saying, “It is not meet to 
take the children’s bread, and to cast it to dogs.” 
When she continued to honor him and responded, 
“Truth, Lord: yet the dogs eat of the crumbs which 
fall from their master’s table,” he commended her 
faith and healed her daughter. In comparing herself 
to this woman, the nun displays humility but also 
the assumption that her request, which is for assis-
tance in telling her tale, will be honored.

Canacee In classical mythology Canacee, the 
daughter of the Greek king AEOLUS, fell in love 
with and conceived a child by her brother Maca-
reus. Macareus managed to escape his father’s pal-
ace before the truth became known about their 
affair and Canacee’s condition, leaving her to 
take the full brunt of their father’s wrath. When 
the child was born, Aeolus had a sword sent to 
Canacee and commanded her to commit suicide by 
falling upon its point. After she had killed herself, 
the child was taken and abandoned in a forest. 
JOHN GOWER included the story of Canacee and 
her brother in his Confessio Amantis, where he uses 
the story as a warning against the dangers of anger 
and melancholy. Interestingly, despite their incest, 
Canacee and her brother are portrayed very sympa-
thetically, while her father, who had his daughter 
and the baby killed, is perceived as the wrongdoer. 
The unusual morality of Gower’s treatment is 
alluded to in the prologue to “The MAN OF LAW’S 
TALE” where the Sergeant of the Law provides a 
list of Chaucer’s works, noting that Chaucer would 
never have written such a wicked story as that of 
Canacee and her brother (line 78). Whether this 
comment may be taken to express Chaucer’s opin-
ion of Gower’s work is open to debate but seems 
doubtful. Canacee is also referred to in the two ver-
sions (F and G) of the prologue to The LEGEND OF 
GOOD WOMEN, where she is listed as an example 
of a woman whose faithfulness to her lover, though 

great, pales beside that of Queen Alcestis, who 
agreed to die in her husband’s place (prologue F, 
line 265; prologue G, line 219).

Cananee woman See CANAANITE WOMAN.

Cancer One of the 12 divisions of the zodiac, an 
imaginary belt in the heavens extending for about 
eight degrees on either side of the apparent path 
of the sun and including the paths of the moon 
and the principal planets. The zodiac is divided 
into 12 equal parts, or signs, each named for a dif-
ferent constellation. Cancer, or the Crab, is the 
fourth sign (see diagram under ASTROLOGY), which 
the sun enters on or around June 22. In Chaucer’s 
day, the sun entered Cancer around June 12. The 
constellation of Cancer appears between Gemini 
and Leo in the sky. Chaucer usually employs such 
astrological terms to indicate the approximate date 
of a narrative event or to show the passage of time. 
In “The MERCHANT’S TALE,” for example, he uses 
the following astrological description to note that 
four days have passed since the wedding of January 
and May: “The moone, that at noon was thilke 
day / That Januarie hath wedded fresshe May / In 
two of Tawr, was into Cancre glyden; / So longe 
hath Mayus in hir chambre abyden, / As custume 
is unto thise nobles alle” (lines 1,885–1,889) [The 
moon, that at noon on the day that January and 
May married was in the second degree of Taurus, 
had now glided into the sign of Cancer; for this 
length of time May had kept to her chamber, as 
is customary among the class of nobles to which 
January belonged]. (A looser translation than 
usual is provided here to best convey the sense of 
the passage.) Rhetorically, the use of this device 
functions to elevate the style of the passage, and 
Chaucer typically makes use of it in two situations. 
Sometimes, as in “The KNIGHT’S TALE,” it provides 
a way of noting the date of an event in terms that 
are in keeping with the noble theme and elevated 
sentiments of the work as a whole. On other occa-
sions, as in “The NUN’S PRIEST’S TALE,” his use 
of astrological terms can have a comedic effect 
because of the contrast between the elevated style 
of the passage and the silliness of the plot and/or 
its characters.
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Cancre (Cancro) See CANCER.

Candace The Candace referred to in the short 
poem “AGAINST WOMEN UNCONSTANT” was a 
queen of India who in the fourth century B.C. sup-
posedly tricked ALEXANDER THE GREAT into believ-
ing that she loved him, in order to attain power 
over him. The poem is addressed to a woman whom 
the narrator characterizes as fickle in the extreme, 
more unfaithful than Delilah, Criseyde, or Can-
dace, all women who were famed for their betrayal 
of men who loved them. Candace of India is also 
mentioned in The PARLIAMENT OF FOWLS, where 
her story is depicted on the wall of the TEMPLE OF 
VENUS. In this instance, because she is pictured 
along with women who suffered adversity in love’s 
service, the implication is that her feelings for Alex-
ander were genuine.

Cane See CANA.

Canius, Julius See JULIUS CANIUS.

Canterbrigge See CAMBRIDGE.

Canterbury Cathedral city in the southeastern 
county of Kent, England, where the shrine of Saint 
THOMAS À BECKET is located. This shrine is the 
destination of the pilgrims who participate in the 
tale-telling contest that constitutes the framework 
of Chaucer’s most famous work, The CANTERBURY 
TALES. Nowadays, Canterbury is the seat of the 
primate (highest official) of the Church of England, 
the archbishop of Canterbury. Saint Thomas occu-
pied this office at the time of his martyrdom, but 
the Church of England had not yet split away from 
the Roman Catholic Church, so the archbishoprics 
in England were still accountable to higher offi-
cials in Rome. Chaucer may have chosen Thomas’s 
shrine at Canterbury for this purpose because it 
was the most frequented place of pilgrimage in En-
gland from the end of the 12th century up until the 
English split with the Catholic Church in the 16th 
century, during the reign of King Henry VIII.

The Canterbury Tales Project The aim of The 
Canterbury Tales Project (CTP) is to put into elec-

tronic form all the manuscript and early printed 
versions of The CANTERBURY TALES, around 80 
in total, located in research libraries around the 
world. The project uses text specific software such 
as Collate and also software originally developed for 
evolutionary biology such as PAUP (Phylogenetic 
Analysis Using Parsimony) and SplitTrees. All of 
the manuscripts for each tale are taken through 
four stages, from computer-readable transcription 
to collation and analysis of the text, the goal of 
which is to provide each tale, with all its witnesses 
transcribed and collated, on CD-ROM. The long-
term goals of the project are to determine as thor-
oughly as possible the textual history of each of 
the Canterbury tales, and to shed light on how 
the English language was modified during a cru-
cial period in its history. Initiated by Peter Robin-
son, Elizabeth Solopova, and NORMAN BLAKE in 
the early 1990s, the CTP was directed by Blake at 
Sheffield University until 1999, when it moved to 
its present base at De Montfort University, Leices-
ter. CTP texts published thus far include Peter 
Robinson, ed., The Wife of Bath’s Prologue on CD-
ROM (1996); Elizabeth Solopova, ed., The General 
Prologue on CD-ROM (2000); Barbara Bordalejo, 
ed., Caxton’s Canterbury Tales: The British Library 
Copies (2003); Ceridwen Lloyd Morgan, ed., The 
Hengwrt Chaucer: Standard Edition on CD-ROM 
(2003); and Peter Robinson, ed., The Miller’s Tale 
on CD-ROM (2004a).

Canticus Troili Literally, “Troilus’ Song,” Canti-
cus Troili is the Latin title given to a series of three 
songs composed by the hero of Chaucer’s TROILUS 
AND CRISEYDE. The first appears early in book one 
when, after his first glimpse of the lovely widowed 
Criseyde at the temple of PALLAS Athena, he begins 
to fall in love. Because he has spent so much time 
taunting other men who have become victims of 
romance, Troilus determines to keep his feelings 
secret. Following this resolution, he returns to the 
palace, where he lives and attempts to behave as 
he always has, making fun of those who are in love. 
He is unable, however, to keep up this pretense for 
very long and soon retires to his chamber, where 
he initially feels optimistic about the possibility of 
serving his lady and winning her love. With that in 
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mind, he composes a song. In the text of the poem 
the song is headed by the rubric Canticus Troili. 
Its verses philosophically explore the paradoxes of 
love, particularly its sweet painfulness that leaves 
the lover longing for more of those things, such as 
the sight of his lady, that cause pain. The song is not 
taken from Chaucer’s main source for the poem, 
BOCCACCIO’S FILOSTRATO, but is a fairly close trans-
lation of PETRARCH’s sonnet 88 (“In Vita”), number 
132 in the Canzoniere, “S’amor non è.” On the few 
occasions that Chaucer deviates from this source, 
the variants seem due to his misunderstanding of 
the Italian.

The second Canticus Troili appears at the con-
clusion of book three, after Troilus and Criseyde 
have become lovers. In contrast to his earlier 
verses in praise of love, this time Troilus speaks 
of it as a force that binds together otherwise con-
trary or disruptive forces in nature, as well as the 
hearts of men and women, and thus keeps the 
universe functioning in an orderly fashion. As 
with the first song, Chaucer departs from his main 
source, this time substituting a song based on one 
of the metrical stanzas of BOETHIUS’s Consolation 
of Philosophy. The third Canticus Troili appears in 
book five, after Criseyde has left TROY to join her 
father in the Greek camp. Even though Troilus at 
this point cannot be sure that his beloved will not 
come back—she has, after all, sworn many oaths 
that she will—he experiences a sense of forebod-
ing that leaves him bereft of hope. In this mood, 
he composes another song, in which he personifies 
Criseyde as a guiding star and himself as a ship. 
Having lost her, he sails blindly through the dark-
ness toward his death.

Considered together, the three “Songs of Troi-
lus” seem to epitomize the three different moods 
governing the poem’s narrative progression. The 
first song is anticipatory. Even though love causes 
him to suffer, Troilus welcomes the sensations of 
this unfamiliar emotion and eagerly looks forward 
to the days ahead. The mood of the second song 
is clearly celebratory, as Troilus relishes the ful-
fillment of emotional and physical consummation. 
Finally, the third song, even though the date upon 
which Criseyde promised to return has not yet 
passed, can only be described as elegiac, foreshad-

owing as it does the desolation he will experience 
as that date passes, a desolation that pursues him 
to the battlefield, where he is killed by the Greek 
Achilles.

Canyos In the BOECE, Canyos is the term Chau-
cer uses to refer to the followers of Julius Canius, 
one of the Roman philosophers mentioned by 
Lady Philosophy when she is giving the narrator 
examples of other people who have suffered on 
her behalf. The Boece is Chaucer’s translation of 
BOETHIUS’s Consolation of Philosophy.

Canyus See JULIUS CANIUS.

Capaneus According to classical mythology, 
Capaneus was one of the famous warriors who 
supported the cause of POLYNICES in his struggle 
to reclaim the throne of THEBES, a struggle that 
became known as the SEVEN AGAINST THEBES. 
While climbing the city’s wall and boasting that 
not even Zeus himself could stop him, Capaneus 
was struck down by a thunderbolt. His wife Evadne 
threw herself into the flames of his funeral pyre. 
Evadne appears (she is not referred to by name, 
but simply as “Capaneus’ wife”) in the beginning of 
“The KNIGHT’S TALE,” where she accosts Theseus 
as he passes along the outskirts of Thebes on the 
way home to Athens, asking him to force Creon, 
the ruler of Thebes, to let her and the other women 
whose kindred died in the battle bury their dead. 
The incident is important in that it establishes the 
events of “The Knight’s Tale” along the contin-
uum of stories that make up the mythical history of 
Greece. Capaneus’s death at Thebes is alluded to 
twice more in Chaucer’s work—once in the short, 
unfinished poem known as “ANELIDA AND ARCITE,” 
which is set in Thebes, and again in TROILUS AND 
CRISEYDE where Cassandra provides an extended 
summary of the siege against Thebes.

Cape Finisterre A promontory on the Atlantic 
coast of northwestern Spain. It is mentioned in the 
GENERAL PROLOGUE TO THE CANTERBURY TALES 
as one of the landmarks of the European coast-
line known to the Shipman, who is an excellent 
navigator.
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Capitolie Chaucer’s Middle English version of 
the word Capitol, which he uses to refer to the 
Capitol in Rome where JULIUS CAESAR was assassi-
nated. The incident is described in the brief biogra-
phy of Caesar that appears in “The MONK’S TALE.”

Capricorn One of the 12 divisions of the zodiac, 
an imaginary belt in the heavens extending for 
about eight degrees on either side of the appar-
ent path of the sun and including the paths of 
the moon and the principal planets. The zodiac is 
divided into 12 equal parts, or signs, each named 
for a different constellation. Capricorn—the Goat 
or Sea Goat—is the 10th sign (see diagram under 
ASTROLOGY), which the sun enters on or around 
December 22. In Chaucer’s day, the sun entered 
Capricorn around December 12. The constel-
lation of Capricorn appears in the sky between 
Sagittarius and Aquarius. Chaucer most often 
employs such astrological terms to indicate the 
approximate date of a narrative event or to show 
the passage of time. In “The FRANKLIN’S TALE,” 
for example, he uses the following astrological 
description to note the time of year in which the 
Magician begins working on the illusion that will 
help Aurelius win the love of Dorigen: “Phebus 
wax old, and hewed lyk laton, / That in his hoote 
declynacion / Shoon as the burned gold with 
stremes brighte; / But now in Capricorn adoun 
he lighte, / Where as he shoon ful pale, I dar 
wel seyn” (lines 1,245–1,249) [The sun grew old 
(reaching the end of the solar year) and turned 
the color of laton (a brass-like alloy, grayish-silver 
in color), the sun that had formerly, during the 
hot summer months, shone like burnished gold 
with bright streams of light; But now it has arrived 
in Capricorn, where it shines very pale, I dare well 
say]. (A looser translation than usual is provided 
here to best convey the sense of the passage.) 
Rhetorically, the use of this device functions to 
elevate the style of the passage, and Chaucer typi-
cally makes use of it in two situations. Sometimes, 
as in this tale, it provides a way of noting the date 
of an event in terms that are in keeping with the 
noble theme and elevated sentiments of the work 
as a whole. On other occasions, as in “The NUN’S 
PRIEST’S TALE,” his use of astrological terms in 

this manner has a comedic effect, contrasting the 
elevated style of the passage with the silliness of 
the plot and/or its characters. Chaucer’s TREA-
TISE ON THE ASTROLABE describes the appearance 
and location of each of the 12 constellations and 
explains how to use them in conjunction with the 
astrolabe instrument to calculate the date. Thus, 
the information contained in The Treatise on the 
Astrolabe, for those capable of understanding it, 
provides an explanation of how the poet formu-
lated these descriptions.

Caracalla, Marus Aurelius Antonius Roman 
emperor of the late second and early third centu-
ries A.D. Caracalla’s principal achievements were 
his colossal baths in Rome and his edict of 212 
that gave Roman citizenship to all free inhabitants 
of the empire. His ruthless attitude in battle (he 
was responsible for a number of military massacres) 
led him to be regarded as one of the most blood-
thirsty tyrants in Roman history. His murder of 
the Roman jurist Aemilius Papinianus is mentioned 
in the BOECE, Chaucer’s translation of BOETHIUS’s 
Consolation of Philosophy. Caracalla also killed his 
brother, Geta, while their mother struggled to pro-
tect him.

Caribdis See CHARYBDIS.

Carrenar See KARA-NOR.

Cartage (1) See CARTHAGE.

Cartage (2) The Cartage that is mentioned in 
the Shipman’s portrait in the GENERAL PROLOGUE 
TO THE CANTERBURY TALES is probably a mistaken 
or alternative spelling for Cartagena, a city on the 
southwestern coast of Spain. Elsewhere in Chau-
cer’s work, Cartage is the author’s Middle English 
spelling of “Carthage,” the ancient city-state on the 
coast of North Africa. The context in which the 
city is mentioned here, in reference to the Shipman 
as the finest member of his profession to be found 
between the ports of HULL (on the river Humber in 
Yorkshire, England) and “Cartage,” would suggest 
that Chaucer is referring to a contemporary city 
(contemporary with the pilgrims, that is), rather 
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than one that was destroyed in 146 B.C., as was the 
African Carthage.

Cartegena See CARTAGE (2).

Carthage Ancient city on the Mediterranean 
coast of North Africa, close to the modern-day city 
of Tunis. It was founded by the Phoenicians and 
destroyed by the Romans during the Punic Wars 
in 146 B.C. Carthage is mentioned numerous times 
in Chaucer’s work, most significantly as the king-
dom of Dido, the queen of Carthage who fell in 
love with and was betrayed by Aeneas. The story 
must have been a favorite with Chaucer because 
he relates it in detail in two of his works—first in 
book one of The HOUSE OF FAME and later in the 
biography of Dido that appears in his LEGEND OF 
GOOD WOMEN—as well as alluding to it in other 
works, including The BOOK OF THE DUCHESS and 
The PARLIAMENT OF FOWLS.

Cassandra In classical mythology, Cassandra was 
the daughter of PRIAM and HECUBA, the king and 
queen of TROY, and sister to TROILUS, HECTOR, 
DEIPHOBUS, and PARIS. Her beauty captured the 
attention of the god APOLLO, who gave her the gift 
of prophecy when she agreed to become his lover. 
However, when she changed her mind and refused 
to keep her promise, the god punished her by pre-
venting anyone from believing her prophecies. 
During the fall of Troy, which she had foreseen, 
Cassandra sought refuge at the altar of PALLAS 
Athena. Ajax dragged her out of the sanctuary, 
but she was rescued by AGAMEMNON, who took her 
home with him as a slave. Agamemnon’s wife CLY-
TEMNESTRA and her lover Aegisthus murdered her 
and Agamemnon when they returned to Mycenae. 
Cassandra appears briefly as a character in book 
five of Chaucer’s TROILUS AND CRISEYDE, where 
Troilus asks her to interpret a disturbing dream 
he has had. In the dream, he says, he was walking 
through a forest when he came upon Criseyde lying 
close in the embrace of a wild boar. When Cassan-
dra tells him that the boar he saw holding Criseyde 
is the Greek warrior Diomede, and that Criseyde 
has become Diomede’s lover, he angrily refuses to 
believe her; but Cassandra’s interpretation, like her 

prophecies, is correct. Cassandra is also mentioned 
briefly in Chaucer’s early poem The BOOK OF THE 
DUCHESS. In trying to describe the grief that he 
feels over losing his wife, the Black Knight exclaims 
that his sorrow exceeds even that of Cassandra, 
who witnessed the fall of Troy and the death of so 
many kinsmen (line 1,246).

Cassiodorus Flavius Magnus Aurelius Cassio-
dorus was the learned secretary of King THEODORIC 
of the Ostrogoths, who conquered the Italian 
peninsula in A.D. 493. Theodoric allowed many 
members of the Roman aristocracy to hold posi-
tions in his government, and Cassiodorus, along 
with BOETHIUS, was among that number. Shortly 
after Theodoric died, Cassiodorus retired to a villa 
in Calabria, which he converted into a monastery 
where he spent the rest of his life (some 40 years) 
in study and prayer. While encouraging his monks 
to copy manuscripts written by the church fathers 
and by classical authors, he busied himself compos-
ing treatises on the seven liberal arts and in writing 
history and spiritual instructions. His Institutiones 
Divinarum et Secularium Litterarum, which was 
inspired by the work of Saint AUGUSTINE, advo-
cated the union of Christian and classical studies in 
Christian education. Dame Prudence, wife to the 
beleaguered Melibee in “The TALE OF MELIBEE,” 
quotes numerous passages from the collection of 
instructions Cassiodorus wrote for his monks as she 
advises her husband not to take revenge against 
the men who have robbed them.

Cassius See BRUTUS.

Castor In classical mythology, Castor was the 
one of three children of Zeus (JUPITER) and Leda, 
with whom the god had intercourse in the form of 
a swan. The other children were Pollux and Helen 
(see HELEN OF TROY). The two brothers, famous for 
their devotion to each other, were worshipped both 
as gods and as heroes. Both brothers took part in 
the Calydonian boar hunt and in the expedition of 
JASON and the Argonauts. When Castor died, the 
heartbroken Pollux begged Zeus to kill him also, 
so that he might rejoin his brother. Instead, Zeus 
permitted both of them to spend alternate days in 
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heaven and in the underworld. Because of this, 
they came to represent the principle of the ever-
recurring change from light to darkness and from 
darkness to light. Castor and Pollux were even-
tually placed as stars in the heavens, where they 
became known as the constellation GEMINI, or 
the Twins. This constellation is mentioned in The 
HOUSE OF FAME by the eagle who is ferrying Chau-
cer through the air to Fame’s palace. He wants to 
take the poet up into the region of the stars so that 
he can learn about them firsthand, but the poet 
refuses, saying that he is too old. The exchange 
reflects the poem’s ongoing debate between the 
value of learning derived from direct experience 
versus learning derived from books. Chaucer says 
that knowledge of the stars is something he would 
rather learn from books.

Catallus See CATULLUS.

Catalonia (Cataloigne) Region in northeastern 
Spain, bounded to the east by the Mediterranean; 
to the north, by the Pyrenees; and to the west, by 
Aragon, with which, in Chaucer’s day, it formed 
a joint kingdom. Trumpet playing was a promi-
nent feature of ceremonial life in late 13th-century 
Catalonia; Chaucer alludes to this in The HOUSE 
OF FAME, where he mentions Catalonian clarion 
players among the musicians who are gathered in 
attendance on the goddess Fame.

Cato the Censor Cato the Censor, or Marcus 
Porcius Cato, also known as Cato the Elder, was 
a Roman statesman and orator born in 234 B.C. 
who, exhibiting unusual longevity for the time, 
lived to the age of 85. Considered the first Latin 
prose writer of importance, Cato the Censor was 
noted for his conservative and anti-Hellenic poli-
cies, in opposition to the ideals supported by the 
Scipio family (see SCIPIO AFRICANUS THE ELDER). 
Although Cato’s influence on the growth of Latin 
literature was tremendous, the only work of his that 
survives in its entirety is a treatise on agriculture 
written around 160 B.C. In addition to an encyclo-
pedia and a collection of maxims for his son, he 
also wrote the first Latin history of Rome, Origines, 
of which only a few fragments survive. Some tradi-

tions hold that the maxims were the source of the 
Disticha Catonis, a popular elementary school text 
during the medieval period (see DIONYSIUS CATO). 
Lady Philosophy evokes the spirit of Cato along 
with other great men of the past in her lament for 
the transitory nature of human fame which appears 
in Book Two, Metrum 7 of the BOECE.

Cato the Orator Cato the Orator, or Marcus 
Porcius Cato, was also known as Cato the Younger 
to distinguish him from his great-grandfather CATO 
THE CENSOR. Born in 95 B.C., the younger Cato 
was a leader of the conservatives in the Roman 
Senate who tried to preserve the Roman republic 
against power seekers, in particular JULIUS CAESAR. 
In the BOECE, when Lady Philosophy quotes from 
the Roman poet LUCAN, saying that a victorious 
cause is one that has enjoyed the approval of the 
gods while a defeated one is one that was supported 
by Cato, she is undoubtedly referring to Cato’s sup-
port of POMPEY, who opposed Caesar in the civil 
war that marked the beginning of the republic’s 
demise. After Pompey’s forces were defeated at 
Pharsalus, Cato led a small remnant of troops to 
Utica in Africa, where he committed suicide in 46 
B.C. after learning of Caesar’s decisive victory over 
the republican forces at Thapsus.

Catullus, Gaius Valerius A Roman poet of the 
first century B.C. whose lyric poetry is generally 
considered the finest of ancient Rome. Twenty-five 
of his poems describe his love for a woman named 
Lesbia. Many other of his works find him expressing 
contempt and hatred for JULIUS CAESAR and other 
famous people of his era, so that the themes of 
his literary corpus might be said to range between 
the polarities of love and hatred, being heavily 
weighted at either end. The quality of his work has 
a similar range, from the sublime to the tedious, 
from the memorable to the imminently forgettable. 
Catullus is mentioned once in Chaucer’s work, and 
that is in his translation of another author’s text—
BOETHIUS’s Consolation of Philosophy. In the sec-
tion of Book Three where Lady Philosophy is trying 
to convince the narrator that good fortune is not 
always truly good, she notes that receiving certain 
“dignities,” such as being elected to high office, do 
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not guarantee that one will win the respect of oth-
ers or even be deserving of that respect. She men-
tions the Roman consul NONIUS, who was satirized 
by Catullus, as an example, recalling how Catullus 
referred to the consul as a “boch,” or ulcer.

Caucasus When the Loathly Hag in “The WIFE 
OF BATH’S TALE” is attempting to explain the indel-
ible quality of true nobility to the young knight 
whom she has just married, she uses the following 
example: “Taak fyr and ber it in the derkeste hous 
/ Bitwix this and the mount of Kaukasous, / And 
lat men shette the dores and go thenne; / Yet wole 
the fyr as faire lye and brenne / As twenty thou-
sand men myghte it biholde; / His office natureel 
ay wol it holde, / Up peril of my lyf, til that it dye” 
(lines 1,139–1,145) [Take some fire and bear it to 
the darkest house / Between here and the Cauca-
sus mountains, / And let men shut the house up 
and depart; / Yet will the fire burn just as brightly 
/ As it would if twenty thousand men beheld it; 
/ It will maintain its true nature always, / I swear 
on my life, until it dies]. The idea she is trying 
to impart is that true nobility, like elemental fire, 
does not need to be seen or broadcast in order to 
maintain its essence. The mountains to which she 
refers are located in southeastern Europe between 
the Black and the Caspian Seas, in the former 
U.S.S.R. This location was undoubtedly chosen for 
its remoteness.

Caunterbury See CANTERBURY.

Caurus The Roman name for the northwestern 
wind. The narrator of the BOECE mentions this 
wind in Book One, Metrum 3 when he compares 
the darkness of his mind to a stormy sky that has 
been stirred up by the wind named Caurus. What 
he needs, he says, is for a force such as the wind 
BOREAS (the north wind) to rush through and clear 
the clouds away so that he can see more clearly.

Caxton, William (ca. 1422–1491) The first 
English printer. Born in the county of Kent Caxton 
had a successful career as a merchant and spent 
30 years plying his trade in wool and other En-
glish goods in the Low Countries (the Netherlands, 

Belgium, and Luxembourg) before he returned to 
England and set up a press at Westminster in 1476. 
Caxton printed about 100 books, a number of them 
his own translations from French, using eight dif-
ferent type fonts, the first of which he brought from 
Bruges. Around 1480, he began to use woodcut 
illustrations. His first edition of Chaucer, published 
in 1478, appears to be derived from a manuscript 
that has been lost; the second edition, dated 1484, 
features a prologue in which Caxton claims to 
have revised the text on the basis of a different 
manuscript supplied by a reader critical of the first 
edition. Both editions feature a series of woodcut il-
lustrations and went on to become the basis of suc-
cessive editions such as those of Wynkyn de Worde 
and William Thynne.

Caym See CAIN.

Cecilia, Saint (Cecile, Cecilie) See CECILIA, 
SAINT under the heading of “Characters” in “The 
SECOND NUN’S TALE,” located within Part II: 
Works.

Cedasus See SCEDASUS.

Cenelm, Saint See KENELM, SAINT.

Cenobia (Cenobie) See ZENOBIA.

Centauris (Centauros) See CENTAURS.

Centaurs In classical mythology, the Centaurs 
were creatures who were half man, half horse. They 
are mentioned twice in Chaucer’s work, both times 
in association with the hero Hercules. According 
to legend, when the centaur Pholus entertained 
Hercules in his cave on Mt. Pholoe, the aroma of 
the wine that they were drinking attracted other 
Centaurs, who attacked Hercules. Hercules beat 
them back, killing many with his poison arrows. 
This incident is mentioned in the biography of Her-
cules that appears in “The MONK’S TALE” and also 
in the BOECE, Chaucer’s translation of BOETHIUS’s 
Consolation of Philosophy.

Cenwulf’s son See KENELM, SAINT.
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Cerberus In classical mythology, Cerberus was 
the three-headed dog, with a mane and tail of 
snakes, who guarded the entrance to the under-
world. Two stories in which Cerberus was over-
come by visitors from above ground appear in 
Chaucer’s work. When ORPHEUS went to Hades 
to rescue his wife EURYDICE, he charmed the dog 
with music. HERCULES overcame him with his bare 
hands, carried him up to Eurystheus and brought 
him back again as one of his 12 labors. The latter 
incident is mentioned in the biography of Hercules 
that appears in “The MONK’S TALE.” In the BOECE, 
Lady Philosophy cites both of these stories as exam-
ples of heroes who achieved greatness by striving 
against daunting odds.

Cerces See CIRCE.

Ceres In classical mythology, Ceres was the 
Roman goddess of agriculture. She was identified 
with the Greek goddess Demeter so early in her 
history that the two can no longer be distinguished. 
Interestingly, the worship of Ceres in ROME was 
almost exclusively plebeian (i.e., working class). 
Ceres appears in The PARLIAMENT OF FOWLS stand-
ing next to Venus and Bacchus in the Garden of 
Love. She also finds herself in company with the 
gods of wine and love when Troilus curses them 
following Criseyde’s departure from TROY in TROI-
LUS AND CRISEYDE. The three are often grouped 
together in both art and literature because of a 
longstanding association among food, wine, and 
love, an association that acknowledged the diffi-
culty of feeling amorous on an empty stomach.

Cesar Augustus See AUGUSTUS CAESAR.

Cesiphus See SISYPHUS.

Ceyx In classical mythology, Ceyx, the husband 
of ALCYONE, was shipwrecked on a voyage to con-
sult the oracle at DELPHI. Alcyone, who feared 
some kind of mishap when her husband failed to 
return by the promised date, found his body along 
the shore and tried to commit suicide by drown-
ing herself. The gods, moved to pity by Alcyone’s 
grief, changed the couple into birds and ordered 

the winds to be still for the 14 days of their breed-
ing season in order that the waves not disturb their 
nests on the shore. In The BOOK OF THE DUCHESS, 
Chaucer’s narrator reads OVID’s story of Ceyx and 
Alcyone just before going to bed (lines 62–230). 
Suffering from sleeplessness that seems to have 
been brought on by lovesickness, the narrator 
dreams of a Black Knight, a man so overwhelmed 
by the loss of his mate that he seems on the verge 
of suicide. The theme of love and loss forms the 
connecting link among the narrator, the story from 
Ovid, and the narrator’s dream.

Chaldea (Chaldeye) Chaldea was originally a 
small territory bordering the head of the Persian 
Gulf between the Arabian Desert and the Euphra-
tes Delta—the southern portion of Babylonia. 
Later, after the reign of NEBUCHADNEZZAR II (king 
of Babylon from 605 to 562 B.C.), the term Chaldea 
came to cover practically all of Babylon. Chaucer 
refers to the country in the biography of Nebuchad-
nezzar that appears in “The MONK’S TALE,” saying 
there was no scholar in all of Chaldea who could 
interpret Nebuchadnezzar’s dreams better than 
DANIEL (line 2,171).

chanson de geste This term, meaning “song of 
great deeds,” was applied to the early French epic. 
The form originated in France in the early Middle 
Ages. The Chanson de Roland, a long poem that tells 
the adventures of the French hero Roland, dates 
from about 1100 and is the earliest and best surviv-
ing example. Chansons de geste originally reflected 
chivalric ideals and concentrated on fighting and 
adventure rather than on love; nevertheless, they 
supplied much of the material that went into the 
making of the later French and English medieval 
romances. The conventions of the chanson de geste 
had considerable influence on Chaucer’s adaptation 
of BOCCACCIO’s TESEIDA, “The KNIGHT’S TALE.”

Charybdis In classical mythology, Charybdis was 
the daughter of Poseidon (NEPTUNE) and Gaia, the 
earth goddess. Because she stole and ate some of 
HERCULES’ cattle, Zeus (JUPITER) hurled her with 
his thunderbolt into the sea and under the huge 
rock that bears her name, on the Sicilian side of 
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the narrows between Sicily and Italy. There she 
continued her practice of gluttony, three times a 
day swallowing a vast flood of water and spewing 
it forth again, thus causing a whirlpool dangerous 
to seagoing vessels. She sucked in the raft of Odys-
seus (ULYSSES) after his shipwreck, but the hero 
seized an overhanging fig tree and remained sus-
pended until the raft came up again. In TROILUS 
AND CRISEYDE, Troilus alludes to Charybdis in a 
song describing his despair after Criseyde has left 
TROY to join her father in the Greek camp. In an 
extended metaphor, the song compares Criseyde to 
the North Star and Troilus to a ship that has lost 
the star, which it needed to navigate the seas. Troi-
lus predicts that his ship, wandering blindly, will be 
swallowed by the whirlpool of Charybdis. See also 
SCYLLA (book 5, line 644).

Chaucer, Agnes Geoffrey Chaucer’s mother. A 
widow when she and JOHN CHAUCER were mar-
ried around 1340, she was previously married to a 
nobleman named Northwell. She came from a Lon-
don family named Copton who were comparable in 
rank and wealth to the Chaucers, and she brought 
some property to the marriage. This came not only 
from her dowry but also from the portion she had 
inherited from her father, who had died when she 
was quite young; she was also an heir to the estate 
of her uncle Hamo, a coin-maker at the Tower 
of London, who had died with his son during an 
outbreak of the BLACK DEATH. Agnes and John 
lived together and raised their family in a house 
on Thames Street in the Vintry Ward, a district 
of London primarily populated by wine merchants. 
When John died in 1366, Agnes leased the house 
in Thames Street and the following July married 
Bartholomew Chappel, a London citizen who was 
also a vintner. She lived on for about 15 years, but 
nothing else is known about her relationship with 
her famous son.

Chaucer, biographies of Despite the popular-
ity Chaucer’s poetry enjoyed among his contempo-
raries, and the fact that, as a civil servant, his life 
was well documented, no significant biographies 
of Chaucer seem to have been written until the 
early years of the 20th century. Even then, much 

important research remained to be done before any 
biographical work could claim to be authoritative. 
This involved locating and gathering the contem-
porary information, much of which was published 
piecemeal until the appearance of CHAUCER LIFE-
RECORDS in 1966. It was in fact the publication of 
this book, in addition to discoveries made by other 
scholars and published individually, that made 
possible the work of authors like DEREK BREWER, 
DONALD HOWARD, and DEREK PEARSALL, listed 
below. Ironically, the earliest major biography of 
the poet, by Emile Legouis, was originally published 
in French in 1910 as part of a series devoted to 
great foreign writers. It was translated into English 
in 1913. Some recent biographical studies include:

• Brewer, Derek. Chaucer. 3rd rev. ed. London: 
Longman Press, 1973. This is a medium-length, 
very pleasant-to-read biography by an English 
scholar with excellent credentials.

• Brewer, Derek. Chaucer and His World. New 
York: Dodd Mead, 1978. An account of Chau-
cer’s life and times, embellished with beautiful 
color illustrations.

• Chaucer Life-Records. Edited by Martin M. 
Crow and Clair C. Olson. Oxford: Clarendon 
Press, 1966. The book contains all contempo-
rary records of Chaucer’s life available at the 
time of publication, such as the transcript of 
the SCROPE-GROSVENOR TRIAL, which provides 
the best information we have about Chaucer’s 
likely date of birth.

• Chute, Marchette. Geoffrey Chaucer of England. 
New York: E. P. Dutton, 1946. This is a short, 
easy-to-read, but somewhat dated biography.

• Gardner, John. The Life and Times of Chaucer. 
New York: Knopf, 1977. This is a very entertain-
ingly written biography by a well-known modern 
novelist.

• Howard, Donald. Chaucer: His Life, His Works, 
His World. New York: E. P. Dutton, 1987. One 
of the most recent and thorough biographies of 
Chaucer, Howard’s book provides tremendous 
detail about the poet’s life, his poetry, and the 
times in which he lived. The book is learned 
without being stuffy, imaginative without cross-
ing over into fiction.
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• Pearsall, Derek. The Life of Geoffrey Chaucer. 
Oxford: Blackwell, 1992. This critical biography 
represents a scrupulous and interesting interpre-
tation of the facts surrounding Chaucer’s life, 
without some of the fanciful embroidery and 
speculation found in other works of its kind. Its 
first appendix features illustrations of all existing 
portraits of the poet, along with commentary.

Chaucer, Elizabeth Geoffrey and PHILIPPA 
CHAUCER’s eldest child is believed to have been 
Elizabeth Chaucer. The records concerning all of 
Chaucer’s children are scanty, and all that is known 
of Elizabeth “Chausier,” as her name is spelled in 
the records, is based on the report of her entering a 
convent, Barking Abbey, in 1381. If she was in her 
teens at the time that she joined the convent, she 
would have been born in the mid-1360s, shortly 
after Geoffrey and Philippa married. It is likely that 
she was named for Elizabeth, countess of Ulster, 
in whose service her parents became acquainted. 
JOHN OF GAUNT paid the substantial “dowry” for 
her admission to the convent, another fact that 
lends credence to the idea that Elizabeth was Geof-
frey’s daughter.

Chaucer, John GEOFFREY CHAUCER’s father, 
John, was born in 1313. When he was 12 years old 
he had a bizarre experience that illustrates two of 
the abiding obsessions of the Middle Ages: property 
and inheritance. One December night, young John 
Chaucer was kidnapped, at swordpoint, by agents 
of his aunt Agnes Westhall of Ipswich and a man 
named Geoffrey Stace, who later became Agnes’s 
second husband. Their plan was to marry young 
John to his cousin Joan, Agnes’s daughter, and thus 
lay claim to John’s inheritance from his father, who 
had died when John was an infant. John was liber-
ated from his captors by his stepfather and step-
brother, who rode to Ipswich and claimed him. 
Agnes Westhall was tried, convicted, imprisoned in 
the Marshalsea prison, and fined £250, a tremen-
dous sum in those days.

In 14th-century England, members of the mer-
chant class, or indeed of any class, tended to fol-
low the same career or enter the same business as 

their father. Thus John Chaucer was a vintner, or 
wine merchant, by trade, just like his own father, 
although he had a hand in a number of other mer-
cantile ventures, including the shipping of wheat to 
the European continent. Like his son, Geoffrey, he 
was also employed for a time as a civil servant in the 
government of EDWARD III, serving first as deputy 
to the king’s chief butler in the port of Southamp-
ton. The function of a butler has changed consider-
ably, in function as well as status, over the past 500 
years. In the medieval household the butler was 
originally the yeoman servant in charge of the beer 
cellar and of the buttery, from whence he served 
out the beer. His title derives from the old French 
bouteillier, the cup-bearer or the one in charge of 
the bottles. Our word bottle and the French equiva-
lent both come from the medieval Latin buttis, a 
cask. The beer celler in Chaucer’s day would have 
contained wooden casks, not glass bottles. So the 
buttery, therefore, was the place of the butts, and 
had nothing to do with butter. By the time John 
Chaucer had risen to the post of deputy butler, 
the position included the duty of looking after the 
wine, as well as collecting taxes on imported wine. 
Perhaps John Chaucer’s business as a wine mer-
chant benefited from this situation.

Later in his career, John Chaucer attained the 
position of customs collector on exports of cloth 
and bedding. Belonging solidly to the middle 
class, the Chaucers possessed considerable wealth, 
including inherited lands and property, which gave 
them a somewhat higher social standing than those 
members of the merchant class whose wealth and 
property were newly acquired. In his biography of 
Geoffrey Chaucer, DONALD HOWARD notes that 
Chaucer’s father owned “buildings and land in 
London and Middlesex, a brewing establishment, 
twenty-odd shops outside the city wall of London at 
ALDGATE, ten and a half acres nearby, and various 
properties in Middlesex and Suffolk,” an impressive 
catalogue of land and properties for someone out-
side the nobility. John Chaucer also seems to have 
had a brief career as a soldier. His name is recorded 
in a list of those who participated in an expedi-
tion against the Scots in 1327, and he took part in 
several skirmishes related to the political upheaval 
that followed the murder of Edward II in the same 
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year. Eleven years later he served in the army of 
Edward III on the expedition to FLANDERS that 
signaled the start of the HUNDRED YEARS’ WAR 
between England and France.

Chaucer, Katherine The only sibling of GEOF-
FREY CHAUCER’s of whom any record survives. The 
little evidence that exists suggests that she was close 
to Geoffrey in age, and that she married a young 
man named Simon Manning, who came from a 
prosperous family in Kent. Among the evidence of 
this sibling relationship is a legal document signed 
by Geoffrey when Katherine’s husband was sued 
for debt and a record of Katherine inheriting some 
property in Greenwich the same year that JOHN 
CHAUCER (their father) died.

Chaucer, Lewis Geoffrey Chaucer’s second son. 
Little else is known of him aside from the fact that 
he was sent to school at Oxford at the age of 10 and 
that Chaucer’s TREATISE ON THE ASTROLABE was 
written for him. There is also a record of him bear-
ing arms, along with his brother Thomas, in 1403. 
DONALD HOWARD’s biography of Chaucer makes 
the interesting suggestion, based on the year that 
Lewis was born, 1381, that the child could have 
been an illegitimate son born to CECILIA CHAUM-
PAIGNE, the woman whom Chaucer was accused of 
raping. There is, however, no evidence beyond the 
coincidence of dates to support this idea.

Chaucer, Mary Geoffrey Chaucer’s paternal 
grandmother. Mary Chaucer was married three 
times—to John Heron, Robert Chaucer, and Rich-
ard Chaucer, a relative of Robert’s. Geoffrey’s 
father, JOHN CHAUCER, was the son of Robert. Rob-
ert died when John was an infant, so he was raised 
by his mother and her third husband.

Chaucer, Philippa Pan Geoffrey Chaucer’s wife. 
The exact date of their marriage is unknown, but a 
grant from the royal exchequer for a lifetime annu-
ity to be paid to one Philippa Chaucer, who was at 
that time a damoiselle (lady-in-waiting) to EDWARD 
III’s wife, suggests that they were probably married 
sometime that year. The annuity may have been 
a kind of wedding present, something that would 

help the couple set up their own household within 
the royal one. Chaucer himself is first recorded as 
a member of the king’s household in 1367, when 
he received a similar annuity. Philippa Pan was 
the daughter of Sir Gilles de Roet, also known as 
“Paon,” and she had served in the royal household 
since early youth, first as an attendant to Eliza-
beth, countess of Ulster (Edward III’s daughter-in-
law). When the countess died, Philippa entered the 
service of Edward’s queen, also named Philippa. 
(See PHILIPPA OF HAINAULT.) Queen Philippa may 
well have arranged the marriage between Philippa 
Pan and Geoffrey Chaucer. The Chaucers appear 
to have had four children: THOMAS, LEWIS, ELIZA-
BETH, and AGNES CHAUCER.

Chaucer, Richard See CHAUCER, MARY.

Chaucer, Robert See CHAUCER, MARY.

Chaucer, Thomas Geoffrey and PHILIPPA CHAU-
CER’s eldest son. The exact date of his birth is 
unknown, but deducing from the date he entered 
military service, he was probably born around 
1367. Because he served in the retinue of JOHN 
OF GAUNT, received many favors from that prince 
during his lifetime, and adopted his mother’s coat 
of arms rather than his father’s, some scholars 
have speculated, even as early as the 16th century, 
that Thomas was Gaunt’s bastard son fathered on 
Philippa in the early months of her marriage to 
Geoffrey. Although possible, there is no specific 
or concrete evidence for this theory. In his biogra-
phy of Chaucer, DONALD HOWARD suggests that 
Thomas chose his mother’s coat of arms because it 
was more prestigious.

Chaucer Gazetteer See MAGOUN, F. P.

Chaucer Glossary, A See DAVIS, NORMAN.

Chaucer Life-Records The long-awaited vol-
ume published in 1966 by the Oxford University 
Press and known as Chaucer Life-Records is exactly 
what its title implies—all of the existing records of 
the poet’s life that JOHN MANLY, EDITH RICKERT, 
and other devoted scholars were able to dig up. 
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Edited by Martin Crow and Clair Olson, among 
many other topics the volume includes the follow-
ing topics: “Chaucer’s Parents and Their Home 
in the Vintry”; “Chaucer’s Service in the Ulster 
Household, 1357 Onwards”; “Chaucer’s Capture in 
the Campaign of 1359–60”; “Chaucer’s Journeys, 
1366–98”; “PHILIPPA CHAUCER, Wife of Geoffrey 
Chaucer”; “Chaucer’s Service in the King’s House-
hold, June 1367 Onwards”; “Chaucer’s Exchequer 
Annuity as Valettus and Esquire to EDWARD III, 
1367–77”; “Chaucer as Controller in the Port of 
London, 1374–86”; “Chaucer’s Connection with 
the House of Lancaster, 1374 Onwards”; “Deed 
of Release to Chaucer in Respect of the Raptus 
of Cecily Champain, 1380”; “Chaucer’s Deposition 
in the SCROPE-GROSVENOR Controversy, 1386”; 
“Chaucer’s Children”; and “Chaucer’s Death 
and Burial, 1400.” The book is an indispensable 
resource to scholars engaged in biographical study 
of the poet.

Chaucer MetaPage A continually evolving 
project initiated at the 33rd International Con-
gress of Medieval Studies by a group of medi-
evalists interested in promoting Chaucer studies 
on the World Wide Web, the Chaucer MetaPage 
offers an excellent portal to Chaucer resources 
available on the Internet. Aside from its own 
page of direct links to various online bibliogra-
phies in the field of Chaucer studies, the Chau-
cer MetaPage includes links to extremely useful 
Web pages devoted to Chaucer studies, such as 
Professor Alan Baragona’s Chaucer Page and the 
Harvard Chaucer Page created by LARRY BENSON, 
editor of The RIVERSIDE CHAUCER. Many of the 
sites featured on the page include links to literary 
criticism, to electronic texts of Chaucer’s poetry, 
to audio files of Chaucer’s verse being read aloud 
in Middle English, and to 14th-century illumina-
tions and other images. The Chaucer MetaPage is 
currently maintained by Professor Joseph Witting 
of the Department of English at the University of 
North Carolina-Chapel Hill.

Chaucernet An Internet discussion group 
devoted to Chaucer studies. According to its Web 
page, its membership consists of “professors, gradu-

ate students, undergraduates and others from all 
over the world who either specialize in—or are 
merely interested in—Chaucer, his works and 
related topics.” Internet users may join Chaucernet 
free of charge via e-mail. To do so, simply send 
to listserv@listserv.uic.edu a message reading “sub 
chaucer [user’s name].” (Be sure not to put any-
thing else in the message or on the subject line, 
or else it will not work.) Usually within a day or 
two, applicants will receive a reply from the list-
serve confirming membership in Chaucernet. Users 
will then begin receiving all of the queries and 
responses posted by other members of the group, 
and may send their own. When posting a mes-
sage for all the other Chaucernet members to read, 
address it to chaucer@listserv.uic.edu, not to the 
listserv. For further information about the group, 
consult its Web page at http://dcwww.mediasvcs.
smu.edu/chaucer/chaunet.index.html.

Chaucer Review Begun in 1979, the Chaucer 
Review: A Journal of Medieval Studies and Literary 
Criticism is published by Penn State University 
Press. It features articles on Chaucer and related 
topics; some of the most renowned Chaucer schol-
ars have (and still do) served on its editorial board. 
Since its inception, the review has published an 
annual unannotated listing of primarily American 
research, which includes works in progress as well 
as those already completed.

Chaucer’s language The following discussion 
touches on some of the most obvious ways in which 
Chaucer’s English is different from our own. Both 
explanations and examples are provided under each 
heading, but the list and the examples are far from 
exhaustive and do not take into account the diffi-
culties presented by the convolutions of the poetic 
line (see CHAUCER’S LANGUAGE—VERSIFICATION).

Nouns
The noun in Chaucer presents few difficulties in 
interpretation, because it is formally and function-
ally nearly parallel to the noun in modern English. 
Inflectional endings are added to the base to distin-
guish number, but the complex inflectional system, 
which in Old English indicated case and gender, as 
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well as distinguishing weak from strong nouns, has 
largely disappeared.

Some nouns form their plural with (e)n instead 
of (e)s: brethren, children, oxen, eyen, doghtren, foon, 
hosen, shoon, sustren.

The possessive is usually indicated by adding s 
or es, but there is no apostrophe, so the reader must 
decide from context whether a noun is plural or 
possessive. A few nouns have no possessive ending. 
These are mainly nouns of relation descended from 
Old English. Fader, suster, brother are all examples: 
Suster son = Sister’s son.

Pronouns (Unfamiliar forms are in bold print)

SUBJECT
Forms 1st person 2nd person 3rd person

singular  I, Ich, Ik  thow, thou  she, he, hit
plural  we  ye  thei, they

OBJECT AND PREPOSITIONAL
Forms 1st person 2nd person 3rd person

singular  me  the(e)  hire, him, (h)it
plural  us  yow, you  hem

POSSESSIVE
Forms  1st person  2nd person  3rd person

singular   my(n), myne  thy(n) hire; his
plural  oure  youre  hire, thair

Relative Pronouns
Fourteenth-century English used a range of relative 
pronouns similar to that of Modern English. The 
spelling is slightly different sometimes (e.g., whos 
for whose) but they are usually recognizable from 
context. The commonest relative pronoun is prob-
ably that, which is used in place of who: “Palamon 
/ That serveth yow.” Finally, the reader should be 
aware that Chaucer sometimes omits the relative 
pronoun in circumstances that would seem unidi-
omatic in Modern English: “He sente after a cherl 
was in the town.”

Demonstratives
Chaucer’s language uses the demonstratives that 
and this (singular) and tho and thise (plural) in addi-
tion to a contracted phrase, thilke = “the like.” 

These usages are fairly straightforward once the 
reader learns to recognize the plural forms.

Adjectives
The final e inflexion is left over from Old English: 
olde, leve, stronge, brode.

Adverbs
The comparative endings er and est are the same as 
in Modern English, except they may be followed by 
final e: fastere, faireste.

The basic adverbial ending ly occurs in Chaucer 
(cf. myrily, playnly), but is probably less common 
than liche or lyche: friendliche, friendlyche, rudeliche.

Verbs
Verbs in the Germanic languages can be divided 
into two classes: the strong and the weak. In 
Chaucer’s Middle English, as in Modern English, 
these are distinguishable only by the forms of the 
past tense and the past participle. In the strong 
verb, the past tense was formed by a change in 
the root vowel, and the past participle by the 
addition of the inflexional ending e(n). Thus, in 
Chaucer’s language we find the following strong 
verb forms:

Infinitive  Past Tense  Past Participle

knowe(n)  knewe  knowe(n)
take(n)  toke  take(n)
breke(n)  broke  broke(n)
stonde(n)  stoode  stonde(n)
speke(n)  spake  spoke(n)

Weak verbs form their past tense and past parti-
ciples by the addition of (e)d or t as a suffix, usually 
appended to the stem of the infinitive, but some-
times to a special past form:

Infinitive  Past Tense  Past Participle

wedde(n)  wedded  wedded
daunce(n)  daunced  daunced
crepe(n)  crepte  crept, cropen

But (these are the “special forms” referred to 
above):

seke(n)  soughte  sought
werke(n)  wroghte  wroght
wende(n)  wente  went
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The infinitive form by itself would be translated 
thus: wedden = “to wed,” but it might also appear 
with the preposition to: To wedden, which would be 
translated the same.

Gynne (present tense) and gan (past), which are 
normally translated “begin” and “began,” some-
times function periphrastically, indicating either 
past or present tense but not translated separately 
from the verb that follows. For example, she gynneth 
wepe = “she weeps,” not “she begins to weep”; she 
gan wepe = “she wept,” not “she began to weep.” 
Readers should be alert when they encounter gan, 
which Chaucer uses very frequently in its peri-
phrastic sense.

Negatives
A verb is usually negated by the use of the negating 
particle ne, which is often followed by the adverbs 
no, noon, nat, or noght:

But wedded men ne knowe no mesure; 
O Donegild, I ne have noon Englissh digne 
Hise hors weere goode, but he ne was nat gay; 
Ne studieth noght. Ley hond to, every man.

In Modern English these would be consid-
ered double negatives and nonidiomatic. In Mid-
dle English they are the norm rather than the 
exception.

With some verbs, the ne particle is prefixed to 
the verb form itself: I not = I ne wot = “I don’t 
know.” Other verbs with forms in which a preced-
ing ne has coallesced with the stem of the verb are: 
ben, wol, have, and wiste.

Some examples are given below:

“not to  “not to  “not to  “not to 
be” have” wish” know”

I nam    I not
thow nart   thow nilt  nost(ow)
he nys  he nath  he nyl  he niste
he nas  he nadde  he nolde  he not
it nere

Chaucerian English also features a number of 
impersonal verbs that are accompanied by the 
objective (rather than nominative) noun case. 
Here are some impersonal constructions frequently 
encountered in Chaucer’s poetry, along with the 
most common ways of translating them:

“hire liketh” = “it pleases her”
“hire list” = “it pleases her; she wants”
“him reweth” = “it pains him; he regrets, 

repents”
“him mette” = literally, “it dreamed to him,” 

i.e., “he dreamed”
“hire nede” = “it is needful to her”
“deigned hym nat” = “it was not proper to him”
“hym oughte” = “it was proper for him; he 

ought”
“us moste” = “it is necessary for us”
“it remembreth me” = “it is remembered by me; 

it comes to me”

One of the most confusing (and common) verbs 
Chaucer uses is the impersonal verb thynke(n), (“it 
seems”) with its close resemblance to the much 
less commonly used personal verb thenke(n), 
which generally means “to think or to believe.” 
The subject of the personal verb is, as one would 
expect, in the nominative case (I, we, he, she, 
they, etc.).

This passage from The ROMAUNT OF THE ROSE 
features the personal verb used in the same way our 
modern verb, “to think” would be:

“Thi Joye shall double, withoute gesse, 
Whanne thou thenkist on hir semlynesse . . .” 
[“Your joy shall double, without doubt, 
When you think on her beauty . . .”]

Because thynke(n) is impersonal, it takes an 
object pronoun, such as me, him, her, or them.

The following passages illustrate Chaucer’s use 
of the impersonal verb:

“But nathelees, whil I have tyme and space, 
Er that I ferther in this tale pace, 
Me thynketh it acordaunt to resoun 
To telle you al the condicioun 
Of ech of hem, so as it seemed me . . .” 
[“But nonetheless, while I have time and space, 
Before I go further in this tale, 
It seems to me in harmony with reason 
To tell you entirely the condition 
Of each of them, just as it seemed to me . . .”]

“And if yow thynketh this is weel ysaid, 
Seyeth your avys, and holdeth you apayd.” 
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[“And if it seems to you that this is well said, 
State your opinion, and consider yourself 
satisfied.”]

The latter example shows how easy it would 
be to mistranslate the verb and perhaps helps to 
explain why the two verbs eventually converged 
into the personal form we use today, “to think,” 
with the phonetically different “it seems” construc-
tion now functioning solely as the impersonal “ver-
sion” of this verb.

Below is a list of common Middle English words 
that can be memorized for greater efficiency in 
reading:

al= “although”
alderbest = “best of all”
algate(s) = “entirely,” “surely,” “continuously”
alwey = “always”
anon, anoon = “immediately”
array = “condition,” “arrangement”
artow = “are you” (a contraction of art tow)
atones = “at once”
ay(e) = “always,” “forever”
ayeyn = “again”
ben = “are,” “be”
bet = “better”
bihote = “promise”
blyve = “quickly”
boote = “remedy”
brenne(n) = “burn”
breyde = “move suddenly,” “start”
cas = “chance,” “accident”
clepe(n) = “call,” “name”
conne, konne = “be able,” “know (how)”
corage = “heart”
daungerous = “distant,” “scornful”
dele = “part”
disese = “discomfort”
drede = “doubt,” “fear”
ek, eek = “also”
ensample = “example”
er = “before”
fele, feele = “many”
fere, feere = “companion”
feyne = “glad,” “gladly”
forthy = “therefore”
for-why = “because”

fro = “from”
fyn = “end,” “goal”
gan = “did; began”
gentle = “noble”
hem = “them”
her, hir(e) = “their”
hight = “named,” “promised”
ich = “I”
ilke = “the same”
kinde, kynde = “nature”
lette(n) = “hinder”
leve = “dear”
lite = “little”
lust = “pleasure,” “desire” in a nonsexual as well 

as sexual sense
mede = “reward”
moot = “must,” “may”
mowe = “may”
murye, myrie = “merry”
naught = “nought,” “nothing”
neer = “near”
niman, nam = “take”
nolde(n) = “would not,” “did not”
not (ne wot) = “do(es) not know”
ny(e) = “near”
nyce = “foolish”
nyste (ne wyste) = “did not know”
ofte = “often”
o, oon = “one”
paraunter, peraunter = “perchance,” “perhaps”
parde = “indeed”
povre = “poor”
quite(n)= “repay,” “requite”
quod = “said”
rathe = “early,” “soon”
routhe = “pity”
saugh = “saw”
seyn = “say”
siker = “safe,” “certain”
sith, sithen = “since,” “afterwards”
skile, skille = “reason”
skilful = “reasonable”
soth(e) = “truth”
steven = “voice”
stinten, stenten = “stop”
sweven = “dream”
swich = “such”
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swythe = “quickly”
syn = “since”
than = “then”
ther = “where”
thilke = contraction of “the ilke”
tho (adv) = “then”
tho (pron) = “those”
thynkestow = “do you think”
trowe(n) = “believe”
unnethe(s) = “scarcely”
verray = “true”
wax = “grow,” “become”
wene, ich or ik, wot, wenest, wost = “to know,” 

“I know,” “you know,” “he knows”
wight = “person,” “creature”
wiltow = “will you”
wiste = “knew”
wol = “will”
wolden = “would”
wood (adj) = “mad,” “insane”
worship (noun) = “honor”
wot = “know”
yerne = “eagerly”
yfeere = “together”
yit = “yet”
ynough = “enough”
ywis, ywys = “certainly”

Chaucer’s language—pronunciation It is 
impossible to know exactly how Middle English 
was pronounced, simply because we do not possess 
any recordings of it. Therefore, an approximation 
(a very close approximation, we believe) has been 
created by linguists who study such matters by 
comparing related languages and by considering 
phonetic probability and the evolution of pronun-
ciation. Their task is complicated by the fact that 
spelling was not regularized at the time in which 
Chaucer wrote, which means that a writer, or 
scribe, could spell a word any way he chose to, pro-
vided his choice could be interpreted by a reader. 
For example, Chaucer’s name could be spelled 
Chaucer, Chausier, Chauser, or Chaussure—and 
these are not the only possibilities.

One way in which Chaucerian English differs 
from modern English is in its accents. This is due 

primarily to the tremendous changes in the English 
language that resulted from the Norman Conquest 
in 1066 and the ensuing influx of French words into 
the English language (see ANGLO-NORMAN). This is 
one reason why, although the main stress of a Mid-
dle English word often falls on the same syllable as 
in modern English, there are some exceptions. For 
example, in words of native English descent (words 
from Anglo-Saxon), the stress tends to fall on the 
first syllable, unless it is a prefix. In those from 
French, such as licour (modern “liquor”) and servyse 
(modern “service”), later syllables are often stressed. 
To complicate matters further, some words of French 
origin are stressed in more than one way, sometimes 
on the French pattern, but sometimes in accordance 
with the English pattern, depending on how Chaucer 
needed the word to function in a line of verse.

As for individual sounds, linguists believe that 
the London English of Chaucer’s time voiced vowel 
and consonant sounds as shown below. Whenever 
possible, pronunciation guide-words are given in 
English. This not possible when the sound has no 
counterpart in English (as in the case of the trilled 
“r”). The sample words and phrases are all taken 
from The CANTERBURY TALES. Italicized words are 
the ones to which the rule applies.

Short Vowels:
a as in “that”; for example, Whan that April
e (stressed) as in “men”; for example, every
e (unstressed) as in “about”; for example, 

shoures
i,y as in “hit”; for example, inspired, knyght
o as in “hog”; for example, croppes, holpen
u (sometimes written o) as in “full”; for example, 

sonne

Long Vowels:

a, aa as in “father”; for example, maken, caas
e, ee, ie as in “ate”; for example, sweete, sleepen
e, ee as in “care”; for example, were, esed
i,y as in “see”; for example, inspired, shires
o,oo as in “so”; for example, soote, wolden
o,oo as in “saw”; for example, open, goon
ou, ow, ogh as in “boon”; for example, shoures, 

droghte
u as in French “tu”; for example, vertu, aventure
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Diphthongs

ai, ay, ei, ey are all approximately a combination 
of “a” and “i”; for example, veyne, day, wey

au, aw as in “mouse”; for example, straunge, 
felaweshipe

eu, ew as in “mew”; for example, newe, trewe
oi, oy as in “boy”; for example, coy

Consonants
With the following exceptions, pronunciation of 
consonants in Middle English is the same as Mod-
ern English:

cch as in “church”; for example, recchelees
g, gg as in “bridge”; for example, corages, 

juggement
gh (after a front vowel) as in German “ich”; for 

example, nyght, knyght
gh (after a back vowel) as in Scots “loch”; for 

example, droghte
h is silent in French loan-words; for example, 

honoured
r is trilled as in Scots; for example, Aprill
ssh as in “shall”; for example, parisshe

The 18th-century English poet Thomas Gray 
suggested that if the final e of words that appeared 
in Chaucer’s verse were to be pronounced, it would 
make his verses scan (prove metrically regular). 
This turned out to be true. As a result, modern 
students are still taught to pronounce final e in 
Chaucer in each word that falls at the end of a line, 
and also those final e’s that appear within the line 
if it makes the line scan. Other evidence suggests, 
however, that there were several kinds of final e’s 
in Middle English, not all of them pronounced; 
so, the above rule may not be an exact indica-
tion of how the lines were originally intended to 
be spoken. One of the best ways to get a sense of 
what it may have sounded like is to listen to one of 
the many professional recordings available, usually 
available in public and academic libraries.

The standard reference on the pronunciation of 
Chaucerian English is still Helge Kökeritz’s Guide to 
Chaucer’s Pronunciation (1961). This book is most 
useful to those students who either possess prior 
training in the interpretation of phonetic symbols 

or who are willing to take the time to learn the 
symbols and their associated sounds from the chart 
Kökeritz provides on pp. 6–7. Serious students 
will also want to take advantage of the excellent 
pronunciation tutorial available on the Harvard 
Chaucer Web page (www.courses.fas.harvard.
edu/~chaucer/pronunciation/). A convenient dis-
cussion of pronunciation can be found in the intro-
duction to The RIVERSIDE CHAUCER. The subject 
is also treated in the book-length study Chaucer’s 
English by R. W. V. Elliott (1974).

Chaucer’s language—versification Chaucer’s 
versification has enjoyed a fluctuating reputation 
over the past 500-odd years. From the 16th to the 
18th centuries, when Middle English had evolved 
into Early Modern and then Modern English, his 
verse was generally considered to be rhythmical, 
but not metrically regular. Some modern scholars 
believe that this opinion, which arose from a mis-
understanding of Middle English pronunciation, 
prevented Chaucer from being appreciated for his 
technical expertise as a poet. Prevailing critical 
opinion began to change near the end of the 18th 
century, after the publication in 1775 of Thomas 
Tyrwhitt’s Essay on the Language and Versification 
of Chaucer (volume four of his edition of The CAN-
TERBURY TALES), which argued that the poet made 
extensive metrical use of inflectional (final) e, pro-
nouncing the e at the end of words like hadde and 
speche. It had been discovered by Tyrwhitt (and 
others before him, but for some reason the idea 
had not caught on) that if inflectional e is pro-
nounced where it should be, most of the metrical 
irregularities of Chaucer’s verse vanish. This idea 
became widely accepted during the second half of 
the 19th century, and a series of editions of The 
Canterbury Tales were based on a metrically “nor-
malized” text of the ELLESMERE MANUSCRIPT. The 
1940 publication of JOHN MANLY and EDITH RICK-
ERT’s text heralded the advent of another theory. 
Manly and Rickert believed that the 19th-century 
editors and critics had gone too far in the direc-
tion of metrical regularization, creating an artifi-
cial metrically perfect text that was far from what 
the poet intended, even though the pronunciation 
of final e does play an important role in the rhythm 
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of Chaucer’s verse. Although this modified view 
is the most widely held today, a few scholars have 
also emerged who argue for a return to the origi-
nal opinion, denying that Chaucer pronounced the 
final e either within the verse line or at the end of 
it. The argument between these two positions con-
tinues today, though. As A. C. Cawley points out 
in his notes to the Everyman edition of The Can-
terbury Tales, “A great many of Chaucer’s verses 
can be read quite naturally with an iambic move-
ment if final e is normally pronounced within the 
line, but elided before an initial vowel or a weak h, 
and slurred at the end of such words as youre, hire, 
whiche, were.” Furthermore, he suggests, “Chaucer 
is always varying the regular iambic-decasyllabic 
pattern, as the rhythms of natural speech dictate,” 
so that “if we read Chaucer’s verse with natural 
stressing and with due regard for the elision or slur-
ring of final e, we find that he gives us a strongly 
rhythmical movement of infinite variety, but one 
which is disciplined by the basic pattern of iambic 
verse.”

Chaucer Society One of many literary societies, 
including the Early English Text Society, founded 
by F. J. FURNIVALL “To do honor to Chaucer, and 
to let the lovers and students of him see how far 
the best unprinted manuscripts of his works dif-
fered from the printed texts.” The Chaucer Soci-
ety’s early publictions were issued in two series, 
of which the first contains the different texts of 
Chaucer’s works. The second features essays on 
those texts, “with other illustrative treatises, and 
Supplementary Tales” for the purpose of collecting 
materials for the study of Chaucer. Established in 
1868, the Chaucer Society continues its work of 
collecting materials for the study of Chaucer today, 
but it is now called “The New Chaucer Society.” 
Since 1975 it has published an annual bibliography 
of works related to Chaucer studies. Studies in the 
Age of Chaucer (SAC), the yearbook of the New 
Chaucer Society, publishes articles on the writing 
of Chaucer and his contemporaries, their ante-
cedents and successors, and their intellectual and 
social contexts. SAC also includes an annotated 
bibliography and reviews of recent Chaucer-related 
publications.

Chaumpaigne, Cecilia The daughter of a Lon-
don baker named William Chaumpaigne. Nothing 
is known of her acquaintance with Chaucer beyond 
what may be inferred from a legal document, dated 
May 4, 1380, in which William and his wife Agnes 
acknowledge a release to Geoffrey Chaucer of all 
legal procedures seeking redress for his alleged “rap-
tus” of their daughter Cecilia. When it appeared in 
a legal document, the Latin word raptus could mean 
either sexual rape or kidnapping. What was meant 
in this particular case is not specified. Furthermore, 
what we do know of the situation is complicated 
by the following events. On June 30 of the same 
year, Robert Goodchild, a cutler, and John Grove, 
an armorer, both citizens of London, also granted 
Chaucer a general release from all actions of the 
law. The same day, Cecilia Chaumpaigne granted 
a similar release to Goodchild and Grove. Then, 
in a legal document dated several days later, John 
Grove agreed to pay Cecilia £10, a sum equivalent 
to Chaucer’s annual salary as the controller of wool 
customs, due at Michaelmas (September 29, the 
feast day of the archangel Michael). Some schol-
ars have suggested that Grove may have served 
as an intermediary in bringing about a settlement 
between Chaucer and Cecilia Chaumpaigne. It has 
likewise been suggested that Grove, because of his 
payment to the woman, was the principal in the 
case and Chaucer only an accessory. But it is pos-
sible that Chaucer also paid Cecilia, or her family, 
a sum of money and that the transaction was not 
recorded, or the record has been lost. Whatever 
happened, the records of this event have aroused 
concern among those who admire Chaucer’s work 
and who do not want to believe that a man whose 
poetry displays such sensitivity could commit such 
a crime as rape.

Cheapside Referred to in Chaucer’s work as sim-
ply “Chepe,” Cheapside is a London street known 
in Chaucer’s day for the prosperity of its merchants. 
That is why, in the GENERAL PROLOGUE TO THE 
CANTERBURY TALES, Chaucer’s comparison of the 
Host to a burgess of “Chepe” may be considered 
complimentary. A busy thoroughfare full of shops, 
it was also a popular location for processions and 
festivals. This feature of the district is alluded to 
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in “The COOK’S TALE” when we are told that the 
tale’s protagonist, Perkyn Revelour, manages to slip 
away from the cookshop where he works whenever 
there is a show to be seen in Chepe. The Pardoner 
mentions the street as a source of some Spanish 
white wine that he perceives as being particularly 
intoxicating (line 564); the Host likewise associ-
ates the district with wine when he states, in the 
prologue to “The MANCIPLE’S TALE,” that he is so 
drowsy he would rather sleep than have a gallon of 
the best wine in Chepe (line 24).

Chepe See CHEAPSIDE.

Chichevache Chichevache, which in Old French 
literally means “lean cow,” was a legendary cow who, 
in the Middle Ages, became proverbial because of 
the story of how she fed on patient wives and conse-
quently had little to eat. Traditionally Chichevache 
was contrasted to Bicorne (“two-horned”), which 
fed on patient husbands and was always fat. The two 
horns would in this case allude to the horns associ-
ated with cuckoldry (having a wife who takes lovers 
outside marriage). Chaucer refers to Chichevache 
in the concluding stanzas of “The CLERK’S TALE,” 
where he seems to speak directly to his readers, 
warning them that no man ought to test his wife’s 
patience the way Walter tested Griselda’s, because 
he shall certainly fail. Speaking to the women in his 
audience, he exhorts them not to be like Griselda, 
lest Chichevache should eat them up (line 1,188)!

Child, Francis James (1825–1896) An Ameri-
can scholar who attended and later joined the fac-
ulty of Harvard University, Francis James Child also 
studied in Germany and was awarded an honorary 
doctorate by Göttingen University. For 25 years 
he held the professorship of Rhetoric and Oratory 
at Harvard. When the special chair of English was 
founded in 1876, Child became its first incumbent. 
His scholarly achievements include editing a five-
volume edition of the works of Edmund Spenser 
and writing a ground-breaking study of Chaucer, 
Observations on the Language of Chaucer (1863), 
which was lauded for its acute perception of the 
problems posed by Chaucer work. To many of 
these problems he likewise provided solutions and, 

according to one reviewer, gave a “perfect model of 
method” for attacking other cruxes. W. W. SKEAT 
singled out for particular praise Child’s efforts at 
solving the question of the proper scansion of The 
CANTERBURY TALES. Child is also known for his 
collection, English and Scottish Ballads (5 volumes, 
1882–98), a monumental work that included every 
traditional English or Scottish ballad he was able 
to find—in manuscripts, in earlier collections, and 
through the efforts of scholars who were beginning 
to seek out such songs in the countryside.

childhood in the Middle Ages In the early 20th 
century, some rather unscientific studies of child-
hood in the Middle Ages theorized that medieval 
children were treated very differently from children 
today or even in the last several of centuries. Bas-
ing their opinions partly on the representations of 
children in art and partly on what they knew about 
certain circumstances, such as the high infant mor-
tality rate, such writers concluded that children 
were (1) treated more or less as miniature adults, 
and (2) not greatly valued or cherished because of 
the likelihood that they might die before emerg-
ing from childhood. More recent research into pri-
mary sources such as household records, diaries, 
and medical texts discloses a very different picture. 
Much of that research is brought together and syn-
thesized in Frances and Joseph Gies’s Marriage and 
Family in the Middle Ages (1987). For example, 
TROTULA, a 12th-century woman who practiced 
in the medical school at Salerno in Italy, wrote 
an important treatise on women’s health, deal-
ing with, among other things, the management of 
childbirth. Prescribed treatment for the newborn 
baby included instructions for tying the umbilical 
cord, bathing the child, clearing mucus from its 
lungs and throat, and protecting the child from 
bright lights and loud noises during its first hours. 
She recommended that the newborn’s senses be 
stimulated instead by “varied pictures, cloths of 
various colors, and pearls” and by “songs and gen-
tle voices” (quoted in Gies, p. 198). Evidence like 
this indicates considerable concern over a child’s 
welfare, starting in the first moments of life.

Although peasant women typically nursed their 
own children, women of the aristocracy and of the 
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wealthy merchant class often employed wet nurses, 
who would supply the child with milk and, often, 
with the affection and attention that the parents 
may have been too busy to offer. Bartholomaeus 
Anglicus (Bartholomew the Englishman), a 13th-
century Franciscan monk, described the nurse as 
taking the mother’s place, bathing and changing 
the child’s clothing, singing to it and chewing its 
food, and generally sharing in the child’s joys and 
sorrows. The role of the father with young children 
was typically that of disciplinarian, something that, 
until recently, had not changed very much since 
the Middle Ages. Whether or not a child attended 
school or received any kind of formal education 
depended on its class, gender, and the wealth of its 
parents. Children of the nobility, female as well as 
male, were generally instructed by private tutors, 
sometimes within their own household, more often 
in another aristocratic household where the boys 
would also receive instruction in arms and the 
girls in needlework and other domestic arts. Both 
sexes were expected to learn certain rules of social 
behavior. Children of the urban middle class were 
often apprenticed into a trade as soon as they had 
learned to read and write, perhaps before. Peasant 
children usually joined their parents working in the 
fields as soon as they were old enough, but some-
times left home to become servants. There were 
some schools for young boys, housed in cathedrals, 
and ostensibly designed to train those who were 
destined to serve in the church. They were open 
to any whose parents could afford the tuition and 
board. The curriculum of these schools included 
Latin grammar, the Latin classics, and philosophy. 
Instructors in one cathedral school, at Chartres, 
in France, devoted the morning to reading and 
interpreting Latin authors, the afternoon to gram-
mar, and the evening to philosophical discussion. 
Recitations of the previous days’ lessons helped 
to improve retention of knowledge. Compositions 
imitating the authors they were studying helped 
students develop a good writing style. When stu-
dents performed poorly, they were usually beaten, 
though corporal punishment was severely criticized 
and even condemned by some masters, including 
Saint ANSELM. Several of Chaucer’s biographers 
believe that he attended such a cathedral school 

in London, perhaps the one not far from the family 
home in Thames Street, and there he acquired the 
familiarity with the Latin classics displayed in his 
own work.

Children appear rarely in Chaucer’s work. 
When they do, they are almost never personalized, 
but function merely as objects of pity, as in “The 
CLERK’S TALE,” where Griselda is forced to give up 
her children in obedience to her husband’s will, or 
in “The MAN OF LAW’S TALE,” where Constance 
is cast adrift upon the sea with her infant son. 
The only child to be more particularly character-
ized appears in “The PRIORESS’ TALE”: the little 
boy who learned to sing the Alma redemptoris and 
was murdered by Jews who were offended by his 
piety. There are no children accompanying their 
parents on the pilgrimage to CANTERBURY, except 
for the Squire, and he would have been considered 
an adult by the standards of the Middle Ages. (He 
had already participated in military campaigns.) 
These facts do not suggest that Chaucer did not 
like children, but rather they reflect the literary 
conventions of his day.

Chiron In classical mythology, Chiron was a CEN-
TAUR (half man, half horse) renowned for his wis-
dom, justice, and skill in the many arts taught him 
by APOLLO and Artemis (DIANA). He had many 
human friends and became the instructor of many 
of the great heroes of Greek myth. Chiron had 
a particularly close relationship with PELIUS, sav-
ing him from some other centaurs and helping win 
his wife, THETIS. Wounded accidentally by one of 
the poisoned arrows of HERCULES, Chiron endured 
such pain that he willingly gave up his immortality 
in order to escape it. Zeus (JUPITER) placed Chiron 
among the stars as the constellation SAGITTARIUS, 
the Archer. By virtue of his ability to play the harp 
(taught him by Apollo), Chiron appears among the 
musicians gathered at Fame’s palace in Chaucer’s 
HOUSE OF FAME (line 1,206).

chivalry Defined briefly, chivalry was the secu-
lar code of honor of the medieval European nobil-
ity. Chivalry flourished in western Europe between 
the mid-12th and the 16th centuries, and its rules 
applied primarily to the aristocratic fighting men 
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who were called knights. The roots of the code 
reach back into the Dark Ages, when such early 
heroic epics of western European society as Beowulf 
were composed. The ideals promoted by the heroic 
code—bravery, loyalty, and service to one’s lord—
were later softened by contact with the Christian 
church as its influence spread westward, and by the 
12th century one of the defining characteristics of a 
knight was his Christian faith. Under the influence 
of the church, honor (especially in keeping one’s 
word), virtue, and courtesy were also enlisted as 
essential ingredients of knighthood.

The more organized medieval societies became, 
the more ceremony became an important feature of 
life. Chivalric ceremonies included the initiation of 
newly qualified knights, which concluded with the 
ritual dubbing, the giving of arms, which was often 
a part of initiation, and the adoption of distinguish-
ing emblems and blazons, which became known as 
coats of arms and were passed down through gen-
erations within a single family. By Chaucer’s day, 
a man had to rise to knighthood through several 
degrees conferred upon him by a man of higher 
political standing (usually a king or prince), begin-
ning with that of page, graduating to squire, and 
finally to bachelor (the first degree of knighthood). 
Chaucer himself served as a page in the household 
of the king’s brother Lionel, earl of Ulster.

During the Middle Ages, knighthood emerged as 
a feature of feudalism, the political, economic, and 
social system in medieval Europe in which kings 
and other overlords granted land to certain of their 
followers in exchange for military and other ser-
vices. These followers, commonly called “vassals,” 
held various titles below that of their king (and the 
king himself could be the vassal of another king), 
one of which was “knight.” The primary activity 
of a knight, his raison d’être, was fighting. Knights 
often fought in wars and smaller military skirmishes 
either in the service of their own country or in that 
of an ally. The Knight who appears in the GENERAL 
PROLOGUE TO THE CANTERBURY TALES represents 
the ideal of this type of fighting man.

Knights also participated in tournaments. 
These were sporting events consisting of encoun-
ters, called jousts, in which knights on horseback 
tried to unseat each other with lances, the win-

ner receiving a prize. In some cases, the fighting 
continued on foot after one of the combatants was 
knocked off his horse, providing he was still able 
to participate. The church disapproved strongly 
of tournaments, and casualties were often heavy, 
despite the protection of armor and strict rules 
of behavior; nevertheless, they continued to be 
popular into the early years of the Renaissance as 
training grounds for young warriors and as great 
spectacles in which seasoned fighting men could 
display their valor.

Among other things, the code of chivalry 
placed women on pedestals where they were to 
be worshipped and protected. This idea of ser-
vice to women was at least partly the heritage of 
the French poets known as troubadours. Compos-
ing in Provençal during the 12th and early 13th 
centuries, in their verses these writers transferred 
sexual desire from the realm of degraded physical 
necessity to one of ennobling spirituality. When 
service to women became involved, the chival-
ric code became more complex. Knights were 
expected to serve ladies as well as their lords, per-
forming deeds in their honor and often suffering 
great hardship (including the woman’s refusal to 
reciprocate) on their account. The behavior that 
Palamon and Arcite exhibit toward Emily in “The 
KNIGHT’S TALE” is one example of this type of ser-
vice, though Emily, unlike the heroines of many 
courtly romances, does not behave disdainfully 
toward either suitor.

Some scholars believe that chivalry played a 
crucial part in the slow but sure civilization of a 
military society that sprang from the rude and vio-
lent roots of tribal warfare, which constituted the 
heritage of European society at the beginning of 
the medieval period. Literature, both sacred and 
secular, was important not only in helping to for-
mulate the ideas of chivalry but also in reflecting 
and disseminating those ideas. Appearing on the 
scene at the beginning of the High Middle Ages, 
Chaucer’s poetry would have typified this latter 
role. We can see the code of chivalry reflected 
throughout his work, from the lyric BALLADES he 
composed or translated early in his career to his 
fullest expression of the code in the first Canter-
bury tale, “The Knight’s Tale.”

382  chivalry



Chorus See CAURUS.

Christendom Christendom was a term of Old 
English origin that was used frequently in the later 
Middle Ages and Renaissance to designate those 
parts of the world where most of the inhabitants 
profess the Christian faith. When Chaucer uses 
the word in “The SECOND NUN’S TALE” of Saint 
CECILIA and in “The PARSON’S TALE,” it indicates 
Christianity or the Christian faith. For example, 
the wicked Roman prefect Almachius threatens to 
condemn Cecilia and her companions to death if 
they will not renounce or deny their “Cristendom.”

Christianity There was only one sanctioned form 
of Christianity in Chaucer’s Europe, and that was 
Catholicism. From the beginning of the Middle 
Ages until the end of the 14th century, Christianity 
underwent many significant developments. Certain 
cardinal features, such as the belief in one God, the 
belief in the Trinity, and the hope of salvation in a 
world to come, remained constant, but other ele-
ments were modified or eliminated, and different 
ones were substituted. The transformation began 
about 1050 and reached its zenith in the 13th cen-
tury under the influence of such leaders as Saint 
Thomas Aquinas, Saint Francis of Assisi, and Pope 
Innocent III. Some of the most significant develop-
ments were in matters of doctrine and religious 
attitudes. The religion of the early Middle Ages 
had been pessimistic, fatalistic, and, theoretically at 
least, opposed to everything worldly. Man was con-
sidered to be inherently wicked and incapable of 
any good works except as the beneficiary of God’s 
grace. God Himself was omnipotent, selecting for 
reasons of His own those human beings who would 
enter heaven, leaving the rest to follow the path to 
destruction. By the 13th century, quite different 
religious concepts had come to prevail. Life in this 
world was no longer held in contempt, but consid-
ered exceedingly important, not only in preparing 
for eternity but for its own sake as well. No longer 
was human nature regarded as totally depraved. 
Man could cooperate with God in achieving salva-
tion. Instead of emphasizing the omnipotence of 
God, philosophers and theologians now stressed 
divine justice and mercy. The cult of the Virgin, 

which became popular beginning in the 12th cen-
tury, further exercised a softening influence as sin-
ners could pray to her to intercede with the Father 
on their behalf. (See also Saint BERNARD.)

The most inclusive statements of late medieval 
theology were contained in the Summa theologica of 
Saint Thomas Aquinas and in the pronouncements 
issued by church councils, especially the Fourth 
Lateran Council of 1215. New elements in this the-
ology included the theory of the priesthood and the 
theory of the sacraments, which had never been 
formally codified before. It was now decided that 
the priest, by virtue of his ordination by a bishop 
and the latter’s confirmation by the pope, was the 
inheritor of a portion of the authority conferred by 
Christ upon the apostle Peter (see Saint PETER).

By the end of the 12th century, the number 
of sacraments was fixed at seven: baptism, con-
firmation, penance (see “The PARSON’S TALE” for 
complete explanation), the Eucharist, marriage, 
ordination, and extreme unction (the last rite 
administered to the dying). The Catholic Church 
defined a sacrament as an instrument whereby 
divine grace was communicated to men. The sac-
ramental theory as it came to be accepted during 
the last centuries of the Middle Ages included a 
number of separate doctrines. First, there was the 
doctrine that the sacraments were indispensable 
means of procuring God’s grace, that no individual 
could be saved without them. Second, there was 
the principle that the sacraments were automatic 
in their effects. In other words, it was held that the 
efficacy of the sacraments did not depend upon 
the character of the priest who administered them. 
The priest might be a very unworthy or sinful man, 
but the sacraments in his hands would remain as 
unpolluted as if they were administered by a saint. 
Finally, at the Fourth Lateran Council, the doctrine 
of transubstantiation was made an integral part of 
the sacramental theory. This doctrine meant that 
the priest, at a given moment in the Eucharistic 
ceremony, actually cooperates with God in the per-
formance of a miracle whereby the bread and wine 
of the sacrament are changed or transubstantiated 
into the body and blood of Christ.

The adoption of these two fundament theo-
ries, the theory of the priesthood and the theory of 
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the sacraments, had potent effects in exalting the 
power of the clergy and in strengthening the formal 
elements in the Latin church. It also helped the 
church’s systematic attempts to extend its moral 
authority over all of its lay members, whether of 
high or low degree. Two other effective methods of 
accomplishing this goal included excommunication 
and the requirement of oral confession. The effect 
of excommunication was to expel an individual 
from the church and to deprive him of all the privi-
leges of a Christian, including salvation after death. 
Interestingly, despite the power of the church, some 
rulers did not take excommunication at all seri-
ously. PEDRO OF CASTILE, when presented with a 
bull of excommunication by two of the pope’s mes-
sengers, tore it in half and forced the messengers to 
eat it. The Fourth Lateran Council, in addition to 
being responsible for the doctrine of transubstan-
tiation mentioned above, adopted the requirement 
that every individual member of the church must 
make an oral confession of his sins to a priest at 
least once a year, and then undergo the punish-
ment imposed before becoming eligible to partake 
of the Eucharist. The result of this decree was to 
give the priest the authority of a moral guardian 
over every individual in his parish. Some parishio-
ners escaped the potential tyranny of the system by 
offering their confessions to itinerant churchmen, 
such as Chaucer’s Friar, who might offer them an 
easier penance in exchange for alms.

Ironically, as the church became more success-
ful, it tended to become more worldly. To counter-
act this tendency, various reform movements were 
undertaken to eliminate corruption and worldli-
ness from the church. Those involved in these 
efforts concentrated their attacks upon simony, 
which was defined as the buying and selling of 
church offices, any form of appointment to church 
office contrary to canon law, and the investing 
of bishops and abbots with the symbols of their 
spiritual power by secular authorities. The sin of 
simony is defined and attacked as being the great-
est of all sins in Chaucer’s “Parson’s Tale.” Many 
of the other abuses that these reforms aimed at, 
such as the selling of pardons, absenteeism (when 
a priest left his parish to seek additional income 
elsewhere, often by accepting another ecclesiasti-

cal office), and defiance of the monastic rule are 
illustrated in The CANTERBURY TALES by Chaucer’s 
portraits of the Monk, the Friar, the Pardoner, and 
the Summoner. Chaucer depicts an ideal priest in 
the Parson.

Although his writings illustrate a somewhat 
critical stance toward perceived abuses within the 
church, it is difficult to pin down Chaucer’s per-
sonal attitude toward the Catholic faith. His work 
on the BOECE, as well as the strong philosophi-
cal vein that runs through TROILUS AND CRISEYDE, 
suggests that his personal faith had an intellectual 
edge to it, and we know from the evidence of “The 
Parson’s Tale” that he was familiar with the writ-
ings of the church fathers, as well as with the Bible. 
Finally, in the famous Retraction at the end of 
The Canterbury Tales, Chaucer begs forgiveness for 
and revokes all his secular poetry. (See CHAUCER’S 
RETRACTION.) As the serious expression of a sober 
voice, this seems to manifest Chaucer’s belief in an 
afterlife that has two options, salvation in heaven 
or damnation in hell.

Chrysippus See CRISIPPUS.

Chrysostom See JOHN CHRYSOSTOM, SAINT.

Cibella See CYBELE.

Cicero, Marcus Tullius Often referred to in 
English as “Tully,” Marcus Tullius Cicero was a 
Roman statesman, lawyer, scholar, and writer of 
the first century B.C. who tried to uphold republi-
can principles in the final civil wars that destroyed 
the Roman republic. His writings include books of 
rhetoric, orations, philosophical and political trea-
tises, and letters. He is remembered today as the 
greatest Roman orator and the originator of what 
became known as Ciceronian rhetoric.

The son of a wealthy family, Cicero was born in 
106 B.C. Educated in Rome and Greece, he quickly 
established a reputation as a brilliant lawyer, and 
in 63 B.C. he was elected consul. His oratorical 
powers helped to defuse the conspiracy of Cataline 
that same year, but some seven years later he found 
himself in the frustrating (for him) position of being 
forced to support the alliance of JULIUS CAESAR, 
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CRASSUS, and POMPEY. Unable to condone what 
he saw happening in Roman politics, Cicero aban-
doned public life in 56 B.C. He did not, however, 
abandon writing about politics as he saw it. Over 
the next few years, he completed the treatises De 
oratore (“On the Orator”) and De republica (“On 
the State”) and began the De legibus (“On Laws”). 
In 51 B.C. he left Rome to govern the province of 
Cilicia, in south Asia Minor, for one year. By the 
time he returned to ROME, Pompey and Caesar 
were each struggling for complete power. During 
this period Cicero continued to write, composing 
De finibus bonorum et malorum (“On the Different 
Conceptions of the Chief Good and Evil”) and De 
natura deorum (“On the nature of Gods”) and De 
officiis (“On [Moral] Duties”), among others. After 
Caesar’s death, Cicero used his oratorical powers to 
try to persuade the Senate to declare war on MARC 
ANTONY, but in the meantime he made an enemy 
of Caesar’s adopted son OCTAVIAN. The triumvi-
rate of Octavian, Antony, and Lepidus, formed in 
43 B.C., had Cicero executed.

Cicero’s writing had a considerable influence on 
Chaucer, who evidently knew much of his surviv-
ing work quite well. The DREAM OF SCIPIO, which 
was such an important source for some of Chau-
cer’s dream vision poetry (The BOOK OF THE DUCH-
ESS, The PARLIAMENT OF FOWLS, and The HOUSE OF 
FAME), was the epilogue of Cicero’s early work, De 
republica. It came down to Chaucer through the 
work of a fifth-century Latin writer, MACROBIUS, 
who expanded the work with an elaborate com-
mentary. That Cicero was known and revered in 
the Middle Ages for his rhetorical powers is con-
firmed by one of Chaucer’s pilgrims. The Franklin, 
in the prologue to his tale, modestly states that 
the language of his performance must be “bare and 
plain” because he never learned to imitate Cicero’s 
style (an exercise that was part of the “elementary” 
school curriculum in the type of cathedral school 
that Chaucer probably attended). Another of The 
CANTERBURY TALES, “The TALE OF MELIBEE,” con-
tains a generous sprinkling of quotations from a 
variety of Cicero’s works, in particular De officiis. 
These quotations having to do with the perfor-
mance of one’s moral duty are employed by Dame 
Prudence in the interest of dissuading her husband 

Melibee from taking revenge on the men who have 
assaulted and robbed his family.

Cilenios (Cilenius) See MERCURY.

Cimmerians In classical legend, the Cimmerians 
were a mythical people dwelling in the far west near 
Oceanus, the river that flowed in a circle around 
the edge of the world. The Cimmerians inhabited 
a land of mist and cloud and witnessed neither the 
rising nor the setting of the sun. Their land was the 
dwelling place of Morpheus, who slept in a cave 
near a stream that poured out from LETHE, the river 
of forgetfulness that flowed through Hades. The 
Cimmerians are mentioned in the Invocation to 
Morpheus that appears following the proem at the 
beginning of The HOUSE OF FAME (line 73).

Cipioun See SCIPIO AFRICANUS THE YOUNGER.

Cipre See CYPRUS.

Cipris See VENUS.

Circe In classical mythology, Circe was a sorcer-
ess who lived on the island of Aeaea. Upon landing 
on the shore of that island, Odysseus (ULYSSES) 
sent his men ahead to explore, and Circe trans-
formed them into swine by giving them a magic 
potion to drink. One of them, however, escaped 
to warn Odysseus. After making himself immune 
to the spell by way of a root he received from 
Hermes (MERCURY), Odysseus went to Circe’s pal-
ace, drank some of the potion without being trans-
formed, and forced the sorceress to restore the men 
to their natural form. Nevertheless, he became 
Circe’s lover and remained with her for a year. The 
enchantments worked by Circe form part of the 
pictorial representations painted on the walls of 
Venus’s temple in “The KNIGHT’S TALE.” She like-
wise appears among other enchanters and magi-
cians who gather in Fame’s palace in The HOUSE 
OF FAME. In the BOECE, Lady Philosophy describes 
the transformation of Odysseus’s men into different 
animals, pointing out that Circe’s power over those 
men was negligible compared to the power of vice, 
because while Circe transformed their appearance, 
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their hearts and minds remained human. Those 
who are corrupted by vice, though they look the 
same on the outside, are destroyed within.

Cirra In classical mythology, Cirra, like PARNAS-
SUS and HELICON, was one of the homes of the 
Muses. In the ancient world, Cirra was a town in 
Phocis on the Gulf of Crisa (modern Greek city of 
Amphissa, off the Gulf of Corinth). Chaucer men-
tions it in his invocation of POLYHYMNIA, the muse 
of song, at the beginning of the unfinished poem 
“ANELIDA AND ARCITE.”

Cirrea See CIRRA.

Cirus See CYRUS THE GREAT.

Cithe (Cithia) See SCYTHIA.

Citherea (Citheria) In classical mythology, 
Citherea is one of the names of the goddess VENUS. 
Chaucer uses the name three times, in “The 
KNIGHT’S TALE,” in The PARLIAMENT OF FOWLS, and 
in TROILUS AND CRISEYDE, and each time he speaks 
of or (as in the Parliament) to the goddess the con-
text is complimentary. That the name Citherea was 
less familiar to a medieval audience than Venus 
is suggested by the fact that on two occasions he 
informs the reader that Citherea is really Venus.

Citheron (Citheroun) See MOUNT CITHAERON.

cithern A cithern, also spelled “cittern,” was 
a stringed instrument of the guitar family, with a 
pear shape and a flat back. Popular from the 14th 
through the 18th centuries, it is the musical instru-
ment played by the foppish clerk Absalom in “The 
MILLER’S TALE,” in his attempts to woo Alison, the 
wife of John the Carpenter.

Civitate, De De Civitate is the title Chaucer’s 
Parson uses to refer to Saint Augustine’s influen-
tial work The City of God. For a description of the 
work, see the entry of Saint AUGUSTINE.

Clare, Saint (1193?–1253) Saint Clare, a 
maiden of Assisi, Italy, became the first woman to 

embrace the life of utter poverty and unremitting 
austerity taught by Saint Francis, founder of the 
Franciscan Order. For 42 years she governed the 
first convent of Franciscan Sisters, insisting on 
the full observance of the Rule. The one favor she 
ever asked of the Holy See was that the convent 
might always remain without worldly goods of any 
kind. It is thus somewhat ironic that the eagle in 
Chaucer’s HOUSE OF FAME should swear by her 
name as he describes Fame’s palace, since that 
place and the people who strive to be represented 
there seem to be solely concerned with worldly 
achievements (line 1,066).

Claudian See CLAUDIANUS, CLAUDIUS.

Claudianus, Claudius A Latin author of the late 
fourth century. An oriental Greek raised in Alex-
andria, Claudius Claudianus was in Rome from 395 
to 404 and probably died in 408. Claudian achieved 
fame as a stylist and panegyrist. His unfinished 
poem, De raptu Proserpinae (“The Rape of Proser-
pine”) was a part of the common school anthology 
known as the Liber Catonianus (which included the 
Disticha Catonis; see DIONYSUS CATO). The poem 
tells the story, derived from classical mythology, 
of how the god PLUTO abducted PROSERPINE, the 
daughter of CERES, the goddess of fertility and 
the harvest. When Ceres’s grief caused the earth 
to become a wasteland, JUPITER ordered Pluto to 
restore Proserpine to her mother. Pluto agreed, but 
only after he had secretly given Proserpine a pome-
granate seed so that, having eaten in the under-
world, she would be obliged to return to him. But 
because the food she had eaten was so meager, 
she was only required to return for one-third of 
the year; during the season that become known 
as winter, because of the earth’s barrenness during 
that period. Chaucer alludes to Claudian’s version 
of the story in the conclusion of “The MERCHANT’S 
TALE,” in which Pluto and Proserpine appear in 
the garden of the old knight January. The allusion 
appears to be included for those readers who would 
wish to know more about the story of Pluto and his 
lady. Chaucer refers to Claudian twice in an earlier 
poem, The HOUSE OF FAME, first mentioning him 
as an authority on the classical underworld, which 
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was described in De raptu Proserpinae, and later 
including him as one of the poets whose statue-like 
forms line the approach to Fame’s throne. Each of 
the poets lining this pathway bears on his shoul-
ders the fame of some well-known person or event. 
The poet Claudian, we are told, bears the fame of 
“helle,” that is, Hades, and of Pluto and Proserpine, 
the king and queen of that region.

Claudius (2) See CLAUDIUS, MARCUS AURELIUS.

Claudius, Marcus Aurelius Emperor of Rome 
from 268 to 270. Marcus Aurelius Claudius won 
the name Gothicus after his victory over the Goths 
at Naissus in 269 and was also known as Claudius 
Gothicus. Claudius Gothicus is mentioned in the 
brief biography of Queen ZENOBIA of PALMYRA that 
appears in Chaucer’s “MONK’S TALE.” In empha-
sizing Zenobia’s fierce heroism, the Monk notes 
that both Claudius and Gallienus, emperor before 
him, anxiously treated with Zenobia to preserve the 
peace in the eastern portion of the empire because 
they did not want to meet her in battle. Because of 
this, she was able to expand her power into Egypt 
and seemed determined to make Palmyra the capi-
tal city of the Eastern Empire. She was defeated 
when the Emperor AURELIAN, Claudius’s successor, 
finally captured Palmyra in 271.

Clemen, Wolfgang Herman (1909–1990) 
Renowned German Shakespeare critic and scholar 
who has also contributed significantly to Chaucer 
studies. Clemen was born in Bonn and educated at a 
variety of German universities, including Heidelberg, 
Freiberg, Munich, and Berlin, as well as Cambridge 
University in England. After brief appointments in 
Great Britain and the United States, Clemen built 
his career at German institutions, culminating in a 
professorship at the University of Munich. In 1938 
he published Der junge Chaucer (The Young Chau-
cer), which he later revised and expanded as Chau-
cers frühe Dichtung (Chaucer’s Early Poetry, 1963). 
The latter includes chapters on The BOOK OF THE 
DUCHESS, The HOUSE OF FAME, and The PARLIA-
MENT OF FOWLS. This book discourages the habit 
of reading Chaucer’s early poetry as if its only value 
was as a transitional stage, a preliminary step toward 

The CANTERBURY TALES. Clemen nevertheless 
believes that studying the early poetry prepares us to 
approach Chaucer’s masterpice with a knowledge of 
the poet more important than either a knowledge of 
the stormy historical events surrounding his life or 
of Chaucer’s official record (which nowhere refers 
to him as a poet).

Clemence In classical mythology, Clemence, or 
Clementia, was a Roman personification of Clem-
ency (i.e., merciful forbearance), usually associ-
ated with emperor worship and first introduced at 
the time of the murder of JULIUS CAESAR. In “The 
KNIGHT’S TALE,” the women who accost Theseus 
on the way home from his war with the Amazons 
say that they have been living in the Temple of 
Clemence for two weeks, awaiting his arrival. Hav-
ing a temple of Clemence appear in ancient Greece 
is of course an anachronism. Chaucer probably 
chose it because he had seen it mentioned in his 
sources and because the idea of clemency relates to 
what the women are seeking. Following the conflict 
known as the SEVEN AGAINST THEBES, Creon, the 
de facto ruler of Thebes, refused to allow relatives 
of the Greek soldiers who had been defeated to 
bury their dead. The women ask Theseus to inter-
cede on their behalf and to persuade Creon to let 
them perform the customary funeral rites (which 
would be an act of clemency, since the dead were 
Creon’s enemies). When Creon refuses, Theseus 
declares war on Thebes.

Cleo See CLIO.

Cleopatra Cleopatra—more specifically, Cleopa-
tra VII—was the daughter and successor of King 
Ptolemy Auletes of Egypt. Cleopatra was born in 68 
B.C. and died at the age of 38 when she committed 
suicide, according to Plutarch, by allowing herself 
to be bitten by an asp. Famous for her ambition 
and for her sexual charms, she had relationships 
with JULIUS CAESAR, who helped her defeat a rebel-
lion, and after Caesar’s death, with MARC ANTONY, 
with whom she attempted to challenge the rule of 
the Roman Empire in the eastern Mediterranean. 
Chaucer includes a brief version of Cleopatra’s life 
in The LEGEND OF GOOD WOMEN (lines 580–705), 
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in which he emphasizes her love for Antony and 
her despair when his fleet is defeated by OCTAVIAN. 
Chaucer’s sympathetic treatment of her character 
is highly unusual for the time in which it was writ-
ten. In the Middle Ages, when the civilization of 
Rome was considered superior to those of the Mid-
dle East and when women were routinely suspected 
of manipulating men for their own ends, Cleopatra 
became a symbol of uncontrolled sexual appetite 
coupled with unauthorized ambition. For this rea-
son, some scholars feel that Chaucer’s treatment 
of Cleopatra is ironic. It does, however, fit with the 
trend displayed elsewhere in the Legend, of ignoring 
the less flattering details of a woman’s life in order 
to create a sympathetic portrait. Chaucer’s story 
of Medea, whose murder of her own children goes 
unmentioned, is a case in point. Cleopatra is also 
mentioned in The PARLIAMENT OF FOWLS as one of 
Love’s martyrs.

Clere Laude In Chaucer’s poem The HOUSE OF 
FAME, Clere Laude (“pure praise”) is the name of 
a trumpet that the goddess Fame asks Aeolus, the 
father of the winds, to blow whenever she decides 
to award one of her petitioners with good fame or 
reputation. The sound of this golden trumpet is 
described as being as loud as thunder. It reaches 
into every corner of the world and is accompanied 
by an odor of aromatic balsam and roses. Fame 
does not base her rewards on desert, so some of 
those whose reputations are awarded Clere Laude 
have done nothing that would seem worthy of that 
prize. Aeolus also possesses a companion trumpet, 
Sklaundre (“slander”), which Fame instructs him 
to blow when she wishes to give someone a bad 
reputation. The two trumpets have counterparts 
in JOHN GOWER’s Mirour de l’omme, where they 
are called “Renomée” (“renown”) and “Desfame” 
(“defamation”), but scholars are uncertain whether 
either author borrowed the idea from the other, or 
whether both got it from a common source.

Clio In classical mythology, Clio was the muse 
of history. Clio and her sisters were goddesses who 
presided over the arts and sciences. Originally they 
were three in number, the so-called older muses, 
bearing the names Melete (meditation), Mneme 

(memory) and Aoide (song). Later their number 
grew to nine, and their names were Clio, Euterpe 
(muse of lyric poetry), Thalia (muse of comedy 
and pastoral poetry), Melpomene (muse of trag-
edy), Terpsichore (muse of dancing), Erato (muse 
of erotic poetry), POLYHYMNIA (muse of sacred 
song), CALLIOPE (muse of epic poetry), and Ura-
nia (muse of astronomy). Their role was to assist 
humans in various creative acts and they are fre-
quently invoked for that purpose in classical lit-
erature. Chaucer imitates that convention when 
the stories he tells, such as that of Troilus and Cri-
seyde, are drawn from the classical period. In the 
opening lines of TROILUS AND CRISEYDE, book two, 
he follows the example of the Latin author STATIUS 
in invoking the muse of history to assist him with 
this portion of the story in which the courtship of 
Troilus and Criseyde begins.

Clitermystra See CLYTEMNESTRA.

Clytemnestra In classical mythology, Clytem-
nestra, or Clytaemnestra, was the wife of AGAMEM-
NON, with whom she had four children, including 
a daughter, Iphigenia. When the Greeks banded 
together to attack TROY following the abduc-
tion of King MENELAUS’s wife, Helen (HELEN OF 
TROY), Agamemnon demanded that Clytemnes-
tra bring Iphigenia to Aulis, where the Greek fleet 
had assembled but was unable to sail because they 
lacked a good wind. She obeyed, not knowing that 
her husband planned to sacrifice the girl to appease 
Artemis (DIANA) who had caused the wind to fail 
when a member of the Greek forces killed a stag 
sacred to her. During Agamemnon’s absence, Cly-
temnestra became the mistress of his cousin Aegis-
thus, and when Agamemnon returned after the 
conclusion of the TROJAN WAR, she and her lover 
killed him. The story of Clytemnestra is one of the 
stories of evil women to which the Wife of Bath’s 
fifth husband forces her to listen, until things come 
to a crisis and she forces him to burn his “book of 
wicked wives.”

Coitu, De A treatise on sexual intercourse writ-
ten by an 11th-century monk of Monte Cassino 
named Constantinus Africanus, or CONSTANTINE 
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THE AFRICAN, who was considered one of the 
fathers of medicine in the West. Chaucer mentions 
the book in “The MERCHANT’S TALE” as a possible 
source for one of the “letuaries” (medicinal mix-
tures) taken by the aged January on his wedding 
night to improve his sexual performance and enjoy-
ment. The treatise was known to contain recipes 
for aphrodisiacs (line 1,811).

Colatyn See COLLATINUS, LUCIUS TARQUINIUS.

Colchis An ancient city in Asia Minor, at the 
eastern end of the Black Sea and just south of 
the Caucasus, to which Jason sailed to obtain the 
Golden Fleece. The city is mentioned in the ver-
sion of Jason’s adventures that appears in Chaucer’s 
LEGEND OF GOOD WOMEN, under the double biog-
raphy of Jason’s two wives, Hypsipyle and Medea. 
Hypsipyle he married and abandoned on his way 
to Colchis; Medea was the daughter of the king of 
Colchis who used sorcery to help him secure the 
Fleece and then ran away with him.

Colcos See COLCHIS.

Collatinus, Lucius Tarquinius The cousin of 
TARQUINIUS SEXTUS and the husband of LUCRECE, 
the virtuous Roman whose rape and martyrdom is 
described in Chaucer’s LEGEND OF GOOD WOMEN. 
Collatinus sows the seeds of his wife’s tragedy when 
he brags to Tarquin about her exceptional char-
acter, and then takes his cousin with him to spy 
on her as she laments her husband’s absence. The 
two men are supposed to be employed at the siege 
of ARDEA, the capital of the Rutuli tribe in Latium 
(modern Italy), but when there was a lull in the 
fighting, the men began talking about their wives 
to pass the time. This led to the fatal visit.

Colle Tregetour One of a group of magicians 
who appear in Fame’s palace in Chaucer’s early 
poem The HOUSE OF FAME. Colle Tregetour is 
described performing a trick whereby he made a 
windmill disappear underneath a walnut shell (line 
1277). Although his identity remains uncertain, it 
has been suggested that he was an English necro-
mancer named Colin T. who appears in a French 

manual of conversation composed around 1396. 
Since “Colle” was a variant of Colin, and “tre-
getour” means illusionist or sleight-of-hand artist, 
the hypothesis is not an unreasonable one.

Cologne German city on the Rhine River. It 
is mentioned in the GENERAL PROLOGUE TO THE 
CANTERBURY TALES as one of the pilgrimage sites 
visited by the Wife of Bath on her previous trav-
els. At Cologne pilgrims visited the shrines of the 
three Magi (Wise Men), of Saint Ursula, and of the 
Eleven Thousand Virgins said to have been mas-
sacred there.

Coloigne See COLOGNE.

Colossenses See COLOSSIANS.

Colossians In the portion of “The PARSON’S 
TALE” (actually a sermon) dealing with the sin of 
chiding (i.e., reproach), Chaucer paraphrases the 
words of Saint PAUL taken from his Epistle to the 
Colossians, chapter three: “O ye wommen, be ye 
subgetes to youre housbondes as bihoveth in God, 
and ye men loveth youre wyves” [Oh you women, 
be submissive to your husbands as God commanded, 
and you men, love your wives]. The discussion of 
chiding appears within a larger discussion of anger, 
which is one of the Seven Deadly Sins anatomized 
by the Parson in his sermon of penitence.

Common Profit Common Profit is an idea that 
Chaucer derived from the DREAM OF SCIPIO, a 
fragment of CICERO’s Republic that was translated 
with an extended commentary by the Latin writer 
Macrobius. In Cicero’s work, the idea is defined as 
“all those who have preserved, aided or enlarged 
their country,” but in Chaucer it has the more gen-
eral meaning that everyone should work together 
for the good of all mankind. In the climactic scene 
of the Dream of Scipio, young Scipio is taken by his 
grandfather high up into the heavens to observe 
the earth and to receive philosophical instruc-
tion on how best to live his life, which includes an 
exhortation to pursue Common Profit. Those who 
do not are doomed after death to whirl about earth 
in pain for many ages before they are forgiven. A 
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good portion of the Dream is summarized in Chau-
cer’s PARLIAMENT OF FOWLS and strongly influenced 
the concluding stanzas of TROILUS AND CRISEYDE, 
where Troilus realizes the vanity of living in pur-
suit of wordly delights. The idea of common profit 
likewise informs “The CLERK’S TALE” and “The 
PARSON’S TALE,” and the phrase also appeared in 
contemporary parliamentary proceedings.

Complaint of Nature, The See ALAIN DE LILLE.

concordances to Chaucer In 1991, a new 
computer-generated concordance entitled A Com-
plete Concordance to the Works of Geoffrey Chaucer 
appeared, superseding the manually produced con-
cordance of TATLOCK and Kennedy originally pub-
lished in 1927. Edited by Akio Oizumi of Doshisha 
University in Kyoto, Japan, and programmed by 
Kunihiro Miki of Osaka University, this 10-vol-
ume reference work will be most useful to medi-
eval scholars and linguists, including historians of 
the language. The basis for the concordance is The 
RIVERSIDE CHAUCER, now widely recognized as the 
standard scholarly edition of Chaucer. Each vol-
ume of the concordance contains a word index, 
a ranking word-frequency list, and a reverse-word 
list. The concordance gives all occurrences of 
every word in the text, including “high-frequency” 
words.

Confessio Amantis The Confessio Amantis 
(“Lover’s Confession”) by JOHN GOWER is a poem 
of some 33,000 octosyllabic lines featuring a series 
of 140 short narratives on the theme of love. These 
narratives are contained by a frame story, which fea-
tures a lover (Amans) being instructed by Genius, 
the priest of VENUS. The exemplary stories, which 
are derived from classical literature, are organized 
under the headings of the Seven Deadly Sins and 
are the primary means by which Genius tutors his 
pupil. There are eight books, one for each of the 
sins plus one that gives an encyclopedic account 
of philosophy and morals. At the end, when the 
lover has been completely shriven of his sins and 
has a firm grasp of the ethics of love, his confes-
sor announces that he is now too old for love and 
vanishes. After pondering Genius’s abrupt depar-

ture, the poet realizes the truth in what he has 
been told and returns home. One of the unusual 
(for the time) features of this work, which has a 
parallel in Chaucer’s poetry, is its extremely sym-
pathetic attitude toward women, especially women 
who, according to the traditional legends about 
them, acted in ways that can be interpreted only 
as rebellion against male domination. Gower’s por-
trayal of MEDEA is one example. Several of the tales 
Gower tells correspond to stories in The CANTER-
BURY TALES. The story of Florent, for example, is 
very similar to “The Wife of Bath’s Tale”; that of 
Constance parallels “The MAN OF LAW’S TALE”; 
and Phebus and Cornide relates the same events 
as “The MANCIPLE’S TALE.” Similarly, the story of 
PYRAMUS and THISBE is featured in Chaucer’s LEG-
END OF GOOD WOMEN, and the tale of Ceyx and 
Alcyone appears in The BOOK OF THE DUCHESS. It 
should be noted, however, that despite these cor-
respondences between the two authors’ work, there 
is little evidence that either of them used the other 
as a source. This has not prevented scholars from 
comparing the two, usually to Gower’s disadvan-
tage, despite the fact that the most accomplished 
stories in the Confessio, such as that of CANACEE 
and Machaire, have no parallel in Chaucer’s work.

Conigastus (Connigaste) Conigastus is a man 
mentioned in Book One of the BOECE, where the 
narrator (BOETHIUS) explains the reasons for his 
exile to Lady Philosophy. He refers to Conigas-
tus as a powerful man who continually cheated 
and took property from the poor, who were unable 
to protect themselves from him. By defending the 
poor, Boethius says, he attracted the wrath of Coni-
gastus and other powerful but unscrupulous men. 
Although a passing reference in CASSIODORUS con-
firms that Conigastus was an actual historical fig-
ure, nothing more is known about him.

Consolacione, Boece de Boece de Consolacione 
is the title by which Chaucer refers to his transla-
tion of BOETHIUS’s Consolation of Philosophy in the 
Retraction that appears at the end of The CANTER-
BURY TALES (see CHAUCER’S RETRACTION). In mod-
ern editions of Chaucer’s work, it is usually referred 
to simply as BOECE.
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Constantine the African Constantine the Afri-
can, referred to simply (and confusingly) as “Con-
stantyn” by Chaucer, was a merchant, physician, 
and scholar of the 11th century. Born in North 
Africa, he traveled widely in the Middle East as 
a merchant, and later became a monk, focusing 
his studies on medicine and philosophy. Constan-
tine spent his last year at the monastery of Monte 
Cassino in Salerno, Italy, where he translated a 
number of Arabic works into Latin. The medical 
works that he translated gave western Europe its 
first general view of Greek medicine and helped to 
establish Salerno’s reputation as a medical center. 
Constantine is mentioned in Chaucer’s GENERAL 
PROLOGUE TO THE CANTERBURY TALES as one of 
the medical authorities whose teachings the Doc-
tor of Physic had studied. His work De Coitu (On 
coitus) is mentioned in “The MERCHANT’S TALE” 
as a source of recipes for the aphrodisiacs that the 
aged January has concocted, hoping to make his 
wedding night a memorable occasion.

Constantyn See CONSTANTINE THE AFRICAN.

continuatio A literary term derived from classical 
rhetoric. It denotes the pithy expression of a thought. 
Chaucer often combines continuatio with another 
rhetorical figure called OCCUPATIO, which denotes a 
condensing of the action. Here is an example from 
“The KNIGHT’S TALE.” Following their glimpse of 
the lovely Emily in the garden of Theseus’s palace, 
the two prisoner knights Palamon and Arcite both 
vow to worship her for the rest of their lives. An 
argument breaks out between them over who has 
the most right to love her, which Chaucer concludes 
by saying, “Greet was the strif and long bitwix hem 
tweye, / If that I hadde leyser for to seye; / But to 
th’effect” (lines 1,187–1,189) [Great was the strife, 
and long, between the two of them, / If I had the 
leisure to describe it; / But to the points].

Cooper, Helen (1947– ) English Chaucer 
scholar. Holding a Ph.D. from Cambridge Uni-
versity, Helen Cooper began her career at Oxford 
and became editor for English at Medium Ævum in 
1989. Although she is interested in other Medieval 
and Renaissance literature, her focus on Chaucer 

has led her to write The Structure of the Canterbury 
Tales (1983) and The Oxford Guides to Chaucer: The 
Canterbury Tales (1989). Helen Cooper told Con-
temporary Authors: “I was a confirmed medievalist 
by the age of about four, for reasons I am unable to 
recall.” Nevertheless, she has written widely outside 
the area of medieval studies. In Structure, Cooper 
reviews various popular approaches—such as view-
ing the Tales as if the stories only exist to illustrate 
the psychology of the various pilgrims, or seeing the 
pilgrimage as primarily allegorical—pointing out 
the limitations inherent in each one. Taking a dif-
ferent view, she looks for a principle “rooted in the 
text” to account for both Chaucer’s multiple vari-
ety and our sense that Chaucer knows exactly what 
he is doing and why. The Oxford Guide is an excel-
lent scholarly overview of the tales with discussion 
of their sources and analogues, and commentary. 
Cooper has also published several intriguing essays 
on Chaucer, including “The Girl with Two Lovers: 
Four Canterbury Tales” (in Medieval Studies for 
J. A. W. Bennett, 1981) and “The Shape-Shiftings 
of the Wife of Bath” (in Chaucer Traditions: Stud-
ies in Honor of Derek Brewer, 1990). “The Order 
of the Tales in the Ellesmere Manuscript,” one of 
the most recent discussions of this topic, appears 
in The Ellesmere Chaucer: Essays in Interpretation 
(1995).

Coribantes See CYBELE.

Corinth Ancient city in the northeastern Pelo-
ponnesus of Greece, at the head of the Gulf of 
Corinth. (A modern city of the same name is 
located near the site of the original one.) In ancient 
times the city was noted for its luxury. Corinth is 
mentioned in “The PARDONER’S TALE” as the des-
tination of the ambassador Stilboun, who was sent 
by the kingdom of Sparta (Lacedaemon) to forge 
an alliance between the two. Upon his arrival, he 
found all the people engaged in gambling with dice. 
Without revealing the purpose of his errand, Stil-
boun returned home, telling his countrymen that 
he would never commit such a shameful deed as to 
negotiate an alliance with these people.

Corybantes See CYBELE.
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Corynne In the final line of the Invocation that 
appears at the beginning of “ANELIDA AND ARCITE,” 
Chaucer announces that the material he draws 
upon to tell this story is from “Stace” (the poet 
STATIUS, author of the Thebaid), and “Corynne.” 
The latter is thought to be a reference to the The-
ban poet Corinna, whose works have been lost but 
who is said to have defeated the great Pindar in 
a poetry competition. Where Chaucer may have 
gotten the idea to use Corinna as a source is uncer-
tain, but he is known to have elsewhere invented a 
source (see LOLLIUS) when he so desired. His rea-
sons for doing so are open to debate.

Corynthe See CORINTH.

Costanza of Castile The daughter of King PEDRO 
OF CASTILE. She and two of her sisters were given to 
EDWARD THE BLACK PRINCE as collateral to guaran-
tee her father’s war debt after Edward assisted Pedro 
in the war to regain his throne, which had been 
usurped by his illegitimate half-brother, Enrique de 
Trastamare. When the Black Prince returned to 
England to die, the women remained at Bordeaux, 
abandoned by their father as the price of his debt. 
The eldest entered a convent and died shortly after. 
The next eldest, Costanza, became heiress to the 
throne of Castile and León, and the following year, 
1371, was married to JOHN OF GAUNT at the age of 
16; Gaunt was 31. When he brought his new wife 
to England to live, PHILIPPA CHAUCER was assigned 
to her household. Costanza had two children by her 
marriage to Gaunt, one named Catalina, and a boy 
(named after his father) who died in infancy.

Count Ugolino of Pisa See UGOLINO OF PISA.

courtesy When the word courtesy (Middle En-
glish, courtesie) appears in Chaucer’s work, it does 
not simply mean good manners. The concept of 
courtesy was really a part of the larger code of CHIV-
ALRY, and involved an attitude of gracious humility 
and respectfulness that included self-respect and 
service to women.

courtly love Courtly love, or amour courtois, as it 
was called in French, is the modern term given to 

a philosophy of love and a code of behavior which 
flourished in western Europe in the High Middle 
Ages. The exact origins of this philosophy cannot 
be traced with certainty, but several sources have 
been suggested, among them OVID’s Ars Amatoria 
(“Art of Love”), Hispanic-Arabic love poetry, and 
Platonic thought. Whatever the source, the feu-
dal structure of society and the veneration of the 
Virgin Mary provided a fertile field for a doctrine 
of love that emphasized service and devotion to 
women. The ideas of courtly love were first given 
formal expression by 12th-century troubadours in 
the Provençal region of France, from whence they 
spread rapidly into Italy and northwards to fuse 
with Arthurian legends in such works as Chré-
tien de Troyes’s romance of Lancelot. Because of 
the popularity enjoyed by French literature in En-
gland, the tradition easily made its way across the 
channel.

According to the system of courtly love, falling 
in love was typically accompanied by great emo-
tional disturbances. The lover would experience 
bewilderment and helplessness, and would be tor-
tured by mental and physical anguish that could 
lead to such symptoms as trembling, pallor, loss of 
appetite, sleeplessness, and weeping. He (the lover 
who initiated the relationship was nearly always 
male) would agonize over his condition, engaging 
in endless self-questioning, reflecting on the nature 
of love and his own wretchedness. Once he had 
martialed enough courage to approach the lady 
with whom he was in love, several things might 
happen. First, she might agree to receive his atten-
tions and bestow upon him some sign of favor (an 
object such as a sleeve was sometimes given that 
the knight might wear as a banner upon his helm) 
or she simply might agree to spend time with him in 
conversation. Once he had been accepted in this 
way, the knight would be inspired by his love to 
do great deeds. On the other hand, the lady might 
refuse to show any favor (usually referred to as 
“mercy”), in which case the knight might brand her 
a cruel and heartless specimen of her sex. But if the 
lady returned the knight’s love too eagerly, she was 
condemned as being “of easy virtue.” Thus while 
the lady might seem to be the dominant partner in 
such a relationship, she was just as rigidly bound by 
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the conventions of prescribed behavior as was her 
lover. The code also included vows of secrecy (the 
relationship must not be revealed) and faithfulness; 
the breaking of either one could be considered a 
betrayal of the beloved.

The conventions of courtly love appear in a 
number of Chaucer’s works. In The BOOK OF THE 
DUCHESS, the Black Knight’s wooing of his fair 
Lady White is conducted according to its rules. 
In The PARLIAMENT OF FOWLS, the tercel eagles, 
representing the aristocracy of the birds who have 
gathered in the Garden of Love to choose their 
mates, express a knowledge of the conventions in 
their wooing petitions. The noble eagles are con-
trasted to the lower birds, who want to dispense 
with the formalities and be on their way. In litera-
ture (and perhaps in life), courtly love sometimes 
involved a relationship between a married woman 
and an unmarried suitor, and this situation informs 
the plot of several of The CANTERBURY TALES. It is 
treated humorously in “The MILLER’S TALE” and 
“The MERCHANT’S TALE,” while the potential seri-
ous effects are explored in “The FRANKLIN’S TALE” 
of Dorigen and Arveragus. By far, Chaucer’s work 
that was most strongly and thoroughly influenced 
by the doctrine of courtly love was TROILUS AND 
CRISEYDE. Troilus’s behavior from the moment that 
he appears in the poem fits the pattern perfectly, 
from his initial scornful attitude toward other lov-
ers to the intense suffering he experiences once he 
has been struck by CUPID’s arrow. Readers who are 
puzzled by the secrecy with which Troilus and Cri-
seyde wish to surround their relationship can find 
some explanation for that secrecy in the conven-
tions of courtly love. Those conventions also help to 
explain Criseyde’s reactions to Troilus’s attentions 
and her fears regarding her reputation. (These mat-
ters are discussed in detail under the Commentary 
on Troilus and Criseyde.) For further information 
on the system of courtly love and its manifestation 
in medieval literature, including Chaucer’s work, 
see C. S. LEWIS, The Allegory of Love.

Crassus, Marcus Licinius Marcus Licinius Cras-
sus was a notoriously greedy Roman general of the 
first century B.C. who, when he was slain in battle 
by the Parthians, had molten gold poured into his 

mouth, signifying his avariciousness. He is men-
tioned disparagingly in TROILUS AND CRISEYDE as an 
example of greedy men who disdained love in favor 
of gold and other riches (book 3, line 1,391).

Creon There were two Creons in Greek mythol-
ogy, one the king of Corinth, the other the king 
of Thebes. The Creon mentioned most often in 
Chaucer’s work is the latter. Creon of Thebes was 
the brother of Jocasta and therefore the uncle 
and brother-in-law of OEDIPUS, who unknowingly 
married his mother and became king of Thebes. 
Although Creon had succeeded Jocasta’s first hus-
band, he surrendered the throne in favor of Oedi-
pus, who had freed Thebes from the domination 
of the Sphinx. When Oedipus left Thebes in dis-
grace after discovering that the woman to whom 
he was married was his mother, he made Creon 
the guardian of his children. Creon acted as regent 
for ETEOCLES and POLYNICES until they came of 
age and agreed to take turns acting as ruler. When 
Eteocles and Polynices killed each other in their 
struggle for sole possession of the Theban throne, 
Creon forbade anyone, on pain of death, to bury 
the bodies of Polynices or any of the other soldiers 
who had attacked the city. His refusal to authorize 
the proper burial rites attracted the attention of 
THESEUS, the ruler of ATHENS, on his way home 
from his battle with the AMAZONS. The resulting 
conflict between Theseus and Creon is described 
at the beginning of “The KNIGHT’S TALE.” When 
Creon refuses Theseus’s request to allow the burial 
of the dead, Theseus attacks and defeats the city, 
taking prisoner two Theban knights, Palamon and 
Arcite, who become the main protagonists of “The 
Knight’s Tale.” Creon’s iron-handed rule of Thebes 
is also mentioned at the beginning of the unfinished 
poem “ANELIDA AND ARCITE.” Queen Anelida of 
ARMENIA is one of the people being held hostage in 
the city when she meets the knight Arcite (2). The 
Creon who is mentioned as the father of JASON’s 
third wife in The LEGEND OF GOOD WOMEN was the 
king of Corinth. When Jason abandoned MEDEA to 
marry CREUSA, Medea sent a poisoned garment to 
his new bride that burned her to death when she 
put it on. Her father was killed when he tried to 
respond to her cries for help.
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Cresus See CROESUS.

Crete Island in the eastern Mediterranean Sea. 
Typically, when the island is mentioned in Chau-
cer’s work, it is in reference to the Greek hero 
THESEUS. By killing the MINOTAUR, which dwelt in 
the labyrinth beneath King Minos’s palace, The-
seus freed the city of ATHENS from paying Crete an 
annual tribute of seven young women and seven 
young men to be fed to the monster. Theseus’s 
adventures in Crete are fairly thoroughly related in 
the story of Ariadne that appears in Chaucer’s LEG-
END OF GOOD WOMEN. Crete is briefly mentioned 
in “The KNIGHT’S TALE,” in which Theseus rides 
into battle against CREON, carrying a golden pen-
nant engraved with a representation of the Mino-
taur. PASIPHAE, the queen of Crete, is mentioned in 
“The WIFE OF BATH’S TALE” as one of the wicked 
women whom the Wife’s fifth husband likes to read 
about.

Creusa Although there are three women named 
Creusa in Greek mythology, the one most often 
referred to in Chaucer’s work is the daughter of 
King PRIAM and Queen HECUBA of Troy, who mar-
ried AENEAS. As Aeneas was leaving the burning 
city at the end of the TROJAN WAR, Creusa was lost 
in the darkness and confusion. Aeneas, going back 
to find her, met only her ghost, who prophesied 
his future and urged him to flee and to take care 
of their son, ASCANIUS. This Creusa is mentioned 
twice when Chaucer tells the story of Aeneas’s 
adventures, first in The HOUSE OF FAME and later 
in The LEGEND OF GOOD WOMEN. Although she 
is not mentioned by name, a different Creusa, who 
was the daughter of CREON, king of Corinth, and 
who was to become the adventurer JASON’s third 
wife, appears briefly at the end of MEDEA’s story 
in The Legend of Good Women. Medea, who was 
Jason’s second wife, grew angry with him for casting 
her aside and murdered Creusa by giving her a poi-
soned garment to wear on her wedding day.

Crisippus One of the authors included in the 
“Book of Wicked Wives” from which the Wife 
of Bath’s fifth husband reads to her on a nightly 
basis until she forces him to throw it into the fire. 

This reference, compared to some of the other 
authors mentioned, is somewhat obscure, but prob-
ably alludes to an antifeminist writer mentioned 
by Saint JEROME in his Epistola adversus Jovinianum 
(Letter against Jovinian). Other scholars have sug-
gested that Chaucer may have meant the Stoic 
philosopher Chrysippus, whose writing on marriage 
was quoted in a treatise by a later Stoic and could 
have been available for Chaucer to read.

Crisostom See JOHN CHRYSOSTOM, SAINT.

Crist See JESUS CHRIST.

Cristendom See CHRISTENDOM.

Croesus The last king of Lydia in the sixth cen-
tury B.C. He conquered the Greek cities of Aeolia 
and Ionia (except Miletus), and invaded PERSIA, 
but was defeated by CYRUS THE GREAT. He became 
legendary for his great wealth. The story of his 
downfall, including the description of a famous pro-
phetic dream he had shortly before his death, is 
told in “The MONK’S TALE” as one of the tragedies 
illustrating the role of Fortune in the demise of 
great men. The story of Croesus is the last one the 
Monk tells before he is interrupted by the Knight. 
Although Croesus is mentioned as one of the peo-
ple whose stories were painted on the walls of the 
TEMPLE OF VENUS in “The KNIGHT’S TALE,” he was 
not a victim of love, and scholars have generally 
been puzzled by the reference to him in this con-
text. J. A. W. BENNETT has suggested that Chau-
cer’s inspiration here is ALAIN DE LILLE’s De planctu 
naturae (“Complaint of Nature”), in which Croesus 
serves as an example of character traits changing to 
their opposites through love’s power. Chaunticleer, 
the learned rooster of “The NUN’S PRIEST’S TALE,” 
uses Croesus’s prophetic dream to justify his own 
belief in the power of dreams to foretell the future; 
the same dream is alluded to in the Invocation to 
The HOUSE OF FAME, where the narrator wishes 
that those readers who do not like his poem may 
suffer the same fate as Croesus (whose dream fore-
told that he would die by hanging, line 105).

Crystyanytee See CHRISTIANITY.
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Cupid (Cupide, Cupido) In classical mythol-
ogy, Cupid, or Cupido, was the Roman name for 
the god of love. According to the earliest legends, 
he was one of the first beings to arise out of Chaos, 
and came to represent the principle of harmony 
and union active in forming the world and its 
inhabitants. A later tradition presents Cupid as the 
son of MARS (1) and VENUS, the goddess of love, 
to whom he is a constant companion. Although 
he was typically depicted as a child in Greek and 
Roman mythology, Cupid often appears a fully 
grown man in medieval illustrations of the god of 
love. The bow and arrows with which he is armed 
are used to pierce and inflame the hearts of his 
victims, inspiring them with irresistible passion for 
a beloved other. Cupid’s golden wings provide him 
with speed of movement. The blindfold that he 
wears does not affect his aim, but causes him to 
proceed impulsively and irrationally, not caring for 
the consequences of his actions. Countless stories 
of his role in awakening the impulse to love appear 
in classical literature, and Chaucer mentions a 
number of the more famous ones in The HOUSE 
OF FAME, The PARLIAMENT OF FOWLS, and “The 
KNIGHT’S TALE,” all of which feature a TEMPLE OF 
VENUS adorned with paintings of those who were 
wounded by Cupid’s arrows, often at the direction 
of his mother, Venus. Cupid himself is likewise 
represented in each temple, as a statue in “The 
Knight’s Tale” and as a sentient being in the two 
dream visions. His presence as a lifelike figure was 
probably inspired by his similar appearance in the 
French ROMAN DE LA ROSE, part of which Chaucer 
translated as The ROMAUNT OF THE ROSE.

Curry, Walter C. (1887–1967) Chaucer scholar 
who has also published many works on Shakespeare 
during a long career. Curry submitted The Middle 
English Idea of Personal Beauty; As Found in the Met-
rical Romances and Legend as his doctoral thesis at 
Stanford University in 1915. Many of his Chauce-
rian essays reveal Curry’s interest in the raw mate-
rial from which Chaucer constructed the pilgrims 
of The CANTERBURY TALES. In Chaucer and the 
Medieval Sciences (1926), Curry offers explanations 
based on medieval scientific theory for the appear-
ance and behavior of the pilgrims. Much of this 

important book deals with the medieval pseudo-
science of PHYSIOGNOMY—the idea that a person’s 
physical features revealed important information 
about personality. An example of this would be the 
gap in the Wife of Bath’s front teeth, which, like 
her broad hips, would be interpreted as a sign of 
robust sexuality. The book also contains an impor-
tant chapter on medieval dream lore that helps 
to illuminate the meaning of “The NUN’S PRIEST’S 
TALE” and the background of three dream-vision 
poems, The BOOK OF THE DUCHESS, The HOUSE OF 
FAME, and The PARLIAMENT OF FOWLS.

curtesie See COURTESY.

Cutberd, Seint See CUTHBERT, SAINT.

Cuthbert, Saint Saint Cuthbert was born at Mel-
rose in Scotland on the river Tweed in the early 
seventh century. As a youth he tended his father’s 
sheep until a vision of Saint Aidan ascending into 
heaven led him to embrace the monastic life. At 
Melrose Abbey he held the position of guestmaster 
(the brother in charge of all those who sought food 
and shelter at the abbey) and became known for his 
kindness to poor wayfarers. Although he later rose 
to great heights in the administration of the Catho-
lic Church in England as bishop of Durham, it is his 
kindness to strangers that Chaucer commemorates, 
albeit in a somewhat irreverent context: In “The 
REEVE’S TALE,” he is the saint whom the student 
John (John the Clerk) swears by when he asks the 
miller to let him and his companion, ALAN, spend 
the night at the miller’s home. The miller agrees 
to the arrangement, with disastrous, if humorous, 
consequences.

Cybele In classical mythology, Cybele was a 
fertility goddess. Her cult originated in ancient 
Phrygia but spread widely over Greece and was 
thence imported into Rome. She was considered 
the mother of all nature, representing the powers 
of fruitfulness and reproduction in humans, plants, 
and animals. Her followers worshipped her with 
wild orgiastic rites: Surrounded by her attendants, 
the Corybantes, she would drive her lion-drawn 
cart through the forests to the accompaniment of 
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ecstatic dancing and the music of flute, drum, and 
cymbal. The rite culminated with the wounding 
and mutilation of the Corybantes, including self-
castration. Cybele’s symbols were the drum, the 
towered crown, the torch, the cymbals (tympa-
num), the flute, the horn, the lion, the oak, and 
the pine. In Chaucer’s prologue to The LEGEND OF 
GOOD WOMEN, he states that the goddess Cybele 
created the daisy (the flower that is honored in the 
prologue) in remembrance of Queen Alcestis and 
the courage that made her volunteer to die in her 
husband’s place. Why Chaucer chose Cybele for this 
role is uncertain; there is no recognized tradition of 
her having created the daisy, although there is a 
similar story featuring CERES, the Roman goddess 
with whom Cybele was sometimes identified. The 
Corybantes and their rites are mentioned briefly 
in the BOECE, Chaucer’s translation of BOETHIUS’s 
Consolation of Philosophy, where their response to 
the dark phase of the moon is given as an example 
of superstitious behavior arising from ignorance.

Cymerie See CIMMERIANS.

Cynthea (Cynthia) See DIANA.

Cyprian One of the men who became the enemy 
of BOETHIUS because Boethius defended Albyn 
(probably Decius Albinus). In his attempts to tell 
Lady Philosophy why Fortune has turned against 
him, Boethius explains that he made himself an 
object of spite and vulnerable to attack by defend-
ing certain powerful Romans who had been accused 
of treachery and fraud against the government of 
THEODORIC, king of the Ostrogoths, who ruled in 
Italy from A.D. 493 to 526. Cyprian is also men-
tioned by CASSIODORUS in his Epistles.

Cypride See VENUS.

Cyprus Island (and former kingdom) at the east-
ern end of the Mediterranean, south of Anato-
lia (modern Turkey). The kingdom of Cyprus is 
mentioned once in Chaucer’s work, in the brief 
biography of Pierre de Lusignan that appears in 

“The MONK’S TALE” as one of a series of tragedies 
designed to show the goddess FORTUNE’s pervasive 
influence over great men. PIERRE DE LUSIGNAN was 
king of Cyprus during Chaucer’s lifetime and was 
entertained by EDWARD III at the English court in 
1366. Since Chaucer joined the royal household 
as an esquire to the king around this time, the 
two men may have come into contact with one 
another. This could explain why Chaucer included 
Pierre as one of only two contemporaries among 
the 17 portraits of “The Monk’s Tale.”

Cyrus the Great The powerful king of Persia 
from 559 to 530 B.C. Within 20 years of becom-
ing king, Cyrus had conquered the Medes, Lydians, 
and Babylonians, making the Persians the dominant 
nation of the ancient world. The Old Testament 
of the Bible reports that following his conquest of 
Babylonia (see BABYLON), Cyrus released the Jews 
from their long Babylonian Captivity. Respected as 
a wise and tolerant ruler, Cyrus was able to gain the 
goodwill of the varied ethnic and religious groups 
within his large empire, which extended from India 
to the western edge of Asia Minor (modern Tur-
key). Cyrus’s reign ended with his death in battle in 
530. He was succeeded by his son CAMBYSES II, who 
was known for his ill temper. Cyrus too, despite his 
overall reputation as a wise ruler, was remembered 
for certain instances of rash behavior, such as his 
destruction of the Gyndes riverbed in Babylon after 
one of his horses drowned in it. This incident is 
reported in “The SUMMONER’S TALE” as an example 
of the extremes to which excessive anger may lead a 
man. Cyrus’s war against the Lydian king, CROESUS, 
is mentioned in the brief biography of Croesus that 
appears in “The MONK’S TALE.” In this instance we 
are merely informed that Cyrus feared Croesus, who 
seemed to consider himself invincible but was of 
course ultimately defeated by Cyrus. As with all of 
the lives described in “The Monk’s Tale,” this one 
is meant to illustrate the revolving of FORTUNE’s 
wheel as she raises one man up and causes another 
to fall. In the BOECE, too, the Lydian king’s downfall 
and Cyrus’s role in bringing it about are similarly 
viewed as an act of capricious Fortune.
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Daedalus In classical mythology, Daedalus 
was an artist and inventor. Forced to flee Athens 
after throwing his nephew down off the Acropolis, 
Daedalus sought the protection of King MINOS in 
Crete. There he built the wooden cow that allowed 
PASIPHAE to have sex with the beautiful bull with 
which she had become infatuated, and also con-
structed the labyrinth in which her offspring the 
MINOTAUR was kept. Minos punished him for assist-
ing Pasiphae by imprisoning him and his son ICARUS 
within the labyrinth, but Pasiphae helped them to 
escape. In order to get away from the island, Dae-
dalus made wings of feathers and wax for himself 
and his son so that they could fly across the sea. 
Icarus flew so near the sun that his wings melted; 
he plunged into the water and drowned. Daedalus, 
however, succeeded in reaching Sicily. The king 
of Sicily offered him protection, and when Minos 
came after Daedalus, the king’s daughter, who had 
fallen in love with the artist, killed Minos.

Daedalus is mentioned several times in Chau-
cer’s work, first in The BOOK OF THE DUCHESS, 
where the Black Knight claims that his sorrow over 
losing his fair Lady White is so great that not even 
the marvelous devices of Daedalus (among other 
things) could distract him from it (line 570). In 
The HOUSE OF FAME, the narrator dreams that he 
is carried high up into the heavens by an eagle, 
who informs him that not even Daedalus or his 
son flew half so high (line 919). Later in the poem, 

when the narrator catches his first glimpse of the 
HOUSE OF RUMOR, he describes it as being more 
marvelous and intricate than the labyrinth Daeda-
lus built for the Minotaur (line 1,920). This laby-
rinth is part of the setting in Chaucer’s story of 
ARIADNE, the daughter of King Minos who helped 
THESEUS defeat the Minotaur and escape from 
Crete. In Book Three of the BOECE, the labyrinth 
appears again as the narrator becomes so confused 
by Lady Philosophy’s attempts to instruct him that 
he accuses her of trying to imprison him in a kind 
of mental labyrinth as complex as the one Daedalus 
constructed.

Dalida See DELILAH.

Damascene In the Bible, the inhabitants of 
the city of Damascus are called Damascenes. In 
the brief biography of ADAM, the first man, that 
appears in his “MONK’S TALE,” Chaucer says that 
he was created in a “feeld of Damyssene” [field of 
Damascene]. The notion that the first human was 
made in a field where Damascus later stood occurs 
in BOCCACCIO’s De casibus as well as in other medi-
eval texts; where it originated is unknown.

Damascien Damascien is mentioned in Chau-
cer’s GENERAL PROLOGUE TO THE CANTERBURY 
TALES as one of the medical authorities whose 
teachings the Doctor of Physic had studied (line 
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433). The name could refer to John of Damascus, 
an important Syrian theologian of the eighth cen-
tury, but the name, or a variation of it, was also 
given to works by SERAPION the Elder.

Damasie, Saint See DAMASUS I, POPE.

Damasus I, Pope (Saint Damasus) Of Span-
ish extraction but born in fourth-century Rome, 
Damasus attended Pope Liberius in exile and suc-
ceeded him in 366, but he had to struggle against 
an antipope, Ursinus, whose rebellion was finally 
crushed by Emperor Valentinian. Saint Dama-
sus held councils in Rome against the Arian and 
Apollinarian heresies. A cultured man, he was 
the patron of Saint JEROME, who under his direc-
tion produced an authoritative Latin text for Holy 
Scripture. Saint Damasus is remembered for hav-
ing restored and beautified the tombs of the Holy 
Martyrs in Rome. His share in the development of 
the Roman Liturgy, mainly by the introduction of 
certain elements borrowed from the Eastern Rites, 
was considerable. Damasus is quoted in Chaucer’s 
“PARSON’S TALE” as having said that the sin of 
simony (see CHRISTIANITY for a definition) was the 
greatest of all sins against God.

Damyssene See DAMASCENE.

Danao See DANAUS.

Danaus In classical mythology, Danaus was the 
twin brother of Aegyptus. He had 50 daughters 
(by different wives), whom he promised in mar-
riage to the 50 sons of Aegyptus. These plans were 
disrupted, however, by the prophecy that he would 
be killed by one of his sons-in-law. To avoid the 
prophecy, Danaus fled to Argos, where he suc-
ceeded to the throne of Gelanor and achieved such 
power that the people called themselves Danaans 
after his name. He is credited with having been the 
inventor of wells, and of having built the citadel of 
Argos. When the sons of Aegyptus came to claim 
Danaus’s daughters, he armed the women with 
daggers and ordered them to kill their husbands on 
their wedding night. All obeyed except HYPERMNES-
TRA, whose husband, Lynceus, escaped and later 

returned to kill her father. The story of Hyperm-
nestra and the terrible decision she was forced to 
make on her wedding night, choosing between loy-
alty to her father and her husband’s life, is related 
in Chaucer’s LEGEND OF GOOD WOMEN (lines 
2,562–2,723). In his version of the story, however, 
Chaucer reversed the names of the two fathers, 
giving Danaus sons and Aegyptus daughters, so 
that Aegyptus becomes the father of Hypermnestra 
who demanded that she poison her husband on the 
night following their nuptials. Because Hypermnes-
tra disobeyed her father and helped her husband to 
escape, she was thrown into prison.

Dane See DAPHNE.

Daniel In the Bible, Daniel was a Jewish prophet 
during the period known as the Babylonian Cap-
tivity of the Jews. He wrote the book in the Old 
Testament that bears his name. Daniel is thought 
of primarily as a biblical prophet and adviser to 
the Jews, but he also served as an adviser in the 
courts of foreign kings, remaining in governmental 
service through the reigns of the kings of BABY-
LON and into the reign of CYRUS THE GREAT, king 
of Persia, after the Persians became the dominant 
world power. Very little is known about Daniel’s 
personal life. His family history is not mentioned, 
but he was probably from an upper-class family 
in Jerusalem, since it is unlikely that NEBUCHAD-
NEZZAR, the king of Babylon who appointed Dan-
iel as his adviser, would have selected someone 
from the lower classes for such a position. It is also 
unknown whether Daniel married or had a fam-
ily. As a servant in Nebuchadnezzar’s court, he 
may have been castrated and made into a eunuch, 
as was common in those days, but the text does 
not specify that this happened. Many of the most 
memorable stories of the Old Testament appear in 
the Book of Daniel. One is the story of Shadrach, 
Meshach, and Abednego, the three Jewish men 
who refused to worship the gods of Babylon and 
were cast into a fiery furnace that King Nebuchad-
nezzar commanded to be heated seven times hotter 
than usual. When the three emerged unscathed, 
Nebuchadnezzar repented of his former anger 
and commanded that the god of the three men 
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should be revered throughout the world. Another 
story, this one occurring in the reign of DARIUS 
of Persia, tells how Daniel was cast into a den of 
lions for daring to pray to his god during a period 
when making a request from any god or king other 
than Darius was prohibited. Daniel, like Shadrach, 
Meshach, and Abednego, emerged from the ordeal 
unharmed, gaining new respect for the god of the 
Israelites. The story of Daniel and the lion’s den 
is mentioned in “The MAN OF LAW’S TALE” as an 
example of the way in which God takes care of his 
own. Constance, the heroine of the tale, is similarly 
taken care of after she has been cast out to sea in 
a rudderless ship. Daniel’s famed ability to inter-
pret dreams, which caused him to be trusted above 
all other advisers to Nebuchadnezzar, is referred 
to in the brief biography of the Babylonian king 
that appears in Chaucer’s “MONK’S TALE.” The 
dream itself is mentioned in “The PARSON’S TALE.” 
Chaunticleer, the learned rooster of “The NUN’S 
PRIEST’S TALE,” mentions Daniel’s dream interpre-
tations as evidence that dreams should be taken 
seriously. His wife, Pertelote, holds the opposite 
opinion. As it turns out, Chaunticleer is right.

Dante Alighieri Dante Alighieri, often simply 
referred to as Dante, is considered by many to have 
been the most important Italian poet not just of 
his age but of all time. He was born in FLORENCE 
in 1265, but the circumstances of his early life are 
obscure. We know that in 1277 he was betrothed 
to his future wife, Gemma Donati, and that in 1289 
he took part in military operations against Arezzo 
and Pisa. During this period of his life he fell in 
love with the girl who was to serve as the inspira-
tion for his greatest work, the Divina Commedia 
(Divine Comedy), a tripartate allegory of encyclo-
pedic breadth, chronicling the passage of the Chris-
tian soul from hell through purgatory to heaven. 
He calls her Beatrice in his poetry but her identity 
has been disputed. The generally accepted view 
is that she was Bice Portinari, who married Sim-
one de’ Bardi. When she died in 1290, Dante was 
devastated and sought consolation in the study of 
philosophy. Five years later he became active in the 
political life of Florence, an interest that was later 
to cost him his home. When a rival political faction 

gained control of the city, he was forced into exile. 
He eventually settled in Ravenna where he died in 
1321.

Aside from the Divine Comedy, Dante’s other 
surviving works include the Vita nuova (A new 
life), a collection of poems mostly about his love 
for Beatrice; the Convivio, or Banquet, an unfin-
ished philosophical work; and the Latin treatise De 
vulgari eloquentia (On the eloquence of the com-
mon tongue), also unfinished, which consists of an 
inquiry into the form of vernacular language most 
suitable for poetry. Indeed, one of Dante’s most 
important contributions to literature was his deci-
sion to compose his own poetry in the vernacular, 
which had hitherto been considered too ignoble 
for such uses. Another prose work, the Monarchia, 
is a Latin treatise on the universal empire and the 
relations between emperor and pope. Although he 
may have begun writing the Divine Comedy earlier 
in his life, it was not finished until shortly before 
his death.

Dante’s work had considerable influence on 
Chaucer’s practice of the craft of poetry, not least 
of all encouraging the English poet to use English, 
rather than Latin or French, to compose for a court 
audience. Chaucer’s use of the DREAM VISION in 
The BOOK OF THE DUCHESS, The HOUSE OF FAME, 
and The PARLIAMENT OF FOWLS may also have been 
guided by Dante’s use of that form in the Divine 
Comedy. Still, Chaucer does not often borrow whole-
sale from Dante the way he does from BOCCACCIO, 
taking plot and characters as well as translating spe-
cific passages. The House of Fame, in which an eagle 
transports the narrator from a desert wasteland to 
Fame’s palace, is the exception, as scholars have 
pointed out the similarity between this episode and 
that part of the Purgatorio where Dante is similarly 
transported. Other passages from all three parts of 
the Divine Comedy (the Inferno, the Purgatorio, and 
the Paradiso) find their way into this poem, suggest-
ing that it may have been intended as some kind of 
a tribute to the Italian author, albeit a comic one. 
Some scholars, citing as further evidence the tripar-
tite division of The House of Fame (which mimics 
the structure of Dante’s poem), even go so far as 
to suggest that The House of Fame is a parody of 
the Divine Comedy. Others, discomfited by the idea 
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that Chaucer would have attempted to parody such 
a serious and well-respected writer and his work, 
especially when his own career was far from estab-
lished, disagree. Lines and passages, mostly from the 
Divine Comedy but occasionally from the Convivio, 
appear scattered throughout Chaucer’s work, in The 
Parliament of Fowls, the “An ABC,” “ANELIDA AND 
ARCITE,” TROILUS AND CRISEYDE, The LEGEND OF 
GOOD WOMEN, and in a number of The Canterbury 
Tales.

Danyel See DANIEL.

Daphne In classical mythology, Daphne was 
the daughter of the river god PENEUS in Thessaly. 
APOLLO, attracted by her beauty, pursued her. At 
the moment that she would have been captured, 
she prayed to DIANA and was turned into a laurel 
tree. In memory of her, Apollo adopted the laurel 
as one of his symbols. Daphne’s story is depicted 
on the walls of Diana’s temple in Chaucer’s 
“KNIGHT’S TALE.” On the night before the tourna-
ment that will decide which of the two knights, 
Palamon or Arcite, gets to marry Emily, she prays 
at Diana’s temple, asking that she not have to be 
married at all. Arcite wins the tournament, but 
he immediately dies of a wound he received in 
the fighting. After a period of mourning, Emily 
marries Palamon. In TROILUS AND CRISEYDE, when 
Troilus prays to Apollo to help him win the love 
of Criseyde, he asks him to do so in remembrance 
of his own love for Daphne (book 3, line 726). 
In these situations, the positions of Criseyde and 
Emily are both similar to Daphne’s, but neither of 
the women escapes.

Dardanus, yate (gate) of The gate of Dardanus 
was, according to GUIDO DELLE COLONNE (one of 
Chaucer’s sources for TROILUS AND CRISEYDE) the 
first of the city of TROY’s six gates. In book two 
of the poem, Troilus enters the city through this 
gate after triumphing in battle over the Greeks. His 
route through the city is chosen so that he may ride 
past Criseyde’s window. Criseyde’s uncle, Panda-
rus, has suggested that such exposure to Troilus in 
his glory will help persuade his niece to accept the 
young warrior as her lover.

Dares Phrygius (Darius the Phrygian) A Tro-
jan priest mentioned by the Greek poet HOMER 
in the Iliad. He was supposed to have been the 
author of an account of the TROJAN WAR that 
is extant in a Latin prose version called De exci-
dio Troiae (Concerning the Fall of Troy). Dating 
from the fifth century, this work and the history of 
TROY attributed to DICTYS CRETENSIS provided the 
most detailed accounts of the Trojan War avail-
able in western Europe during the medieval period. 
Everything written about Troy before the middle 
of the 17th century was to some extent dependent, 
either directly or indirectly, on the narratives of 
Dares and Dictys, and Chaucer’s TROILUS AND CRI-
SEYDE is no exception. Although Chaucer’s direct 
source was BOCCACCIO’s FILOSTRATO, the Italian 
poet drew upon the work of earlier writers whose 
ultimate sources were the classical accounts men-
tioned above.

Darius (Daryus) (1) The Darius referred to in 
the Wife of Bath’s prologue (see “WIFE OF BATH’S 
TALE, THE”) and noted for the elaborate design 
of his tomb is Darius III Codomannus, the king of 
PERSIA from 336 to 330 B.C. Darius III underesti-
mated the strength of the army of ALEXANDER THE 
GREAT when the Macedonians invaded Persia. He 
was defeated in several major battles, and when 
he attempted to rally the eastern provinces of his 
empire, he was hunted down and assassinated by 
his own followers. These events brought the Per-
sian Empire to an end and marked the beginning 
of the period of Greek dominance in the ancient 
world.

Darius (Daryus) (2) Darius the Mede is the 
name given to the successor of BELSHAZZAR, king 
of Babylon. In the Old Testament Book of Dan-
iel, Darius is referred to as the “son of Ahasuerus, 
of the lineage of the Medes.” According to the 
same source, he was the Persian king who made the 
prophet DANIEL a governor, or overseer, of several 
provincial leaders during the period known as the 
Babylonian Captivity of the Jews. Daniel’s popular-
ity with his subjects caused the other governors and 
the satraps under them to become jealous of Daniel 
and to plot against him. Darius then had Daniel 
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thrown into the den of lions, but ultimately issued 
a decree that all in his kingdom must “tremble and 
fear before the God of Daniel.” The only informa-
tion that we have about Darius the Mede comes 
from the Bible. He is not mentioned by Greek his-
torians or in any Persian literature, and Persian 
cuneiform inscriptions show that CYRUS THE GREAT 
(Cyrus II) was the successor of Belshazzar. One 
possible solution to this puzzle is suggested by the 
Greek translation of the Old Testament known as 
the Septuagint. In this work the king who defeats 
Belshazzar is called Cyrus, so it could be that Dar-
ius the Mede was simply an alternative title used 
to refer to Cyrus the Persian. Darius the Mede 
is referred to twice in Chaucer’s “MONK’S TALE,” 
first in the brief biography of Belshazzar as the man 
who overcame him, and later as one of the mighty 
kings who was in turn overcome by ALEXANDER 
THE GREAT. In the latter instance, Chaucer must 
be referring to a different Darius, Darius III Codo-
mannus, the king of Persia from 336 to 330 B.C. 
who underestimated the strength of the army of 
Alexander when the Macedonians invaded Persia. 
(See DARIUS [1].) He was defeated by Alexander 
in several major battles. If Darius the Mede is the 
same person as Cyrus the Great, he would have 
lived about 200 years before Alexander the Great.

Dartmouth City on the southwestern coast of 
England in the county of Devon. It is mentioned 
in the GENERAL PROLOGUE TO THE CANTERBURY 
TALES as the home of the Shipman, one of the Can-
terbury pilgrims. The CHAUCER LIFE-RECORDS show 
that on November 11, 1373, Chaucer received a 
royal commission to go to Dartmouth, where he 
was to arrange for the restoration to its master of 
a Genoese merchant ship that had been seized by 
the port authorities. Some scholars believe that this 
episode influenced him to select the port city as the 
home of his Shipman.

Daunte See DANTE ALIGHIERI.

David In the Old Testament, David was the sec-
ond king of Israel. He was also the ancestor of Christ 
and the writer of numerous Psalms. The record of 
David’s life is found in the first and second books of 

Samuel, the first book of Kings, and the first book 
of Chronicles. David’s youth was spent in Bethle-
hem; he was the youngest son of Jesse, a respected 
man of the city. During this time he worked as 
the shepherd of his father’s sheep, displaying great 
courage by killing a lion and a bear that attacked 
the flock. He also exhibited considerable musical 
talent in playing the harp. When King Saul, who 
had been forsaken by God and was troubled by an 
evil spirit, decided to choose a harpist whose music 
might soothe his spirits, he chose David. The young 
man’s exposure to governmental affairs prepared 
him for his later service as Israel’s king. David’s 
first chance to show his heroism came during a 
Philistine invasion of the countryside surrounding 
Bethlehem, when the giant GOLIATH issued a chal-
lenge for a Hebrew warrior to meet him in single 
combat. Weighted with heavy armor, Goliath was 
equipped to engage in close-range combat. David’s 
strategy was to fight him from a distance, using 
stones and a slingshot. David’s defeat of the giant 
made him a hero among the Jews but also made 
an enemy of King Saul, who was already jealous 
of him. Saul’s son JONATHAN, however, admired 
David for his bravery, and the two became lifelong 
friends. Although Saul had promised to reward the 
man who defeated Goliath, his jealousy and fear of 
David’s popularity with the people eventually led 
the king to plot his death. During his flight from 
the king, David was twice given the opportunity 
to kill Saul while he was asleep, but he refused to 
do so.

After Saul died in a battle against the Philis-
tines, the tribe of Judah, to which David belonged, 
elected him king of Judah. The rest of the tribes 
of Israel set up Ishbosheth, another of Saul’s sons, 
as king. Two years later, when Ishbosheth was 
assassinated, David became king of the entire Jew-
ish nation and began the work of reestablishing 
a united kingdom, creating a new capital at Jeru-
salem. David also reinvigorated the Jews’ worship 
of God and began building a new temple of wor-
ship. Although he was considered a righteous and 
benevolent king, David is also remembered for his 
faults, one of the most notorious being his love 
affair with a woman named Bathsheba, which he 
attempted to cover up by having her husband killed 
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in battle. David was also plagued by family tragedy. 
One of his sons, Amnon, raped and humiliated his 
half-sister, Tamar. Another son, ABSALOM, rebelled 
against his father and tried to take away the king-
dom by force.

David is mentioned several times in Chaucer’s 
work. In “The MAN OF LAW’S TALE,” the narra-
tor refers to his battle with Goliath as an example 
of God intervening on behalf of a Christian con-
fronted with a task that would seem to be beyond 
his strength. The heroine of the tale, Constance, 
endures a similar trial when she is cast adrift on 
the sea with her infant child. One of the Psalms of 
David is quoted in “The SUMMONER’S TALE” when 
the Friar, who is trying to get money from Thomas, 
accuses the regular clergy of various abuses, includ-
ing a certain irreverence toward Holy Writ. He 
describes them being fat as whales, waddling like 
swans, and as full of wine as a bottle in the pantry. 
Their prayer, he says sarcastically, is full of great 
reverence, especially when they belch and say “cor 
meum eructavit” (“my heart has spoken”). These 
Latin words were the first of Psalm 45. Other of 
David’s Psalms are quoted in a more serious con-
text in “The TALE OF MELIBEE,” where MELIBEE’s 
wife uses them to convince her husband that he 
should not take revenge on the people who have 
robbed them and in “The PARSON’S TALE,” which is 
a sermon on penitence and the Seven Deadly Sins.

David, Alfred (1929– ) A Harvard Ph.D. who 
teaches at the University of Indiana, David has 
contributed both interpretation and scholarship to 
our understanding of Chaucer. In his interpretive 
effort, he has published The Strumpet Muse: Art 
and Morals in Chaucer’s Poetry (1976) and a num-
ber of articles, including “Chaucerian Comedy and 
Criseyde” (in Essays on Troilus and Criseyde, 1979) 
and “Recycling Anelida and Arcite: Chaucer as a 
Source for Chaucer” (in Studies in the Age of Chau-
cer, 1984). A major scholarly contribution came 
in the form of his role as coeditor of the Univer-
sity of Oklahoma Press’s The Chaucer Varorium: V: 
The Minor Poets, Part I (1982). More recently, he 
has written an article titled “The Ownership and 
Use of the Ellesmere Manuscript” (in The Elles-
mere Chaucer: Essays in Interpretation, 1995), which 

traces the ownership of this manuscript up to its 
present home at the Huntingdon Library in San 
Marino, California. The article also gives general 
consideration to the ways in which the ELLESMERE 
MANUSCRIPT has been used by scholars over the 
centuries. David may be heard reading selections 
from a variety of Chaucerian texts by selecting the 
relevant audio links at the CHAUCER METAPAGE 
Web site.

Davis, Norman (1913–1989) Chaucer scholar, 
born in New Zealand. Davis won a Rhodes Scholarship 
in 1934. After stops in Lithuania and Bulgaria, as well 
as various institutions in Great Britain, he completed 
his career at Oxford. With wide-ranging interests in 
the medieval period, his major contribution to our 
understanding of Chaucer came when he authored A 
Chaucer Glossary (1979) for Oxford University Press.

Davit See DAVID.

Decameron The Decameron was the work 
of Giovanni BOCCACCIO, an Italian author who 
had tremendous influence on Chaucer, although 
Chaucer never mentions his debt to him. The 
most famous and enduring of Boccaccio’s literary 
creations, the Decameron consists of a frame story 
in which seven young women, three young men, 
and a small group of servants leave Florence and 
travel out into the Italian countryside to avoid an 
outbreak of the plague. To pass the time during 
their 10-days’ journey, they entertain themselves 
by taking turns telling stories. Each person tells 
one story on each day, so that there are 100 tales 
in all. Like Chaucer’s CANTERBURY TALES, these 
stories are recounted within the framework of the 
journey, and they also, like Chaucer’s work, were 
drawn from many sources, including classical sto-
ries and FABLIAUx; for these reasons, and because 
of Chaucer’s obvious debt to Boccaccio’s work in 
“The KNIGHT’S TALE” and TROILUS AND CRISEYDE, 
many scholars believe that the Decameron directly 
inspired the framework apparatus of The Canter-
bury Tales. Some, however, believe that despite 
these similarities, the Decameron did not influence 
the structure of Chaucer’s most famous work, at 
least not directly. There are, after all, notable dif-
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ferences between Boccaccio’s conception and 
Chaucer’s. Whereas Chaucer’s pilgrims come from 
various disparate social classes, Boccaccio’s story-
tellers represent one social class. (The servants do 
not participate.) Also, in Chaucer’s work, the same 
person, Harry Bailly, presides over the storytell-
ing throughout, whereas in the Decameron, a new 
person is elected each day to perform this function, 
as well as determining other activities to be partici-
pated in by the group. Furthermore, the storytellers 
in Boccaccio’s work are never particularized the 
way Chaucer’s pilgrims are in the striking literary 
portraiture provided by the GENERAL PROLOGUE 
and then embroidered upon in the links between 
the tales. Finally, Chaucer’s pilgrims recite their 
tales as they are traveling along the road, whereas 
Boccaccio’s young aristocrats use storytelling as 
a means to pass the time at each place of lodg-
ing. Whether or not Chaucer ultimately got his 
idea for the framework of The Canterbury Tales 
from Boccaccio, we can at least be sure that the 
Decameron was the ultimate source for his “CLERK’S 
TALE,” which relates the story of patient Griselda. 
Although Chaucer drew directly from PETRARCH’s 
version of the story, Petrarch’s debt to Boccaccio 
is clearly attested. Boccaccio’s tale of Griselda was 
the final (the 100th) tale of the Decameron. Folk-
tale elements of the story suggest that it probably 
existed earlier in oral form, but Boccaccio’s is the 
earliest surviving written version. Another of the 
Canterbury tales that may have been inspired by 
Boccaccio’s Decameron is “The SHIPMAN’S TALE,” 
although the existence of other analogues makes 
the specifics of this relationship impossible to deter-
mine. The tales in Boccaccio’s Decameron were 
probably written over a number of years in the early 
part of his literary career, but assembled in their 
final form between 1349 and 1351.

de casibus tragedy The term de casibus tragedy 
derives from BOCCACCIO’s De casibus virorum illus-
trium (Concerning the misfortunes of great men), 
in which tragedy is defined as the fall of a great 
man from prosperity to adversity. In composing 
his “MONK’S TALE,” Chaucer borrowed both the 
idea and some of the examples Boccaccio gave, 
but whereas Boccaccio emphasizes the culpabil-

ity of each protagonist in bringing about his own 
unhappiness, Chaucer stresses the role of Fortune 
in causing the tragedy. The idea of Fortune and its 
relationship to human destiny was also important 
in another of Chaucer’s favorite works, the French 
ROMAN DE LA ROSE, where the allegorical figure of 
Reason warns the lover against Fortune’s instabil-
ity. The concept of tragedy was an unfamiliar one 
for medieval readers, for whom Aristotle’s Poetics 
was not yet available. Such theoretical definitions 
of tragedy as did exist at this time were inconsistent 
with one another; a tale with an unhappy ending is 
the closest we can come to a general definition. For 
this reason, and because of Chaucer’s influential 
position as a man of letters, his MONK’s definition 
of tragedy became the “official” one until the wide-
spread rediscovery of Aristotle’s work in the early 
17th century.

De casibus virorum illustrium See DE CASIBUS 
TRAGEDY.

Decorat (Decoratus) A Roman quaestor who 
supported the rule of THEODORIC, the Ostrogothic 
king of Rome who forced BOETHIUS into exile and 
later had him executed. Decorat is mentioned in 
Book Three of the BOECE, when Lady Philoso-
phy uses him as an example to explain how being 
elected or appointed to high public office does not 
necessarily increase the goodness or worthiness of 
the man who receives those honors. In doing so, 
she reminds the narrator that he himself refused to 
serve in the government with Decorat because he 
knew the man to be a lecherous scoundrel and an 
informer.

Decrees, Book of The Book of Decrees probably 
refers to the compilation known as the Corpus iuris 
canonici, which consisted of the decretal collec-
tion (collection of papal decrees) made by Gratian 
in the 12th century, together with the decretals 
of Pope Gregory IX. Dame Prudence, the wife of 
Melibee in Chaucer’s “TALE OF MELIBEE,” quotes 
from the Book of Decrees when she says, “Seelden, 
or with gret peyne, been causes ybroght to good 
ende whanne they been baddely bigonne” (line 
1,404) [Seldom, or with great pains, are projects 
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(or plans) brought to a good conclusion when they 
begin badly]. This and many other sayings adopted 
out of various texts are used by Prudence in her 
argument against getting revenge on those men 
who robbed Melibee and assaulted his wife and his 
daughter, Sophia.

Dedalus See DAEDALUS.

Deeth of Blaunche the Duchesse See BOOK OF 
THE DUCHESS, THE, in Part II: Works.

Deianira In classical mythology, Deianira was the 
daughter of King Oeneus of Calydon and Queen 
Althea. HERCULES and the river god ACHELOUS both 
fell in love with her and fought to possess her. Her-
cules was victorious and became her husband. Once, 
when the two were on a journey together, Hercu-
les employed a CENTAUR, NESSUS, to carry Deianira 
over a river while he himself swam across. Nessus 
fell in love with Hercules’ wife and tried to carry her 
off, but Hercules felled him with a poisoned arrow. 
The dying Nessus gave Deianira his robe, which 
had been stained with the poisoned blood, telling 
her that it would serve to reawaken Hercules’ love 
if ever he turned away from her. Later, when she 
became jealous of his attentions to another woman, 
Deianira sent the robe to Hercules on the occasion 
of a sacrifice. The poisoned robe did not kill him 
but caused him to be in such excruciating pain that 
he killed himself. When Deianira learned what had 
happened, she also committed suicide.

In Chaucer’s work, Deianira first appears in 
The HOUSE OF FAME, which emphasizes Hercules’ 
betrayal of his wife. She is later mentioned in the 
prologue to “The MAN OF LAW’S TALE” as one 
of the women whose story appears in Chaucer’s 
LEGEND OF GOOD WOMEN, but no mention of her 
actually appears there. Evidence such as this lends 
credence to scholars who claim that the Legend 
was never finished. Deianira’s role in her husband’s 
death is one of the narratives that Jankin, the Wife 
of Bath’s fifth husband, likes to read to her from 
his Book of Wicked Wives, as mentioned in the 
prologue to “The WIFE OF BATH’S TALE.” “The 
MONK’S TALE” also includes these events in its ver-
sion of the life of Hercules.

Deiphebus See DEIPHOBUS.

Deiphobus In classical mythology, Deiphobus 
was the son of King PRIAM and Queen HECUBA of 
TROY. He was one of the leaders of the Trojans in 
the TROJAN WAR and the favorite of his brother 
HECTOR. After the death of PARIS, Deiphobus mar-
ried Helen (HELEN OF TROY), the woman whom 
Paris had stolen away from her Greek husband, 
causing the Greeks to wage war against the city 
of Troy. When Troy was defeated, Helen led her 
original Greek husband, MENELAUS, to the room of 
Deiphobus and thus betrayed him; subsequently, 
he was mutilated and killed. Deiphobus is briefly 
mentioned in Chaucer’s HOUSE OF FAME as one of 
those whom AENEAS sees when he visits his father 
in Hades. He plays a minor but significant role 
in the long poem TROILUS AND CRISEYDE, which 
is set in Troy during the Trojan War. Criseyde’s 
uncle Pandarus persuades Deiphobus to invite 
Criseyde to his house for dinner so that Pandarus 
can arrange an “accidental” meeting between his 
niece and Troilus, who, according to the poem, 
is Deiphobus’s favorite brother. The meeting is 
designed to further insinuate the young knight into 
Criseyde’s affections.

Delilah According to the Bible (Judges 16), Deli-
lah was the Philistine woman loved by SAMSON, the 
mightiest of Israel’s judges. She betrayed Samson to 
the lords of the Philistines for 1,100 pieces of silver. 
Tricking Samson into believing that she loved him, 
Delilah convinced him to reveal the secret of his 
strength, which was his long hair. His hair was also 
the symbol of a sacred religious vow. While Sam-
son slept at Delilah’s home, a Philistine entered 
and cut his hair. Without his great strength, he 
was easily captured and imprisoned. Later, when 
he was exhibited blinded and in chains at a Philis-
tine gathering in the temple of Dagon, his strength 
returned and he was able to pull down the temple 
pillars, causing it to collapse on top of himself and 
3,000 observers. Chaucer tells the story of how 
Delilah robbed Samson of his strength in the brief 
biography of Samson that appears in “The MONK’S 
TALE.” Although the overall purpose of the stories 
told by the Monk is to illustrate the vicissitudes of 
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FORTUNE, in Samson’s case he repeatedly remarks 
that men who tell their secrets to women will come 
to no good. The role played by Delilah in bring-
ing about Samson’s downfall is also mentioned in 
The BOOK OF THE DUCHESS and in the short poem 
“AGAINST WOMEN UNCONSTANT.”

Delphi Ancient Greek city in Phocis, on the 
slopes of Mount Parnassus, the mountain at whose 
summit the Greek gods were supposed to dwell. In 
ancient times the oracle of APOLLO was located 
there. People from all over the Greek world came to 
consult the oracle with questions of every kind, both 
personal and political. The exact oracular proce-
dures are uncertain, but it is known that the Pythia 
(prophetess of Apollo) uttered the responses of the 
god. She carried out this function seated on a tri-
pod, a bowl supported by three metal legs. Ancient 
pottery depicts Apollo himself seated upon the 
bowl. Her prophecies were transcribed into prose or 
verse by a priest or prophet stationed nearby, and 
then communicated to the inquirer. Some sources 
claim that the Pythia’s inspiration came from the 
vaporous outpourings that issued from a chasm or 
cave, and depict the priestess seated on the tripod 
above such a cleft or opening. The petitioner who 
came to the temple with a question for the god 
had to go through certain prescribed ceremonies 
before he could receive an answer. First, he had 
to offer an expensive sacred cake upon the altar 
outside the temple. Once inside, he was required to 
sacrifice a sheep or goat. Then he could enter the 
innermost shrine of the temple, where a priest or 
prophet addressed his questions to the Pythia and 
interpreted her answers. In Chaucer’s “FRANKLIN’S 
TALE,” the squire Aurelius, who falls in love with 
the married Dorigen, prays to Apollo, promising 
that he will make a pilgrimage to Delphi (a con-
siderable journey from the squire’s homeland) if 
the god will move the rocks lying in the ocean off 
the coast of BRITTANY. The nature of his request 
is dictated by Dorigen’s promise to become the 
squire’s lover if he can accomplish this feat. When 
Apollo does not respond, Aurelius seeks the help of 
a magician. In book four of TROILUS AND CRISEYDE, 
it is revealed in an oblique manner that Criseyde’s 
father, Calkas, learned that TROY would lose the 

war by consulting the oracle at Delphi. Criseyde 
tells Troilus that she will try to persuade Calkas 
that he may have misunderstood the oracle’s pro-
nouncements, to convince him that she may safely 
return to Troy.

Delphinus Delphinus is the name Chaucer gives 
to the constellation more familiarly known as the 
Dolphin. It is one of the constellations mentioned 
by the eagle in The HOUSE OF FAME, as he carries 
Chaucer through the heavens to Fame’s palace. At 
this point in their journey the eagle is trying to con-
vince Chaucer to let himself be ferried up into the 
highest of the nine spheres, which is the home of 
the fixed stars. By so doing, the eagle argues, Chau-
cer could learn about the stars firsthand. Chaucer 
responds that there are certain things about which 
he would rather learn from books. The argument is 
related to the theme of knowledge based on expe-
rience versus knowledge derived from reading, a 
theme that surfaces throughout the poem.

Delphos See DELPHI.

Delphyn See DELPHINUS.

Demetrius According to legend, Demetrius was 
a king of Sparta in the second century B.C. who was 
sent a set of dice by the king of Parthia. The gift 
was intended to show the Parthian ruler’s lack of 
respect for a man who would engage in such games 
of chance. The narrator of “The PARDONER’S TALE” 
mentions this anecdote to illustrate the dangers of 
gambling (lines 621–626).

Democion’s daughter See DEMOTION’S DAUGHTER.

Demophon In classical mythology, Demophon 
was a son of THESEUS, ruler of Athens, and PHAE-
DRA who fought bravely on the side of the Greeks 
in the TROJAN WAR, rescuing his grandmother, who 
had been taken to the city as a slave when HELEN 
OF TROY was kidnapped. On his return voyage to 
Athens, Demophon became shipwrecked on RHO-
DOPE, where PHYLLIS, the queen of that country, 
entertained him and gave him money and supplies 
to repair his vessels. Demophon promised to marry 
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her and sailed home to Athens to prepare for the 
wedding, but once there he forgot all about his vow. 
In despair over his betrayal, Phyllis hanged herself. 
Chaucer tells the story of Phyllis and Demophon in 
The HOUSE OF FAME (lines 388–396) and in The 
LEGEND OF GOOD WOMEN (lines 2,394–2,561). 
The tragic end of the love affair is also alluded to 
in The BOOK OF THE DUCHESS when the narrator 
tells the Black Knight that if he commits suicide 
over the loss of his queen, he will surely be damned, 
just as Phyllis was for hanging herself.

Demotion’s daughter The daughter of Demo-
tion, an Athenian aristocrat, is mentioned in “The 
FRANKLIN’S TALE” as a woman exemplary for her 
chastity. She committed suicide on learning that 
her betrothed had died; the alternative, marrying 
another man, seemed like bigamy to her. Dorigen, 
the protagonist of “The Franklin’s Tale,” includes 
Demotion’s daughter in a list of women famed for 
chastity that she uses to bolster her own resolve to 
remain faithful to her husband, Arveragus, rather 
than keep her rash promise to the squire Aurelius.

Dempster, Germaine Chaucer scholar. Ger-
maine Dempster completed her work at the Uni-
versity of Liège and then received a grant for a 
two-year stay at Stanford University, where she 
wrote Dramatic Irony in Chaucer (1932); afterward, 
she became a professor at the University of Chi-
cago. Dramatic Irony has a broader scope than its 
title may suggest. Dempster believes that the key 
tactic in detecting irony is to identify how Chaucer 
changed the plots he inherited; hence, the need to 
study Chaucer’s sources. She points out that Chau-
cer offers relentless dramatic irony; the only ques-
tion is whether it was intended or accidental. On 
this issue, Dempster asks that “no very strong proof” 
be required, considering that the better we come 
to know the poet, the less naive he appears. She 
expanded her work on sources by coediting, with 
W. F. Bryan, Sources and Analogues of Chaucer’s 
“Canterbury Tales” (1941). This is a book with brief 
introductions for each tale, followed by its source(s) 
or analogue(s) in the original languages, with trans-
lations. Dempster’s scholarship also exhibits a 
concern with textual matters. Her valuable con-

tributions to Chaucer studies in this area include 
two articles in Publications of the Modern Language 
Association: “A Chapter in the Manuscript History 
of the Canterbury Tales: The Ancestor of Group d, 
the Origin of Its Texts, Tale-Order, and Spurious 
Links” (1948) and “The Fifteenth-Century Editors 
of the Canterbury Tales and the Problem of Tale 
Order” (1949). These essays explore the problem 
of establishing an order for The CANTERBURY TALES 
(a task Chaucer never completed), examining the 
development of various arrangements as recorded 
in the manuscripts. Along with an analysis of the 
relationships among the orders, Dempster suggests 
reasons for their influence on one another.

Denis, Saint (Saint Dionysius) The sixth of 
the bishops of Vienne in France, Denis became 
known as the patron saint of that country. The cor-
rupt monk (see John the Monk) of “The SHIPMAN’S 
TALE” swears by Saint Denis when he informs the 
merchant’s wife that he and the merchant are not 
related, that he only calls the man his cousin in 
order to curry favor and thus have more opportuni-
ties to visit with her, whom he loves above all other 
women.

Denmark Located in northwestern Europe, the 
country of Denmark occupies most of the peninsula 
of Jutland and several nearby islands in the North 
and Baltic Seas. In the 14th century, its holdings 
included a portion of southern Sweden. Denmark 
is mentioned only once in Chaucer, when the Wife 
of Bath says that she treats her husband as well as 
any wife between Denmark and India.

Depeford See DEPTFORD.

De planctu Naturae See ALAIN DE LILLE.

Deptford A metropolitan borough of London, 
located about five miles south of the city. It is one of 
the towns the pilgrims pass by on their journey from 
London to the shrine of THOMAS À BECKET at Can-
terbury cathedral. The Host calls attention to the 
town in the prologue to “The REEVE’S TALE” when 
he notes that they are approaching Deptford and 
that the time is half-way Prime (about 7:30 A.M.). 
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This is one of a few geographical markers in the pas-
sages linking The CANTERBURY TALES that may have 
been intended to provide the pilgrimage frame-
work with a stronger sense of realism, reinforcing 
the illusion that the pilgrims are actually journeying 
through time and space. F. P. MAGOUN disputes this 
idea in his Chaucer Gazetteer: “That the Knight and 
the Miller between them should have got through 
with three thousand odd lines of verse in such short 
order is merely part of the unrealism of the whole 
plan and should not be pressed or in any way ratio-
nalized here or elsewhere” (p. 60).

Dertemouthe See DARTMOUTH.

Deschamps, Eustache French poet whose repu-
tation was well established at the time Chaucer’s 
was just becoming established. That is why Des-
champs’s recognition and praise of Chaucer’s work 
in a poem written in 1385 was so significant. This 
poem is one of the first tributes to Chaucer’s skill 
and, oddly enough, came at a time when France 
was preparing to invade England. Deschamps 
chiefly praises Chaucer’s efforts at translating Le 
ROMAN DE LA ROSE and thus making it accessible 
to English readers. He also lauds the English poet’s 
wisdom and learning as well as his literary style, 
which had been strongly influenced by French 
poets.

de Vere, Robert (1362–1392) Robert de Vere, 
the ninth earl of Oxford, was one of King RICH-
ARD II’s closest friends, who were usually given the 
appellation of “favorite.” The friendship between 
de Vere and the king aroused jealousy and hos-
tility among other members of the nobility, par-
ticularly the young king’s uncles. When de Vere 
claimed that he and his wife lacked the means to 
support their lifestyle, the king gave them various 
properties, one of which had belonged to the wife 
of Richard’s uncle, THOMAS OF WOODSTOCK, the 
duke of Gloucester. Such favors turned other mem-
bers of the nobility against de Vere. Richard made 
his friend a member of the privy council and a 
knight of the Garter, and when the English colony 
in Ireland asked for the king’s help in defending 
their settlement, he made de Vere the marquis of 

Dublin, promising him that captured lands not pre-
viously owned by the Crown would be his and his 
heirs’ free of rent or service. Some of de Vere’s 
detractors claimed that there was a homosexual 
relationship between the two men, a rumor that 
was supported by the fact that Richard sent a dep-
uty to Ireland so that de Vere could remain at 
court. De Vere’s greatest opponent in the king’s 
Parliament was JOHN OF GAUNT, duke of Lancaster, 
and de Vere made several attempts to discredit and 
eliminate Lancaster, usually involving fabricated 
evidence that the duke was leading a conspiracy 
against the king’s life. Finally tensions between the 
king’s favorites and other factions of his govern-
ment grew so intense that the duke of Gloucester, 
as constable of England and head of the High Court 
of Chivalry in England, summoned five of the men 
to appear before this court on charges of treason. 
All of the men except de Vere fled immediately. De 
Vere formed an army for his own defense but was 
defeated by Henry of Bolingbroke (later HENRY IV) 
at the head of an army supporting Gloucester’s posi-
tion. De Vere abandoned his troops and, after stop-
ping in London to see Richard, was smuggled out of 
London and managed to escape to the Continent. 
He died several years later of a wound received 
during a boar hunt in France.

Deyscorides See DIOSCORIDES.

Diana In classical mythology, Diana was an 
ancient Italian goddess whom the Romans identi-
fied with the Greek Artemis. She was a goddess 
of light, of forest and mountain, and of plants 
and animals not growing under the protection 
or fosterage of humans. She was also the goddess 
of fertility in women, presiding over childbirth 
under the name Lucina. The daughter of JUPI-
TER and twin sister of APOLLO, Diana ranked as 
one of the greatest of the gods in the Roman 
pantheon. Like the Greek Artemis, she was com-
monly portrayed as a virgin huntress. Despite her 
patronage of childbirth, her chief characteristic 
was chastity, and maidens often prayed to her for 
that reason. She was known to severely punish 
violations of chastity in those who had vowed to 
serve her. Like her brother Apollo, Diana was a 
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lover of music, song, and dance, and just as he 
was the god of the sun, so was she the goddess 
of the moon. As a huntress, Diana was portrayed 
as clad in a short tunic extending from shoulders 
to knees; as the goddess of the moon, she would 
wear a long robe reaching to the ground with a 
veil and crescent on her head. Temples of the 
goddess Diana were a place where maidens who 
wished to preserve their virginity might take ref-
uge, though to judge by the examples presented 
in Chaucer’s work, such an action was rarely 
effective. In Chaucer’s “KNIGHT’S TALE,” on the 
eve of combat between the two Theban knights, 
Palamon and Arcite, Emily visits the temple of 
Diana to pray that the goddess will protect her 
virginity. The object of the knights’ duel is to 
decide who will marry Emily, but she does not 
want to marry either one. Diana denies her peti-
tion and Emily is, after some delay caused by 
the champion’s death, bestowed upon the survi-
vor, Palamon. Another example appears in “The 
FRANKLIN’S TALE,” when Dorigen recalls the story 
of a maiden named Stymphalis who took refuge in 
Diana’s temple when her father was slain. When 
she refused to come out and become his wife, 
she was murdered by her suitor. Diana’s failure 
to protect maidens is brazenly exhibited in The 
PARLIAMENT OF FOWLS, where one wall of the 
TEMPLE OF VENUS is covered with broken bows, 
each one signifying an incidence of lost virginity. 
The bows, the narrator tells us, are hung there 
to spite Diana. Another aspect of the goddess, 
which receives brief emphasis in Chaucer’s work, 
is her anger. Twice in “The Knight’s Tale” we 
are reminded of the story of ACTAEON, the young 
man who saw Diana bathing. He was punished by 
being changed into a stag and torn apart by his 
own hounds. In TROILUS AND CRISEYDE, Troilus’s 
sister Cassandra tells him the story of the great 
Caledonian boar that Diana had sent to punish 
the Greeks for refusing to sacrifice to her. The 
boar wreaked havoc by devouring all their grain 
and destroying their vineyards. Finally, Diana is 
sometimes simply invoked (perhaps by one of her 
other names, Cinthia, Latona, or Lucina), such as 
when Criseyde swears by the goddess of the moon 
that she will always remain faithful to Troilus. 

Such an oath is of course ironic, since the moon 
does not remain constant but waxes and wanes.

Dianira See DEIANIRA.

Dictis Cretensis See DICTYS CRETENSIS.

Dictys Cretensis (Dictys the Cretan) The sup-
posed author of a diary of the TROJAN WAR. The 
language of the original text is uncertain, but it 
comes down to us in a Latin version. The pref-
ace, written in the fourth century by Lucius Septi-
mius, claims that Dictys translated the work from a 
Greek version prepared for the emperor NERO from 
a Phoenician original. Dictys claims to have been 
present at the siege of TROY as a companion of the 
Cretan Idomeneus. This work and the history of 
Troy attributed to DARES PHRYGIUS provided the 
most detailed accounts of the Trojan War avail-
able in western Europe during the medieval period. 
Everything written about Troy before the middle 
of the 17th century was to some extent dependent, 
either directly or indirectly, on the narratives of 
Dares and Dictys, and Chaucer’s TROILUS AND CRI-
SEYDE is no exception. Although Chaucer’s direct 
source was BOCCACCIO’s FILOSTRATO, the Italian 
poet drew upon the work of earlier writers whose 
ultimate sources were the classical accounts men-
tioned above. Dictys is referred to by the name of 
Tytus in The HOUSE OF FAME, where he is men-
tioned as one of the poets lining the approach to 
Fame’s throne. Along with HOMER, Dares, GUIDO 
DELLE COLONNE, and others, he helps to perpetuate 
the fame of Troy.

Didalus See DAEDALUS.

Dido The daughter of King Belus of Tyre, Dido 
was the legendary queen and founder of the great 
city of CARTHAGE in northern Africa. Her name 
means “wanderer” and perhaps derives from the 
fact that she came to Carthage as a result of a 
self-imposed exile from her homeland of Phoeni-
cia. When her brother, Pygmalion, murdered her 
husband in order to gain possession of his rich 
treasures, her husband’s ghost appeared to Dido in 
a dream, warning her against Pygmalion’s treach-
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ery. Dido took the treasure and escaped to Africa, 
where she used her wealth to buy the land that 
became the basis for the city of Carthage. Dido 
was wooed by a neighboring king named IARBUS 
but refused him on the grounds that she would 
never marry again. However, she later fell in love 
with the Trojan AENEAS, who landed in northern 
Africa after his escape from TROY at the conclusion 
of the TROJAN WAR. When Aeneas deserted Dido 
to fulfill his destiny as the founder of the Roman 
race, she committed suicide, stabbing herself with 
Aeneas’s sword on her funeral pyre.

The story of their love appears twice in Chau-
cer’s poetry. In The HOUSE OF FAME, it forms a 
focus of book one, where Chaucer tells the story 
in a manner that is very sympathetic toward the 
queen. Emphasizing the despair she feels over not 
only losing Aeneas but her reputation as well, he 
shows how essential this quality was for one who 
would rule. In this way, the story exhibits one facet 
of the poem’s theme, the manifestations and uses 
of fame. The story is also notable for its condem-
nation of the behavior of Aeneas, who, in classi-
cal sources, is portrayed simply as a hero fulfilling 
his destiny. In The LEGEND OF GOOD WOMEN, 
Chaucer again tells the story from a point of view 
that highlights the queen’s suffering and Aeneas’s 
betrayal. Interestingly, in this story, the narrator 
even more vehemently censures Aeneas’s behav-
ior, offering him as an example of the kind of man 
who is particularly dangerous to women, one who 
appears virtuous, true, and honorable, but whose 
treatment of his lover ultimately destroyed her, 
despite the fact that she had taken him in when he 
was a shipwrecked stranger in her land, showering 
him with gifts and then generously giving her love 
wholeheartedly. Dido is mentioned briefly in The 
BOOK OF THE DUCHESS when the narrator, play-
ing devil’s advocate with the Black Knight, tells 
him that Dido was a fool for killing herself over a 
false lover (lines 731–734). In The PARLIAMENT OF 
FOWLS, she is mentioned as one of love’s martyrs 
(line 289).

diet in the Middle Ages Diet in the Middle 
Ages had at least two things in common with our 
eating habits today: Both the quality and the quan-

tity of the food a person ate was determined by his 
or her income and social status. The diet of the 
peasantry, though much better than that of the 
urban poor, featured a lot of bread and grain prod-
ucts (such as gruel). Their most common drink was 
water, followed by beer or ale; their most common 
vegetables, onions, peas, and beans, which could 
be preserved and prepared during the fall and win-
ter when other vegetables were unavailable. Along 
with bread, peas and beans were the dietary staples 
of the peasantry; wealthier people ate them too, 
but spiced them with garlic and/or saffron, one of 
the most popular spices of the day.

As a member of the middle class serving in royal 
households, Chaucer would have had the benefit 
of sharing their food. This means that although his 
breakfast fare of bread and a little wine to wash it 
down varied little from the peasant’s first meal of 
the day, the remainder of his daily consumption 
would be comparatively lavish, including meat, 
poultry, fish, vegetables, fruit, cheese, wines, and 
various sweet desserts such as cake and pudding. 
At mealtime, servants set up trestle tables, which 
were spread with cloths. Cutlery included knives 
and spoons (but not forks), dishes for salt, silver 
cups, and mazers (shallow, silver-rimmed wooden 
bowls for soup). The knives were used for carving 
and cutting the meat into small pieces, which was 
then eaten with the fingers. Roast meat or fish was 
served on a trencher, a thick slice of stale bread. 
Servants attended the diners with ewers (large 
water pitchers), basins, and towels for washing.

Etiquette books suggest that good manners were 
important at the dining table. Such books advised 
diners not to drink with their mouths full and not 
to stuff their mouths or take overly large help-
ings. Considerable emphasis was laid upon keeping 
hands and nails clean, wiping the spoon and knife 
after each use, and wiping the mouth before drink-
ing. Dipping meat into the salt dish was likewise 
forbidden. Chaucer’s portrait of the PRIORESS pro-
vides us with some hint of this etiquette in action 
when he notes that she was always careful not to 
let any morsel fall from her lips or to wet her fingers 
deeply in the sauce. And she wiped her upper lip so 
clean that not a speck of grease was seen floating in 
her cup after she drank.
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Service at the table was marked by ceremony. 
There was a correct way to do everything, and part 
of a squire’s training (which Chaucer would have 
experienced in the household of Elizabeth, count-
ess of Ulster) included learning how to serve his 
lord and/or lady at meals. Dishes were to be pre-
sented in a certain order and in a prescribed man-
ner. Carving the meat was another of the squire’s 
tasks, and that too had to be done according to 
protocol.

The preparation of fresh or preserved meat was 
one of the supreme tests of medieval cookery, so 
it should come as no surprise that in the GENERAL 
PROLOGUE TO THE CANTERBURY TALES the Cook 
takes special pride in two meat dishes: blankman-
ger and mortrew. The former consisted of a paste 
made out of chicken blended with rice boiled in 
almond-flavored milk, seasoned with sugar, cooked 
until thick, and garnished with fried almonds and 
anise. The latter, another pudding-like meat dish, 
was made of fish or meat that had been pounded 
and mixed with bread crumbs, stock, and eggs. It 
was then cooked in boiling water to produce a kind 
of dumpling.

As stated above, the most common beverages 
were water, beer, and ale. Milk was reserved almost 
exclusively for young children. The aristocracy and 
those of the middle class who could afford it drank 
considerable quantities of wine. In 14th-century 
England, most of the wine was imported from the 
Bordeaux region of France, and was drunk young in 
the absence of an effective technique for stoppering 
containers, which were typically casks or barrels. As 
a result, no attention was paid to vintage, and wine 
often soured before it could be consumed. Some 
of this sour wine was drunk anyway. Coming from 
a family of vintners, Chaucer would presumably 
have drunk wine with his meals, and there is one 
brief allusion to his fondness for drink in his poetry, 
when the eagle in The HOUSE OF FAME chides him 
for his lack of abstinence.

Chaucer’s apocryphal reputation for being a 
gourmand has two explanations. First, in all but 
one of his existing portraits, he is depicted as being 
somewhat rotund. This image is supported by the 
reference to himself as a man “round of shape” in 
the poem “LENVOY DE CHAUCER À SCOGAN.” In 

light of these bits of evidence, the suggestion has 
also been made that the Franklin of the General 
Prologue, whose house “rains” food and drink, is 
actually a thinly disguised self-portrait of Chaucer. 
Since The Canterbury Tales is a naturalistic work of 
art, it seems only logical that its framework should 
contain references to the dietary habits of such 
pilgrims as the Prioress (mentioned above), the 
Franklin, and the Summoner, who loves garlic, 
onions, and leeks. The pilgrimage itself is framed 
by two meals. The first is the breakfast at which 
the Host proposes that the pilgrims engage in a 
tale-telling contest to pass the time along their 
journey to CANTERBURY. However, the second 
meal, to be given as a prize to the contest’s winner, 
exists only as a promise. When Chaucer completed 
The Canterbury Tales, his concerns, as evidenced 
by the Retraction, were no longer focused on 
earthly material things such as food. (See CHAU-
CER’S RETRACTION.)

Dinshaw, Carolyn (1957– ) Professor of En-
glish, and Gender and Sexuality Studies at New 
York University, Carolyn Dinshaw received her 
Ph.D. from Princeton University in 1982. In 1988 
she published her first book, Chaucer and the Text: 
Two Views of the Author, for which she won the 
John Nicholas Brown Prize for Outstanding First 
Book from the Medieval Academy of America. 
With this study, Dinshaw broke new ground in the 
area of Medieval Studies, arguing that the text of 
Chaucer’s work must be read dialectically, “both 
(as) the expression of an individual, historical writer 
and as having significance that is dependent upon 
preexisting structures of language.” In other words, 
her investigation explores how texts “create” their 
authors and “how the author is delimited by the 
text itself.” Dinshaw’s pioneering efforts to view 
medieval cultural and literary products through the 
lens of contemporary literary theory have resulted 
in numerous other publications and conference 
papers, as well as her widely influential Chaucer’s 
Sexual Poetics (1989). With David Halperin she 
founded the award-winning GLQ: A Journal of Les-
bian and Gay Studies, published by Duke University 
Press. Dinshaw’s book, Getting Medieval: Sexuali-
ties and Communities, Pre- and Postmodern (1998) 
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confirms her place as the most influential queer 
theorist working in medieval studies. With DAVID 
WALLACE, Dinshaw coedited The Cambridge Com-
panion to Medieval Women’s Writing (2003), a col-
lection of primary texts and critical essays selected 
with the goal of revealing the lives and particular 
experiences of medieval women.

Diogenes Greek philosopher of the fourth cen-
tury B.C. who founded the group of philosophers 
known as the Cynics. Diogenes won fame through 
his perpetual quest for an “honest” man. By “hon-
est,” he meant one who had adopted a natural life 
and repudiated everything conventional and artifi-
cial. The Cynics adopted as their principal goal the 
cultivation of self-sufficiency: Every man should 
develop the ability to satisfy his own needs. Chau-
cer refers to Diogenes in the short poem “The FOR-
MER AGE,” which describes a time when humankind 
lived together peacefully in an Edenic paradise, 
cultivating such goals as those described by the 
Cynics. According to Diogenes, Chaucer says, such 
a paradise is maintained by the lack of possessions 
and wealth, these being things that draw the atten-
tion of tyrants and disrupt the peace.

Diomede In classical mythology, Diomede was 
the son of Tydeus and the successor of ADRASTUS 
to the throne of Argos. He fought on the Greek 
side in the TROJAN WAR, leading 80 ships against 
Troy and distinguishing himself as the bravest of 
the Greeks, second only to Achilles as a warrior. 
With ULYSSES he went via an underground passage 
to the Acropolis of Troy and stole and Palladium, 
the image of PALLAS Athena that protected Troy 
from being defeated in battle. Diomede plays an 
important role in Chaucer’s TROILUS AND CRISEYDE 
as the Greek warrior who woos CRISEYDE’s affec-
tions away from TROILUS. Diomede offers Criseyde 
his protection at a crucial moment, when she has 
been forced to join her father in the Greek camp 
outside Troy and fears for her safety. She is fur-
ther influenced by the knowledge that Diomede 
will inherit the throne of Argos and become king 
of that region after the war is over. In contrast to 
Troilus, Diomede is bold and unself-conscious in 
his attempts to win Criseyde’s love. He is able to 

perceive the relationship between Troilus and Cri-
seyde by just seeing them together once, and uses 
that knowledge, along with other perceptions of 
her character, in a calculating and practical man-
ner. Although these features make him seem like 
a manipulative opportunist, Chaucer softens the 
portrait by telling us that Criseyde did indeed love 
Diomede and was devastated when he returned to 
camp wounded from combat against Troilus.

Diomedes In classical mythology, Diomedes was 
king of the Bistones in Thrace. He made a practice 
of feeding strangers to his horses. HERCULES, in the 
performance of one of his 12 labors, killed him and 
fed his body to the horses. Diomedes is mentioned 
in Book Four of the BOECE as an example of a pow-
erful man who nevertheless was overcome by the 
turning of FORTUNE’s wheel.

Dione In classical mythology, Dione was the 
mother of Aphrodite (VENUS) by Zeus (JUPITER). 
Little is known of her other than her name, which, 
interestingly, is the feminine form of the name Zeus 
(which in another form is Dios). At the end of 
book three of TROILUS AND CRISEYDE, the narra-
tor praises Venus, calling her “doughter to Dyone” 
(line 1,807), for helping him tell the story of Troi-
lus’s love.

Dionysius Cato The supposed author of a collec-
tion of nearly 150 pithy sayings in Latin verse and 
prose composed around the third century A.D. by 
an unknown author or authors. The collection was 
generally referred to as Disticha Catonis (“Sayings 
of Cato”), and from the seventh century until the 
Renaissance, elementary school-age students memo-
rized the maxims as their first training in Latin. By 
the late Middle Ages, the Disticha Catonis had been 
translated into most European vernaculars. There 
were similar collections of Latin maxims ascribed to 
other authors but sometimes referred to under the 
general heading of Cato’s work. Such appears to be 
the case in Chaucer’s “MILLER’S TALE” when the 
Miller, speaking of John the Carpenter, says that he 
was unaware of Cato’s advice that a man ought to 
marry a woman equal to himself in class and age. The 
aged knight January, in “The MERCHANT’S TALE,” 
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quotes from the Disticha Catonis (among other texts) 
in attempting to justify his decision to take a wife. 
Considering the age of the wife whom he chooses, 
he seems to have missed, or chosen to ignore, the 
maxim quoted by the Miller, since January makes 
the same mistake as John, marrying a wife consider-
ably younger than himself. As might be expected, 
the maxims of Cato appear frequently in Chaucer’s 
“TALE OF MELIBEE,” in which Dame Prudence mar-
shals all the wisdom literature has to offer in trying to 
dissuade her husband from hunting down and pun-
ishing the men who have robbed their family. Yet 
another reference to Cato (as “Catoun”) appears in 
“The CANON’S YEOMAN’S TALE” where the Canon’s 
yeoman, speaking of his master, notes that a man 
who has a guilty conscience believes that all conver-
sations have to do with him. The Canon (1) promptly 
confirms this assumption by guiltily riding away.

Dioscorides Pedanius Dioscorides was a Greek 
physician and pharmacologist of the first century 
whose work De materia medica was the foremost 
classical source of modern botanical terminology 
and the leading pharmacological text until the end 
of the 15th century. Dioscorides is mentioned in 
Chaucer’s GENERAL PROLOGUE TO THE CANTER-
BURY TALES as one of the medical authorities whose 
teachings the Doctor of Physic had studied.

Disticha Catonis See DIONYSIUS CATO.

Dite See DICTYS CRETENSIS.

Dives The rich man in the parable of the rich 
man and the poor man (Lazarus) that appears in 
Luke 16:19–31. While Dives lived sumptuously 
attired and feeding on fine foods, the beggar Laza-
rus lay at the gate of the rich man’s house, covered 
with sores, desiring to be fed with the crumbs that 
fell from Dives’s table. When the beggar died, he 
was carried to heaven and rested in ABRAHAM’s 
bosom. After the rich man died, finding himself in 
hell, he lifted up his eyes and could see a vision of 
Lazarus in Abraham’s bosom. He cried out to Abra-
ham, asking that Lazarus be allowed to drip water 
from his finger onto Dives’s tongue to assuage his 
torment, but Abraham refused, reminding Dives 

of the positions the two men had occupied while 
they were still alive. The corrupt Friar of “The 
SUMMONER’S TALE” alludes to the story of Dives as 
he tries to coerce the ailing Thomas into giving him 
some money (line 1,877).

Dolphin See DELPHINUS.

Domus Dedaly This is the name Chaucer gives 
to the labyrinth that the mythological architect 
DAEDALUS constructed as a home for the MINO-
TAUR of Crete.

Donaldson, E(thelbert) Talbot (1910–1987) A 
Yale Ph.D. who taught at Yale, Columbia, and 
Indiana, Talbot Donaldson died on April 13, 1987, 
after spending some of his last hours in the hospital 
polishing his translation of the B-text of WILLIAM 
LANGLAND’s PIERS PLOWMAN. During his lifetime, 
Donaldson received every honor a medieval-
ist might desire. He was a fellow of the Medieval 
Academy, a Corresponding Fellow of the British 
Academy, a Fellow of the American Academy of 
Arts and Sciences, the first president of the New 
Chaucer Society, president of the Medieval Acad-
emy, had two Guggenheim fellowships, and won the 
Haskins Medal of the Medieval Academy (shared 
with George Kane) for the edition of the B-text 
of Piers Plowman (1975). He served on the edito-
rial board of the CHAUCER REVIEW from its incep-
tion in 1966 until his death, and in addition to his 
non-Chaucer works, he published Chaucer’s Poetry: 
An Anthology for the Modern Reader (2nd edition, 
1975), a text that remains popular in the classroom 
despite going in and out of print. The notes to this 
edition are especially helpful for students encoun-
tering Chaucer’s English for the first time. In Speak-
ing of Chaucer (1970), he says that “Chaucer often 
teaches himself, so that one is apt to find oneself in 
the classroom not at the lectern explicating the text 
but sitting with one’s students as part of a delighted 
audience before whom the text unfolds itself.” Sev-
eral of Donaldson’s more recent works show his 
interest in Shakespeare’s treatment of Chaucerian 
themes and characters. He coedited the volume, 
Chaucerian Shakespeare: Adaptation and Transfor-
mation (1983) to which he contributed the essay, 
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“Shakespeare’s Taming of the Shrew and Chaucer’s 
Wife of Bath: The Struggle for Marital Mastery.” In 
1985 he published a more personal meditation on 
how Chaucer influenced the dramatist, The Swan 
at the Well: Shakespeare Reading Chaucer.

Dream of Scipio The epilogue of M. TULLIUS 
CICERO’s Republic, a work concerning political and 
moral philosophy, and arguing in favor of policy 
that would support the “common good” of all peo-
ple. The Republic was unknown to medieval read-
ers, except for this one portion that, along with 
an extensive commentary, had been preserved 
by the fifth-century Latin writer Macrobius. The 
Dream begins with the visit of SCIPIO AFRICANUS 
THE YOUNGER, a Roman general and statesman, to 
MASINISSA, king of Numidia, in 149 B.C. Scipio’s 
adoptive grandfather, SCIPIO AFRICANUS THE ELDER, 
had been one of Rome’s most accomplished gener-
als and was greatly admired by Masinissa. The two 
men, Masinissa and Scipio the Younger, sit up late 
into the night talking about Scipio’s grandfather. 
The elder Scipio then appears to his grandson in a 
dream, whose content is related in the rest of the 
work. Within that dream Scipio’s grandfather takes 
him into the heavens and shows him CARTHAGE. 
(This is the prototype of many ascents to heaven 
in later literature, including those of DANTE and 
Chaucer.) By illustrating how small and insignifi-
cant earth is in relation to the nine spheres (plan-
ets) with their heavenly harmony, he is able to 
warn his grandson against taking delight in worldly 
things, because at the end of time all worldly deeds 
will pass into oblivion. Those who are virtuous, 
however, and who further the common good will 
experience eternal joy after death. Those who are 
lawbreakers or who take delight only in the body 
will whirl about earth in pain for many ages before 
they are forgiven.

Macrobius’s “Commentary,” which is more 
than 16 times longer than the Dream, uses pas-
sages from the Dream as the occasion for an elabo-
rate exposition of neoplatonic doctrine. He also 
includes an encyclopedia on such subjects as arith-
metic, astronomy, the music of the spheres, geog-
raphy, and dreams, which he divides and classifies 
as follows:

(1) The somnium, which shows us truths veiled in 
an allegorical form. A modern example would 
be a dream in which someone experiencing 
increasing financial difficulties dreamed of 
being lost in a desert with no food, water, or 
shelter. This is the type of dream that Chau-
cer’s narrators have in The HOUSE OF FAME, 
The BOOK OF THE DUCHESS, and The PARLIA-
MENT OF FOWLS.

(2) The visio, which is a direct, literal revelation of 
the future. We would call it a prophetic or pre-
monitory dream. Chaucer calls it an “avisioun.” 
The rooster Chaunticleer of “The NUN’S 
PRIEST’S TALE” has such a dream the night 
before he is attacked by Russell the fox. In fact, 
when his wife, Pertelote, challenges his belief 
in the significance of his dream, Chaunticleer 
refers to Macrobius’s commentary to affirm his 
position.

(3) The oraculum, a dream in which of one of the 
dreamer’s parents or some other significant 
person appears to declare the future or give 
advice.

(4) The insomnium, which merely repeats working 
preoccupations, as if, for example, a ditch-digger 
goes to bed and dreams of digging ditches.

(5) The visum, which occurs when the dreamer 
is not yet fully asleep but sees shapes rushing 
through the mind. Nightmares belong to this 
class.

Scipio’s dream, although referred to as a som-
nium, would appear to be a combination of types. 
Insofar as someone appears in it to predict and 
warn, it is an oraculum; because it imparts what 
were considered to be literal truths about the celes-
tial regions, it would also be a visio; in that its 
highest meaning is concealed, it could likewise be 
considered a somnium. Macrobius’s commentary 
was not the only portion of his work that influ-
enced Chaucer. In The Parliament of Fowls, Chau-
cer’s narrator reads from and summarizes Scipio’s 
dream, and when he (the narrator) goes to sleep, 
he is also visited by Scipio the Elder, who conducts 
him to the Garden of Love. In The House of Fame, 
the narrator has a dream in which an eagle carries 
him high above the earth until it seems no bigger 
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than a pin-prick, a vision that echoes the younger 
Scipio’s experience of the world’s smallness in com-
parison to the gigantic heavenly spheres. Finally, 
at the end of TROILUS AND CRISEYDE, when Troilus 
dies he ascends, like the younger Scipio, into the 
highest celestial sphere where he perceives, look-
ing down on earth, the vanity and insignificance 
of human deeds, and especially of the kind of love 
that he has shared with Criseyde.

dream vision The dream vision was a conven-
tional narrative frame that was widely used in 
the Middle Ages. The narrator falls asleep and 
has a dream that becomes the main narrative of 
the poem. The dream is sometimes prefaced, as 
in Chaucer’s work, with an introduction describ-
ing the circumstances that led up to the dream 
and influenced its content. Most dream visions of 
the medieval period are allegories like the famous 
French poem Le ROMAN DE LA ROSE and WILLIAM 
LANGLAND’s Vision of Piers the Plowman. Chaucer 
employed the dream vision framework for four of 
his works: The BOOK OF THE DUCHESS, The HOUSE 
OF FAME, The PARLIAMENT OF FOWLS, and The LEG-
END OF GOOD WOMEN. For a book-length study 
of the genre, see A. C. Spearing, Medieval Dream 
Poetry.

Drye Se See GOBI DESERT.

Dun The name given to the horse in the prover-
bial saying, “Dun is in the mire.” Chaucer’s Host 
uses this expression in the prologue to “The MAN-
CIPLE’S TALE” (line 5) to complain that things have 
come to a standstill. He is particularly annoyed 
with the Cook, who appears to have fallen asleep 
astride his horse. In the notes to The RIVERSIDE 
CHAUCER, V. J. Scattergood suggests that the say-
ing derived from a rural game in which players had 
to move an unwieldy object, supposedly imitating 
the freeing of a horse from the mud.

Dunmowe Village near Chelmsford in Essex, 
England, where, until well into the 12th century, 
a side of bacon was annually offered to any mar-
ried couple who had lived a year and a day without 
having an argument or repenting of their marriage. 
The Wife of Bath refers to this custom when she 
says that her first three husbands never had the 
bacon of Dunmowe fetched for them. She is allud-
ing to the fact that those marriages, which saw 
her paired with men much older than herself, were 
filled with quarreling and strife.

Dunstan, Saint One of the most famous saints 
of Anglo-Saxon England, Saint Dunstan was born 
about 925 and educated at Glastonbury Abbey, 
where, after spending some time at the court of 
King Athelstan, he returned to become a monk. In 
the monastery he lived a very devout life, dividing 
his time between prayer, study, and manual labor. 
He was appointed abbot at Glastonbury under 
King Edmund, but after rebuking Edmund’s suc-
cessor for leading a sinful life, Dunstan was forced 
into exile for one year. He returned during the 
reign of Edgar, to whom he became a chief adviser. 
Edgar appointed him bishop of Worcester in 957 
and archbishop of Canterbury in 961. Through his 
“Canons,” Dunstan did much to restore ecclesiasti-
cal discipline in England. When he died in 988, 
Dunstan was buried at Canterbury cathedral. In 
“The FRIAR’S TALE,” Dunstan is mentioned by the 
devil, who explains to the corrupt summoner how 
devils such as himself sometimes serve the purposes 
of God and men in the course of pursuing their 
accustomed objective—to steal men’s souls. Saint 
Dunstan’s power over devils and other ministers of 
Satan was commonly illustrated in lives of the saint 
with which Chaucer would have been familiar.

Dyane See DIANA.

Dyone See DIONE.
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Eacides Chiron See CHIRON.

Ebraecus, Flavius Josephus Jewish historian 
and a general of the Galilean Jewish army in the 
war against Rome (A.D. 66–70). The historical 
works of Josephus provide important background 
information for the New Testament of the Bible. 
They include information on agriculture, geogra-
phy, politics, religion, social traditions and prac-
tices, and insights into the characters of people 
such as HEROD (2) and PILATE. Chaucer refers to 
Josephus in The HOUSE OF FAME, where he is one 
of the poets lining the approach to the throne of 
the goddess Fame (line 1,433). On his shoulders he 
bears the weight of Jewish history.

Ebrayk Josephus See EBRAECUS, FLAVIUS JOSEPHUS.

Ecclesiasticus One of the books of the Apoc-
rypha, a group of books written during a time of 
turmoil in the history of the Jewish people, from 
about 200 B.C. to about A.D. 70. These books were 
excluded from some early Christian versions of the 
Old Testament, but continue to be included in 
those used by Roman Catholics. Ecclesiasticus, also 
called The Wisdom of Jesus, Son of Sirach, is a book 
of wisdom teachings; it is not the same as the Old 
Testament book of Ecclesiastes, which is thought 
to have been written by King SOLOMON. Ecclesias-
ticus covers many subjects, including faith in God 

as Creator and Sustainer of life, love of wisdom and 
ethical conduct, virtue and good deeds, the value 
of past traditions, proper behavior in eating and 
drinking, work and trading, study and teaching, 
poverty and wealth, and health and sickness. It was 
written by Jesus ben Eleazar ben Sira, a Jew living in 
Jerusalem around 190 B.C. Chaucer’s Wife of Bath 
recalls that one of her fifth husband’s prescriptions 
for ruling a wife came from Ecclesiasticus, which 
recommended that men keep a tight reign on their 
wives, not allowing them to wander about. This is 
a bane to the Wife of Bath who, in her previous 
marriages, has been accustomed to wander freely 
about the region in which she lives and to travel on 
pilgrimages to far-off destinations. (The fact that 
she is once again traveling as she relates the story 
foreshadows its ending.) Another possible reference 
to Ecclesiasticus appears in “The NUN’S PRIEST’S 
TALE,” where the narrator (the Nun’s Priest) cau-
tions the reader against falling victim to the snare 
of flattery, as the rooster Chaunticleer is on the 
verge of doing. The dangers of flattery are a theme 
in several chapters of the apocryphal text. Since 
succumbing to flattery is also warned against in the 
Old Testament book of Ecclesiastes, the reference, 
which is rather vague, could be to that book also.

Echo In classical mythology, Echo was the beau-
tiful nymph who by distracting Hera (JUNO), the 
queen of the gods, with continuous talk, kept her 
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away from Zeus (JUPITER) while he was sporting 
with the nymphs. Hera punished Echo by prevent-
ing her from ever speaking again unless another 
spoke first, and from ever being silent if another did 
speak. Echo fell in love with NARCISSUS, but he did 
not return her love, and she grieved for him until 
she became nothing but a voice. Another story 
relates that Echo was loved by PAN, but instead 
of returning his love she pined for a Satyr who 
was unresponsive. Pan pursued her in vain, and 
finally he so annoyed the shepherds that they tore 
her into pieces. Echo is mentioned several times in 
Chaucer’s work. He refers to her garrulous nature 
in the envoy to “The CLERK’S TALE,” in which he 
advises women not to be patient and quiet like 
Griselda, but to talk back to their husbands con-
tinually. Aurelius, the squire who falls in love with 
Dorigen in “The FRANKLIN’S TALE,” compares his 
plight to that of Echo when she loved Narcissus, 
believing that he, like the nymph, will die unable 
to express his feelings. In an earlier poem, The 
BOOK OF THE DUCHESS, Chaucer uses Echo’s love 
for Narcissus as an example of excessive passion 
as he tries to help the Black Knight overcome his 
grief. In Chaucer’s translation of Le ROMAN DE LA 
ROSE (called The ROMAUNT OF THE ROSE), the nar-
rator of that poem comes upon a magical spring 
named after the nymph while wandering about in 
the GARDEN OF LOVE. Looking into the spring, he 
sees a reflection of the beautiful rose with which he 
is destined to fall in love.

Ecquo See ECHO.

Ector See HECTOR.

Ecuba See HECUBA.

Edippe (Edipus) See OEDIPUS.

editions of Chaucer’s work When the reference 
is made to “editions” of Chaucer’s work, the term 
indicates a text that is printed rather than written 
out by hand like a manuscript. The editors who com-
pile these editions have to choose what they believe 
to be the most authoritative texts, since most of 
Chaucer’s work exists in multiple manuscripts whose 

language varies, and Chaucer, like other medieval 
poets, is not around to be consulted. The variations 
that occur from manuscript to manuscript may be 
the result of scribal error (the person who was copy-
ing the manuscript made a mistake) of the author’s 
revisions, or even of changes by the scribe intended 
to improve the text. Sometimes it is possible for edi-
tors to determine whether the variation is a mistake 
or intentional; greater difficulties arise in deciding 
whether a “revision” was made by the author or 
by a well-intentioned scribe, or, when the dates of 
manuscripts are uncertain (as is usually the case with 
Chaucerian manuscripts), which is the original and 
which the revision.

These are just a few of the difficulties that Chau-
cer’s editors have had to contend with, although 
more recent editors have at least been able to rely 
on a textual tradition established over centuries 
by scholars seeking an authoritative text—one 
that seems closest to what Chaucer intended. The 
discussion of editors and editions that follows is 
not exhaustive, but focuses on the most impor-
tant milestones in a textual tradition that extends 
from the 14th century, when Chaucer composed, 
to today’s readers and scholars.

The first printed edition of Chaucer was created 
by the first English printer, WILLIAM CAXTON, who 
initially published The CANTERBURY TALES in 1478. 
When a reader informed him that the text was 
inferior to a manuscript version, Caxton dutifully 
attempted to correct his text, and went on to print 
a total of seven editions of Chaucer in his lifetime, 
suggesting the work’s early popularity. The differ-
ences between the language of Caxton’s texts and 
Chaucer’s own Middle English can be explained 
by the tremendous changes in the pronunciation 
of English that occurred during the 15th century 
(Chaucer died around 1400), as well as the free-
doms taken by the people who compiled the text 
before there was a systematic method for doing 
so. In addition to The Canterbury Tales, Caxton 
printed The PARLIAMENT OF FOWLS, “ANELIDA AND 
ARCITE,” The HOUSE OF FAME, TROILUS AND CRI-
SEYDE, and the BOECE.

Although there were several intervening edi-
tions printed by Wynkyn de Worde (Caxton’s suc-
cessor) and Pynson, the next important edition of 
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Chaucer was published by William Thynne, an offi-
cial in the household of Henry VIII, in 1532. With 
Thynne’s work, we see the first serious attempt at 
establishing an authoritative text by collating vari-
ous available manuscripts. William’s son Francis 
claimed that his father owned 22 manuscripts of 
Chaucer’s works, which he used to create his edi-
tion. Francis also reported that his father received 
a commission from Henry VIII to search all the 
libraries of England for copies of Chaucer’s work, 
for the purpose of correcting errors in the texts and 
adding to the Chaucer canon. Thynne was the first 
to print The BOOK OF THE DUCHESS, The LEGEND 
OF GOOD WOMEN, The ROMAUNT OF THE ROSE, 
and A TREATISE ON THE ASTROLABE.

JOHN STOW, a man best known for his work as 
a historian and antiquarian of the latter part of 
the 16th century, compiled an edition of Chaucer 
that was mainly derived from one put out by Wil-
liam Thynne, but with the addition of the short 
poems “GENTILESSE,” “A COMPLAINT TO HIS LADY,” 
“ADAM SCRIVEYNE,” the “PROVERBS” (thought to 
have come from Chaucer’s pen), and “AGAINST 
WOMEN UNCONSTANT.”

Thomas Speght, the next editor of Chaucer’s 
work, actually began as an assistant on an edition 
begun by John Stow and the English playwright 
Francis Beaumont. Although the text is very simi-
lar to that of Stow’s earlier edition, Speght wrote an 
introduction to The Canterbury Tales and a “life” of 
Chaucer based upon information about Chaucer’s 
parentage, his work, travels, and so forth. Speght 
was the first biographer to report that Chaucer’s 
name appeared on the record of the Inner Temple 
at the INNS OF COURT (where all Englishmen who 
were preparing to be lawyers studied) and that he 
was fined two shillings for beating a Franciscan 
friar in Fleet Street. Speght was the first editor 
to create a glossary, which emphasizes the rapid 
changes that were occurring in the language dur-
ing the period. (A comparison of the text of The 
Riverside Shakespeare with that of The Riverside 
Chaucer will clarify this point.) Speght’s second 
edition, published in 1602, included an explana-
tion of Chaucer’s metrics, an expanded glossary, 
which included some etymologies, and a revision 
of The Canterbury Tales.

John Urry, who edited the first edition of Chau-
cer to be published in the 18th century, died before 
that work was completed. Although it has been 
criticized as one of the worst editions of Chau-
cer ever produced, Urry, to his credit, was the 
first editor to include the entire accepted canon 
of Chaucer’s works. Like Thynne, Urry put some 
effort into establishing an authoritative text by col-
lating as many printed editions and manuscripts 
as he was able to get his hands on; his edition also 
included a biography and glossary, although these 
were created by others after Urry’s death. On the 
other hand, Urry freely changed the text to bring 
Chaucer’s verse into what he considered to be met-
rical regularity. These changes are what has caused 
the edition to be held in such low regard by modern 
scholars.

In the 1770s, Thomas Tyrwhitt, a scholar and 
editor who had an early career in politics, published 
an edition of The Canterbury Tales that signaled 
the beginning of serious scholarly attention to the 
editing process. Tyrwhitt was very careful to collate 
the 24 manuscripts to which he had access, and 
he displayed a sound ability to discern which ones 
were the best without ignoring valid alternate read-
ings from inferior manuscripts. He was also the first 
to adopt an order for the tales based on the best 
manuscripts. His commentary is excellent, display-
ing a familiarity with the Italian writers BOCCACCIO 
and DANTE, as well as with the French poem that 
had such tremendous influence on Chaucer’s work, 
Le ROMAN DE LA ROSE.

Thomas Wright, an early 19th-century scholar 
and editor who made his living editing medieval 
English and Latin works, chose a single manuscript, 
Harley 7334, as the basis of his text, using colla-
tions from a small number of favored manuscripts 
to correct faulty passages. Wright’s most important 
contribution was probably his commentary, some of 
which found its way into W. W. SKEAT’s annota-
tions later in the century.

FREDERICK J. FURNIVALL, founder of the Early 
English Text Society and the CHAUCER SOCIETY, 
has been called by some the midwife of 19th-
 century Chaucer scholarship. Furnivall was the first 
to recognize the superiority of the ELLESMERE and 
HENGWRT MANUSCRIPTs and, although he never 
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edited an edition of the poet’s work, he contributed 
greatly to Chaucer studies through his many manu-
script transcriptions, including that of Troilus and 
Criseyde; these published transcriptions expedited 
the work of later scholars and furthered the task 
of establishing a canon of Chaucer’s work. Among 
these transcriptions, his six-text parallel edition 
(a printed transcription of six of the best manu-
scripts) of The Canterbury Tales, together with the 
subsequent publication of two other manuscript 
transcriptions, was probably his most important 
legacy because it made it easy for those who would 
edit the text in the future to compare manuscript 
variants.

W. W. SKEAT, arguably the greatest of the 19th-
century editors of Old and Middle English litera-
ture, began his scholarly career as a mathematician. 
When Skeat returned to Christ’s College in Cam-
bridge as a lecturer, Furnivall invited him to edit 
the sprawling Old French romance Lancelot of the 
Lake. Skeat found the process interesting and did a 
good enough job to ultimately qualify as the editor 
of the Clarendon (Oxford) Chaucer, which, when 
it was published in 1895, was hailed as the best 
since Tyrwhitt’s edition of 1775–78. Because he 
relied exclusively on Furnivall’s six-text edition of 
the manuscripts and Harley 7334, his edition has 
since come to be considered too limited. He has 
also been criticized for metrical and orthographic 
emendations that had no basis in the manuscript 
tradition but which simply were done to regularize 
the text according to his own aesthetic principles. 
Nevertheless, Skeat’s commentary, glossary, and 
his work toward establishing the canon are all con-
tributions whose importance is still recognized by 
Chaucer scholars today.

JOHN KOCH, a German scholar of the late 19th 
and early 20th centuries who was inspired by F. J. 
Furnivall, has been overlooked often by those who 
compile catalogues of the important editors of Chau-
cer, despite his considerable contributions to the 
field. While teaching full-time in a Berlin second-
ary school, Koch nevertheless managed to do the 
painstaking work of manuscript analysis, publish-
ing a variety of essays on textual matters, as well 
as important critical editions of Chaucer’s minor 
poems, “The PARDONER’S TALE,” and The Canter-

bury Tales. The latter served as a major influence 
on FRED ROBINSON’s editorial decisions for his 1933 
edition of the Complete Works of Chaucer, as well as 
the revised edition of 1957.

ROBERT K. ROOT, another scholar whose life 
spanned the transition from the 19th to the 20th 
centuries, focused on the problematic manuscript 
tradition of Chaucer’s longest single work, Troilus 
and Criseyde. His edition of that poem, which he 
titled The Book of Troilus, represents the first mod-
ern critical edition of any Middle English poem. 
Because he chose to follow an unfounded theory of 
authorial revision in his collation of the available 
manuscripts, his edition is now recognized as unau-
thoritative, but his notes and commentary, which 
display extensive historical and literary knowledge, 
are invaluable to this day.

With the work of JOHN M. MANLY and EDITH 
RICKERT, we return to what is still considered 
Chaucer’s greatest (and what has certainly been 
his most frequently edited) work, The Canterbury 
Tales. These two scholars devoted themselves to the 
monumental task of creating an edition of the tales 
that contains a detailed description of all the known 
manuscripts, a volume on the classification of the 
manuscripts, two volumes of text, and four volumes 
recording manuscript variants. Their method of put-
ting the manuscripts into genetically related groups 
and examining variants in order to eliminate scribal 
alterations aimed at recovering an archetype close 
to Chaucer’s original intentions made this one of 
the most respected editions of the 20th century.

FRED N. ROBINSON’s two editions of Chaucer’s 
work, the first published by Houghton Mifflin in 
1933, after 29 years of preparation, have been rec-
ognized as the authoritative editions of the 20th 
century, even though Robinson has been faulted for 
not strictly adhering to a “scientific” model of tex-
tual editing but sometimes depending upon subjec-
tive criteria for his decisions regarding emendations 
based on inferior manuscripts. His edition recog-
nizes the authority of the Ellesmere and Hengwrt 
Manuscripts, but uses Ellesmere as the primary basis 
of the text. It has proven invaluable for students and 
scholars alike, not only because of the intelligent job 
Robinson did in editing the text but also because it 
contains all the works known to have been com-
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posed by Chaucer, in addition to some that were 
attributed to him but may not be genuine.

Robinson’s second edition, which appeared in 
1957, was adopted by LARRY BENSON, who expanded 
and enlarged the textual and critical apparatus of 
the text for Houghton Mifflin’s 1987 edition—
known as The RIVERSIDE CHAUCER. One reason for 
the outstanding quality of this edition was Benson’s 
choice to delegate the tasks of writing introduc-
tions, explanatory and critical notes of various 
poems to different scholars according to their Chau-
cer specialties. Benson himself composed much of 
the general introduction; the critical apparatus for 
The Canterbury Tales, The Parliament of Fowls, and 
The Romaunt of the Rose; and the excellent general 
bibliography. The Riverside Chaucer is currently the 
standard text for both students and scholars.

The VARIORUM Edition of the Works of Geoffrey 
Chaucer continues the tradition of scholarly col-
laboration. The ongoing project, begun in 1968, 
states as its goal the task of presenting “not a new 
critical text but a modestly emended or corrected 
Hengwrt text.”

education in the Middle Ages Whether one 
received a formal education in England in the 14th 
century depended on two things—gender and class. 
Because education was reserved primarily for males 
of the aristocracy or upper middle class, a majority 
of the populace was uneducated; many were illiter-
ate. The chief supplier of education was the church, 
through its monasteries, cathedrals, and parish 
schools modeled on the cathedral schools of north-
ern France. Biographers of Chaucer believe that 
he may have attended a cathedral school located 
near his family home in London. The curriculum 
of such a school would have included instruction 
in Latin (in which the Bible and most nonsecular 
literature was written), arithmetic, theology, and 
possibly music. Members of the nobility were typi-
cally educated by tutors, either in their own home 
or in the home of another member of their class 
to whom they had been entrusted for fosterage. 
For them, academic subjects would be augmented 
by tutelage in social skills and ceremony and the 
tremendously important, for the able-bodied male, 
skill of fighting.

Although he belonged to the middle class, 
Chaucer’s education probably followed the aristo-
cratic pattern. While we cannot be certain that he 
attended a cathedral school, it is certain that he 
received an education in manners and soldiering 
while in the household of the countess of Ulster 
and, later, in the service of Lionel, the duke of 
Clarence. Chaucer did not attend a university. 
These institutions, which developed in the 12th 
and 13th centuries, primarily received students 
who were intending to enter the church. The dis-
ciplines taught in the universities were divided 
notionally into the seven liberal arts, comprising 
grammar, rhetoric, and dialectic (the Trivium); 
arithmetic, geometry, astronomy, and music (the 
Quadrivium); and the higher subjects of theology, 
law, and medicine.

One of the greatest differences between edu-
cation in the Middle Ages and today relates to 
the method of learning. In classes, because of the 
rarity and expense of books, texts were reserved 
primarily for the teachers, who would read and 
explicate while the students busied themselves in 
writing and committing to memory. This emphasis 
on oral transmission permeated all levels of educa-
tion and affected the method of study and exercise 
(i.e., disputation and dialogue), the structure of 
texts, and even the attitudes to the works that 
were studied.

Chaucer’s knowledge of the educational prac-
tices of his day shows up in the portraits of various 
pilgrims who populate the GENERAL PROLOGUE TO 
THE CANTERBURY TALES. The Clerk represents the 
university student, the Doctor of Physic is one who 
has pursued the study of medicine, and the Ser-
geant of the Law represents the highest level that 
could be attained in the legal profession. Chau-
cer himself is thought to have attended the Inner 
Court, one of the INNS OF COURT responsible for 
the education of English lawyers. A legal educa-
tion would have served him well in the positions he 
held as an ambassador for EDWARD III and his heir, 
RICHARD II, and in his job as a controller in the 
Customs House.

Edward, Saint Saint Edward of England, more 
popularly known as Edward the Confessor, was 
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the son of Ethelred the Unready. Born around 
1004 and brought up in exile because of the Dan-
ish occupation of England, Edward was crowned 
king of England on the restoration of the Anglo-
Saxon line in 1042. He was considered a just ruler 
and in all things considerate of the interests of 
his subjects, yet he made some enemies among 
the nobility because of his easy relations with 
the French Normans. He waged successful war 
against the Scots and the Welsh, while maintain-
ing peace within the boundaries of his own king-
dom. His remission of the tribute known as the 
danegeld (paid to the Danish king), the wise laws 
he enacted, and his protection of the interests of 
the church gained him lasting fame. When he died 
in January 1066, his body was entombed in West-
minster Abbey, which he had restored during his 
reign. Saint Edward is mentioned once in Chau-
cer’s work, in the prologue to “The MONK’S TALE” 
when the Monk, a bit overzealous to perform in 
the tale-telling contest, announces that he will tell 
a tale, or two or three, one of them being the life of 
Saint Edward. Instead, he tells a series of tragedies 
relating the rise and fall of various famous men on 
FORTUNE’s wheel.

Edward III Although Edward III became king 
of England in 1327 when his father, Edward II, 
was deposed, the government was actually run by 
his mother, Queen Isabella, and her lover, Roger 
Mortimer. Several years later, 17-year-old Edward 
carried out a palace revolution in which Mortimer 
was seized and later condemned to death by Par-
liament. This dates the beginning of Edward’s 
true reign, which was to last nearly half a century. 
Although the chroniclers of Edward’s life and reign 
tended to praise him rather lavishly, modern his-
torians have, until recently, tended to judge him 
rather harshly for putting the war with France (the 
HUNDRED YEARS’ WAR) above all other concerns. 
To promote the war, he allowed powerful members 
of the nobility to have unprecedented influence 
in the government. He sacrificed the interests of 
the church, of sound administration, and of the 
merchant class in political decisions favorable to 
the war effort. He also squandered the monetary 
resources of the government, leaving an empty 

exchequer for his successor, RICHARD II. On the 
positive side, Edward may simply have been trying 
to avoid the problems his father had from quar-
reling with the barons. Edward III cultivated the 
goodwill of these magnates and sought to reconcile 
old feuds and hostilities. He generously bestowed 
titles, honors, and gifts of land. Perhaps most impor-
tantly, he waged a successful foreign war that kept 
the nobility occupied abroad and offered them the 
opportunity to gain renown and riches in the form 
of war booty and plunder. In this way, Edward was 
able to surround himself with a group of young and 
warlike barons who sympathized with him, admired 
him, and remained loyal to him throughout his life. 
It has been suggested that Edward’s relations with 
his barons were closer and happier than were those 
of any other medieval king in England. Edward is 
also remembered for promoting the cult of chivalry 
through the famous Order of the GARTER, which 
he created around 1348.

Edward and his queen, Philippa, had 12 chil-
dren, three of whom died in infancy. Their first 
son, Edward, later known as EDWARD THE BLACK 
PRINCE, became a great warrior in the struggle 
against France, but died before he could inherit 
the crown. Two other sons, JOHN OF GAUNT and 
THOMAS OF WOODSTOCK, played a dominant role 
in the history of the realm. Chaucer served in the 
household of another son, Lionel, duke of Clar-
ence, before he and his wife, also named Philippa, 
entered the king’s household in the 1360s. Chau-
cer evidently served Edward as an esquire, trav-
eling about the realm on the king’s business and 
occasionally being asked to journey overseas as a 
kind of diplomat. In return for his service, Chaucer 
received lodging, food, clothing, daily wages, and 
an annuity. In 1374, Edward appointed Chaucer 
to the office of controller of the export tax, or cus-
toms, on wool, sheepskins, and leather, in the port 
of London, and of the subsidy, a heavier tax on the 
same merchandise. Chaucer continued to hold this 
important office after the king’s death in 1377.

Edward the Black Prince Eldest son of EDWARD 
III and, by right of that relationship, Prince of 
Wales and heir to the throne of England. How-
ever, Edward died in 1376 before his father, and so 
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it was his son Richard who succeeded to the crown 
(as RICHARD II). Known primarily for his exploits 
in battle, the Black Prince won an overwhelming 
victory over the French at Poitiers, which brought 
him enormous fame and popularity in England. As 
a governor, however, he demonstrated little talent, 
ruling as a tyrant rather than a statesman over the 
duchy of Aquitaine, which he had been granted by 
his father. Chaucer would not have known Edward 
personally, but may have come into contact with 
him during the time that he served in the house-
hold of Lionel, Edward’s brother, or later as an 
esquire to King Edward. As a valettus, or yeoman, 
to Prince Lionel, Chaucer also evidently marched 
in the army division led by the Prince of Wales 
during the siege of Reims in 1359.

Egeus See AEGEUS.

Egipcien Marie See MARY THE EGYPTIAN, SAINT.

Egiste See AEGYPTUS.

Egyptian Mary See MARY THE EGYPTIAN, SAINT.

Ekko See ECHO.

Eleatics (Eleaticis) See PARMENIDES.

Eleyne See HELEN OF TROY.

Eleyne, Saint See HELEN, SAINT.

Eli A judge and high priest in the biblical Book 
of Samuel. Although Eli was a deeply pious man 
who served God faithfully, he was unable to con-
trol his two sons, Phinehas and Hophni. These two 
men, both priests, took meat from sacrificial ani-
mals before they were dedicated to God. They also 
had sex with women who assembled at the taber-
nacle door. According to the biblical account, God 
punished Eli by allowing Hophni and Phinehas to 
be killed in battle against the Philistines. Upon 
hearing the news of their deaths, Eli fell backward 
and broke his neck. God’s final judgment against 
Eli and his descendants occurred when SOLOMON 
removed one of Eli’s descendants, and put some-

one else in his place as high priest of the nation. In 
“The PARSON’S TALE,” Chaucer refers to the sons 
of Eli as examples of evil priests, and he compares 
their wickedness to SATAN’s.

Eliachim In the apocryphal Book of Judith, 
Eliachim was a Jewish priest in the town of Bethu-
lia who preached resistance against the army of 
HOLOFERNES, King NEBUCHADNEZZAR’s general who 
was later beheaded by JUDITH. He is mentioned in 
the story of Holofernes’s downfall that appears in 
Chaucer’s “MONK’S TALE.”

Elicon See HELICON, MOUNT.

Eligius, Saint The patron of goldsmiths and 
farriers (blacksmiths). For most of his life, Eligius 
served as goldsmith to King Clotar (Lothar) II, 
Merovingian king of France and father of Dabobert 
I. Clotar also commissioned him to make chalices, 
plaques, and other artifacts for his court. In 640 
Eligius resigned his position as master of the king’s 
mint to become a priest and, one year later, bishop 
of Noyon. He was a very successful preacher and 
founded three monasteries, one of them at Paris. 
His surviving homilies show a great concern over 
the revival of pagan practices, which was a peren-
nial problem for the clergy in the early Middle Ages. 
Although only one ancient church was devoted to 
Eligius in England, his cult became so popular there 
that Chaucer’s Prioress swears by his name, as we 
are told in the GENERAL PROLOGUE’s description 
of her. Saint Eligius is also invoked (as Loy) by 
the carter of “The MONK’S TALE” when that man 
rescinds the previous curses he has laid upon his 
horses and blesses them, by God and Saint Loy, for 
drawing his cart out of a rut. The saint is associated 
with horses by extension of his patronage of farri-
ers. There is a legend that relates how he once had 
to cut off the leg of a struggling horse in order to 
shoe it, but then restored the leg after he was done. 
Eligius’s principal emblem is the horseshoe.

Elijah In the Old Testament, Elijah was an influ-
ential prophet who lived during the ninth century 
B.C. He was instrumental in shaping Jewish his-
tory, and his ideas dominated Hebrew thinking for 
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centuries after his lifetime. Elijah’s most important 
contribution to Jewish history was his insistence 
that the religious practices of the Hebrew people 
must remain pure, that they must not be allowed to 
mingle with the worship of other gods, such as Baal 
and Asheroth. Because his views conflicted with 
those of Ahab, one of the kings of Israel during his 
lifetime, he often found himself the victim of hostil-
ity and persecution. For example, when King Ahab 
built a temple devoted to Baal worship, Elijah pre-
dicted that God would send a drought to punish the 
people, and he was forced into exile for three years. 
Like MOSES, Elijah was sustained by God through 
miraculous means when he was forced to hide out 
in the desert. Ahab and his successor Ahaziah were 
punished for their defiance of God’s wishes just as 
Elijah predicted they would be. At the end of his 
life, Elijah did not die but was carried bodily into 
heaven in a whirlwind. ELISHA, the only witness to 
this event, took up Elijah’s mantle, which fell from 
Elijah as he ascended, and carried it throughout his 
ministry to demonstrate his continuation of Elijah’s 
work. Elijah is mentioned three times in Chaucer’s 
work. In “The SUMMONER’S TALE,” the corrupt friar 
compares himself to Elijah (and a host of other holy 
men) as he tries to persuade the ailing THOMAS (1) 
to give him some money. The friar claims that his 
prayers are more effective because he, like Elijah 
when God spoke to him on Mount Horeb, practices 
fasting and contemplation. In actuality, these com-
parisons indicate the friar’s sinfulness rather than 
his holiness because they either demonstrate pride 
(if he is telling the truth) or (what is more likely) 
indicate that he is a liar. Later in the tale, the friar 
claims that members of his order have more author-
ity than those belonging to other religious insti-
tutions because the friars were originally founded 
by Elijah. This is based on an actual tradition of 
the Carmelites. Although the Carmelite order was 
established in 1209 or 1210, and endorsed by the 
papacy in 1226, the Carmelites stated that their 
founders were Elijah and his successor, Elisha. In 
The HOUSE OF FAME, when the narrator is seized 
by the eagle and flown high up into the heavens, 
he exclaims that he is not ENOCH nor Elijah, nor 
ROMULUS nor GANYMEDE, all examples of charac-
ters who were taken up to heaven before death. 

Interestingly, while Enoch and Elijah are from the 
Bible, both Romulus and Ganymede appear in clas-
sical mythology. Such blending of pagan and Chris-
tian materials is typical of Chaucer.

Elise See ELISHA.

Elisha In the Old Testament of the Bible, Elisha 
was an early Hebrew prophet who succeeded and 
carried on the work of the prophet ELIJAH. Scholars 
have dated the period of his ministry from about 
850 to 800 B.C. Unlike his predecessor, who was an 
outsider and a rebel, Elisha chose to work within 
the system, assuming his position as the rightful 
head of the official prophetic order in Israel and 
serving as a counselor to kings. He was also known 
for his willingness to mingle with and minister to 
people at every level of society, from the lowli-
est peasants to the wealthiest aristocrats. Elisha 
performed many miracles, twice as many as his 
forerunner. The first was his parting of the Jordan 
River shortly after he received Elijah’s mantle (the 
symbol that he was to serve as Elijah’s successor). 
His miracles did not cease when his life ended: 
When a corpse was placed in Elisha’s tomb, it came 
back to life as it touched the prophet’s bones. Dur-
ing the medieval period, stories such as this helped 
to nourish a belief in the power of saints’ relics, 
and help explain why so many people were eager 
to go on pilgrimages such as the one undertaken 
by Chaucer’s pilgrims, who are on their way to visit 
the shrine of Saint THOMAS À BECKET in CANTER-
BURY. Elisha is mentioned once in Chaucer’s work, 
in “The SUMMONER’S TALE” when the duplicitous 
friar tells poor ailing Thomas that friars are superior 
to other religious orders because they trace their 
descent from the prophets Elijah and Elisha. The 
Carmelites, a Franciscan order, did in fact make 
such a claim, even though their organization was 
not formally established until the first decade of the 
13th century. Chaucer’s reference to this claim in 
this context may indicate that he considered it to 
be facetious.

Elisium See ELYSIUM.

Elisos See ELYSIUM.
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Ellesmere Manuscript The Ellesmere Manu-
script of The CANTERBURY TALES is a lavishly 
illustrated manuscript produced early in the 15th 
century. Along with the HENGWRT MANUSCRIPT, 
it has come to be considered an authoritative text 
and is drawn upon heavily to produce standard 
editions of The Canterbury Tales. Scholars use the 
Ellesmere text because it seems the most finished (it 
has the least number of problematical or “corrupt” 
lines), and because the order in which the tales 
appear makes the most sense based on deductions 
based on references to time and place that occur 
within the links between the tales. Interestingly, 
the Hengwrt Manuscript was produced around the 
same time and seems likely to have been composed 
by the same scribe. Yet everything is unorganized 
and fragmented (one of the tales is even missing) in 
Hengwrt. The appearance of Hengwrt has led some 
scholars to believe that this is as close as Chaucer 
came to imposing an order on the tales, and that 
the scribe of Ellesmere was himself responsible for 
the more homogenized version. It is an interest-
ing argument, but without the ability to consult 
either Chaucer or the scribe, the truth will probably 
remain hidden. One of the most interesting features 
of the Ellesmere Manuscript is its illustrations. In 
addition to lavish scrollwork and other decorative 
features, its margins contain illustrations of all the 
pilgrims, including Chaucer, often reproducing the 
characteristics of the pilgrims as they are described 
in the GENERAL PROLOGUE. The portrait of Chaucer 
shown here is one of the earliest extant likenesses 
of the poet. In his recent biography of Chaucer, 
DEREK PEARSALL suggests that the portrait’s odd 
top-heaviness must derive from the scribe’s attempt 
to adapt a three-quarter-length portrait such as 
that which appears in another manuscript, the 
Harley 4866. The Ellesmere Manuscript is housed 
in the Huntington Library in San Marino, Califor-
nia, and all of its illustrations of the pilgrims are 
reproduced in Roger Sherman Loomis’s book, A 
Mirror of Chaucer’s World.

Elliott, Ralph W(arren) V(ictor) (1921– ) Chaucer 
scholar born in Germany and educated in Scotland, 
Elliott has served as professor in several Australian 
universities. His interest is in the entire history of the 

English language, as he has published on a series of 
time periods from the age of Anglo-Saxon runes to 
Thomas Hardy. Along the way, he became interested 
in the 14th century and published Chaucer’s En-
glish (1974). Elliott studies Chaucer’s language from 
a developmental standpoint rather than as a static 
entity.

Eloi, Saint See ELIGIUS, SAINT.

Eltham One of Queen Anne’s residences near 
London (see ANNE OF BOHEMIA). Chaucer makes 
reference to Eltham in the F version of his prologue 
to The LEGEND OF GOOD WOMEN, saying that when 
completed the book should be presented to the 
queen “at Eltham or at Sheene” on his behalf (line 
497). Scholars have puzzled over the elimination 
of these lines from the G version of the prologue, 
speculating that Chaucer may have removed them 
after Anne’s death to avoid any mention of the 
queen to her husband, King RICHARD II, who was 
so grief-stricken that he commanded her favorite 
residence at Sheen demolished so that it would not 
remind him of his loss. Some scholars believe that 
Queen Alcestis, who appears in the prologue and 
directs the poet to write the Legend, is meant to be 
an allegorical representation of Queen Anne.

Elye See ELIJAH.

Elysium In classical mythology, Elysium, or 
Elysian Fields, was the counterpart to Christian 
heaven, though its description more closely resem-
bles that of the Garden of Eden. According to leg-
end, Elysium was located far in the west on the 
banks of Oceanus, or in the Islands of the Blessed. 
Its inhabitants were never blasted by extremes of 
hot or cold weathers, but enjoyed a temperate cli-
mate where fruit trees produced three or four crops 
every year. The rulers of the land were Cronus and 
Rhadamanthus. In later tradition, Elysium came to 
be regarded as part of the underworld where those 
deemed worthy to experience everlasting happiness 
were assigned after death. This tradition is called 
upon in Chaucer’s TROILUS AND CRISEYDE when 
Criseyde, hearing that she is to be given to the 
Greeks in exchange for Antenor, promises Troilus 
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that even if they are to be parted on earth, their 
spirits will one day be reunited in Elysium.

Eneas (Enee) See AENEAS.

Eneyde (Eneydos) See AENEID.

Engelond A Middle English spelling of England, 
the country where Chaucer was born, lived, and 
wrote his poetry. The name derives from one of 
the tribes, the Angles, who invaded England after 
the Roman occupation ended in the early part 
of the fifth century. The Anglo-Saxon conquest 
of the country was complete by around 450, and 
from that point forward the portion of the island 
from Hadrian’s Wall to the southern coast came 
to be known as Angle-lond, which eventually 
became Engelond and, finally, England.

Englyssh A Middle English spelling of English. 
Chaucer typically uses the word to refer to the En-
glish language, rather than as an adjective as in “an 
English village.” Chaucer is known as the father of 
English poetry because he was the first author writ-
ing in English to create a style that was considered 
polished enough for the most sophisticated subject 
matter. Before Chaucer popularized English as a 
serious literary medium, French had been the pre-
ferred language of poetry in England, from the time 
of the Norman Conquest in 1066 until the end of 
the 14th century.

Ennok See ENOCH.

Ennopye See AEGINA.

Enoch In the Old Testament, Enoch, the father 
of Methuselah, was “translated,” or taken directly 
into heaven without experiencing death. In The 
HOUSE OF FAME Chaucer mentions Enoch to the 
eagle, who has scooped him up and seems to be fly-
ing higher and higher into the heavens. In noting 
that he is neither Enoch nor ELIJAH, Chaucer seems 
to be suggesting that he would be unworthy of such 
a fate, though his protests are ultimately derived 
from a desire to be set safely back on solid ground. 
The eagle responds that he need not worry and 

ultimately carries him to the region where Fame’s 
palace stands in the air between heaven and earth, 
thus situated so that it can collect the emanations 
of sound that rise from the earth into the atmo-
sphere, traveling like ripples through water.

“Envoy de Chaucer à Bukton” See “LENVOY DE 
CHAUCER À BUKTON.”

“Envoy de Chaucer à Scogan” See “LENVOY DE 
CHAUCER À SCOGAN.”

Eolus See AEOLUS.

Ephesians Ephesians, or The Epistle to the Ephe-
sians, is one of four short epistles written by the 
apostle Paul (see PAUL, SAINT) while he was in 
prison; the others are Philippians, Colossians, and 
Philemon. Addressed to the Christians in Ephe-
sus, a city on the western coast of Asia Minor, 
Ephesians describes Christ’s position as the lord 
of the church, of the world, and the entire cre-
ated universe. Paul notes that although Christ has 
ascended into heaven His work is not over; rather, 
He is completing what he began in His earthly min-
istry by means of His extended body, the church. 
Chaucer’s Parson refers to Ephesians when he 
notes Paul’s characterization of an avaricious man 
as the slave of idolatry (i.e., one who worships idols 
through the value he attaches to material goods).

Ephesios See EPHESIANS.

Epicureans Followers of the Greek philosopher 
EPICURUS. They are mentioned in the BOECE, 
Chaucer’s translation of BOETHIUS’s Consolation of 
Philosophy, by Lady Philosophy. She notes that fol-
lowing the philosopher SOCRATES’ death, both the 
STOICS and the Epicureans claimed his ideas for 
their own. Lady Philosophy describes the subse-
quent twisting and wrenching of Socrates’ meaning 
metaphorically, as the cutting and tearing of her 
own clothing that she had woven by hand.

Epicurus A Greek philosopher who lived from 
341 to 270 B.C., Epicurus counseled the doctrine 
of the enjoyment of virtue as the supreme good. 
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During the Middle Ages, his name and philosophy 
became associated with the sins of self-indulgence 
and luxury. Chaucer’s BOECE reflects this transfor-
mation when Lady Philosophy notes that Epicurus 
was overly concerned with the riches, honor, power, 
glory, and delights of this world (Book Three, Prosa 
2). Epicurus is mentioned again, in a lighter con-
text, in the GENERAL PROLOGUE TO THE CANTER-
BURY TALES. The Franklin, a man who takes great 
delight in good food and drink, which he graciously 
shares with others, is referred to as “Epicurus owene 
sone” (line 336) [Epicurus’s own son].

“Episteles of Ovyde” This is the title Chau-
cer gives to the Roman poet OVID’s Heroides. The 
work is mentioned in the prologue to “The MAN 
OF LAW’S TALE” by the Sergeant of the Law, who 
proclaims that the poet Chaucer has told more love 
stories than appear in Ovid’s Epistles, and then pro-
ceeds to name some of them. The Heroides is also 
mentioned in The HOUSE OF FAME, where readers 
who would seek to know more about the story of 
DIDO and AENEAS are directed to read about it 
in VIRGIL or the “Epistle of Ovyde.” In version G 
of Chaucer’s prologue of The LEGEND OF GOOD 
WOMEN, Queen Alcestis mentions Ovid’s Epistles 
as a source of stories about virtuous and faithful 
women, directing Chaucer to create a collection 
of such stories to make amends for having trans-
lated Le ROMAN DE LA ROSE and for having writ-
ten TROILUS AND CRISEYDE, both of which portray 
women in very unfavorable terms. Scholars who 
have compared the text of the Legend with that of 
the Heroides believe that the latter served both as a 
model for Chaucer’s poem and as a source for some 
of the minibiographies appearing therein.

Equatorie of the Planets The Equatorie of the 
Planets is the most important work recently pro-
posed for inclusion in Chaucer’s canon. A Middle 
English translation of a Latin work ultimately based 
on an Arabian source, it describes the construc-
tion and use of an equatorium, an instrument for 
calculating the positions of the planets. Derek 
Price discovered it in a manuscript of astronomical 
tables in 1952. After comparing the word Chaucer 
with what may have been Chaucer’s signature in a 

record dating from his work in the Customs House, 
Price concluded that the hand was the same and 
consequently, that the Equatorie was Chaucer’s 
composition. Another study, by R. M. Wilson, 
showed that the language of the Equatorie was con-
sistent with Chaucer’s usage, in addition to which 
Chaucer himself, in the preface to A TREATISE ON 
THE ASTROLABE, had promised to compose third 
and fourth parts with information similar to that 
contained in the astronomical tables of the Equa-
torie manuscript. FRED ROBINSON, who edited what 
has come to be considered the most authoritative 
20th-century edition of Chaucer’s work, felt that 
this evidence was too circumstantial to constitute 
conclusive proof. For that reason, and because 
Price had published an edition of the text in 1955 
complete with facsimile, transcription, translation, 
explanatory notes, and full introductory and illus-
trative materials, Robinson did not include the text 
in his second edition. LARRY BENSON, who based 
the 1987 RIVERSIDE CHAUCER on Robinson’s text, 
made the same decision, for similar reasons.

Ercules See HERCULES.

Erinyes, the In classical mythology, Alecto, 
Tisiphone, and Megaera were the names of the 
three Erinyes (or Furies, as they were called by 
the Romans). The daughters of Gaea, the Earth 
Mother, their role was to carry out the laws of ven-
geance. They were represented as winged maidens 
with snakes for hair, carrying torches, scourges, and 
sickles. They punished without mercy those who 
violated natural family relationships, committed 
murder, perjured, violated the rules of hospitality, 
or were guilty of excessive arrogance. Their method 
consisted of an eternal pursuit of the guilty, harass-
ing him wherever he went and driving him into 
madness. Giving no consideration to the motives 
behind the crime that had been committed, they 
even pursued those, such as OEDIPUS, who erred 
unintentionally. Their power extended into the 
underworld, where they often continued to torment 
their victims beyond the grave. From another point 
of view, the Erinyes were considered benevolent dei-
ties (hence their alternative name, Eumenides, or 
“the kindly ones”) because they punished evildoers 
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and safeguarded the good. Sacrifices to these god-
desses consisted of water mixed with honey, milk, 
cake, black sheep, and flowers. Chaucer mentions 
all three of the goddesses in the invocation to book 
four of TROILUS AND CRISEYDE when he asks for their 
help in describing the catastrophic denouement of 
the love affair between Troilus and Criseyde.

Eriphilem See ERIPHYLE.

Eriphyle In classical mythology, Eriphyle was the 
sister of ADRASTUS, who gave her in marriage to 
AMPHIARAUS on the condition that if the husband 
and wife ever disagreed over anything, Amphiaraus 
would yield to his wife’s judgment. When Adras-
tus organized the campaign of the SEVEN AGAINST 
THEBES to help POLYNICES in his effort to regain 
the throne of THEBES, Amphiaraus objected to 
the campaign because he foresaw that he would 
be killed. Eriphyle, bribed by Polynices with the 
famous necklace of Harmonia (a necklace made 
by Hephaestus [see VULCAN] that would destroy 
anyone who wore it), compelled Amphiaraus to 
participate in the war, but before leaving home, 
Amphiaraus made his sons promise to avenge him 
by killing their mother when they grew up. Ten 
years later, Eriphyle was again bribed, this time to 
persuade her son Alcmaeon to join the expedition 
of the Epigoni against THEBES. Learning this, Alc-
maeon, aided by his brother Amphilochus, mur-
dered her. The story of Eriphyle’s treachery appears 
in the Book of Wicked Wives, which the Wife of 
Bath’s fifth husband likes to read to her.

Ermony See ARMENIA.

Erro See HERO.

Erudice See EURYDICE.

Escaphilo See ASCALAPHUS.

Esculapius See AESCULAPIUS.

Eson See AESON.

Esperus See HESPERUS.

Essex Essex is a county in the southeastern 
region of England, immediately to the northeast of 
London and bounded on its east by the North Sea. 
The name ultimately derives from the Saxons who, 
along with the Jutes and Angles, invaded and con-
quered the island in the fifth century. The former 
“kingdom” of Essex was ruled by the East Saxons. 
The county of Essex is mentioned in the prologue 
to “The WIFE OF BATH’S TALE” when the Wife of 
Bath describes how often she quarreled with her 
first three husbands. Referring to an ancient cus-
tom whereby a side of bacon was annually offered 
to any married couple who had lived a year and a 
day without having an argument or repenting of 
their marriage, the Wife of Bath says that her first 
three husbands never had the bacon “in Essex at 
Dunmowe” (line 218) fetched for them.

estates satire See Commentary under GENERAL 
PROLOGUE TO THE CANTERBURY TALES.

Esther (Ester) In the Old Testament, Esther was 
the Jewish queen of the Persian king AHASUERUS. 
She was descended from a family that had been 
carried into captivity in about 600 B.C. and chose 
to stay in Persia rather than return to Jerusalem 
when the captivity ended. Esther was chosen by 
King Ahasuerus to replace his first wife, Vashti, 
who was banished from the kingdom when she 
refused to display herself to his guests following 
several days of drunken revelry. Esther served her 
people well when one of the king’s advisers, a man 
named Haman, decided to revenge himself on the 
Jews because the prophet MORDECAI had refused 
to bow down to him. Haman persuaded the king 
to issue an edict permitting him to kill all the Jews 
and seize their property. Esther tactfully exposed 
Haman’s plot and true character to the king, who 
rescinded the edict and granted the Jews the right 
to defend themselves. Haman was hanged on the 
same gallows that he had prepared for Mordecai. 
Jews still celebrate their deliverance from Haman’s 
plot at the feast of Purim. Esther is mentioned sev-
eral times in Chaucer’s work as an example of a vir-
tuous and faithful wife. January, the aged knight of 
“The MERCHANT’S TALE,” uses her along with other 
examples of virtuous wives to justify his own deci-
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sion to marry. Dame Prudence mentions Esther’s 
good advice to her husband as she tries to convince 
her own husband, Melibee, not to take revenge 
on the men who robbed and assaulted his family, 
in “The TALE OF MELIBEE.” In The BOOK OF THE 
DUCHESS, the Black Knight compares the goodness 
of his Lady White to that of the biblical Esther, and 
in the prologue to The LEGEND OF GOOD WOMEN, 
the narrator notes that the meekness of Queen 
Alcestis outshines Esther’s.

Estoryal Myrour Estoryal Myrour (Historical 
mirror) is the title Chaucer gives to VINCENT OF 
BEAUVAIS’s Speculum historiale, which Queen Alces-
tis refers to in the G version of the prologue to The 
LEGEND OF GOOD WOMEN. She mentions Vincent’s 
work as a possible source for the stories of virtuous 
women that she wants Chaucer to write in order to 
make amends for having translated Le ROMAN DE 
LA ROSE and for having made his own adaptation 
of BOCCACCIO’s FILOSTRATO. Both of these works, 
in her opinion, detract from the reputation of her 
gender. Chaucer actually did use the Speculum as a 
source for his “legend” of CLEOPATRA.

Eteocles In classical mythology, Eteocles was 
the son of King OEDIPUS of Thebes and Jocasta. He 
had a brother, POLYNICES and a sister, ANTIGONE. 
After it was discovered that Oedipus had com-
mitted the grievous error (albeit unknowingly) of 
marrying his mother, Eteocles and Polynices drove 
him out of Thebes and undertook to govern the 
city themselves, agreeing to rule alternately year 
by year. When Eteocles refused to be bound by 
that agreement, Polynices called upon ADRASTUS 
to help him organize an invasion of Thebes. In the 
conflict that followed, which became known as 
the SEVEN AGAINST THEBES, the brothers met in 
single combat and killed each other, fulfilling the 
curse that their father had laid upon them when 
they forced him to leave the city. CASSANDRA 
mentions Eteocles and Polynices in book five of 
TROILUS AND CRISEYDE as she recites the history of 
the Theban conflict to her brother Troilus (lines 
1,485–1,510).

Ethiocles See ETEOCLES.

Etik An unidentified source to which Chau-
cer refers in the F version of his prologue to The 
LEGEND OF GOOD WOMEN: “But I ne clepe nat 
innocence folye, / Ne fals pitee, for vertu is the 
mene, / As Etik seith; in swich maner I mene” 
(lines 164–166) [But I do not consider innocence 
folly, / Nor (do I call it) false pity, for virtue is the 
rule, / As Etik says; such is what I mean]. The 
passage appears within a description of the birds 
choosing their mates on the first day of May; in it 
Chaucer seems to be praising straightforward deal-
ing in love, such as he sees among the birds, and 
perhaps indirectly criticizing humanity for under-
valuing the same. W. W. SKEAT theorized that the 
“Etik” reference could be to ARISTOTLE’s Ethics, but 
also perhaps to an author, possibly the Roman poet 
Horace, who achieved fame for the odes he com-
posed in the first century B.C.

Euclid/Euclide Greek mathematician who au-
thored an important work on geometry in the fourth 
century B.C. He is mentioned at the conclusion of 
“The SUMMONER’S TALE” when the Summoner de-
scribes how the squire Jankyn solved the problem of 
evenly dividing a fart among 13 friars. His solution is 
to have Thomas, the originator of the fart, sit at the 
center of a cartwheel with 12 spokes, placing one 
friar at the end of each spoke and one in the middle, 
directly beneath Thomas. This way, when Thomas 
farts, the air and sound will travel down the spokes. 
The friar responsible for attracting this donation, 
by sitting directly beneath Thomas, will receive an 
even greater share than his brethren. For coming up 
with this ingenious solution, Jankyn is pronounced 
as good a mathematician as Euclid or the Egyptian 
PTOLEMY.

Eufrates See EUPHRATES.

Euphrates River in the ancient land of Meso-
potamia (present-day Iraq). It flows from east-
central Turkey through Syria and Iraq to join 
the Tigris. In Book Five of the BOECE, Lady 
Philosophy uses the paths taken by the Tigris 
and Euphrates Rivers as an example of appar-
ent chance that is really divinely determined. 
After springing from a single source, these rivers 
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divide into two separate channels. If they were to 
reunite, they would cause many disasters, uproot-
ing trees and destroying ships; thus, their con-
tinuing in their course is an example of the work 
of Providence, although it appears to be chance 
occurrence.

Euripides Greek playwright of the fifth century 
B.C. The youngest of the three great Attic tragedi-
ans, a group that included Sophocles and Aeschy-
lus, Euripides did not win as much acclaim as the 
other two men. This was due mainly to the fact 
that his works seemed to question the morality of 
the legends upon which the religious beliefs of his 
countrymen were based. One of the strongest fea-
tures of his work, and one that has doubtless led 
to its enduring popularity, lay in its presentation 
of ordinary human beings, especially women, with 
both passion and sympathy. Nineteen of his plays 
have survived, the most famous being Medea. His 
portrait of MEDEA had considerable influence on 
how she was portrayed in later literature, including 
OVID’s Heroides, which Chaucer drew upon for his 
own portrait of Medea in The LEGEND OF GOOD 
WOMEN. In the BOECE, Chaucer’s translation of 
BOETHIUS’s Consolation of Philosophy, Lady Philoso-
phy refers to Euripides’ saying that “he that hath 
no children is weleful by infortune” (Book Three, 
Prosa 7, line 25) [he who has no children is happy 
through misfortune]. She mentions this in conclud-
ing her case that men wish for things that are not 
always in their best interests. The line is taken from 
Euripides’ play Andromache.

Eurippe See EURIPUS.

Euripus A strait located between Euboea and 
Boeotia, which was famous for its strong and vari-
able currents. In the BOECE, Lady Philosophy 
compares the turning of FORTUNE’s wheel to the 
dangerous and unpredictable currents of the boil-
ing Euripus (Book Two, Metrum 1, line 3).

Europa Briefly mentioned as Aganore’s daughter 
in prologue F to The LEGEND OF GOOD WOMEN (line 
114), Europa was one of many women in Greek 
mythology to be kidnapped and ravished by Zeus 

(see JUPITER), the king of the gods. According to the 
legend, she was gathering flowers along the seashore 
one day when Zeus, having assumed the form of a 
beautiful bull, lay down at her feet. He appeared so 
gentle that Europa playfully climbed upon his back. 
Instantly he arose and plunged into the sea, carrying 
her with him. He took Europa to Crete, where she 
bore him three children, MINOS, Rhadamanthus, 
and Sarpedon. Zeus then gave Europa as a wife to 
Asterius, king of Crete, who raised her children as 
his own. The lines in which she is mentioned are 
among many instances in Chaucer’s work where 
he indicates the date by referring to astrological 
symbols. In this case, the reference to the sun rising 
in the breast of the beast that led away Agenore’s 
daughter is a poetical way of saying that the sun is 
rising toward the middle sector of the sign of TAU-
RUS the bull, which is a figurative way of saying that 
it is around May 1. The legend of Zeus and Europa 
also surfaces briefly in TROILUS AND CRISEYDE, when 
Troilus calls upon Zeus in the name of his love for 
Europa to assist him in his attempts to woo Criseyde 
(book 3, line 722).

Europe See EUROPA.

Eurus In classical mythology, Eurus is the wind 
that blows from the southeast. It was typically 
associated with stormy weather, which may be 
why BOETHIUS chose to mention it in Book Two, 
Metrum 4 of his Consolation of Philosophy (trans-
lated by Chaucer as the BOECE) as a wind power-
ful enough to cast down even a stable and wary 
man who has prepared for its coming. He refers to 
Eurus again in Book Four as the wind that brought 
ULYSSES’ ship to the island of CIRCE, who enchanted 
all his men and turned them into animals.

Eurydice In classical mythology, Eurydice was 
the wife of the poet ORPHEUS. Shortly after her mar-
riage the shepherd Aristaeus fell in love with her, 
and while fleeing from him she was fatally bitten by 
a serpent. Her heartbroken husband followed her 
into Hades, where his singing so charmed the gods 
of the underworld that they granted his request 
to take Eurydice back to the upper world. They 
imposed one condition—that he must pass through 
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Hades without once looking back. Orpheus, fol-
lowed by Eurydice, had nearly reached his destina-
tion when he looked back to make sure that his wife 
was coming and lost her forever. In book four, line 
791 of TROILUS AND CRISEYDE, when the Trojans 
have agreed to turn Criseyde over to the Greeks in 
exchange for Antenor, Criseyde compares herself 
and TROILUS to Eurydice and Orpheus, who, forced 
apart in life, were reunited after death.

Eva See EVE.

Evander In classical mythology, Evander was 
the son of MERCURY and a prophetic Arcadian 
nymph. He led a group of people from Pallan-
tion in ARCADIA to Italy, where they built a city 
on the spot that would later be the site of Rome. 
The Palatine hill derives its name from his for-
mer home. Evander taught the region’s natives 
the arts of the Greeks, especially writing, music, 
and the worship of PAN, HERCULES, and others. 
When AENEAS arrived in Italy, Evander aided him 
against TURNUS by sending his son to fight for 
Aeneas. In the BOECE, Chaucer’s translation of 
BOETHIUS’s Consolation of Philosophy, Lady Philos-
ophy notes that Hercules was able to avenge the 
wrath of Evander by killing the giant CACUS, who 
had stolen some of the cattle Hercules was sup-
posed to be guarding. In this instance, Chaucer 
seems to have confused Evander with Eurystheus, 
the king of Mycenae who gave Hercules the 12 
labors to perform.

Evangels, the In “The MAN OF LAW’S TALE” the 
wicked knight swears upon the Evangels, or the Gos-
pels of Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John in the New 
Testament, when he accuses Constance of murder-
ing Hermengild. The knight’s lie is revealed when a 
hand comes down from heaven and strikes him so 
hard that his neck is broken and he falls down dead.

Evaungiles See EVANGELS, THE.

Eve According to the Bible and Christian tradi-
tion, Eve was the first woman, created from one 
of ADAM’s ribs to be his companion and helper. 
The story of Adam and Eve is related in GENESIS, 

the first book of the Bible. They are described as 
living together in innocence and happiness, with-
out guilt and sin. However, Satan, in the form of 
a serpent, tempted Eve to eat from a tree whose 
fruit she had been forbidden, and she succumbed 
to the temptation and then offered the fruit to 
her husband. The result of their disobedience was 
the loss of innocence and the disturbing knowl-
edge of sin and evil. This act of defiance also cost 
them their immortality; now they and their descen-
dants would have to experience death. Eve’s pain 
in childbirth and Adam’s authority over her were 
additional punishments imposed upon her and her 
female descendants.

Eve is mentioned numerous times in The CAN-
TERBURY TALES. In “The MAN OF LAW’S TALE,” 
the narrator cites Satan’s temptation of Eve as an 
example of how he uses women as instruments of 
destruction; the Sultaness of Syria, who murdered 
her son for marrying Constance, fits this pattern. 
Eve is also one of the wicked wives whose sto-
ries the Wife of Bath’s fifth husband would read 
aloud before she rebelled and tore one of the pages 
from his book (see “The WIFE OF BATH’S TALE”). In 
“The MERCHANT’S TALE,” the aged knight January 
uses God’s decision to make a wife for Adam to 
justify his own decision to marry. The union that 
results is not quite as disastrous as that of Adam 
and Eve, but it does have its drawbacks when the 
young wife finds the attentions of a youthful squire 
more appealing that those of her ancient husband. 
Finally, “The PARSON’S TALE,” which is actually a 
sermon on penitence, tells the complete story of 
Adam and Eve and their fall from innocence as it 
relates to original sin and how it has passed down 
to us, Adam’s descendants.

exemplum An exemplum (a Latin word whose 
plural is exempla) is a short tale illustrating a moral 
point. Exempla usually appear in sermons or other 
didactic works. Their popularity during the Middle 
Ages led to the creation of collections of exempla, 
classified according to their subject matter, which 
were used by preachers in preparing sermons. 
Because the entertaining narrative of some of these 
stories at times threatened to overshadow their 
moral implications, their use became controversial 
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during the 14th century. JOHN WYCLIFFE, the famous 
church reformer and translator of the Bible, pro-
tested against this tendency and omitted exempla 
from his own sermons. Exempla had a strong influ-
ence on medieval secular literature, as is illustrated 
by Chaucer’s noteworthy use of the form in “The 
NUN’S PRIEST’S TALE” and “The PARDONER’S TALE.” 
The former uses the story of a learned rooster named 
Chaunticleer to illustrate the maxim that pride 
goeth before a fall, while the Pardoner’s narrative 
of three men who go out in search of death and find 
a fortune in gold shows how the sin of avarice can 
have fatal results. (See BEAST FABLE.)

Exodus Exodus, the second book of the Old Tes-
tament, deals with Israel’s early years as a nation. 
Its name comes from the Greek word for “going 
out,” referring to the Hebrew people, led by the 
prophet MOSES, going away from enslavement in 
Egypt to the “promised land.” In “The PARSON’S 
TALE,” which is actually a sermon on penitence, 
the Parson notes that the first of the Ten Com-

mandments, which appear in the Book of Exodus, 
states: “Thous shalt have no false goddes bifore me, 
ne thou shalt make to thee no grave thyng” (line 
750) [You must have no false gods before me, nor 
shall you make any graven image for yourselves]. 
The passage is a paraphrase of Exodus 20: 3–4.

Ezechi See HEZEKIAH.

Ezekiel (Ezechiel) In the Old Testament, Eze-
kiel was a prophet whose family was carried away 
to Babylon during the period known as the Baby-
lonian captivity of the Jews. He was about 25 years 
old at the time. Ezekiel prophesied to the captives 
who lived by the Chebar River at Tel Aviv, and he 
is the author of the Book of Ezekiel, which purports 
to contain prophetic messages received from God 
in a series of visions. Chaucer’s Parson quotes from 
Ezekiel 8:43 when he describes the shamefulness 
of sin as one reason men seek to perform acts of 
contrition or penitence. “The PARSON’S TALE” is 
actually a sermon describing true penitence.
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fabliau The term fabliau (plural, fabliaux) refers 
to a genre that seems to have originated in medi-
eval France. Flourishing in the 12th and 13th cen-
turies, these bawdy and humorous stories typically 
featured middle-class characters involved in a plot 
dealing with some form of sexual misconduct or 
an obscene joke. The French fabliaux were usually 
written in octosyllabic couplets. The form was dis-
persed by the French jongleurs, professional musical 
entertainers who traveled around to the homes and 
castles of various noble families. Although fabliaux 
sometimes had ostensible “morals” attached to 
them, they lacked the serious intention of the fable 
or EXEMPLUM. The fabliaux was obviously one of 
Chaucer’s favorite genres. He employed it over and 
over again in The CANTERBURY TALES. The tales 
told by the Miller, Reeve, Friar, Summoner, Mer-
chant, Shipman, and Manciple are all fabliaux.

Fabricius, Gaius Luscinus A Roman general of 
the third century B.C. Gaius Luscinus Fabricius had 
a distinguished career as both a soldier and a dip-
lomat, often combining the two functions, as he 
did in 280 when he was sent to treat for ransom 
and exchange of prisoners following the Roman 
defeat by Pyrrhus, the king of Epirus in Greece. 
When Fabricius refused to take any bribe from Pyr-
rhus, the latter was so impressed that he released 
his prisoners without ransom. Fabricius also served 
two terms as consul. He is mentioned once in the 

BOECE, Chaucer’s translation of BOETHIUS’s Con-
solation of Philosophy—in Book Two, Metrum 7, 
when Lady Philosophy asks Boethius to consider 
that those distinctions won during life are of little 
use to one dead and buried. Where, she asks him, 
is the good Fabricius now? Where is the noble BRU-
TUS or stern CATO? Their names may mean some-
thing now, but they will eventually, like everything 
else, be effaced by time.

Fairie (Fairye) Fairie (also spelled Fairye, Fay-
erye, and Faerie) was the name Chaucer and other 
medieval writers gave to the realm of the fairies. 
This was a place of magic and enchantment, where 
marvelous deeds were performed by both human 
and supernatural beings. Many of the adventures of 
King ARTHUR and his knights are associated with 
the realm of Fairie because enchantresses like Mor-
gan le Fay and other magical figures appear in those 
stories.

One theory holds that legends of an enchanted 
land date back to the earliest known inhabitants 
of the British Isles, people who in Irish lore became 
known as the Sidhe. When later European settlers 
invaded, the Sidhe went underground (literally), liv-
ing in barrows, springs, and other enchanted places 
and coming out on moonlit nights to dance in the 
forest and perform various acts of mischief, usually 
aimed at vexing the descendants of their conquer-
ors. Titania and Oberon in Shakespeare’s play A 
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Midsummer Night’s Dream are examples of such fig-
ures. Fairies were sometimes suspected of kidnapping 
human children (for they, because of their magical 
powers, had long since ceased to be human) and 
replacing them with changelings who only appeared 
to be human.

Chaucer refers to this realm of Fairie in “The 
SQUIRE’S TALE,” where an allusion is made to Sir 
GAWAIN, one of the legendary Arthur’s knights, 
who is now considered to reside in this enchanted 
land; and in “The TALE OF SIR THOPAS,” where the 
“hero” of the story, Sir Thopas, falls in love with 
an elf queen of whom he has dreamed. He rides so 
far in pursuit of this queen that he actually enters 
the land of the fairies, where he encounters a giant 
named Oliphaunt. He does not, however, find the 
queen he is searching for, at least not before the 
tale is interrupted. Chaucer also uses the term Fai-
rie to refer to the classical underworld as, for exam-
ple, when he describes the god PLUTO as the “Kyng 
of Fayerye” in “The MERCHANT’S TALE.”

Fame, Book of See HOUSE OF FAME, The, in Part 
II: Works.

Fayerye See FAIRIE.

Femenye Femenye is the name Chaucer gives 
to the land of the AMAZONS in the account of 
THESEUS’s expedition against that race of warrior 
women at the beginning of “The KNIGHT’S TALE.” 
Femenye is an Old French form of the Latin Femina, 
which means “land of women.” Early texts locate 
the Amazons’ kingdom on the southern shore of 
the Black Sea. Chaucer’s source, BOCCACCIO’s TES-
EIDA, places them in the region of Lake Maeotis, to 
which the name SCYTHIA was also applied.

Ferrara A town in northern Italy through which 
the PO River flows. In the prologue to “The CLERK’S 
TALE” the Clerk follows PETRARCH, Chaucer’s 
source, in describing the geographical area that 
forms the setting for the tale of patient Griselda, 
the beautiful peasant girl who was chosen to be the 
wife of Walter, the Marquis of SALUZZO.

Ferrare See FERRARA.

Filostrato, Il A dramatic poem by the Italian 
writer Giovanni BOCCACCIO, Il Filostrato was Chau-
cer’s primary source for his longest single poem, 
TROILUS AND CRISEYDE. The title means “the one 
overcome by love,” and Boccaccio claimed to have 
written it to reflect upon the ups and downs of his 
own love affair. Although the TROJAN WAR, which 
serves as the historical background to Il Filostrato, 
had been treated by many poets, beginning with 
HOMER, Boccaccio was the first to take a small epi-
sode, or group of episodes, from the great chronicles 
that narrated the whole story of the war, and to 
treat that episode in elaborate detail. This emphasis 
makes the poem ideal for Chaucer’s interest in the 
personal and particular side of life rather than the 
martial and general. Yet while maintaining a tight 
focus on character, his adaptation is nothing less 
than a dramatic revision or re-envisioning. As Ste-
phen Barney notes in his introduction to the poem 
in The RIVERSIDE CHAUCER, the English poet “radi-
cally transforms Boccaccio’s poem, redistributing 
the weight given various parts of the story, adding 
long scenes, wholly re-imagining the characters of 
Troilus, Criseyde, Pandarus, and inserting a num-
ber of rich dialogues, apostrophes, epic machin-
ery, soliloquies, proverbs, and the like, which alter, 
especially under the influence of Boethius, the tone 
of the poem.” As a result, Chaucer’s poem is “at 
once funnier and graver, more learned and more 
light-hearted, tighter in organization and broader in 
implication, less original and less smoothly crafted, 
yet a fair companion to the works of those poets 
whom Chaucer names at the end: Virgil, Ovid, 
Homer, Lucan, and Statius.”

Fisher, John H(urt) (1919– ) Chaucer scholar. 
After completing a doctorate at the University of 
Pennsylvania, Fisher taught at a wide variety of 
universities, and is currently Emeritus Professor of 
English at the University of Tennessee, Knoxville. 
He edited The Complete Poetry and Prose of Geoffrey 
Chaucer (1977) for Holt Publishing and contrib-
uted a chapter on TROILUS AND CRISEYDE to Beryl 
Rowland’s Companion to Chaucer Studies (1979). In 
The Importance of Chaucer (1992), Fisher points out 
that like all great writers, Chaucer is untranslat-
able; but he also remarks that “Chaucer’s language 
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is just close enough” so that most readers of modern 
English, with “a little effort,” can experience “the 
raising of the hairs on the back of the neck that is 
the proof of perfect poetic expression.” Fisher’s in-
terest in Chaucer’s language is reflected in a series 
of other publications including “Chaucer’s French: 
A Metalinguistic Theory” (in Chaucer Yearbook, 
1992), “Chaucer and the Written Language” (in 
The Popular Literature of Medieval England, 1985) 
and “Chaucer’s Last Revision of the Canterbury 
Tales” (in Modern Language Review, 1972). Fisher 
also edited annotated bibliographies of Chaucer 
criticism for Studies in the Age of Chaucer for the 
years 1977–80, and compiled The Essential Chaucer: 
An Annotated Bibliography of Major Modern Stud-
ies (1987), an excellent research source. His early 
book, John Gower: Moral Philosopher and Friend of 
Chaucer (1964) provides an insightful discussion 
of the relationship between the two 14th-century 
poets.

Fish Street Now known as Fish Hill Street, Fish 
Street is a London street located just off Thames 
Street below London Bridge. The locale is men-
tioned at the beginning of “The PARDONER’S TALE” 
when the Pardoner warns his audience to beware of 
the moral dangers associated with drinking wine. 
He goes on to say that they should especially avoid 
those vintages for sale “in Fysshstrete or in Chepe” 
(line 564) [in Fish Street or in Cheapeside], 
because this wine is likely to have been diluted 
with a cheaper Spanish variety. The abrupt shift 
from a moral caution to a mercantile one ironically 
reveals the Pardoner’s personal knowledge of that 
which he warns others against.

Flanders In medieval times, Flanders was a coun-
try in northwestern Europe, on the North Sea. It 
included a part of northwestern France, the prov-
inces of East and West Flanders in Belgium, and a 
small portion of land now belonging to the Nether-
lands. The Squire who is described in the GENERAL 
PROLOGUE TO THE CANTERBURY TALES has fought 
campaigns in Flanders and other parts of northern 
France, in contrast to his father whose campaigns 
took him to comparatively distant lands such as 
RUSSIA, GRANADA, and MOROCCO. Flanders is 

also the setting for two of The Canterbury Tales, 
“The PARDONER’S TALE,” which relates the story of 
three rioters who go in search of Death, and “The 
TALE OF SIR THOPAS,” which parodies the type of 
romantic adventure stories that were so popular 
at the time. For “The Pardoner’s Tale,” Chaucer 
may have chosen the setting because of the Flem-
ings’ reputation for overindulgent consumption of 
alcohol. In the case of “The Tale of Sir Thopas,” he 
probably selected Flanders because it was known 
primarily as a center of industry and trade, which 
makes it a rather comically inappropriate setting 
for knightly adventures of high seriousness.

Flegitoun See PHLEGETHON.

Fleming A native of FLANDERS. Chaucer refers 
to a Flemish saying in the prologue to “The COOK’S 
TALE.” When the Host chides the Cook for sell-
ing poor-quality wares in the food shop where he 
works, he tells the man not to be angry over a 
remark that is made in jest. The Cook responds, 
“Thou seist ful sooth . . . by my fey! / But ‘sooth 
pley, quaad pley,’ as the Flemyng seith” (lines 
4,356–4,357) [You say truly, . . . by my faith! / But 
‘true jest, bad jest,’ as the Fleming says] and then 
goes on to warn that he will now tell the story of 
an innkeeper (the Host’s profession), being sure 
that the Host has a good sense of humor and will 
not get angry. The adjective quaad, which means 
“bad,” is something Chaucer may have picked up 
from his association with Flemish merchants in 
the Vintry district where his father’s family lived 
and ran their wine business. A number of Flemish 
merchants were killed by rioting peasants during 
the PEASANTS’ REVOLT OF 1381, an event Chaucer 
may have witnessed. He is thought to have been in 
London during the revolt, yet his poetry contains 
only one allusion to the event. It appears in “The 
NUN’S PRIEST’S TALE” when he describes the group 
of yelling people and dogs that are chasing after 
Russell, the fox who grabbed the rooster Chaunti-
cleer by the throat and ran off to the woods. He 
says that JACK STRAW (one of the leaders of the 
revolt) and his followers were never half so loud, 
even when they killed any of the Flemings, as were 
these people in pursuit of the fox.
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Flora In classical mythology, Flora was the Ital-
ian goddess of flowers and the fruitfulness of spring. 
Her festival, called the Floralia, was celebrated with 
games and dancing, dramatic productions of a sex-
ually provocative character, and hunting games in 
the Roman Circus. In The BOOK OF THE DUCHESS, 
the landscape that the narrator enters within his 
dream is so beautiful that he imagines it to be the 
home of the goddess Flora (line 402). In version F 
of the prologue to The LEGEND OF GOOD WOMEN, 
the landscape encountered by the dreamer is simi-
larly described as having been brought to fruition 
by the gentle breath of Flora and ZEPHYRUS, the 
west wind (line 171).

Florence City in the region of TUSCANY in 
north-central Italy on the Arno River. The city is 
mentioned in “The WIFE OF BATH’S TALE” as the 
home of the poet DANTE ALIGHIERI. In 1372–73, 
Chaucer himself traveled to Florence in the service 
of King EDWARD III. A number of scholars believe 
that Chaucer may have met the poets PETRARCH 
and BOCCACCIO, who were living in the region, and 
perhaps have obtained copies of their work and of 
Dante’s. All three Italian poets had a significant 
influence on Chaucer’s later work.

Flymyng See FLEMING.

Fortune In classical mythology, Fortune (Latin: 
Fortuna) was the Roman goddess of chance who, 
like the Greek fates, dealt out men’s destinies in 
a manner that often appeared illogical and capri-
cious. In ancient Rome she was worshipped under 
many different names, corresponding to the various 
conceptions of her as favorable or unfavorable, as 
ephemeral or abiding. Whereas for the Romans it 
was possible, based on one’s circumstances, to for-
get the negative side of the goddess, the medieval 
Christian writers who inherited the concept seem 
to have always tried to keep in mind that negative 
possibility, even in times of great good fortune. In 
medieval art, Fortune is often pictured as a blind-
folded woman turning a wheel on which men rise 
and fall.

The goddess Fortune, and the concept of for-
tune, was important in a number of Chaucer’s 

works. In The BOOK OF THE DUCHESS, the Black 
Knight tells the narrator that he played a game of 
chess with Fortune (a personification of the con-
cept) and lost his queen. What this really means, 
we later learn, is that she has died. The goddess 
Fame, in The HOUSE OF FAME, seems closely mod-
eled on the goddess Fortune in the way that she 
indiscriminately dispenses good and bad reputa-
tions to people without considering whether they 
merit either. In the BOECE, Chaucer’s translation 
of BOETHIUS’s Consolation of Philosophy, Fortune is 
blamed for the predicament of the narrator (actu-
ally Boethius), who has been the victim of circum-
stance and ill-will among his compatriots in the 
court of THEODORIC, king of the Ostrogoths. The 
short poem “FORTUNE” describes how the goddess 
operates in the world of men and features a narra-
tor who complains of her behavior. Fortune speaks 
in the poem and defends herself, saying she has 
granted him good experiences as well as bad, and 
exhorts him to trust in the wisdom of heaven (i.e., 
God), which rules over all, even Fortune. In The 
Canterbury Tales, the idea of Fortune appears most 
prominently in “The MONK’S TALE,” which is a 
series of tragedies emphasizing the role of Fortune 
in causing the downfall of famous men and one 
woman. All in all, the concept of Fortune presented 
in Chaucer’s work is a negative one, even though it, 
or she, is ultimately vindicated by the idea that For-
tune operates within a Christian framework where 
God oversees the turning of Fortune’s wheel.

France France provides the setting for more of 
Chaucer’s narratives than any other country except 
England. This is only natural, considering the prox-
imity of the two countries, separated only by a nar-
row channel of the sea, and their shared history, 
which included mutual invading expeditions. Three 
hundred years before Chaucer was born, William 
the Conqueror, from the region of Normandy, con-
quered England and brought into the country a rul-
ing nobility that continued to speak and write their 
native ANGLO-NORMAN dialect of French right up 
to Chaucer’s day. In fact, by choosing to compose 
poetry in English for an audience of members of 
the nobility, Chaucer was breaking new ground. 
Some of his tales that are set in France, like “The 
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SHIPMAN’S TALE,” reflect the fact that French lit-
erature provided numerous sources for him to draw 
upon. Despite this borrowing, during Chaucer’s 
lifetime relations with France were troubled at best. 
Armed conflict with the French had entered a new 
phase as EDWARD III used war with France as a 
way to entertain his restless nobles and to supply 
them with new wealth in the form of plunder. At 
least one French poet, EUSTACHE DESCHAMPS, is on 
record for his appreciation of Chaucer’s verse.

Frank, Robert Worth, Jr. (1914– ) Chaucer 
scholar. Frank earned a Ph.D. at Yale and taught 
at a variety of institutions before settling at Penn-
sylvania State University where he is now Emeri-
tus Professor of English. His largest contribution 
to Chaucer studies is Chaucer and “The Legend of 
Good Women” (1972), the first full-length assess-
ment of the poem, published by Harvard University 
Press. Frank says that he wrote this book because 
it is impossible to make an honest assessment of 
Chaucer’s development as an artist without study-
ing The LEGEND OF GOOD WOMEN, which he sees 
as innovative in genre, theme, technique, and 
verse form. Frank also penned several valuable 
articles on other Chaucer topics. “A Reading of 
Chaucer’s Reeve’s Tale” (Chaucer Review, 1967) 
shows how the animal imagery in this tale helps to 
set the moral tone of the tale, of which the theme 
is unbridled passion. Images discussed include the 
runaway horse, peacock, magpie, and pig; the latter 
three were used by the church fathers to represent 
the passions of pride, wrath, and lust, respectively. 
Another article, “Miracles of the Virgin, Medieval 
Anti-Semitism, and the Prioress’ Tale” (in The 
Wisdom of Poetry: Essays in Early English Literature 
in Honor of Morton W. Bloomfield, 1982), illustrates 
that anti-Semitism was typical in medieval tales of 
the Virgin, and traces the roots of this convention 
within social, doctrinal, and literary history.

French, Robert D. (1881–1954) A professor of 
English at Yale University, French authored one of 
the earliest student guides to Chaucer, The Chaucer 
Handbook (2nd ed., 1947). French felt that those 
who teach the poet have an obligation to inform 
students of the materials made available by scholar-

ship, without which no understanding of Chaucer’s 
genius can be complete. The goal of his handbook 
was to bring together in a concise form the widely 
scattered and sometimes otherwise inaccessible 
results of that scholarship.

Frideswide, Saint Eighth-century Anglo-Saxon 
abbess and a saint of the church. From childhood, 
she chose for herself the maxim, “Whatsoever is not 
God is nothing.” Frideswide entered a religious order 
upon the death of her mother and afterward was put 
in charge of the monastery of St. Mary at OXFORD, 
which had been founded by her father. According 
to legend, Frideswide was delivered by prayer from 
the sexual advances of Algar, a Mercian prince. 
She died before the end of the eighth century, was 
later canonized, and also came to be honored as the 
patroness of the city and of the University of Oxford. 
In Chaucer’s “MILLER’S TALE,” John the Carpenter 
calls upon Saint Frideswide for help when he breaks 
into the room of his lodger, Nicholas, and finds him 
apparently swooning. John believes Nicholas has lost 
his mind through too much study and calls upon 
Saint Frideswide not only because she is the saint of 
the town in which he lives but also because she had 
a great reputation for healing.

Frisia (Frise) Frisia, or Friesland, which in medi-
eval times was a country, now forms part of the 
Netherlands. In a short poem, the “LENVOY DE 
CHAUCER À BUKTON,” Chaucer tells his friend who 
is about to be married that it would be better for 
him to be taken prisoner in Frisia (Chaucer gives it 
the French spelling, Frise) than to marry. He may 
have chosen Frisia, rather than some other coun-
try, simply because it helped complete his rhyme, 
but, as Donald Howard points out in his biography 
of Chaucer, the Frieslanders had recently refused 
to ransom their own countrymen who were prison-
ers in England, and had killed their English prison-
ers. Thus, being captured in Frisia meant death, a 
rather extreme alternative to marriage.

Froissart, Jean French chronicler and poet from 
the region of Hainault who traveled widely in western 
Europe during the latter part of the 14th century, col-
lecting material for his elaborate histories. He became 
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the secretary to EDWARD III’s queen, Philippa, in 
1360, and accompanied EDWARD THE BLACK PRINCE 
to Spain when England agreed to back the claims 
of the deposed King Pedro (Pedro the Cruel) to the 
throne of Castile (see PEDRO OF CASTILE). In 1368 he 
joined Lionel, duke of Clarence, on his magnificent 
expedition to MILAN when the duke traveled there 
to be married to Violante Visconti. Froissart’s writ-
ings about the occasion provide a detailed portrait of 
the expedition’s grandeur (for example, Lionel was 
accompanied by 457 men and 1,280 horses). Frois-
sart’s chronicles provide historians and biographers of 
the period with a wealth of material, though consider-
ation has to be taken of his propensity for embellish-
ment and exaggeration. Froissart’s poetry had some 
influence on Chaucer’s work, his “Dittie de la Flour 
de la Margherite” (Poem on the marguerite flower) 
providing a number of lines adopted by Chaucer in 
The LEGEND OF GOOD WOMEN to describe the daisy 
with which the dreamer-narrator falls in love. Mar-
guerite was another name for daisy. Froissart’s Paradys 
d’Amours similarly provided a number of lines for The 
BOOK OF THE DUCHESS.

Frydeswyde, Saint See FRIDESWIDE, SAINT.

Furies, the See ERINYES.

Furnivall, Frederick James (1825–1910) Edu-
cated at University College London and Trinity 
College, Cambridge, Furnivall began his career as 
a barrister (a type of English lawyer), but early 
in his career decided to pursue his love of lit-
erature and philology. Some of his most impor-
tant achievements include editing the proposed 

New English Dictionary, which developed into 
the Oxford English Dictionary, and founding the 
CHAUCER SOCIETY and the Early English Text 
Society. Furnivall was the first to recognize the 
superiority of the ELLESMERE and HENGWRT MAN-
USCRIPTs and, although he never edited an edi-
tion of the poet’s work, he contributed greatly 
to Chaucer studies through his many manuscript 
transcriptions, including that of TROILUS AND CRI-
SEYDE; these published transcriptions expedited 
the work of later scholars and furthered the task 
of establishing a canon of Chaucer’s work. Among 
these transcriptions, his six-text parallel edition 
(a printed transcription of six of the best manu-
scripts) of The Canterbury Tales, together with the 
subsequent publication of two other manuscript 
transcriptions, was probably his most important 
legacy because it made it so easy for those who 
would edit the text in the future to compare man-
uscript variants. Furnivall’s other contributions 
to the field of English letters include founding 
the Ballad Society, the New Shakespeare Society, 
the (John) Wyclif Society, the (Robert) Brown-
ing Society, and the (Percy Bysse) Shelley Soci-
ety. Furnivall was also a leader in the movement 
that supported making education available to the 
working classes in 19th-century England, and he 
taught grammar at the Working Man’s College, 
established in 1854.

Fynystere See CAPE FINISTERRE.

Fyssh See PISCES.

Fysshstrete See FISH STREET.
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Gabriel In the Bible, Gabriel is an archangel who 
acts as the messenger of God, appearing to DANIEL, 
Zacharias, and the Virgin Mary (see MARY, SAINT). 
All of his messages were interpreted as foretelling 
the coming of Christ as the messiah. His appear-
ance to Mary, when he tells her that she has been 
chosen to be the mother of God’s son, is alluded to 
in Chaucer’s “ABC,” a poem of praise addressed to 
the Virgin.

Gaddesden See JOHN OF GADDESDEN.

Gaius Cesar See CALIGULA.

Galatea (Galathee) The heroine of the Pam-
philles de amore, also known as the Liber de Amore, 
a 13th-century work attributed to the poet Pam-
philus Maurelianus. It consists of a series of dia-
logues between two lovers named PAMPHILUS and 
Galatea. The secrecy surrounding their relationship 
is alluded to in Chaucer’s “FRANKLIN’S TALE” when 
the Franklin says that Aurelius’s brother, the only 
other person who knew about his love for the mar-
ried Dorigen, was as discreet concerning the matter 
as Pamphilus was regarding his love for Galatea.

Galatia See MILETUS.

Galaxye One of the names Chaucer uses to refer 
to the astronomical formation known as the MILKY 

WAY. He refers to it by this name in The HOUSE 
OF FAME when the eagle who has picked him up 
and proceeds to carry him high into the earth’s 
atmosphere directs his attention to the formation 
and other sights that may be seen from this new 
vantage point. Chaucer also refers to the Milky 
Way by this name in The PARLIAMENT OF FOWLS 
when he describes a similar journey into the heav-
ens taken by SCIPIO AFRICANUS THE YOUNGER in 
the DREAM OF SCIPIO, a text that influenced several 
of Chaucer’s early poems.

Galen A second-century physician of Pergamum 
and Alexandria in Egypt. Credited with being the 
founder of experimental physiology, he was con-
sidered, after HIPPOCRATES, to be the most accom-
plished physician of the ancient world. Galen 
studied medicine in several cities of the eastern 
Mediterranean, including Alexandria. In 164 
he moved to Rome, where he attended both the 
emperor Marcus Aurelius and his son, Commo-
dus. His voluminous medical works constituted a 
comprehensive corpus of ancient medical lore and 
were accepted as authoritative during the Middle 
Ages. Galen is mentioned in Chaucer’s GENERAL 
PROLOGUE TO THE CANTERBURY TALES as one of 
the medical authorities whose teachings the Doc-
tor of Physic had studied. He is also referred to by 
the Black Knight in The BOOK OF THE DUCHESS, 
who says he is so sick (from the loss of his queen) 
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that he could not even be healed by such a master 
as Galen.

Galgopheye In “The KNIGHT’S TALE,” Chaucer 
compares Arcite’s fierceness in battle to that of 
a tiger in the “vale of Galgopheye” whose little 
cub has been stolen from her. There is no known 
geographical region bearing this name; it may be 
a distortion of Gargaphia, the Latin name of a val-
ley near Plataea in Boeotia, which was considered 
sacred to DIANA because ACTAEON was slain there.

Galice (Galicia) In Chaucer’s day, Galicia was 
the name of a province in northwestern Spain 
that was part of the kingdom of Castile. It is both 
remote and mountainous; nevertheless, during the 
medieval period, thousands of pilgrims—the Wife 
of Bath among them—came each year to visit the 
famous shrine of SAINT JAMES OF COMPOSTELLA. 
The Wife’s visit to the shrine of Saint James is men-
tioned along with other popular pilgrimage destina-
tions in her portrait in the GENERAL PROLOGUE TO 
THE CANTERBURY TALES (line 466).

Galien (1) See GALEN.

Galien (2) See GALLIENUS, PUBLICUS LICINIUS 
EGNATIUS.

Galilee The northernmost of the three Roman 
provinces of Palestine during the time of Jesus; the 
others were Samaria and Judea. Galilee extended 
from the base of Mount Harmon in the north to the 
Carmel and Gilboa ranges in the south. The Mediter-
ranean Sea and the Jordan River formed its western 
and eastern boundaries, respectively. The wedding 
where Christ performed the first miracle, that of 
turning water into wine, took place in Cana, a city of 
Galilee. The Wife of Bath refers to this wedding and 
its location in the prologue to her tale when she tries 
to support her opinion that marriage is equal in worth 
to celibacy. Christ’s attendance at a wedding and his 
performance of a miracle at the occasion was seen by 
the Wife as evidence in favor of her position.

Gallienus, Publicus Licinius Egnatius The son 
of the Roman emperor Valerian, Publicus Licinius 

Egnatius Gallienus himself ruled as emperor from 
260 to 268. During his reign the major cities of 
Greece were sacked by the Goths. His own gener-
als turned against him, and the succeeding period 
became known as the Reign of the Thirty Tyrants. 
The empire also suffered from frequent outbreaks 
of plague. Gallienus is mentioned in “The MONK’S 
TALE” as a commander who did not dare to face 
the warrior-queen ZENOBIA in battle, out of fear 
that she would put his troops to a rout or even slay 
him with her own hands.

Gallus, Sulpicius Sulpicius Gallus, referred to by 
Chaucer as Symplicius Gallus, was a distinguished 
Roman orator who became praetor (a magistrate 
ranking below a consul) in 169 B.C. and consul 
in 166. He was said to have repudiated his wife 
because he saw her on a public street with her head 
uncovered. In the prologue to “The WIFE OF BATH’S 
TALE,” the Wife relates that when she ignored her 
fifth husband’s demand that she stop walking about 
the town gossiping with her neighbors, he told her 
the story of Symplicius Gallus (lines 642–646), per-
haps as a kind of threat.

Ganelon The count of Mayence in the Merovin-
gian Empire, Ganelon was one of Charlemagne’s 
paladins who, because he was jealous of Char-
lemagne’s power and influence, planned the 
ambush at Roncesvalles in which Roland, Char-
lemagne’s most famous knight, was killed. Roland’s 
death was attributed to the treachery of Ganelon, 
whose punishment was to be torn to pieces by wild 
horses. Chaucer alludes to Ganelon’s treachery in 
The BOOK OF THE DUCHESS, “The SHIPMAN’S TALE,” 
“The MONK’S TALE,” and “The NUN’S PRIEST’S 
TALE,” where Russell the fox is referred to as a false 
Ganelon for winning the confidence of the rooster 
Chaunticleer and then seizing him by the neck.

Ganymede In classical mythology, Ganymede 
was the most beautiful of mortal men. While tend-
ing the flocks of his father, Ganymede was carried 
off by the eagle of Zeus, (see JUPITER) or by Zeus 
himself in the form of an eagle, to dwell among 
the gods and to act as their cupbearer. His father 
received a pair of divine horses as compensation for 
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losing his son. Chaucer mentions Ganymede in The 
HOUSE OF FAME when, like Ganymede, he is ferried 
into the sky by an eagle. As if to recall the eagle, 
or himself, to reality, he exclaims, “what thing 
may this sygnifye? / I neyther am Ennok, ne Elye, 
/ Ne Romulus, ne Ganymede. . . .” (lines 587–589) 
[What is the meaning of this? / I am not Enoch, nor 
am I Elijah, / or Romulus, or Ganymede . . . ]. The 
mention of these figures from the Bible and legend 
adds to the comedy of the piece by the implied 
comparison between their noble journeys—their 
destinations are heaven and immortality—and 
Chaucer’s relatively silly one—his destination is 
the palace of Fame, where the capricious goddess 
of that name illogically dispenses good and bad 
reputations.

Garden of Love The Garden of Love forms the 
setting for much of Chaucer’s poem, The PARLIA-
MENT OF FOWLS, in which a narrator falls asleep 
and dreams that he enters a beautiful garden 
through a double-doored gate. One side of the gate 
invites the dreamer with words that promise relief 
of suffering and sorrow, followed by a blissful expe-
rience. The other side paradoxically warns that 
those who enter here will suffer great hardship in 
a place where trees never bear fruit. These inscrip-
tions refer to the double nature of romantic love—
its ability to bring both pain and happiness. Once 
inside, it appears that the favorable inscription is 
the accurate one, for the garden teems with ver-
dant life. Sitting beneath the trees and among the 
many fragrant flowers are a number of allegorical 
figures, such as Beauty, Youth, Flattery, and Desire, 
all of whom suggest the poem’s indebtedness to the 
great French allegorical dream vision that influ-
enced Chaucer’s work in so many ways, Le ROMAN 
DE LA ROSE. Readers who compare the two texts 
cannot fail to see the garden of the Roman reflected 
in Chaucer’s garden, a similarity whose thematic 
importance is reflected in the garden’s function as 
a place where the birds have come to choose their 
mates on Saint Valentine’s Day. Chaucer’s Middle 
English translation of the Roman (The ROMAUNT OF 
THE ROSE) interestingly breaks off once the geogra-
phy of the garden and the central conflict of the 
poem, the dreamer’s desire to possess a rose with 

which he has fallen in love, have been established, 
perhaps suggesting that these parts of the poem 
were of greatest interest to him. The garden is the 
literary descendant of the classical locus amoenus 
(pleasant place) and appears in abbreviated form 
in Chaucer’s “MERCHANT’S TALE,” where the aged 
knight, January, has a walled garden where he likes 
to make love to his young wife, May.

Garter, Order of the The Order of the Gar-
ter was created by King EDWARD III around 1348. 
Inspired by the ideals of King ARTHUR and his 
knights of the Round Table, the order was (and 
remains today) an exclusive society of 26 knights, 
including the sovereign. Its members were bound 
to fidelity and friendship toward each other in 
a brotherhood of honor. The order had its own 
chapel, herald, feasts, and tournaments; member-
ship in it was a mark of high distinction. There is 
a legendary story about the manner in which the 
order acquired its motto. It was said that Edward 
III had a mistress at Calais, whose dropped garter 
he recovered from a dance floor with the gallant 
remark “Honi soit qui mal y pense,” (Evil be to him 
who thinks ill of it). This phrase became the order’s 
motto.

Gatesden See JOHN OF GADDESDEN.

Gaufred See GEOFFREY OF VINSAUF.

Gaufride See GEOFFREY OF MONMOUTH.

Gaunt See GHENT.

Gaunt, John of See JOHN OF GAUNT.

Gawain A character from Arthurian romance, 
alluded to in “The SQUIRE’S TALE.” A strange 
knight who enters the court of King Cambyuskan 
bearing gifts from the king of Arabia and India is 
compared to Sir Gawain as possessing high rever-
ence and courtesy (lines 89–97). The fact that this 
knight is a stranger and enters on a magical horse 
has suggested to some readers that he may echo the 
famous Green Knight of the 14th-century Allitera-
tive Revival poem, Sir Gawain and the Green Knight, 
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but others have pointed out that there exists no 
other evidence that Chaucer had read or knew of 
that poem. In the context of Arthurian romance, 
Gawain was often considered the epitome of chi-
valric courtesy.

Gawle, folk of See MILETUS.

Gaylord, Alan T. (1933– ) Few contempo-
rary scholars have done as much to champion the 
continuing tradition of reading Chaucer aloud as 
has Alan T. Gaylord, Henry Winkley Professor of 
Anglo-Saxon and English Language and Literature, 
Emeritus, at Dartmouth College. Gaylord’s cas-
sette and CD recordings in Middle English of “The 
FRIAR’S TALE,” “The KNIGHT’S TALE,” and “The 
MILLER’S TALE,” are popular among teachers who 
wish to introduce their students to the oral dimen-
sion of Chaucer’s work. They are available for pur-
chase from The Chaucer Studio Web site. Aware of 
the critical controversies surrounding the pronun-
ciation of Chaucerian English, Gaylord confronts 
those difficulties in his scholarship, in such articles 
as “Imagining Voice: Chaucer on Cassette” (Studies 
in the Age of Chaucer, 1990) and “Reading Chaucer: 
What’s Allowed in ‘Aloud’?” (Chaucer Yearbook, 
1992). The intricacies of Chaucer’s versification 
are further explored in “Chaucer’s Dainty ‘Dogerel’: 
The ‘Elvyssh’ Prosody of ‘Sir Thopas’ ” (Studies in 
the Age of Chaucer, 1979) and in the important col-
lection, Essays on the Art of Chaucer’s Verse (2001), 
which includes historical and theoretical essays, 
essays on Chaucer’s prosodic practices, and readings 
that combine close analysis with history and theory, 
all by a variety of important scholars. Gaylord’s work 
in progress exhibits a continuing focus on this area 
of Chaucer studies, with such titles as An Introduc-
tion to the Art of Chaucer’s Verse: How to Hear, Read, 
and Appreciate His Poetry and In the Mind’s Ear: A 
Theory of Chaucer’s Prosodic Practice. Gaylord has 
published widely in Chaucer studies, focusing pri-
marily on The CANTERBURY TALES and TROILUS AND 
CRISEYDE. He received a Ph.D. from Princeton Uni-
versity, where he studied under the direction of D. 
W. ROBERTSON, Jr. (See his essay, “Reflections on 
D. W. Robertson, Jr., and ‘Exegetical Criticism’,” in 
Chaucer Review, 40. 3 [2006].)

Gaza (Gazan) In the Bible, Gaza was one of the 
major cities of the Philistines. Situated on the great 
caravan route between Mesopotamia and Egypt, 
at the junction of the trade route from Arabia, 
it was the southernmost city of Canaan. Its loca-
tion made Gaza an ideal rest stop and a commer-
cial center for merchants and travelers. In the Old 
Testament Book of Judges, Gaza is the scene of a 
rather dramatic performance by the biblical hero, 
SAMPSON, when he wrenches loose the city gates 
and carries them high up onto a hill to show the 
Philistines what great strength he possesses. This 
story is related in the brief biography of Sampson 
that appears in Chaucer’s “MONK’S TALE” (lines 
2,015–2,094).

Gemini One of the 12 divisions of the zodiac, an 
imaginary belt in the heavens extending for about 
eight degrees on either side of the apparent path of 
the sun and including the paths of the moon and 
the principal planets. The zodiac is divided into 
12 equal parts, or signs, each named for a different 
constellation. Gemini is the third sign (see diagram 
under ASTROLOGY), which in Chaucer’s day, the 
sun entered May 12. The constellation of Gem-
ini, which is supposed to represent twins sitting 
together, appears between CANCER and TAURUS 
in the sky. Chaucer most often employs astrologi-
cal terms such as this to indicate the approximate 
date of a narrative event or to show the passage 
of time. Occasionally, he uses them to call atten-
tion to planetary influences. His only mention of 
the zodiacal sign Gemini outside of his TREATISE 
ON THE ASTROLABE occurs in “The MERCHANT’S 
TALE,” where he is describing the weather on the 
day when the aged knight, January, takes his young 
wife, May, into his enclosed garden to make love to 
her. It was a warm day, with the sun in Gemini and 
declining toward Cancer, which means that it was 
nearing the end of June.

Genelloun (Genyloun) See GANELON.

Genesis The first book of the Bible and one of 
five books (collectively known as the Pentateuch) 
supposedly authored by the Hebrew prophet 
MOSES. The word genesis means “origin, source, 
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creation, or coming into being.” Genesis describes 
many important beginnings, such as the Creation, 
the Fall of man (the beginning of history), and 
the founding and early years of the ancient nation 
of Israel. Other noteworthy stories contained in 
this book are those involving NOAH and the Great 
Flood, ABRAHAM and ISAAC, JACOB and Esau, and 
JOSEPH and his brothers who sold him into slavery. 
“The PARSON’S TALE,” which is actually a sermon, 
quotes from the Book of Genesis, chapter 9, dur-
ing the portion of the sermon dealing with avarice: 
“Sooth is that the condicioun of thraldom and the 
first cause of thraldom is for synne” (line 755) [It 
is true that the condition of slavery and the first 
cause of slavery is sin]. The point that he is try-
ing to make here, related to the theme of greed, is 
that since all men, by virtue of their sinful nature, 
are slaves, no man has the right unlawfully to take 
away another man’s goods simply because he occu-
pies a position of authority over that man.

gentilesse A Middle English word derived 
from French that appeared frequently in courtly 
or chivalric literature, gentilesse originally meant 
“nobility of birth or rank.” During Chaucer’s day, 
it was evolving to include the idea of nobility of 
character. The two ideas appear at odds with one 
another in “The WIFE OF BATH’S TALE,” in which 
a knight of noble birth rapes a young woman. The 
disparate connotations, however, are reconciled 
by the Loathly Hag who teaches the knight the 
“true” meaning of gentility or “gentilesse,” which, 
she says, does not come from one’s ancestors, but 
from God, and must be earned by each individ-
ual through the performance of good and honor-
able deeds. This same idea, that gentility does not 
automatically pass down from one’s ancestors, is 
expressed even more explicitly in the short poem 
“GENTILESSE.”

Genylon-Olyver See GANELON.

Geoffrey of Monmouth A cleric who taught at 
Oxford University between 1129 and 1151, Geof-
frey of Monmouth was the first writer to create 
a “biography” of Britain’s most famous legendary 
monarch, King ARTHUR. Geoffrey wrote in Latin, 

like most clerics of his day, and the first work he 
presented to the public was a series of mysterious 
“Prophecies of Merlin.” His Historia Regum Britan-
niae (History of the Kings of Britain) was one of the 
most influential books of the Middle Ages. Geof-
frey began his history by expanding on a Welsh 
legend found in the work of an earlier writer named 
Nennius, according to whom the island of Britain 
was colonized in the late 12th century B.C. by a 
party of Trojans under the leadership of Brutus, 
the great-grandson of the Trojan hero AENEAS. 
From thence, Geoffrey traces the imagined British 
monarchy through a series of kings, including the 
Lear made famous by Shakespeare, until he comes 
to Arthur. Chaucer alludes to Geoffrey’s work in 
The HOUSE OF FAME when he states that Geoffrey’s 
form (a kind of statue created from his speech and 
writing) appeared in Fame’s palace, where it helped 
to support the great legend of TROY. Chaucer does 
not mention the Arthurian material, which, given 
Chaucer’s clear preference for classical literature, is 
not too surprising.

Geoffrey of Vinsauf A famous 12th-century 
rhetorician who is believed to have been born in 
England of Norman French parents. His surname, 
Vinsauf, is French for “safe wine” and may have 
derived from a treatise on conserving wines that 
was attributed to him. He wrote two influential 
handbooks on rhetoric, both of which became part 
of the curriculum of medieval education. One of 
them, the Poetria Nova (“New Poetry”), provides 
flamboyant illustrations of the rules it propounds, 
the most famous of which was a lamentation on the 
death of King Richard I. In “The NUN’S PRIEST’S 
TALE,” Chaucer first recalls this lamentation of 
Geoffrey’s (lines 3,347–3,354), and then parodies it 
with his own extended lament comparing the grief 
of the hens over the rooster Chaunticleer’s capture 
to that experienced by the Trojan women when 
TROY fell to the Greeks at the end of the TROJAN 
WAR.

Germanicus Germanicus Julius Caesar was the 
nephew and adopted son of the Roman emperor 
Tiberius and the father of the notorious CALIGULA, 
also a Roman emperor. Chaucer refers to Caligula 
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as Gaius Caesar in the BOECE, his translation of 
BOETHIUS’s Consolation of Philosophy. Boethius men-
tions an example of Caligula’s paranoia to suggest a 
parallel to his own situation when he was accused of 
treason by officials in the government of THEODORIC, 
the Ostrogothic king of Rome under whom Boethius 
served as a consul. Why the relationship between 
Germanicus and Caligula should be important in 
this context is uncertain, but Caligula (i.e., Gaius 
Caesar) is referred to here as Germanicus’s son.

Germayne See GERMANICUS.

Gernade See GRANADA.

Gerounde (Geronde) See GIRONDE.

Ghent City in northwestern Belgium. In the 
Middle Ages it was part of the country of FLANDERS 
(Belgium did not exist at that time) and was a 
famous clothmaking center. Chaucer alludes to this 
fact in the GENERAL PROLOGUE TO THE CANTER-
BURY TALES when he notes that the Wife of Bath’s 
skills as a weaver surpass those of YPRES and of 
Ghent. Ypres was also located in Flanders.

Gibraltar A small peninsula at the southern 
tip of Spain, extending into the Mediterranean. 
It consists mostly of a rocky hill (the Rock of 
Gibraltar) more than 1,000 feet high. When Con-
stance, the heroine of “The MAN OF LAW’S TALE,” 
is put in a boat and cast adrift at the instigation 
of Donegild, her jealous mother-in-law, she sails 
down the coast of Britain and through the Strait 
of Gibraltar into the Mediterranean Sea. Eventu-
ally she is rescued by a Roman senator who takes 
her to ROME, where she is reunited with her hus-
band and her father.

Gilbertus Anglicus An English physician of the 
13th century who wrote the Compendium medici-
nae. Gilbertus Anglicus is mentioned in Chaucer’s 
GENERAL PROLOGUE TO THE CANTERBURY TALES as 
one of the medical authorities whose teachings the 
Doctor of Physic had studied.

Gilbertyn See GILBERTUS ANGLICUS.

Giles, Saint One of the most popular medieval 
saints, Giles was the patron of breast-feeding, the 
physically disabled, beggars, and blacksmiths. There 
is some uncertainty about his origins, but he was 
born in the early seventh century and founded a 
monastery in Provence at a place that came to bear 
the name Saint-Gilles. According to his legend, 
Giles began his Christian life as a hermit and took 
his nourishment from the milk of a hind—hence 
his patronage of breast-feeding. One day when a 
local Visigothic king was out hunting, he shot at 
the hind but instead wounded Giles, with whom 
the animal had taken refuge. The saint was crip-
pled as a result, and this seems to be the source for 
his patronage of the physically disabled.

The prayers of Saint Giles were considered to be 
so efficacious that it was unnecessary for the peni-
tent who sought his intercession to make auricular 
confession. In England, 162 ancient churches were 
dedicated to Saint Giles. The two most famous 
were in London (St. Giles, Cripplegate) and Edin-
burgh. Giles is artistically represented either as a 
simple abbot with his staff of office or in a scene 
featuring one of the incidents of his life such as his 
shielding the hind. His emblems are the hind and 
the arrow.

Chaucer’s work contains two references to Saint 
Giles. In “The CANON’S YEOMAN’S TALE,” the 
Canon who extorts money from the gullible priest 
swears by Saint Giles when he professes sympathy 
for the priest, who sweats profusely while tend-
ing the alchemical fire (line 1,185). An oath to 
this saint seems appropriate in the circumstances 
because Giles was the patron of blacksmiths, who 
likewise endure great heat while working at the 
forge. The dreamer-narrator of The HOUSE OF 
FAME invokes Giles when he describes the Palace 
of Love, which appeared to be made entirely of 
beryl, a very hard, lustrous gem of which emerald 
and aquamarine are two varieties (line 1,183). In 
this case, the decision to call upon Giles in support 
of his description perhaps indicates some fear of 
being judged insane.

Gironde In “The FRANKLIN’S TALE,” Dorigen 
challenges the amorous squire Aurelius to remove 
all the rocks that line the coast of BRITTANY between 
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“Gerounde” and the mouth of the river SEINE, in 
northern France (line 1,222). According to F. P. 
MAGOUN’s CHAUCER GAZETTEER, Gerounde in this 
case refers to the Gironde, an estuary or arm of the 
sea originating at the juncture of the Garonne and 
Dordogne Rivers, which feed into the Bay of Biscay 
just north of BORDEAUX. Thus, the Seine would be 
the northern limit and the Gironde the southern 
limit of the specified territory.

Glascurion A British harper who appears among 
other harpers in Fame’s palace in Chaucer’s HOUSE 
OF FAME. He is probably the same person as the 
Welsh hero Glasgerion, who appeared in a well-
known ballad. According to the ballad, Glasgerion, 
aside from achieving fame playing the harp, was a 
king’s son who had won the favor of the daughter of 
the king of Normandy. Glasgerion’s page found a way 
to take his place in an assignation with Glasgerion’s 
lady, but the young woman, who had been fooled 
by the substitution, committed suicide when she 
learned the truth. Glasgerion responded by cutting 
off the page’s head and then killing himself.

Gloucester, duke of See THOMAS OF WOODSTOCK.

Gobi Desert A great desert plateau in East Asia, 
chiefly in Mongolia, comprising about 500,000 
square miles. Situated across a main trade route 
between China and Europe, the Gobi Desert was 
known to medieval Europeans because it was in-
cluded in Marco Polo’s description of the region. 
In Chaucer’s BOOK OF THE DUCHESS, the desert is 
mentioned by the Black Knight, who refers to it 
as the “Dry Sea” (line 1,028). In keeping with his 
habit of using metaphors or other figures of speech 
to communicate, the Black Knight, in praising the 
character of the fair Lady White, says that she 
would never lead a knight on by sending him away 
on quests to distant regions. One of the regions he 
mentions, which is considerably distant from En-
gland, is the Gobi Desert.

God of Love See CUPID.

goliards In the GENERAL PROLOGUE TO THE 
CANTERBURY TALES, Chaucer describes the Miller 

as “janglere and a goliardeys,” indicating that 
he is a man who likes to tell dirty stories. The 
term “goliardeys” alludes to the Goliardic school 
of medieval poetry, which typically celebrated 
sexual love and drinking (alcohol). The move-
ment got its name from a group of wandering 
scholars in France, Germany, and England in the 
12th and 13th centuries who were the first to 
compose groups of such poems. Some goliardic 
lyrics also contain satire against the clergy, a char-
acteristic that may play a role in several of Chau-
cer’s FABLIAUx featuring corrupt members of the 
clergy, such as “The SUMMONER’S TALE” and “The 
SHIPMAN’S TALE.” The most famous examples of 
goliardic verse are found in the Carmina Burana, 
a 13th-century collection of Latin and German 
poems that was rediscovered in the 19th century. 
The name Goliard may be derived from the bibli-
cal GOLIATH, the symbol of lawlessness and evil, 
or from the Latin word gula, on account of the 
Goliards’ supposed gluttony. The Miller’s physical 
appearance suggests that the latter characteristic 
could apply to him as well.

Goliath (Golias) In the Bible, Goliath was a 
Philistine giant. According to the Book of Sam-
uel, Goliath was at least nine and a half feet tall, 
and perhaps as tall as 11 feet. He is also reported 
to have worn magnificent armor, which included 
a bronze coat of mail, bronze greaves, a bronze 
javelin, a spear with an iron head, and a huge 
sword. Goliath challenged King Saul’s army to 
find one man willing to engage in single com-
bat with him. The outcome of the ongoing war 
between the Jews and the Philistines would then 
be determined by the winner. DAVID, who was at 
that time a young man, accepted the challenge 
and killed Goliath with a single stone from his 
sling. The stone struck the giant in the middle of 
his forehead. David went on to become Israel’s 
next king. In “The MAN OF LAW’S TALE,” this 
incredible feat of David’s is given as an example 
of how ordinary people may overcome great obsta-
cles through the grace of God. The heroine of 
“The Man of Law’s Tale,” Constance, also has to 
overcome great odds when she is cast adrift on the 
ocean with an infant son.
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Goodelief In The CANTERBURY TALES, Goodelief 
is the wife of Harry Bailly, the Host who proposes 
the tale-telling contest as a way of pleasantly pass-
ing the time on the way to CANTERBURY. Goodelief 
(whose name means “good love”) does not physi-
cally accompany her husband on the pilgrimage, 
but she does appear in spirit on at least one occa-
sion. After hearing the pilgrim Chaucer’s “TALE 
OF MELIBEE,” in which Prudence, Melibee’s wife, 
advises him to be patient in his dealings with the 
men who have robbed him, the Host exclaims that 
he wishes his wife had heard this tale. She, he con-
tinues, has so little patience that when she hears 
him beating the servants, she brings him a club and 
exhorts him to break every bone! Although Goode-
lief was a popular woman’s name in the 14th cen-
tury, Chaucer’s use of it here is obviously intended 
to be ironic.

Gootland See GOTLAND.

Goths The Goths referred to in the BOECE, 
Chaucer’s translation of BOETHIUS’s Consolation 
of Philosophy, are actually Ostrogoths, or Eastern 
Goths. The Goths were one of many Germanic 
tribes or nations that began to spread from their 
homelands in northern Europe down into the more 
southerly regions, starting in about the second cen-
tury A.D. The Goths originally came from Sweden. 
By 526, their conquest of the Italian peninsula was 
complete and THEODORIC, the man in whose gov-
ernment Boethius served, was the reigning Gothic 
king of Rome.

Gotland An island in the Baltic Sea off the 
southeast coast of Sweden. In the portrait of the 
Shipman that appears in the GENERAL PROLOGUE 
TO THE CANTERBURY TALES, Chaucer says that the 
man knew every harbor from Gotland to Cape Fin-
istere in Spain, suggesting that he has had extensive 
experience sailing in the waters extending from the 
Baltic to the coast of northwestern Spain.

Gower, John An author and contemporary 
(roughly) of Chaucer’s, John Gower probably re-
ceives a good bit less attention for his work than 
he otherwise would have, had Chaucer’s work 

never come into existence. Born around 1330, 
Gower came from a family belonging to the gentry 
and wealthy enough for Gower to study law at 
the INNS OF COURT in London. He seems never 
to have practiced that profession, however, but 
instead devoted most of his intellectual energy to 
writing. The fact that he composed works in Latin 
and ANGLO-NORMAN (a dialect of French) as well 
as in English testifies to the extent of his clas-
sical education; it also reflects the fact that, up 
until Chaucer popularized literature in his native 
English, much of the literature that was read by 
the nobility in England was composed in French 
or Latin. The French ROMAN DE LA ROSE, for ex-
ample, was a popular text among members of the 
English court. The same text was partially trans-
lated into English by Chaucer. Records of the time 
suggest that Chaucer and Gower were friends. 
Chaucer’s TROILUS AND CRISEYDE was dedicated 
to Gower and RALPH STRODE, and the first version 
of Gower’s CONFESSIO AMANTIS featured a tribute 
to Chaucer. That this tribute does not appear in a 
later version has been interpreted by some readers 
as evidence that the relationship between the two 
men was not always amiable. On the other hand, 
it is possible that Gower removed his tribute to 
Chaucer for political reasons similar to those that 
led him to excise the praises of King RICHARD II, 
which originally appeared in the conclusion, after 
Richard’s style of governing had become unpopu-
lar with the powerful members of the nobility.

Gower’s principal works are the Anglo-Norman 
Mirour de l’Omme; the Latin Vox Clamantis; and 
the Confessio Amantis, which, despite its Latin title, 
was written in English. The Mirour de l’Omme (Mir-
ror of man) is an allegorical poem about the fall 
of man, with extensive anatomization of his virtues 
and vices. The Vox Clamantis features an apocalyptic 
theme imposed on the subjects of politics and king-
ship and reflects upon the PEASANTS’ REVOLT OF 
1381 and other domestic political events. The Con-
fessio Amantis (Lover’s confession) is a poem of some 
33,000 octosyllabic lines featuring a series of 140 
short narratives on the theme of love. These narra-
tives are contained by a frame story that features a 
lover (Amans) being instructed by Genius, the priest 
of VENUS. The exemplary (see EXEMPLUM) stories, 
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which are derived from classical literature, are orga-
nized under the headings of the Seven Deadly Sins 
and are the primary means by which Genius tutors 
his pupil. R. F. Yeager has published one of the most 
extensive recent studies of Gower’s work, John Gow-
er’s Poetic: The Search for a New Arion (1990). This 
book includes numerous comparisons to Chaucer, 
a topic also explored in several of Yeager’s schol-
arly articles, which may be located on the online 
Chaucer bibliography maintained by the University 
of Texas, San Antonio (see CHAUCERNET).

Granada During the 14th century, Granada 
was a Moorish kingdom in southern Spain. In the 
GENERAL PROLOGUE TO THE CANTERBURY TALES, 
Granada is listed as one of the many locations 
where the Knight has been on campaign. Most 
of his military campaigns have involved fighting 
against pagan (usually Muslim) occupiers of for-
merly Christian lands, and this one is no excep-
tion. The Moors were a Muslim people of Arab 
and Berber descent, originating in northwestern 
Africa, who invaded and occupied Spain in the 
eighth century.

Graunson See OTON DE GRANDSON.

Gray, Douglas (1930– ) Douglas Gray is an 
Australian scholar who did his graduate work at 
Oxford, taught in Australia, and returned to Oxford 
as a professor of Medieval English Literature. In an 
interview with Contemporary Authors, Gray described 
his career as “trying to find out more about” medi-
eval literature and “trying to make it more compre-
hensible to modern readers.” He edited the volume 
on Middle English Literature for the Oxford History of 
English Literature (1986) and has written on a wide 
range of topics concerning Anglo-Saxon and Mid-
dle English. His articles on Chaucer include “Some 
Chaucerian Themes in Scottish Writers” (in Chau-
cer Traditions: Studies in Honour of Derek Brewer, 
1990), “Chaucer and Gentilesse” (in One Hundred 
Years of English Studies at Dutch Universities, 1987), 
and “Chaucer and ‘Pite’ ” (in J. R. R. Tolkien, Scholar 
and Storyteller: Essays in Memoriam, 1979). He also 
assisted NORMAN DAVIS with A Chaucer Glossary 
(1979).

Great Schism, the The split in the Roman Cath-
olic Church known as the Great Schism grew out 
of a quarrel between King Philip IV of France and 
Pope Boniface VIII at the beginning of the 14th 
century. When Boniface died, Philip’s own candi-
date was elected to the papacy, and the papal capi-
tal was transferred to Avignon in the Rhône valley, 
where it remained for nearly 70 years, a period that 
became known as the Babylonian Captivity. Not 
surprisingly, the popes who ruled from Avignon 
were unable to escape the charge of subservience 
to French interests. In 1378 an effort to restore 
the papacy to its original capital led to the elec-
tion of two popes, Clement VII at Avignon, and 
Urban VI at Rome, each proclaiming himself the 
rightful successor of the apostle Peter. The result-
ing split was not healed until the Council of Con-
stance in 1417. The English supported the Italian 
pope against the French one, and this understand-
ably had a negative effect on English diplomacy in 
France and brought negotiations over a royal mar-
riage between RICHARD II and the French king’s 
daughter to a standstill. Chaucer made diplomatic 
journeys to France and Italy during this period and 
may have been involved in marriage negotiations 
on the king’s behalf in both countries.

Great (Grete) Sea Chaucer refers to the Medi-
terranean Sea as the Great Sea twice in his poetry, 
first in the story of Seys and Alcyone that is 
included in The BOOK OF THE DUCHESS and later 
in his description of the Knight’s campaigns that 
appears in the GENERAL PROLOGUE TO THE CAN-
TERBURY TALES.

Greece When Chaucer refers to Greece it is 
always within the context of the ancient world as the 
home of those men and women of classical legend, 
such as JASON and MEDEA, who appear in his work. 
Ancient Greece encompassed an area extending 
from southern Macedonia across the Gulf of Corinth 
to include the area known as the Peloponnesus, a 
peninsula extending into the Ionian Sea and farther 
south to Crete. Its western boundaries lay across the 
Aegean Sea along the coastal strip of western Asia 
Minor. The four main groups of peoples in ancient 
Greece, named for their association with a specific 
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location, were the Ionians, Dorians, Aeolians, and 
Arcadians. The country of Greece provides the set-
ting for “The KNIGHT’S TALE,” most notably, and for 
a number of the stories related in The LEGEND OF 
GOOD WOMEN. In TROILUS AND CRISEYDE, Diomede 
says that he would rather serve Criseyde than be 
king of 12 Greeces (book 5, line 924).

Greece (Grece), Sea of In “The MAN OF LAW’S 
TALE,” Chaucer refers to the Mediterranean Sea 
as the Sea of Greece. It is where Constance, the 
heroine of the tale, sails each time her persecutors 
cast her adrift.

Greenwich A town not far from London on the 
south side of the Thames, through which the Can-
terbury pilgrims passed on their journey to visit the 
shrine of Saint THOMAS À BECKET. In the prologue 
to “The REEVE’S TALE,” the Host uses the town as a 
geographical marker to call attention to the passage 
of time as he urges the Reeve to stop complaining 
about the Miller’s performance and to get on with 
his own story.

Gregory, Saint (Pope Gregory the Great) A 
Roman born around 540 to patrician parents, early 
in his life Gregory gave up a political career to take 
religious orders. In 590, after serving seven years 
as papal legate to Constantinople, Gregory was 
elected pope. Gregory’s achievements include the 
reform of church discipline, both among the secu-
lar clergy and in religious houses; successful dealing 
with those old heresies that were still active at the 
time; and the sending of Saint AUGUSTINE as the 
first missionary to the Anglo-Saxons in England. 
He is also credited with saving Rome from oppres-
sion by the Lombards, a Germanic people who 
were establishing a presence in Italy. His kindness 
to the poor became and has remained proverbial. 
Dame Prudence claims to be quoting from Gregory 
in “The TALE OF MELIBEE” when she advises her 
husband to exhibit patience in his dealings with 
the men who assaulted and robbed his family (line 
1,497), although the passage has not been located 
in Gregory’s work. “The PARSON’S TALE,” which is 
actually a sermon on penitence, features a number 
of quotes from Gregory’s Morals.

Grenewych See GREENWICH.

Grete Sele See GREAT SEA.

Grisel The name Grisel appears in a problematic 
line of the short poem “LENVOY DE CHAUCER À 
SCOGAN.” The poem consists of a kind of playful 
complaint directed to the Scogan mentioned in the 
title, who has apparently sinned against the god 
of love (CUPID) by ceasing to woo his lady when 
she refuses to be easily won. At the end of a stanza 
wherein the poet states his fear that the god of 
love will revenge himself on all men who are gray 
and round of shape (like Chaucer and Scogan) for 
Scogan’s crime, he says, “But wel I wot, thow wolt 
answere and saye, / ‘Lo, olde Grisel lyst to ryme 
and playe!’ ” (lines 34–35) [But well I know that 
you will answer and say, / Look at how old Grisel 
likes to rhyme and play!]. If the Middle English 
interpretation is given to the word, it means “old 
man.” In Old French, however, Grisel denoted an 
old gray horse. Either way, the speaker’s projected 
statement obviously refers to Chaucer, and seems 
to express his belief that Scogan will find his poem 
amusing rather than serious.

Guido delle Colonne Thirteenth-century Sicil-
ian author who wrote the Historia Destructionis 
Troiae (History of the destruction of Troy), which 
was actually a prose version of BENOÎT DE SAINTE-
MAURE’s famous poem, the Roman de Troie (Book 
of Troy). The Italian writer BOCCACCIO used Gui-
do’s version of the Troy story as the main source 
for his poem, Il Filostrato, which in turn was the 
main source of Chaucer’s TROILUS AND CRISEYDE. 
In her Commentary on the General Prologue to The 
Canterbury Tales, MURIEL BOWDEN has shown that 
Chaucer also drew directly on Guido’s work. The 
famous opening of the GENERAL PROLOGUE, with its 
memorable evocation of spring, corresponds very 
closely to a passage in the Historia.

Guillaume de Lorris Thirteenth-century French 
poet who began the influential allegorical work 
known as Le ROMAN DE LA ROSE. He took his name 
from the small village of Lorris on the Loire River 
above Orléans in the north of France. Little is 
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known about his origin or career aside from what 
can be inferred from the text of the Roman. He may 
have been born around 1212 and died about 1237. 
His works suggest that he was well-read in the Latin 
classics and that he particularly enjoyed OVID. He 
began work on the poem around 1230, intending 
to present it (or so he said) as a gift to his beloved. 
The aim of the work, which was initially 4,058 lines 
long, was to expound “the whole art of love.” To 
accomplish this he employed a dream-vision frame-
work featuring a narrator who tells of a marvelous 
dream in which he entered a Garden of Love and 
encountered allegorical figures symbolic of various 
mental and physical aspects of romantic love that 
affect human behavior. For some reason (probably 
because he died), Guillaume failed to complete the 
project, but the DREAM VISION, as Guillaume for-
mulated it, soon became the dominant genre of 
the literature of courtly love, and Chaucer was to 
use it in four of his major works: The BOOK OF THE 
DUCHESS, The PARLIAMENT OF FOWLS, The HOUSE 
OF FAME, and The LEGEND OF GOOD WOMEN. Guil-
laume’s poem was eventually completed by another 
French writer, JEAN DE MEUN, whose treatment of 
the subject of love is more distanced, philosophical, 
and, occasionally, satirical. De Meun’s continua-
tion of Guillaume’s poem expands the tone and 
scope of the work to include lust, friendship, and 
even divine love.

Guillaume de Machaut A very important 
French musician and poet of the 14th century. 
Although he achieved wide fame and is primarily 
remembered for his musical compositions, he con-
tributed significantly to the development of such 
artificial verse forms as the BALLADE and the ron-
deau, both of which became popular among English 
poets. Machaut’s work had its strongest influence 
on Chaucer in the author’s early elegiac poem, The 
BOOK OF THE DUCHESS, which drew upon a poem 
called the Jugement dou Roy de Behaingne (Judgment 
of the king of Bohemia). This poem features a nar-
rator who, as he walks in the meadows one spring 
morning, overhears a lady and a knight lament-
ing their various woes. The lady suffers because 
her lover has died; the knight because his beloved 
has betrayed him. The two argue about which has 

the greater cause for sorrow and eventually appear 
before the king of Bohemia, whose court of love is 
designed to decide disputes such as this. The king’s 
verdict is that infidelity, rather than bereavement, 
merits the greater grief. Scholars have suggested 
that the dreamer’s questions to the Black Knight 
in The Book of the Duchess force him to declare that 
his relationship with the queen for whom he grieves 
was a perfect one, destroyed only by her death, and 
thus identical to that of the Lady in Machaut’s 
poem. Confronted by this realization, he pulls him-
self together and leaves off mourning, returning to 
the society from which he has exiled himself.

Guydo de Columpnis See GUIDO DELLE COLONNE.

Guy of Warwick A popular English metrical 
romance dating from about 1300, Guy of Warwick 
seems to have been based on an ANGLO-NORMAN 
original. Guy is the son of Siward, earl of War-
wick, and the story tells of the deeds he performs 
in order to win the hand of the beautiful Fenice. 
He rescues the daughter of the German emperor, 
fights the Saracens, and slays their sultan. When 
he returns to England he is honorably received by 
King Athelstan (an actual historical figure), and 
marries Fenice. Then he goes adventuring in the 
Holy Land, where he performs more heroic deeds. 
When he returns to England he fights the Danish 
giant Colbrand, kills the Dun Cow of Dunsmore, 
and defeats a dragon in Northumberland. After 
these adventures he becomes a hermit. His wife, 
Fenice, feeds him but does not recognize him until, 
shortly before his death, he sends her his ring. This 
romance is unusual because it blends the genre of 
SAINTS’ LIVES with that of a chivalric adventure 
story. Chaucer mentions Guy of Warwick in his 
“TALE OF SIR THOPAS” as an example of heroes to 
whom his own Thopas may be compared.

Gysen The river Chaucer refers to as the Gysen 
in “The SUMMONER’S TALE” is actually the Gyndes, 
a tributary of the Tigris, located in the ancient 
kingdom of BABYLON. The river is mentioned in 
“The Summoner’s Tale” when the corrupt monk, 
John, warns Thomas against excessive anger by cit-
ing the example of Cyrus the Elder (see CYRUS THE 
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GREAT), the Persian ruler who destroyed the bed of 
the Gyndes River when a horse of his was drowned 
in it (line 2,080). The monk’s admonitions to the 
sick man, who is justifiably angry because he real-

izes that John just wants to get money from him, 
only serve to increase the man’s rage. Ultimately, 
Thomas scores a comically appropriate revenge by 
rewarding the monk’s efforts with the gift of a fart.
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Habradates See ABRADATE.

Hailes Abbey At the beginning of “The PAR-
DONER’S TALE,” the narrator warns against vari-
ous kinds of sin, ironically revealing his own too 
intimate knowledge of the activities he admonishes 
others to avoid. One of those activities is swear-
ing, which, he notes, often accompanies gambling. 
After reminding his audience of the Second Com-
mandment against taking the Lord’s name in vain, 
he gives examples of several oaths, one of which 
is, “By the blood of Crist that is in Hayles” (line 
652). This “Hayles” is Hailes Abbey in Gloucester-
shire. The abbey, which was founded in 1246, in 
Chaucer’s day possessed a vial that was supposed to 
contain the blood of Christ, a substance visible only 
to the eyes of those possessing a clean conscience. 
This idea mirrors the Pardoner’s announcement 
regarding his own relics—that only those who are 
free from sin will be able to approach them and 
make an offering. This is one of the tricks he uses 
to manipulate his audience into giving him money.

Haly The “Haly” mentioned in the GENERAL 
PROLOGUE TO THE CANTERBURY TALES as one of the 
medical authorities whose work the Doctor of Physic 
has studied is probably Haly Abbas (Ali ibn Abbas), 
a Persian who toward the end of the 10th century 
wrote a book on medical theory and practice known 
in the west as the Royal Book. Haly’s work enjoyed 

wide circulation and prestige as a medical text in 
the medieval universities. The reference may alter-
natively be to Haly Eben Rodan (Ali ibn Ridwan), 
an Egyptian who wrote influential commentaries on 
GALEN and HIPPOCRATES in the 11th century.

Ham See CANAAN.

Hammond, Eleanor See Bibliographies and Bib-
liographical Manuals in the “Bibliography” Section 
following the appendices.

Hanna, Ralph III (1942– ) American special-
ist in Middle English literature. After receiving a 
Ph.D. from Yale University, Ralph Hanna became a 
professor of English at the University of California–
Riverside, where he has continued to teach and 
conduct research on Chaucer and other Middle 
English topics. For the academic year 1997–98, he 
also served as university lecturer in paleography 
(manuscript study) at Oxford University. Although 
Hanna completed the important work of editing, 
with Traugott Lawler, the text of the BOECE (Chau-
cer’s translation of BOETHIUS’s Consolation of Philos-
ophy) for The RIVERSIDE CHAUCER (1987), he stated 
in an interview that he primarily does “Chaucer 
by accident,” in accordance with his main interest 
in the Middle English “literature of learnedness.” 
In the classroom and in his research, Hanna uses 
Chaucer to show how much modern apprehension 
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of medieval texts has been conditioned by various 
editorial choices and assumptions. Hanna’s interest 
in medieval texts and their transmission is reflected 
in much of his published work on Chaucer, includ-
ing “(The) Editing (of) the Ellesmere Text” (in The 
Ellesmere Chaucer: Essays in Interpretation, 1995), 
“The Manuscripts and Transmission of Chaucer’s 
Troilus” (in The Idea of Medieval Literature: New 
Essays on Chaucer and Medieval Culture, 1992), 
and “The Hengwrt Manuscript and the Canon of 
The Canterbury Tales” (in English Manuscript Stud-
ies, 1100–1700, 1989). Hanna’s most recent work, 
which explores the text transmission issue more 
fully, is the book-length Pursuing History: Middle 
English Manuscripts and Their Texts, published by 
Stanford University Press in 1996.

Hannibal (Hanybal) Famed Carthaginian gen-
eral of the late third and early second centuries B.C. 
who was an extremely successful military strategist in 
the second Punic War (220–216 B.C.). He suffered 
his only defeat at the hands of the Roman general 
SCIPIO at Zama in 202 B.C. To escape capture by the 
Romans, Hannibal fled to ANTIOCHUS of Syria, then 
to CRETE, and finally to the court of Prusias, king of 
Bithynia. There he ended his life by taking poison. 
As a result of his defeat, CARTHAGE was forced to 
surrender all her possessions except the capital city 
and its surrounding territory in Africa to Rome, and 
to pay a large indemnity. Hannibal’s military tactics 
have been copied by generals throughout history, up 
to the present day. The narrator of “The MAN OF 
LAW’S TALE” says that when Constance left ROME 
after marrying the Sultan of Syria, there was as much 
weeping as when Hannibal conquered the city.

Harpies See ERINYES.

Hasdrubal’s wife Hasdrubal was king of CAR-
THAGE in the second century B.C. He was killed 
when the Romans invaded and burned the city 
during the third Punic War in 146. His wife and 
her two sons burned themselves in despair. Has-
drubal’s wife’s willingness to sacrifice her life rather 
than face dishonor is recalled by Dorigen (lines 
1,399–1,404) in “The FRANKLIN’S TALE” when she 
is called upon to honor her promise to become the 

lover of the squire Aurelius if he could remove some 
rocks from the coast of BRITTANY. She frivolously 
made the rash promise, thinking he could never 
accomplish such a feat. When he does, Dorigen is 
caught in a double bind because she must either 
renege on her promise or dishonor her husband. 
In “The NUN’S PRIEST’S TALE,” Pertelote shrieks 
louder than Hasdrubal’s wife when she sees Russell 
the fox seize the rooster Chaunticleer by the neck 
and run off (lines 3,362–3,365).

Hayles See HAILES ABBEY.

Hector (Ector) Brother to PARIS and TROILUS, 
son of King PRIAM and Queen HECUBA of TROY. 
Hector was the leader of the Trojans and one of 
the greatest warriors in the TROJAN WAR. He is 
represented in HOMER’s Iliad not only as a brave and 
passionate soldier but also as a devoted and tender 
son, husband, and father. His killing of Patroclus, 
who wore the Achilles’ armor into battle to fool the 
Trojans, was the deed that finally drew ACHILLES 
back into the battle, leading to Hector’s downfall. 
When the rest of the Trojan troops had retreated 
inside the city walls to escape Achilles’ rage, Hector 
alone remained outside to meet him. But when face 
to face with the Greek, Hector also became afraid 
and fled. Achilles chased him three times around 
the city walls before Hector turned to confront him 
and was fatally wounded by Achilles’ spear. Achil-
les tied Hector’s body by the feet to his chariot and 
dragged it through the dirt into his camp, deter-
mined to let it be eaten by dogs. Hector’s father, 
Priam, finally persuaded him to restore the body to 
the Trojans, who took it back to the city and burned 
it in a funeral pyre after many days of mourning. 
In “The MAN OF LAW’S TALE” and “The NUN’S 
PRIEST’S TALE,” Hector’s death is given as an exam-
ple of doom foretold, while his heroism is alluded 
to in “The KNIGHT’S TALE” and The BOOK OF THE 
DUCHESS. He plays a slightly larger role in Chaucer’s 
TROILUS AND CRISEYDE, in which his role as the de 
facto governor of Troy is emphasized. When Cri-
seyde is afraid of being cast out of Troy because of 
her father’s treachery in leaving the city to join the 
Greek force, Hector offers her protection, which 
enables her to remain safely in her home.
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Hecuba In classical mythology, Hecuba was 
the queen of TROY and the wife of King PRIAM. 
Together the pair had many children who achieved 
fame in classical legend, including HECTOR, PARIS, 
and CASSANDRA. Their youngest son, TROILUS, is 
one of the main characters in Chaucer’s TROILUS 
AND CRISEYDE, a love story set against the back-
drop of the TROJAN WAR. The cause of that war 
was Paris’s kidnapping of Helen (HELEN OF TROY), 
the wife of MENELAUS, king of Lacedaemon, or 
Sparta. When Hecuba was pregnant with Paris, 
she dreamed that she bore a flaming torch that 
set fire to Troy and destroyed the city. So, when 
Paris was born, his parents exposed him on Mount 
Ida, hoping to save the city, but he was rescued 
and nurtured by a shepherd who raised the boy 
as his son. When he returned to Troy as an adult, 
his parents acknowledged him and received him 
into their family. After losing her husband at the 
fall of Troy, Hecuba was given to ULYSSES, whom 
of all the Greeks she is said to have hated the 
most. For these and other woes, she was said to 
have suffered more than any other mortal, and 
her name became proverbial for sorrow and suffer-
ing. Hecuba is mentioned only once in Chaucer’s 
work, in book five of Troilus and Criseyde, where 
she is referred to as Troilus’s mother. This refer-
ence does not appear in Chaucer’s source, BOC-
CACCIO’s FILOSTRATO.

Helen, Saint Saint Helen was the mother of the 
Roman emperor Constantine, who became the first 
Christian emperor. After Helen became a Christian 
following the peace of the church in 313, she spent 
the rest of her life in the East and in Rome, where 
she died about 328, having passed her days in 
works of piety and charity. She is primarily remem-
bered for having discovered the cross on which 
Christ was crucified, and for helping to recover 
and rebuild some of the holy places of Jerusalem. 
Saint Helen is mentioned once in Chaucer’s work, 
in the epilogue to “The PARDONER’S TALE.” When 
the Pardoner concludes his performance by inviting 
the pilgrims to kiss the relics he carries with him 
(relics whose falsity he has already admitted), the 
Host, Harry Bailly, responds quite angrily, swearing 
by Saint Helen that he would rather castrate the 

Pardoner than kiss any relics of his (lines 951–953). 
Ironically, the relics associated with Helen, which 
included pieces of the True Cross, were some of the 
most famous in the history of saintly relics.

Helen of Troy In classical mythology, Helen of 
Troy was the daughter of Zeus (JUPITER) and Leda, 
whom the god impregnated by assuming the form 
of a swan. The most beautiful woman in the world, 
Helen was kidnapped early in her life by THESEUS 
and Pirithous, but her brothers, CASTOR and Pol-
lux, succeeded in rescuing her before any harm 
was done. While living with her mother and her 
foster-father, Tyndareus, Helen was wooed by the 
foremost heroes of the Greeks. After securing their 
promise that they would support the claim of the 
one that she chose, she decided to marry MENE-
LAUS, the king of Sparta. The marriage was soon 
disrupted, however, by the arrival of PARIS, son of 
the king of Troy, who had been promised the pos-
session of the most beautiful woman in the world 
by the goddess VENUS. After enjoying the hospital-
ity of Menelaus and his queen, Paris committed an 
unspeakable breach of etiquette and abducted his 
host’s wife. The Greeks’ campaign to get her back 
became known as the TROJAN WAR.

Helen is briefly mentioned a number of times 
in Chaucer’s work. For example, in The PARLIA-
MENT OF FOWLS, she is among those listed as love’s 
martyrs (line 291). In “The MERCHANT’S TALE,” 
the lustful old knight January will embrace his new 
young wife even more vehemently than Paris did 
Helen. Helen appears as a character in Chaucer’s 
longest single work, TROILUS AND CRISEYDE, which 
takes place during the Trojan War. In this work she 
attends a dinner at the house of Deiphobus, one of 
Troilus’s brothers, and supports Criseyde’s plea for 
protection by members of the royal family, protec-
tion from a man who, according to information she 
has received from her uncle, plans to pursue legal 
action against her.

Helicon, Mount In classical mythology, Mount 
Helicon was the home of the Muses, those god-
desses who presided over the arts and sciences, 
lending inspiration to those who practiced in those 
fields. The actual mountain is located in Boetia, 
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a province of Greece located northwest of Attica. 
Chaucer mentions Mount Helicon as the Muses’ 
home in The HOUSE OF FAME, “ANELIDA AND 
ARCITE,” and TROILUS AND CRISEYDE.

Helie See ELI.

Heloise (Helowys) Born in Paris in 1101, Helo-
ise was the niece of a canon of the cathedral of 
Paris. She was tutored by the famous scholar Peter 
Abelard, with whom she fell in love. After she 
gave birth to a son, the two were secretly married, 
although Heloise objected to the state of matri-
mony. Heloise then entered the convent at Argen-
teuil, where she later became abbess, and Abelard 
became a monk at the Abbey of St. Denis. Helo-
ise’s arguments against marriage, which appear in 
her letters to Abelard, form part of the Book of 
Wicked Wives that Jankin, the Wife of Bath’s fifth 
husband, likes to read aloud from (see prologue to 
“The WIFE OF BATH’S TALE,” line 677).

Hemonydes See MAEON.

Hengwrt Manuscript The Hengwrt Manu-
script (MS Peniarth 392D of the National Library 
of Wales in Aberystwyth) is recognized as one of 
the two most authoritative manuscripts of Chau-
cer’s CANTERBURY TALES; the other, produced by 
the same copyist, is the ELLESMERE MANUSCRIPT. 
The reputation of the Hengwrt Manuscript rests 
primarily on the age—it was made within three or 
four years of Chaucer’s death—and on the con-
dition of the text, which, although its arrange-
ment is somewhat jumbled, is substantially free of 
scribal and other types of errors. Some of the links 
(prologues and epilogues to the tales) are miss-
ing and the arrangement of the tales seems only 
“superficially plausible,” in the words of DEREK 
PEARSALL. These things, in addition to the differ-
ent types of ink used and the spaces in the text, 
which seem to have been left for the insertion 
of material that was immediately unavailable, all 
suggest that the collection was put together in 
great haste. The Hengwrt Manuscript is thought 
to have been the first complete copy of Chaucer’s 
greatest masterpiece.

Henry IV (1366–1413) Henry IV was the grand-
son of King EDWARD III and the son of JOHN OF 
GAUNT. Gaunt ruled England as regent during the 
minority of RICHARD II. With the support of the 
nobility and commons, and by right of his own near-
ness in blood to the king, Henry usurped the crown 
from Richard during a particularly troubled period 
in the latter’s reign. Henry came to the throne 
in 1399, late in Chaucer’s career; this change in 
the government seems to have interrupted the pay-
ment of Chaucer’s annuities and salaries (granted 
by Richard) from the royal exchequer. Although 
the date of letters patent confirming Chaucer’s 
annuity suggests that they were issued on the day 
of Henry’s coronation, other evidence suggests 
that they were actually issued around February 
16, 1400, four months later. Perhaps this is why 
the final stanza of the begging poem, “COMPLAINT 
OF CHAUCER TO HIS PURSE,” directs the narrator’s 
request for a healthier looking purse to the king. 
Since Chaucer is thought to have died this same 
year, the “Complaint” could be the last poem that 
he wrote.

Henryson, Robert (c. 1414–c. 1506) A Scottish 
poet who, some critics believe, was strongly influ-
enced by Chaucer. Very little is known about Hen-
ryson’s life, but there is evidence that he attended 
Glasgow University and worked as a schoolmas-
ter in Dumfermline. Like Chaucer, Henryson was 
interested in mythological themes and beast fables, 
and made use of them in his poetry. Among his 
most enduring works are “The Tale of Orpheus and 
Erudices His Quene,” a retelling of the ORPHEUS 
and EURYDICE myth, and “The Testament of Cres-
seid,” an alternative ending to Chaucer’s TROILUS 
AND CRISEYDE. Whereas Chaucer’s version of the 
story leaves the reader in some doubt regarding 
Criseyde’s ultimate fate once she abandons Troilus, 
Henryson narrates her own eventual abandonment 
by the Greek prince DIOMEDE, following which she 
contracts leprosy (believed to be a venereal disease 
in the Middle Ages). Troilus, in Henryson’s version, 
does not die in battle. He and Criseyde encounter 
each other once more, after she has become a leper 
and lost both her beauty and her youth. The “testa-
ment” referred to in the title is Criseyde’s last will 
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and testament. Written after her encounter with 
Troilus, the document expresses remorse for her 
actions. In the final stanza of the poem, the nar-
rator suggests that Criseyde’s demise should stand 
as a warning to “worthy women” against the folly 
of such behavior. Most of Henryson’s poems con-
clude with a moral lesson. Henryson claims that he 
discovered this alternative ending to the tragedy 
in “ane uther quair” (another book), but no such 
source has ever surfaced; it is most likely his own 
invention. Henryson’s debt to Chaucer appears not 
only in his subject matter but also in his use of 
the RHYME ROYAL stanza, a frame narrator, and the 
DREAM VISION form.

Hercules (Ercules) In classical mythology, Her-
cules (Greek Heracles) was the son of Alcmene and 
Zeus (JUPITER), who visited her in the guise of her 
husband, Amphitryon, while he was away at war. 
The most powerful of all Greek heroes, Hercules 
exhibited his physical prowess before the age of one 
by strangling to death two snakes. The snakes had 
been sent by Hera (JUNO), Zeus’s wife, who hated 
Hercules because he was the offspring of her hus-
band’s infidelity. Later, when Hercules was married 
to Megara and had three sons, Hera caused him to 
go temporarily insane and kill his family. As pen-
ance for this crime, he performed the 12 labors of 
Hercules, the most famous of which was his getting 
the golden apples from Hesperides. Although he 
was not the wisest of the Greek heroes, he always 
displayed loyalty and devotion to his friends, as 
when he fought PLUTO to bring Alcestis, the wife 
of his friend ADMETUS, back from Hades. That was 
his second visit to the underworld; on the first he 
had rescued THESEUS, the king of ATHENS, from 
the Chair of Forgetfulness. Hercules was so strong 
he could not be killed by human means. When a 
poisonous shirt mistakenly given him by his wife 
caused him unendurable pain, he commanded his 
friends to build a great funeral pyre on a mountain-
top, then lay down on it and demanded that it be 
lit. Thus, he took his life. After his death he was 
reconciled to Hera, married her daughter Hebe, 
and lived with the gods on Mount Olympus. Many 
of his adventures, including the 12 labors, are sum-
marized in BOECE, Book Four, Metrum 7, and in 

“The MONK’S TALE” (2,095–2,142). The story of 
Hypsipyle in The LEGEND OF GOOD WOMEN relates 
the part he played in JASON’s seduction of that 
woman, daughter of the king of Lemnos. Hercules 
is also mentioned briefly in a number of The CAN-
TERBURY TALES, mostly in reference to his great 
strength or to his many difficulties in love.

Heremianus The son of Queen ZENOBIA of PAL-
MYRA and her husband, Odenathus. The story of 
Zenobia’s rise and fall is told in Chaucer’s MONK’S 
TALE (lines 2,247–2,274). Following the Italian 
writer BOCCACCIO’s version of the story, Chaucer 
supplies the detail that Zenobia dressed her two 
sons after the manner of kings (lines 2,343–2,345).

Herenus See ERINYES.

Hereos, Lover’s Malady of In “The KNIGHT’S 
TALE,” we are told that Arcite, one of two cap-
tive knights in love with Emily, suffers from the 
“loveris maladye of Hereos” (1,373–1,374). Hereos, 
or “heroic love” was a mental illness recognized 
and discussed by medieval medical texts. It was 
thought that in its most extreme form, this love-
sickness could lead to physical disease and death. 
Arcite is not the only Chaucerian character to 
suffer from this crippling obsession. In the same 
tale, his cousin Palamon is similarly afflicted, as is 
the squire Aurelius in “The FRANKLIN’S TALE” and 
Damian in “The MERCHANT’S TALE.” The Black 
Knight in the early BOOK OF THE DUCHESS suffers 
so intensely it appears that he could die, but by far 
the most extended suffering for love is exhibited 
by Chaucer’s Troilus, whose “double sorrow” (the 
pain he endured before he won Criseyde’s love and 
the grief he experienced after losing her) forms the 
dominant theme of Chaucer’s longest poem, TROI-
LUS AND CRISEYDE.

Hermano See HEREMIANUS.

Hermes Ballenus See BELINOUS.

Hermes Trismegistus The supposed author of 
various books on the subjects of theology, magic, 
and mysticism written in the early centuries A.D. 
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Together they were called Corpus Hermeticum 
(“Works of Hermes”). The name Hermes Tris-
megistus comes from the Greek god Hermes (see 
MERCURY), who had a long association with magic 
and astronomy. Trismegistus means “thrice-great,” 
and the two names together signified the Greek 
name for Thoth, the Egyptian god of wisdom. The 
works attributed to Hermes Trismegistus contain 
no alchemical formulas (see ALCHEMY), but their 
alleged author was claimed by Greek alchemists as 
the founder of their art. This fact is noted by the 
Canon’s yeoman, who refers to him as “philoso-
phy’s father.” In the Middle Ages, “philosophy” was 
a euphemism for alchemy—hence the term “phi-
losopher’s stone” to refer to the sought-after sub-
stance that would transmute base metal into gold. 
“The CANON’S YEOMAN’S TALE” tells the story of a 
notorious alchemist who cheated many people out 
of their life’s savings by promising to increase their 
money through magical means.

Hermione In classical mythology, Hermione 
was the only daughter of Helen (HELEN OF TROY) 
and MENELAUS. Before the outbreak of the TROJAN 
WAR she had been betrothed to Orestes, the son of 
AGAMEMNON, but after his return from the war, her 
father gave her to PYRRHUS, the son of ACHILLES. 
After Pyrrhus was murdered at DELPHI, possibly 
by Orestes, she married Orestes. In the prologue 
to “The MAN OF LAW’S TALE,” the Sergeant of 
the Law mentions Hermione as one of the women 
whose story appears in Chaucer’s “Seintes Legende 
of Cupide” (“Saint’s Legend of Cupid,” i.e., The 
LEGEND OF GOOD WOMEN). The fact that her story 
does not appear in the collection adds credence 
to the idea that the work is incomplete and that 
Chaucer perhaps intended to return to it at some 
later date.

Hermus A river in Asia Minor. Hermus (now 
Sarabat) is mentioned along with several other 
rivers in Book Three, Metrum 10 of the BOECE 
(Chaucer’s translation of BOETHIUS’s Consolation of 
Philosophy) when Lady Philosophy informs the nar-
rator that all of the riches that could be brought to 
him by various rivers would only cloud his mind, 
rather than clearing it, by encouraging an attach-

ment to worldly goods. The image of the river’s 
running water causing the mind to be troubled 
rather than cleared plays ingeniously on the com-
mon symbolic association between running water 
and cleanliness or clarity, illustrating the point 
that, in man’s limited perception, things are not 
always what they seem to be.

Hermyon See HERMIONE.

Hero In classical mythology, Hero was a priestess 
of Aphrodite (VENUS) at Sestos in Thrace. She was 
loved by LEANDER, a youth who lived in the city 
of Abydos on the other side of the Hellespont, a 
strait joining the Sea of Marmara and the Aegean 
Sea. Every night, guided by the light she set out for 
him, Leander would swim the Hellespont to visit 
Hero in her tower by the sea, returning to Abydos 
at dawn. One night, during a raging storm, he was 
drowned. When Hero came upon his corpse, which 
had washed up on shore during the night, she 
threw herself into the water, committing suicide. 
The story of Hero and Leander is mentioned in 
the BALLADE praising Queen Alcestis that Chaucer 
included in the prologue to The LEGEND OF GOOD 
WOMEN. Hero is not one of the women whose sto-
ries appear in the Legend, a fact that renders some-
what confusing the Sergeant of Law’s claim (made 
in the prologue to “The MAN OF LAW’S TALE”) that 
the story of Hero and her lover can be found in 
Chaucer’s “Seintes Legende of Cupide” (an alter-
nate title for the Legend).

Herod (Herode) (1) In “The MILLER’S TALE” 
Chaucer says that Absalom, who is hopelessly in 
love with the beautiful young Alison, does many 
things to try to win her love, one of which is to 
play Herod “upon a scaffold hye.” The Herod here 
referred to is undoubtedly Herod the Great, who 
was king of Judea at the time of Christ’s birth. 
According to the gospel of MATTHEW, when Herod 
heard that three kings from the East had come 
seeking the newborn King of the Jews, he tried to 
eliminate Jesus by having all male infants in the 
Bethlehem region put to death. This may reflect his 
earlier policy of slaughtering all male infants who 
could possibly have been considered legal heirs to 
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the throne. Echoes of this terrible event are found 
in “The PRIORESS’ TALE.” Although Herod was in 
some ways a good ruler, bringing stability to the 
region and respecting the Jews’ right to their own 
culture and worship, he was periodically subject 
to bouts of paranoia (as evidenced by the above 
policy), which became more frequent in his later 
years and ultimately caused him to kill two of his 
own children. Herod’s “slaughter of innocents” 
was commonly enacted in the biblical plays known 
as mystery plays, which were produced by English 
trade guilds in York, Coventry, and other medieval 
cities. In playing the part of Herod, who typically 
appeared as a ranting madman, Absalom would 
have proved a figure more capable of arousing Ali-
son’s amusement than her admiration.

Herod (Herode) (2) Herod Antipas was one of 
Herod the Great’s sons (see HEROD [1]), after his 
father’s death, he became tetrach (regional ruler) 
over Galilee and Perea. Herod Antipas is primarily 
remembered for his part in the murder of JOHN THE 
BAPTIST at the request of his niece, Salome, and 
for his role in the judgment of Christ when he was 
condemned to death. The former is mentioned in 
“The PARDONER’S TALE” when the Pardoner gives 
examples of the harm that comes from drunkenness, 
alluding to the idea that Herod was drunk when 
he ordered the prophet beheaded. The part Herod 
played in the Crucifixion is hinted at in “The PRIOR-
ESS’ TALE” when she refers to the Jews who murdered 
the little Christian boy as “new Herods,” pointing to 
their antagonism toward Christianity (line 574). (See 
also JEWS, PORTRAYAL OF IN CHAUCER.)

Heroides See OVID.

Herse In classical mythology, Herse was one 
of three sisters to whom Athena (PALLAS) gave 
a chest containing the infant Erichthonius with 
orders not to open it. When they disobeyed and 
opened the chest anyway, Erichthonius appeared 
to be a serpent, causing them to go mad and hurl 
themselves down from the Acropolis. Herse cap-
tured the attention of Hermes (MERCURY), who 
tried to convince her sister, AGLAUROS, to help 
him woo her. Aglauros asked Hermes for gold as 

payment, an act that further angered Athena, who 
was already mad because of her earlier disobedi-
ence. As punishment, Athena filled Aglauros with 
envy, so that she tried to prevent Hermes from 
going in to Herse. He retaliated by turning her 
into a rock. When Herse and Hermes finally got 
together, they produced a son named Cephalus. 
Herse is mentioned in book three of TROILUS AND 
CRISEYDE when the lovesick Troilus prays to Mer-
cury to give him the courage to enter Criseyde’s 
bedroom. He calls upon the god in the name of his 
love for Herse.

Herynes See ERINYES.

Hesperus In classical mythology, Hesperus was 
the evening star, king of the western land, and, 
according to one version, father of the Hesperides 
who guarded the golden apples presented by Gaea, 
or Mother Earth, to Hera (JUNO), the queen of the 
gods, as a wedding present. Chaucer uses this name 
when he describes the movements of the evening 
star in the BOECE, his translation into Middle En-
glish of BOETHIUS’s Consolation of Philosophy.

Hester See ESTHER.

Hezekiah In the Old Testament Hezekiah was 
the 13th king of Judah. His story is recorded in the 
Book of Isaiah. Hezekiah’s father had allowed the 
kingdom to indulge in the worship of pagan gods 
and idols, but when Hezekiah inherited the throne 
he initiated reforms designed to do away with these 
practices. One of his first actions was to reopen the 
Temple, ordering the priests and Levites to sanctify 
themselves for service and to cleanse the Tem-
ple. Hezekiah’s reformation reached beyond Jeru-
salem to include the cleansing of the entire land 
through the destruction of pagan temples, altars, 
and images. Hezekiah is also remembered for his 
successful rebellion against Sennacherib, an Assyr-
ian king who was trying to consolidate Jerusalem 
within the boundaries of his kingdom. Hezekiah’s 
words to God, “I wol remembre me alle the yeres of 
my lif in bitternesse of myn herte” [I will remember 
all the years of my life with bitterness in my heart] 
are recorded twice in Chaucer’s “PARSON’S TALE” 
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(lines 135 and 983), where “bitterness of heart” 
(extreme and heartfelt sorrow) is described as one 
of the conditions that must be met for confession of 
one’s sins to be effective.

Hierse See HERSE.

Hippocrates A physician in ancient Greece, 
Hippocrates is traditionally regarded as the father 
of medicine. Very little trustworthy information 
about the life of Hippocrates exists, but he appears 
to have traveled widely in Greece and Asia Minor 
practicing his art and teaching pupils, and he pre-
sumably taught at the medical school on his native 
island of Cos quite frequently. From shortly after 
the fifth century B.C., when he supposedly lived and 
practiced, Hippocrates’ works, and some of those 
erroneously attributed to him, came to be consid-
ered authoritative medical texts and were stored 
in the great library at Alexandria, where they were 
edited and copied. Hippocrates is mentioned in the 
GENERAL PROLOGUE TO THE CANTERBURY TALES as 
one of the medical authorities whose teachings the 
Doctor of Physic had studied. In The BOOK OF THE 
DUCHESS the Black Knight’s grief cannot be cured, 
even by a healer like Hippocrates.

Hippomedon In classical mythology, Hippom-
edon was the son of Aristomachus and one of the 
SEVEN AGAINST THEBES who fought with POLYNICES 
in his attempt to take the throne of THEBES back 
from his brother ETEOCLES. He is mentioned in the 
unfinished poem “ANELIDA AND ARCITE” and in 
book five of TROILUS AND CRISEYDE as one of the 
heroes who lost their lives on the tragic expedition 
against Thebes.

Hoccleve, Thomas (c. 1369–1426) One of the 
most significant English poets of the 15th century. 
Hoccleve was employed as a scribe in the office of the 
Privy Seal, and a substantial part of his writings tells 
the story of his life and work, with particular focus on 
events leading up to a mental breakdown and his sub-
sequent recovery from that illness, which he believes 
to have been caused by too much study. Works deal-
ing with this topic are “La Male Regle de Thomas 
Hoccleve” (“The Mis-Rule of Thomas Hoccleve”) 

and two shorter poems, “The Complaint” and “The 
Dialogue with a Friend.” Traditionally, Hoccleve has 
been regarded a substandard imitator of Chaucer, 
but an examination of his work on its own merits 
suggests otherwise. Chaucer’s use of himself as a nar-
rator in his poetry and the self-referential remarks he 
makes may well have influenced Hoccleve’s decision 
to write autobiographically, but Hoccleve’s auto-
biographical work is much more intensely personal 
than Chaucer’s. Although he was some 20 years 
younger than Chaucer, Hoccleve seems to have 
known him and had his picture set in manuscripts 
of his moral work, The Regement of Princes, along 
with a tribute of praise to the man he recognized as 
his master. He offers the portrait with the explana-
tion that it is included for the benefit of those read-
ers who do not know, or remember, what the poet 
looked like. (The manuscript was printed in the 
early 1410s; Chaucer died around 1400.) Because 
Hoccleve knew Chaucer, and because the manu-
script with Chaucer’s portrait would have been seen 
by others who did remember what the poet looked 
like, it is considered one of the most authoritative 
portraits of him.

Hoccleve Portrait See HOCCLEVE, THOMAS.

Hogge The name Hogge, or Hodge, was in Mid-
dle English the diminutive of “Roger,” which is the 
name Chaucer gives to the Cook, one of the pilgrims 
who participates (or in his case, tries to participate) 
in the tale-telling contest that provides the frame-
work for The CANTERBURY TALES. In the prologue 
to “The COOK’S TALE,” Roger refers to himself as 
“Hogge of Ware” (line 4,336), the latter denoting a 
town in Hertfordshire, some 30 miles from London, 
probably the Cook’s birthplace. The idea that the 
Cook’s portrait was inspired by a real person has 
led scholars to look for evidence of the same. EDITH 
RICKERT discovered a contemporary of Chaucer’s 
named Roger Knight de Ware of London, who was 
a cook by profession and who may have been a petty 
criminal if he is the same Roger de Ware, Cook, 
who is on record for breaking curfew.

Holdernesse A marshy peninsula and grain-
growing district east of HULL, in the county of 
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YORKSHIRE. It is the setting for “The SUMMONER’S 
TALE,” about a corrupt friar who manipulates peo-
ple into giving him money by convincing them that 
it is going toward a good purpose. JOHN MANLY 
believed that a jurisdictional dispute (an argument 
over who had the rights to serve the people in a 
particular geographical area) between the friars at 
Beverley (the principal town of the district) and 
the clergy of the cathedral led Chaucer to choose 
this location as the setting for this tale, in which 
the question of which members of the clergy should 
receive Thomas’s tithe is debated.

Holofernes According to the apocryphal Book 
of Judith, Holofernes was a general serving under 
NEBUCHADNEZZAR, king of the Babylonian Empire 
from 605 to 562 B.C. The story of his decapitation 
by JUDITH is related in “The MONK’S TALE” (lines 
2,551–2,530). (The entry for Judith notes each 
occasion the story is referred to in Chaucer’s work.)

Homer The supposed author of two early Greek 
epics, the Odyssey and the Iliad. Nothing is known 
for certain of Homer’s birth or life, aside from the 
fact that he was writing (or perhaps compiling, 
pulling together earlier works) in the eighth cen-
tury B.C. In the 14th century, Homer’s works had 
not yet been translated out of Greek and into a 
language that Chaucer could read; thus, they were 
primarily known to him and to other readers in 
western Europe through descriptions (such as those 
in BOETHIUS’s Consolation of Philosophy, which 
Chaucer translated) and small excerpts. Neverthe-
less, evidence from Chaucer’s work suggests that he 
knew Homer’s reputation among the ancients and 
was aware of the subject matter of at least one of his 
epic poems. In Chaucer’s early work, The HOUSE 
OF FAME, Homer’s likeness adorns the approach 
to Fame’s throne. Standing upon a pillar of iron (a 
metal associated with MARS, the god of war), he 
is one of those poets upon whose shoulders rests 
the fame of the great legend of TROY and the TRO-
JAN WAR. Later, at the beginning of TROILUS AND 
CRISEYDE where Chaucer introduces his subject, he 
notes that this same war will serve as a backdrop to 
the love story he is about to tell. For readers who 
want to read more about the battles and other mar-

tial events, he directs them to turn to Homer, or 
to DARES and DICTYS. These allusions to Homer’s 
work point to the Illiad, which tells the story of the 
Trojan War from the Greek perspective. In “The 
MERCHANT’S TALE,” there appears a reference to 
the faithfulness of PENELOPE, Odysseus’s (ULYSSES) 
wife in the Odyssey, which suggests that Chaucer 
also knew of this work’s existence.

Horeb Mount Horeb, called the “mountain of 
God” in the biblical Book of Exodus, is where the 
prophet MOSES heard God speaking in a burning 
bush and also where he received the Ten Com-
mandments. It is also where the prophet ELIJAH 
went when he would speak with God. Both Elijah’s 
experience and Moses’ are alluded to in “The SUM-
MONER’S TALE” when the friar who is trying to bilk 
poor sick Thomas out of some money suggests that 
he, like the two prophets, lives a life of denial, dedi-
cated to God’s service, which in turn makes God 
more ready to respond to his prayers. The tale also 
mentions the mountain’s other name, Sinai.

Horne Child An English metrical romance of 
the early 14th century. Like “The TALE OF SIR 
THOPAS,” in which it is mentioned, Horne Child 
is written in TAIL-RHYME. The story tells of Prince 
Horn, who flees from his homeland in the north 
of England, accompanied by his tutor and some 
friends. He falls in love with Rimnild, the daughter 
of a southern king, and when her father discovers 
their romance, Horn again must take flight, this 
time into Wales and then Ireland. Ultimately he 
returns to England, takes revenge on the people 
who betrayed him, and marries Rimnild.

House of Daedalus See DAEDALUS.

House of Rumor The House of Rumor is a 
strange architectural construction that appears in 
Chaucer’s early poem The HOUSE OF FAME. The 
counterpart to the beautiful and stately palace of 
Fame, the House of Rumor appears to be made out 
of yellow, red, green, and white twigs all woven 
together in a fantastic manner to form a cage that 
is 60 miles long. It has as many entrances as a tree 
has leaves in summer and a thousand holes in the 
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roof to release the sounds that come from within. 
The house does not stand still but whirls about 
as swift as thought, creaking, sighing, and groan-
ing, while a cacophony of voices issues from inside, 
voices ranging in sound from a whisper to a shout, 
all speaking at once on various subjects of gossip 
such as wars, marriages, work, deaths, love affairs, 
arguments, changes in government, and so forth. 
This description is to some small extent indebted 
to OVID’s account of Fame’s dwelling in his Meta-
morphoses, but there is no precedent in classical 
literature for a whirling house of twigs. Whirling 
houses were, however, fairly common in romance 
literature and in folktale. On a more realistic note, 
it is unfortunately true that wicker was sometimes 
the only building material available to peasants, 
and Chaucer may have been drawing on experi-
ence as well as literature for his description of this 
nightmarish dwelling.

Howard, Donald R(oy) (1927– ) American 
Chaucer scholar. During a career that included 
a Ph.D. from the University of Florida and led to 
Stanford, Howard edited The Canterbury Tales: A 
Selection (1969) and composed a variety of critical 
articles and books on Chaucer’s poetry, includ-
ing several essays focusing on TROILUS AND CRI-
SEYDE. In his most important book, The Idea of the 
“Canterbury Tales” (1976), Howard suggests that 
Chaucer was the first literary artist who felt that a 
book could “present us with an idea of the world 
against which to measure our idea of ourselves, 
and so teach us who we are.” Howard believes 
that the work is unfinished, not because it fails to 
follow the Host’s plan, or because Chaucer died 
before he could finish it, but because the poet 
created a literary idea whose possibilities were 
inexhaustible. Howard also composed one of the 
most recent—and readable—Chaucer biographies, 
Chaucer: His Life, His Works, His World (1987). 
In the opening of this book, he notes the fol-
lowing peculiarity: Nowhere in the many records 
of Geoffrey Chaucer as a public and court figure 
does there exist any indication that this Geof-
frey Chaucer is the same one who became famous 
even during his own lifetime as a poet, writer, 
translator, and scholar.

Huberd Huberd is the name Chaucer gives to 
the Friar who appears in the GENERAL PROLOGUE 
TO THE CANTERBURY TALES. He is the only pilgrim 
other than the Prioress whose personal name is 
given in the prologue. Huberd was not a common 
name for an English friar in the 14th century, so the 
name has aroused some speculation as to Chaucer’s 
reasons for choosing it. MURIEL BOWDEN suggests 
that the description of the friar was based on that 
of a real person, a friar actually named Huberd (or 
Hubert, a variation of the name). CHARLES MUSCA-
TINE argues that it derives from Hubert, the name of 
the kite in a French beast epic, the Roman de Ren-
art. The latter was obviously known to Chaucer, as 
he drew upon it as a source for his “NUN’S PRIEST’S 
TALE,” concerning a rooster named Chaunticleer 
who is outwitted and nearly eaten by a fox named 
Russell.

Hugelyn of Pyze See UGOLINO OF PISA.

Hugh of Lincoln Hugh of Lincoln was a child 
who was supposed to have been crucified by a Jew 
named Copin or Joppin in the English city of Lin-
coln in the year 1255, after having been starved 
and tortured. The body is said to have been dis-
covered in a well where the murderer had stowed 
it after the boy died. It was reputed to have caused 
several miracles. The Jews who were accused of 
involvement in the murder were executed. The 
story was a popular theme in medieval poetry, and 
Chaucer draws upon it for “The PRIORESS’ TALE” 
(in The CANTERBURY TALES), which also tells the 
story of a little Christian boy murdered by Jews. 
Chaucer’s debt to the legend of Hugh is alluded to 
at the end of the tale, where the fate of the child in 
the Prioress’ story is compared to that of the martyr 
of Lincoln.

Hull (Hulle) A town officially known as Kings-
ton-upon-Hull, on the River Humber in north-
eastern England in what was formerly part of the 
county of Yorkshire. It is mentioned in the portrait 
of the Shipman that appears in the GENERAL PRO-
LOGUE TO THE CANTERBURY TALES. In attempting 
to impart some idea of how superlative the Ship-
man’s knowledge of ships and navigation is, Chau-
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cer says there was not another like him to be found 
between Hull and CARTHAGE, the latter city having 
been located on the northern coast of Africa.

humanism What we typically think of as “human-
ism” was the philosophical movement that accom-
panied the Italian Renaissance, which was only just 
beginning at the end of the 14th century. It would 
not spread into England for another hundred or so 
years. Nevertheless, there were some remarkable 
changes in the society and culture of medieval man 
that began in the 12th century with the sudden 
growth of towns, the founding of universities, and 
the expansion of trade. The latter, along with the 
Crusades, brought western European countries into 
contact with the learning and literature of faraway 
lands. People began to be interested once again 
in the disciplines of science and philosophy. Paper 
was introduced late in the 12th century, a develop-
ment that made books more readily available and 
more affordable (in the past they had to be written 
on parchment, which was made of dried animal 
skin). All of these changes evinced a growing inter-
est in the affairs of the world and a broadening 
of consciousness regarding the boundaries of what 
was considered “the world.” With the benefits of 
better health, possibly the result of better nutri-
tion, people began to be less focused on the here-
after and more focused on the here and now. As 
a result, a belief in the dignity of human nature 
began to take root, a belief that expressed itself in 
human determination to understand the laws of 
nature and to understand humanity’s place in the 
universal order. This new awareness replaced a pre-
vious attitude, which saw life as a mere trial to be 
endured on the way to heaven, and which scorned, 
or perhaps did not have leisure for, the delights of 
this world. In many ways, Chaucer’s work repre-
sents a transitional view, reflecting a delight in the 
sights and sounds of the world and a desire to drink 
in all the knowledge, both from books and from 
experience, that was available to the poet, while 
at the same time revealing an awareness, albeit 
intermittently expressed, of the judgment that is 
to come after death. This fact is ironically most 
evident in Chaucer’s most forward-looking work, 
The CANTERBURY TALES, which, although it ele-

vates some of the most ribald stories of the age by 
casting them in poetry and inserting them within a 
social framework where they are enlarged by their 
surroundings, ends with a sermon, “The PARSON’S 
TALE,” and a retraction (see CHAUCER’S RETRAC-
TION) wherein the poet asks God’s forgiveness for 
having written tales that “sownen into synne” (line 
1,085) [tend toward, or are conducive to sin].

humors In the Middle Ages, an individual’s body 
was thought to be composed of four “humors,” or 
bodily fluids: blood, phlegm, yellow bile, and black 
bile. These humors corresponded to the four “ele-
ments,” earth, water, air, and fire, of which every-
thing in the universe was believed to be composed. 
Each humor was also linked to a particular quality, 
blood to moist heat, yellow bile to dry heat, black 
bile to dry cold, and phlegm to moist cold. The goal 
of medieval medicine was to keep these properties, 
or humors, in balance, although it was believed 
that in each individual one humor tended to domi-
nate. The dominating humor was said to determine 
“complexion,” a word that, in the Middle English 
lexicon included the idea of “temperament.” A 
sanguine person, whose humor was dominated by 
blood, would be ruddy in complexion, of good will 
and without malice, joyous and laughing, would 
enjoy a good digestion, and be generous with both 
his possessions and his time. The Franklin is an 
example of the sanguine personality. A phlegmatic 
person, such as the Clerk, is slow-moving, thought-
ful, serious, and chaste. The choleric personality, 
evidencing an abundance of yellow bile, is thin, has 
a quick, hot temper and a strong libido (“is desirous 
of the company of women more than him needeth,” 
according to the Secreta Secretorum, a medieval 
medical textbook). Chaucer’s Reeve is described as 
a “sclendre, colerik man” (line 587 in the GENERAL 
PROLOGUE) [slender, choleric man]. The melan-
cholic temperament, dominated by black bile, is 
thoughtful, deliberative, overly imaginative, and 
somewhat sad or depressed. The Monk, who tells 
a series of tragedies for his tale, would seem to fit 
in this category. Not only did the humors influence 
a person’s character, but they were also thought to 
be involved in the generation of disease when their 
balance was too greatly disturbed. Therapy directed 
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at restoring humoral balance employed changes in 
diet and/or the administration of medicines, as well 
as the practice of bloodletting (see medicine). The 
expertise of the Doctor of Physic is attested by 
his knowledge of humors: “He knew the cause of 
everich maladye, / Were it of hoot, or coold, or 
moyste, or dry, / And where they engendred, and 
of what” (lines 419–421 in the GENERAL PROLOGUE 
TO THE CANTERBURY TALES) [He knew the cause of 
every malady, / were it of hot, or cold, or moist, or 
dry / And whence they derived]. This theory of the 
humors, although founded on error, was as widely 
accepted as our own belief that disease is most 
often caused by viruses, bacteria, or toxins in our 
environment. Thus an understanding of humoral 
principles is essential to an informed reading of 
Chaucer’s poetry.

Hundred Years’ War A war between England 
and France that began in 1337 and did not con-
clude until 1453. The primary cause of the war was 
the longstanding conflict between the English and 
French Crowns over territory in France. At the 
beginning of the 14th century, English monarchs 

still held portions of two provinces in southwest-
ern France, as vassals of the French Crown. The 
French kings resented the presence of a foreign 
power on their soil, despite the vassal (subordi-
nate) status of the English. They also feared that 
the English might make an alliance with FLANDERS 
against France because of English interest in the 
wool trade, which was centered in Flanders. As the 
dates show, the war actually covered more than a 
century, yet the fighting was by no means continu-
ous. At the beginning, during the reign of EDWARD 
III, the English armies were generally victorious. 
They were better organized, better disciplined, and 
better equipped than the French, who furthermore 
were divided by internal discord. Chaucer’s brief 
military experience, when he accompanied Lionel, 
duke of Clarence, to fight in Burgundy and saw 
Edward III’s first son, EDWARD THE BLACK PRINCE, 
gain fame as a soldier and leader of troops, was one 
of the campaigns of this war.

Huwe, Sir Sir Huwe is not a character, but rather 
a name that the Friar uses in his tale, along with the 
name Sir Robert, much as a modern writer would 

The looting of a house during wartime. From British Library Ms. Royal 20 C VII f 41v. Reproduced by permission of the 
British Library.
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use the names “Tom, Dick, or Harry.” Speaking of 
the evil summoner who is the principal character in 
his tale, the Friar says, “He hadde eek wenches at 
his retenue, / That, wheither that sir Robert or sir 
Huwe, / Or Jakke, or Rauf, or whose that it were 
/ That lay by hem, they tolde it in his ere” (lines 
1,355–1,358) [He also had women who were his 
followers, / Who, whether Sir Robert or Sir Hugh, 
/ Or Jack, or Rafe, who whoever it was / That lay 
with them, they told it in his ear].

Hydra, the In classical mythology, the Hydra 
was a monster—a water serpent who inhabited 
the Lernaean marsh. It had nine heads, of which 
the middle one was immortal. When someone 
approached the Hydra in battle and succeeded in 
cutting off one of its heads, another one would 
immediately grow back. HERCULES, assisted by 
Iolaus, succeeded in killing it as one of his 12 
labors. In the BOECE, Lady Philosophy uses the 
Hydra’s ability to grow new heads as a metaphor 
when she explains how every time she dispels one 
of the narrator’s doubts about the nature of the 
universe and the hidden causes of things, another 
will spring up to take its place.

Hymen In classical mythology, Hymen is the god 
of marriage and fruitfulness. He was thought to be 
the offspring of either VENUS and Dionysus or of 
Phoebus Apollo and one of the nine Muses. Hymen 
is mentioned several times in Chaucer’s work, 
always in association with a marriage. In “The 
MERCHANT’S TALE,” the narrator describes the 
happiness of the aged knight January on his wed-
ding knight with great relish, adding that Hymen 
himself had never seen a merrier husband (line 
1,730). Troilus, the hero of TROILUS AND CRISEYDE, 
addresses the god in one of his hymns praising love 
and giving thanks for his union with Criseyde, 
which, ironically, is not sanctified by the bonds 
of marriage (book 3, line 1,258). At the begin-
ning of the story of Philomela that appears in The 
LEGEND OF GOOD WOMEN, Chaucer notes that nei-
ther JUNO, the queen of the gods who also presided 
over marriage, nor Hymen, was present at Procne’s 
wedding to Tereus (line 2,250). Later in the story, 
Tereus rapes Procne’s sister, Philomela.

Hypermnestra In classical mythology, Hyperm-
nestra was one of the 50 daughters of DANAUS. 
She married her cousin Lynceus (Chaucer calls 
him “Lyno”), and was the only one of her father’s 
daughters who did not murder her husband on their 
wedding night. Danaus had commanded all of his 
daughters to kill their spouses because of a proph-
ecy that he would die at the hands of a son-in-law. 
When Hypermnestra helped her husband to escape, 
Danaus imprisoned his daughter for her disobedi-
ence, but the prophecy came true nevertheless, and 
Lynceus later killed Danaus. The story of Hyperm-
nestra is the last to appear in Chaucer’s unfinished 
LEGEND OF GOOD WOMEN (lines 2,562–2,723). It is 
faithful to the legend of the woman and her lover, 
except that Chaucer makes Hypermnestra the 
daughter of AEGYPTUS (the father of Lynceus), and 
refers to Lynceus as Danaus’s son. As with the other 
women whose lives are described in the Legend, 
Hypermnestra is portrayed as a victim of the callous 
men in her life—not only her father but also Lyn-
ceus, who, after she saved his life, ran away without 
her, leaving her to face her father’s anger alone.

Hypsipyle In classical mythology, Hypsipyle, the 
daughter of King Toas, became queen of Lemnos, 
one of the Greek islands in the Aegean Sea. Because 
the women of the island had offended VENUS by 
neglecting her rites, the goddess caused their hus-
bands to all take mistresses. The women became 
enraged and killed all the men on the island in 
revenge. Hypsipyle rescued her father by smuggling 
him down to the sea and putting him in a boat. 
When the adventurer JASON and his crew of Argo-
nauts landed on Lemnos, Hypsipyle entertained 
them and fell in love with Jason, who promised to 
marry her. (Chaucer says that they were married.) 
After he remained in Lemnos long enough to father 
two children, Jason abandoned Hypsipyle to sail to 
COLCHIS, home to the Golden Fleece, the goal of 
his voyage. Chaucer tells his version of the story of 
Hypsipyle in The LEGEND OF GOOD WOMEN (lines 
1,467–1,579). She is also mentioned in his HOUSE 
OF FAME among the women who suffered betrayal by 
men (line 400), and in “The MAN OF LAW’S TALE,” 
where the narrator notes that Chaucer has told the 
story of Hypsipyle’s complaint (line 67).
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Iarbus In VIRGIL’s Aeneid, Iarbus was king of the 
Gaetuli in northern Africa who fell in love with 
DIDO when she established her city of CARTHAGE 
north of his own kingdom. Dido turned down Iar-
bus’s proposals of marriage and fell in love with 
the adventurer AENEAS. The heartache Iarbus felt 
over Dido’s choice is mentioned in The LEGEND OF 
GOOD WOMEN (lines 1,244–1,257). When Aeneas 
deserts her, Dido fears that the kings who live in 
the surrounding region (presumably including Iar-
bus) will destroy her (lines 1,316–1,318).

Ibn-Serabi See SERAPION.

Icarus In classical mythology, Icarus was the son 
of the great architect DAEDALUS. He and his father 
escaped from King MINOS of Crete by flying away on 
wings that Daedalus fashioned out of feathers and 
wax. Icarus ignored his father’s warning and flew 
so high that the sun melted the wax; he then fell 
into the sea and drowned. By the later Middle Ages, 
Icarus had become proverbial as an over-reacher. 
Chaucer refers to his disastrous flight in The HOUSE 
OF FAME when the eagle who is transporting the nar-
rator through the air to Fame’s palace informs him 
that they are flying even higher than Daedalus and 
Icarus. The reference is perhaps an ironic allusion 
to those writers who wish to rise high in the realm of 
fame, who are, like Icarus, over-reachers, attempting 
to climb higher than their own powers allow.

Idra (Idre) See HYDRA.

Ikarus See ICARUS.

Il Filostrato See FILOSTRATO, IL.

Ilion (Illium, Ilyoun) Ilion (Latin, Ilium) was a 
name used by classical poets for the ancient city of 
TROY. Chaucer uses this name for the city in The 
HOUSE OF FAME, The LEGEND OF GOOD WOMEN, 
and twice in The CANTERBURY TALES.

India (Inde) In Chaucer’s day, the most signifi-
cant realms on either side of India were China to 
the east and Arabia to the west. What knowledge 
Chaucer and his contemporaries in western Europe 
had of the region came primarily from traders who 
traveled the routes established by Marco Polo in 
the 13th century, bringing back silks and spices 
from the Far East. When Chaucer mentions India 
in his poetry, it always carries connotations of the 
exotic and mystical. One of the men who comes 
to fight on Arcite’s side in “The KNIGHT’S TALE” 
is Emetreus, the king of India, whose somewhat 
outlandish appearance (his eyes are lemon-colored) 
is a sign of his origin. Similarly, in “The SQUIRE’S 
TALE,” King Cambyuskan’s very unusual birthday 
presents are said to have been sent by the king of 
Arabia and India. They include a magic mirror that 
warns of coming adversity, a ring that enables the 
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wearer to understand the speech of birds and the 
healing abilities of different plants, and a sword that 
makes wounds that can be healed only by another 
stroke of the same sword. The exotic tiger was 
known to be a part of the fauna of India; hence, in 
the closing stanza of “The CLERK’S TALE,” Chaucer 
admonishes women not to be as meek as Griselda 
in response to their husbands demands, but rather 
“egre as is a tygre yond in Ynde” (line 1,199) [bold 
as is a tiger over in India].

Indus The great river that flows through south-
east Asia from Tibet through Kashmir and Pakistan 
into the Arabian Sea. It is mentioned along with 
several other rivers in Book Three of the BOECE 
(Chaucer’s translation of BOETHIUS’s Consolation of 
Philosophy) when Lady Philosophy informs the nar-
rator that all of the riches that could be brought to 
him by various rivers would only cloud his mind 
rather than clear it, by encouraging an attachment 
to worldly goods. The image of the rivers’ running 
water causing the mind to be troubled rather than 
cleared plays ingeniously on the common symbolic 
association between running water and cleanliness 
or clarity, to illustrate the point that, in man’s lim-
ited perception, things are not always what they 
seem to be.

Innocent III See OF THE WRETCHED ENGENDER-
ING OF MANKIND.

Inns of Court The Inns of Court, which in 
the 18th and 19th centuries became famous as 
the school for the education of English lawyers, 
located in central London, originated as clubs that 
merely provided chambers and lodging for law-
yers and apprentice lawyers-in-training. Chaucer’s 
biographer DONALD HOWARD believes that they 
later took on the secondary function of providing 
legal training for the king’s esquires, and still later 
became finishing schools for the gentry. The theory 
that Chaucer attended the Inns of Court is based 
primarily on the hints that he had legal training, 
hints provided by both his life and his work. The 
eminent Chaucer scholar EDITH RICKERT believed 
that Chaucer’s mission to Italy to negotiate the 
establishment of a seaport in England for Genoese 

citizens and merchants was the sort of assignment 
that would have been entrusted only to one with 
a sound knowledge of English law. Furthermore, 
one of the pilgrims in The CANTERBURY TALES, the 
Sergeant of the Law, is a lawyer of the highest rank. 
Both Chaucer’s portrait of that individual and of 
the Manciple, who in the GENERAL PROLOGUE is 
credited with outwitting the more highly educated 
lawyers for whom he works, have been considered 
by scholars as proof of Chaucer’s intimacy with the 
Inns of Court. Additionally, there is the evidence 
provided by Thomas Speght, a Renaissance editor 
of Chaucer’s work who, in his 1598 biography of 
the poet, noted that there was a record at the Inner 
Temple (one of the Inns of Court) of Chaucer being 
fined two shillings for beating a Franciscan friar on 
the street. This record has since been lost; but if it 
did exist at one time, it means that Chaucer must 
have resided, and thus been a student, at the Inner 
Temple when the incident occurred. JOHN FISHER’s 
The Importance of Chaucer (Chapter 2) provides 
additional support for the theory that Chaucer 
received an education at the Inns of Court.

Iole In classical mythology, Iole was the daughter 
of the king of Oechalia who promised to give Iole 
to HERCULES if the hero could defeat him in an 
archery competition. Although Hercules won the 
contest, the king refused to keep the bargain. In 
revenge, Hercules later returned to Oechalia, killed 
the king and his sons, and took Iole captive. Iole 
indirectly caused the death of Hercules, because it 
was through jealousy over her that DEIANIRA sent 
him the poisoned garment, which caused him so 
much pain that he committed suicide. Hercules’ 
betrayal of Deianira for Iole is mentioned in The 
HOUSE OF FAME as one of many examples of how 
men betray or mistreat the women who love them 
(line 403).

Ipomedon See HIPPOMEDON.

Isaac The only son of ABRAHAM, patriarch of the 
Jews, and SARAH. God asked Abraham to sacrifice 
Isaac in order to prove his willingness to submit to 
God’s will. When he had built an altar, laid his son 
on top of it, and was about to slaughter him, God 
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stopped Abraham and provided a ram to be sacri-
ficed instead. Abraham’s obedience to God in this 
instance is often given as an example of absolute 
faith in God. Isaac married REBECCA, and together 
they had two sons, JACOB and Esau. Isaac is alluded 
to in “The TALE OF MELIBEE” and Chaucer’s “ABC” 
to the Virgin.

Isaiah A famous prophet in the Old Testament 
of the Bible. He wrote the Book of Isaiah and pre-
dicted the coming of the Messiah. Born in the holy 
city of Jerusalem, Isaiah spent his early years as an 
official of King Uzziah of Judah. When Uzziah died, 
Isaiah had a prophetic vision of God in the Temple, 
a vision that led to his own ministry as prophet. The 
book that is attributed to him both claims to proph-
esy the future of the Jewish nation and, specifi-
cally, God’s intention to bring imminent judgment 
upon His people, to be followed by an outpouring 
of God’s mercy and grace to the faithful remnant. 
The destruction of Jerusalem by the Babylonians 
in 587–586 B.C. (about 100 years after Isaiah’s min-
istry ended) and the ensuing deportation of the 
people to BABYLON was considered the fulfillment 
of this prophecy. Excerpts from the Book of Isaiah 
are featured in Chaucer’s “PARSON’S TALE” (lines 
198–210; line 281). His visions and the prophecies 
that arose from them are alluded to in The HOUSE 
OF FAME when the narrator prefaces the record of 
his own DREAM VISION with his belief that not one 
of history’s illustrious dream interpreters, including 
Isaiah, would be able to unravel its meaning.

Isaude (Isawde; Iseult) See ISOLDE.

Isidore of Seville Isidore, archbishop of Seville 
in Spain who lived from 570 to 636, was a writer of 
encyclopedic works of knowledge that became quite 
popular in the later Middle Ages. His 20-volume 
Origines (also known as Etymologiae) argues that the 
natures of all things can be derived etymologically 
from their names. His words regarding the proper 
performance of penance are recorded in Chaucer’s 
“PARSON’S TALE,” which is itself a sermon on the 
subject of penitence.

Isiphile See HYPSIPYLE.

Isis In Egyptian mythology, Isis was the wife and 
sister of Osiris, the god who personified the growth 
of vegetation and the life-giving powers of the Nile 
River. According to legend, Osiris had once been 
a benevolent ruler of Egypt who taught his peo-
ple agriculture and other practical arts and gave 
them laws. But he was treacherously slain by his 
wicked brother Set, and his body cut into pieces. 
His wife Isis went in search of the pieces, put them 
together, and miraculously restored his body to life. 
The risen god regained his kingdom and continued 
his rule for a time, but eventually descended to 
the netherworld to serve as judge of the dead. Just 
as Osiris was regarded as the father of Egyptian 
civilization, Isis was regarded as its mother. Her 
cult actually outlasted that of her husband and, 
during the Hellenistic Age, threatened to become 
dominant throughout the Near East. In The HOUSE 
OF FAME, one of the people who approaches Fame’s 
throne claims to have burned the temple of Isis in 
Athens simply in order to get a name for himself 
(lines 1,842–1,856). W. W. SKEAT suggests that 
Chaucer got the idea for this anecdote from the 
story of a man who was caught attempting to burn 
down the temple of DIANA at Ephesus.

Isolde In Arthurian romance, Isolde is the 
daughter of King Anguish of Ireland. She meets 
Tristan and nurses him back to health after his bat-
tle with Morholt, her father’s brother-in-law and 
fighting champion. She begins to fall in love with 
him during this time, but he returns to his home in 
Cornwall before anything further develops between 
them. The next time they meet, Tristan has been 
sent by his uncle Mark, the king of Cornwall, to 
woo Isolde as a bride for that uncle. As the two of 
them sail together back to Cornwall, they acciden-
tally drink a love potion that was intended to be 
drunk by Isolde and Mark on their wedding night. 
Isolde goes through with the marriage, but she and 
Tristan cannot escape their passion for each other, 
and the romances that narrate their adventures 
generally tell of the series of deceptions they must 
practice in order to be together. In one version of 
the story, Tristan is finally murdered by King Mark 
out of revenge. In another, he receives a poisoned 
wound while assisting his brother-in-law and dies of 
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despair when he is tricked into thinking that Isolde 
refuses to come and heal him. Isolde is mentioned 
three times in Chaucer’s work: once, briefly, by the 
Goddess Fame in The HOUSE OF FAME; once in The 
PARLIAMENT OF FOWLS, where she is listed as one of 
the lovers whose story is depicted on the wall in the 
TEMPLE OF VENUS; and once in the F prologue to 
The LEGEND OF GOOD WOMEN, where her beauty is 
invoked as a standard of comparison in the narra-
tor’s hymn of praise to Queen Alcestis.

Isope See AESOP.

Israel When Israel is mentioned in Chaucer’s 
work, the reference may be to a geographical area, 
or it may be to the ancient nation of Jewish people. 
Geographically, Israel was the ancient kingdom 
north of Judah and south of SYRIA, bounded by 
the Mediterranean Sea to the west and the Syrian 
desert to the east. The “promised land” God gave 
to His people in the Old Testament, CANAAN, was 
located within the area known as Israel. The word 
is used in its geographical sense in The LEGEND OF 
GOOD WOMEN, when the narrator recalls Christ’s 
words about the virtue of women, and that he 
could not find any faith greater than that of women 
throughout the wide land of Israel; likewise, in the 
brief biography of SAMSON that appears in “The 
MONK’S TALE,” where we are told that Samson was 
at one time governor of Israel. About 100 lines 
later, in the biography of NEBUCHADNEZZAR, the 
word is used in its other sense, as the Monk states 
that King Nebuchadnezzar, the “faireste children of 
the blood roial / Of Israel he leet do gelde anoon, 
/ and maked ech of hem to been his thral” (lines 
2,151–2,153) [fairest children of the royal blood / 
Of Israel he had castrated immediately, / and made 
each of them his slave], recalling a rather grim 
moment in the history of the Jewish people.

Italy The country of Italy and its literature were 
to have a profound influence on Chaucer’s work. 
Although he may have accompanied Lionel, the 
duke of Clarence, to Milan in 1366 for the duke’s 
wedding to Violante Visconti, the first record of 
Chaucer in Italy is of a journey made in 1372, 
when he was employed as an esquire of the king’s 

chamber. His mission was to negotiate the estab-
lishment of a special seaport in England for the use 
of Genoese merchants. He was probably chosen 
for the mission because of his fluency in Italian, a 
language he may have picked up as a boy by asso-
ciating with the Italian merchants with whom his 
father, a vintner, did business. The dawning of the 
14th century was the dawning of the Renaissance 
in Italy, a movement in art and literature that did 
not blossom in England, a cultural backwater by 
comparison, until the 16th century. Experiencing 
for the first time Italy’s culture and sophistication, 
Chaucer must have been amazed at what he found 
there, but perhaps he was most amazed by the atti-
tude toward poets and poetry. Here the poet had 
much higher status than in England; the best poets 
were also considered philosophers and cultural his-
torians, who played an important role in keeping 
the wisdom of the past, and especially the classical 
past, alive. VIRGIL was the great patriarch of Ital-
ian poetry; DANTE ALIGHIERI, who died in 1321; 
PETRARCH; and BOCCACCIO were the inheritors of 
the tradition who did not stint in their devotion to 
it. Chaucer could not have helped being influenced 
by the respect accorded to poetry and its practitio-
ners in Italy, and perhaps it gave him a new sense 
of himself and the role he was to have in shaping 
English literature. Most significantly for Chaucer, 
the poetry of Italy was composed in the vernacu-
lar of the people rather than in Latin, the formal 
language of the country. This use of the Italian 
vernacular has been credited with having a strong 
influence on Chaucer’s determination to compose 
his own verse exclusively in English, the vernacular 
of his own country, rather than in French, which 
had been the dominant language of the English 
court and of its poets since the Norman Conquest 
in 1066. Some scholars have also suggested that 
Chaucer acquired copies of the works of Boccaccio 
and Petrarch on this first trip, which included a 
stop in Florence, the most progressive of the Ital-
ian states, both politically and culturally. Others 
believe that he acquired these works on a second 
trip, in 1378, when he seems to have been involved 
in marriage negotiations for King RICHARD II. “The 
CLERK’S TALE,” about patient Griselda, and passages 
in the long poem TROILUS AND CRISEYDE are taken 
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from the work of Petrarch. Chaucer draws even 
more heavily on Boccaccio, whose FILOSTRATO and 
TESEIDA were, respectively, the main sources for 
Troilus and Criseyde and “The KNIGHT’S TALE.” 
Selected passages from these and other works show 
up elsewhere, especially in The HOUSE OF FAME and 
The LEGEND OF GOOD WOMEN. Strangely enough, 
although Chaucer gives credit to Petrarch for “The 
Clerk’s Tale,” nowhere does he acknowledge his 
debt to Boccaccio.

Iulo (Iulus) See ASCANIUS.

Ives, Saint There are three possible candidates 
for the Saint Ives who is mentioned twice in The 
CANTERBURY TALES. The first is an Ivo of Persian 
nationality who came to England at the end of the 
sixth century and lived in Huntingdonshire. Mira-
cles performed at his tomb bore witness to his sanc-
tity. The town of St. Ives in Huntingdonshire takes 
its name from him. The second Ivo was a Breton 
saint and the patron of lawyers. Born near Treguier 
in 1253, he studied at Paris and Orléans, and all his 
life practiced law in his native city. His gratuitous 
services to the oppressed and needy earned him the 
title of “advocate of the poor.” He treated orphans 
and widows as his most important clients. This Ivo 
died in 1303 and was canonized in 1347. The third 
candidate, Ivo of Chartres, was a canon in France 
during the 12th century. Distinguished by his learn-
ing, piety, and zeal in God’s service, Ivo reluctantly 
received consecration at Rome as bishop of Char-
tres from Pope Urban II. His episcopate was chiefly 

notable for the long war he waged against abuses in 
church discipline and for his strenuous upholding 
of the rights of the Holy See against the usurpation 
of monarchs. In “The SUMMONER’S TALE,” the cor-
rupt friar who is trying to bilk poor sick Thomas out 
of some money swears by Saint Ives that if Thomas 
does not behave charitably to the friars, he will not 
thrive (line 1,943). In “The SHIPMAN’S TALE,” the 
Merchant who is duped out of his money by another 
member of the clergy, a clever monk named John, 
also swears by Saint Ives as he tries to explain to his 
wife the difficulties of his profession.

Ixion In classical mythology, Ixion was the king 
of the Lapiths. When he was married, he tried to 
get out of paying the bridal gifts he had promised by 
murdering his father-in-law, whom he threw into a 
fiery pit. Zeus (JUPITER) decided to purify him of this 
crime and took him up into heaven where he was 
granted immortality and received at the table of 
the gods. When he tried to seduce Zeus’s consort, 
Hera (JUNO), the god fashioned a cloud resembling 
her, and by this, Ixion became the father of the 
CENTAURS. He was punished for his presumption 
in the underworld by being bound hand and foot to 
a fiery wheel that was forever turning. In TROILUS 
AND CRISEYDE, after Troilus has been abandoned 
by Criseyde he is described as wallowing and turn-
ing in his bed like Ixion on his wheel (book 5, 
line 212). The ability of the musician ORPHEUS to 
ease Ixion’s torment is mentioned in Book Three, 
Metrum 12 of the BOECE, Chaucer’s translation of 
BOETHIUS’s Consolation of Philosophy.
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Jack Straw The leader of a party of insurgents 
from the county of Essex in the PEASANTS’ REVOLT 
OF 1381. He is supposed to have led an especially 
brutal attack on Flemish merchants in the Vin-
try, the neighborhood where Chaucer spent much 
of his childhood. According to accepted calcula-
tions of Chaucer’s birthdate (the exact day is 
unknown), the poet would have been around 36 
years old at this time. No records tell us whether 
Chaucer was in residence or not when the horde of 
rebels entered the city through the ALDGATE, but 
his London residence was an apartment directly 
over that gate, leased to him for life by the mayor 
of London. Chaucer’s only reference to the event 
appears years later in “The NUN’S PRIEST’S TALE,” 
when he describes the noise that the widow and 
her neighbors make chasing the fox as being louder 
than the shouts of Jack Straw and his mob (lines 
3,394–3,397).

Jack Straw’s Rebellion See PEASANTS’ REVOLT 
OF 1381.

Jacob In the Bible, Jacob was one of the twin 
sons of ISAAC and REBECCA; his twin brother was 
Esau. Jacob became the favorite son of his mother, 
who assisted him in tricking Esau, the firstborn by 
a matter of seconds, out of his birthright and the 
blessing of his father, which accrued to that posi-
tion. When Esau threatened to kill him, Rebecca 

sent Jacob to stay with her brother Laban. Dur-
ing his sojourn with Laban, Jacob fell in love with 
Laban’s daughter Rachel, and he served Laban 
seven years for her hand in marriage. When Laban 
tricked Jacob into marrying his other daughter, 
Leah, Jacob served seven more years and finally 
won Rachel. The fact that Jacob was a bigamist is 
mentioned by Chaucer’s Wife of Bath as evidence 
to justify her own multiple marriages, which, how-
ever, were successive rather than simultaneous. In 
“The MERCHANT’S TALE” (lines 1,362–1,365) and 
“The TALE OF MELIBEE” (line 1,097), the story of 
how Rebecca helped Jacob take Esau’s birthright 
is given as evidence of the good help that women 
often provide to men, evidence to challenge the 
prevailing view of the antifeminist writers. Ironi-
cally, the story is related as evidence to support the 
notion that husbands ought to listen to their wives’ 
counsel, yet while Rebecca is certainly helping her 
son, she is simultaneously helping him deceive 
her husband. Jacob’s service to his father-in-law, 
Laban, is mentioned in “The PARSON’S TALE” as 
evidence of God’s beneficence toward Laban, and 
as an example of the idea that God rewards those 
who serve Him well (line 443).

Jaconites (Jaconitos) According to GUIDO 
DELLE COLONNE, Chaucer’s source for the story of 
JASON and MEDEA that he included in The LEGEND 
OF GOOD WOMEN, Jaconites was the capital city of 
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COLCHIS, where Jason met Medea and captured the 
Golden Fleece. Other sources state that, histori-
cally, the chief town was one called Dioscuros.

Jakke Straw See JACK STRAW.

James, Saint (1) Saint James the Apostle, also 
known as James the son of Zebedee, was one of 
the original 12 apostles of Christ. James and his 
brother John are frequently associated with two 
other brothers, Peter and Andrew. The four were 
fishermen on the Sea of Galilee. Their call to follow 
Jesus is the first recorded event after the begin-
ning of Jesus’ public ministry. James and his brother 
were nicknamed “Sons of Thunder” by Jesus, evi-
dently as testimony to their spirited natures. On 
one occasion, when a Samaritan village refused to 
accept Jesus, the two asked Him to call down fire 
in revenge. James was killed by Herod Agrippa I, 
the grandson of Herod the Great (see HEROD [1]), 
around A.D. 43. He was the first of the 12 apostles 
to be put to death and the only one whose martyr-
dom is mentioned in the New Testament. Words 
attributed to Saint James are quoted in “The TALE 
OF MELIBEE” and in “The PARSON’S TALE.”

James, Saint (2) See JAMES OF COMPOSTELLA, 
SAINT.

James of Compostella, Saint The shrine of Saint 
James of Compostella in GALICIA, Spain, is one of 
many celebrated places of pilgrimage visited by the 
Wife of Bath, who loves to travel (GENERAL PRO-
LOGUE, line 466). According to medieval legend, 
the body of James the Apostle was miraculously 
transported to Galicia in a rudderless boat. The 
legend achieved such popularity that the shrine at 
Compostella became, with Jerusalem and Rome, 
one of the three most important destinations of 
pilgrimages in the Middle Ages.

Janus The Roman god of doorways, entrances, 
and gates, both of private and public places. He 
was also recognized as the god of all beginnings, 
particularly of units of time such as days, months, 
and years. His chief festival was celebrated on the 
first day of each new year, in the month named 

after him, when people gave each other sweets so 
that the year to come might bring only what was 
pleasant. Janus was usually represented as having 
two bearded heads placed back to back so that 
he might look in two directions at the same time. 
This symbolized his function as the god of coming 
and going, which led to him being considered a 
god overseeing traffic on land and on sea. In “The 
FRANKLIN’S TALE,” Chaucer alludes to Janus sitting 
by the fire to indicate the coming of the month of 
January and the passage of time as the squire Aure-
lius pines away out of love for Dorigen. In book 
two of TROILUS AND CRISEYDE, the narrator invokes 
Janus as the god of entrances to guide Pandarus’s 
steps as he approaches his niece’s palace, where 
he is going to begin the process of wooing her for 
Troilus.

Jason In classical mythology, Jason was the son 
of King AESON of Iolcus. When his father’s throne 
was usurped by Jason’s uncle, Pelias, Jason was 
put in the care of a CENTAUR, CHIRON. Once he 
was grown, he went to Iolcus to demand that his 
father’s kingdom be restored to its rightful ruler. 
Pelias, figuring out who he was, stalled for time 
by agreeing to give up the kingdom if Jason could 
first bring him the famous Golden Fleece from the 
kingdom of AEËTES in Colchis. Jason accepted the 
challenge and organized the Argonautic expedi-
tion, in which many of the most renowned heroes 
of Greece participated under his leadership.

After a series of adventures, including a love 
affair with HYPSIPYLE, the queen of Lemnos, Jason 
and his Argonauts arrived in Colchis, where Jason 
demanded the Golden Fleece. He was told that he 
might have it, provided he could accomplish certain 
seemingly impossible tasks. These included yok-
ing two brazen-footed fire-breathing bulls, plowing 
the field of Ares and sowing it with dragon’s teeth, 
overcoming the fully armed men that sprang from 
the sowing, and conquering the sleepless dragon 
that guarded the tree on which the fleece hung 
suspended. Jason succeeded in accomplishing these 
feats through the aid of MEDEA, the sorceress daugh-
ter of Aeëtes, who had fallen in love with him.

Once he had attained the Golden Fleece, Jason 
took Medea and her brother and stole away from 
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the island in the middle of the night. Aeëtes pur-
sued them but had to stop along the way to gather 
pieces of the body of his son. Medea had slain 
her brother and thrown his dismembered body 
overboard to delay her father’s pursuit. Jason and 
Medea were married on their way home. When 
they finally reached Iolcus, the couple learned 
that Pelias had killed Jason’s father to secure his 
claim to the throne. Medea avenged the murder by 
convincing Pelias’s daughters that if they cut their 
father to pieces and boiled him in a cauldron, they 
would restore his youth. For this murder, Jason 
and Medea were driven out of Iolcus and went to 
Corinth. After living there for 10 years, Jason aban-
doned Medea in order to marry Glauce, or CREUSA, 
the daughter of King Creon. Medea foiled his pur-
poses by sending Glauce a poisoned gown as a wed-
ding gift, which destroyed her when she tried it on. 
Medea also killed the children that she and Jason 
had together and fled to Athens. According to one 
version of the legend, Jason died when part of his 
ship, the Argo, collapsed and crushed him after 
he had set it up as a memorial to his adventures. 
Another story relates that he committed suicide.

When Jason appears in Chaucer’s work it is 
nearly always as a representative of the type of man 
who takes advantage of women by winning their 
love and then abandoning them. Oddly enough, 
despite the rather horrible nature of some of the 
deeds committed by Medea, Chaucer’s attitude 
toward her shows more sympathy than his treat-
ment of Jason. Jason’s betrayal of Hypsipyle and 
Medea is treated at length in The LEGEND OF GOOD 
WOMEN (lines 1,368–1,679). There are also refer-
ences to it in the introduction to “The MAN OF 
LAW’S TALE” (lines 72–74), in “The SQUIRE’S TALE” 
(lines 549–551), in The BOOK OF THE DUCHESS (line 
727), and in The HOUSE OF FAME (line 401).

Jean de Meun Jean de Meun was the continua-
tor of Le ROMAN DE LA ROSE, the important French 
allegorical DREAM VISION begun by GUILLAUME DE 
LORRIS. Jean de Meun was probably born not long 
after Guillaume died (around 1,237) in the village 
of Meung on the Loire River below Orléans, not 
far from the birthplace of Guillaume de Lorris. He 
attended the University of Paris, studying the seven 

liberal arts, which during the medieval period were 
divided into the trivium (grammar, rhetoric, and 
logic) and the quadrivium (arithmetic, geometry, 
astronomy, and music). He was also interested in 
law and medicine, as well as philosophy and theol-
ogy. In addition to writing a continuation of the 
Roman, his literary accomplishments include trans-
lating BOETHIUS’s Consolation of Philosophy from 
Latin into French (Chaucer used this translation to 
assist him with his own), the Life and Letters of Peter 
Abélard and Héloise, and the Military Art of Vegetius, 
a fourth-century Latin writer who taught medieval 
soldiers how to besiege a castle and other strate-
gies of war. Jean’s relationship to the University of 
Paris remains uncertain. Some documents refer to 
him as Master Jean de Meun, which suggests that 
he had attained a Master of Arts degree, and he 
may very well have been a teaching master. The 
portrait of him that appears in manuscripts of the 
Roman shows him wearing the biretta appropriate 
to that rank. The portion of the Roman written by 
Guillaume de Lorris is a celebration as well as an 
anatomization of romantic COURTLY LOVE in the 
allegorical mode (see ALLEGORY). Jean de Meun’s 
continuation reflects a different poetic sentiment, 
which might even be termed antithetical to the 
idea of courtly love, or at least to its idealization. 
As a scholar with a decidedly philosophical bent of 
mind, Jean was equally interested in analyzing love, 
but in conducting such a task, he brought to bear a 
vast armory of scholastic learning and clerical bias 
that would lead him to take a much more cynical 
view of romantic love, which he seems to equate 
with lust, arguing that divine love and friendship 
are the more positive and desirable manifestations 
of the love impulse. Although Chaucer’s work was 
more influenced by Guillaume de Lorris’s portion of 
the Roman than it was by Jean de Meun’s, the game 
of chess in The BOOK OF THE DUCHESS and the 
character of the Wife of Bath in The CANTERBURY 
TALES both strongly suggest a debt to the poem’s 
continuator.

Jephthah In the Old Testament of the Bible, 
Jephthah was the ninth judge of Israel, who led an 
army that saved the Israelites from being invaded 
by the Ammonites. On the eve of battle, Jephthah 
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made a rash promise to God, vowing that if the Isra-
elites were victorious, he would offer up as sacrifice 
the first thing that should come out of his house to 
meet him on his return. When Jephthah reached 
his home, his daughter, an only child, came running 
out to welcome him. Although Jephthah tore his 
clothing in recognition of the horrible act he had 
vowed to perform, the text seems to indicate that 
he kept his promise and sacrificed his daughter. 
Nevertheless, the Bible praises him as one of Isra-
el’s greatest judges. The story of Jephthah and his 
daughter is mentioned in “The PHYSICIAN’S TALE” 
when Virginia, whose father is going to kill her to 
keep her from being dishonored by the false Roman 
judge Apius, asks for some time to lament before 
her death, noting that Jephthah allowed this to his 
daughter (line 240). Ironically, Jephthah’s daughter 
requested the time to bewail her wasted virginity; 
Virginia, on the other hand, is dying because she 
wants to preserve her maidenhood.

Jeremiah In the Old Testament of the Bible, Jer-
emiah was the major prophet during the decline 
and fall of the southern kingdom of Judah. He wrote 
the Old Testament Book of Jeremiah. Jeremiah’s 
ministry was to be one of tearing down and uproot-
ing; from the very beginning, he was destined to 
be a prophet of doom, and sure enough, the end of 
his life saw the devastation of the nation of Israel, 
with the destruction of the capital city of Jerusalem 
in 587–586 B.C. and the deportation of most of its 
citizens to Babylon. Jeremiah is often called “the 
weeping prophet” because he cried openly over the 
sins and vices of his nation, which refused to heed 
his dire warnings and mocked his proclamations. 
Jeremiah, along with some other Jewish citizens, 
remained in Jerusalem after its fall, until the people 
of Jerusalem revolted against Babylonian rule and 
he was forced to flee to Egypt for safety. He con-
tinued his preaching in exile, but nothing is known 
of how his life ended. References to the Book of 
Jeremiah appear in “The PARSON’S TALE,” which, 
appropriately enough, is a sermon on sin and peni-
tence. A comment that the prophet made about 
swearing, and how it should never be done except 
when swearing an oath in a case of judgment, is 
mentioned in the first part of “The PARDONER’S 

TALE” (line 635), where the Pardoner warns against 
the evils of idle swearing.

Jerome, Saint A leading church father and 
author of the Vulgate (from the Latin word for 
“common”) Bible. Jerome, who died around 419 
or 420, was born and grew up in Aquileia, a town 
in northeastern Italy near the Adriatic Sea. After 
spending some time with an ascetic group in that 
city, he went on pilgrimage to Jerusalem and then 
went to live as a hermit in the Syrian desert. After 
several years he moved to Constantinople and then 
to Rome, where he served as secretary to Pope 
Damasus. While in Rome he directed the spiritual 
instruction of a group of noble widows and virgins, 
some of whom followed him to Bethlehem, where 
he relocated shortly after the pope’s death. The 
last 20 years of his life he spent in a monastery that 
one of these women had built for him. His most 
celebrated work, the Vulgate, a Latin translation 
of the Bible, was undertaken at the direction of 
Pope Damasus. The simple Latin prose style that 
he chose to use made the text available to a much 
larger audience than it would have been had he 
chosen to write in a high classical style, of which he 
was quite capable. Jerome’s writings also included 
historical, hagiographical, and biographical works 
as well as treatises on moral exegetical and dog-
matic subjects. His militant nature is evident in 
the writings he leveled against the leading heresies 
of his day, Arianism, Pelagianism, and Origen-
ism. In this vein he also wrote an epistolary letter 
entitled Epistola adversus Jovinianum (Letter against 
Jovinian), in which he condemns the views of an 
unorthodox monk (Jovinian) who denied that vir-
ginity was necessarily superior to marriage. His 
views, derived from Christian asceticism, became 
an important source of antifeminist thought in the 
medieval period. As such, it is no surprise to find 
it listed among the works bound together in the 
Book of Wicked Wives, which the Wife of Bath’s 
fifth husband reads to her from each night. Say-
ings attributed to Jerome are quoted in “The TALE 
OF MELIBEE” and “The PARSON’S TALE.” The lat-
ter makes particular use of Jerome when describing 
the attitude one ought to maintain toward sin and 
judgment.
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Jerusalem Jerusalem was the sacred city and 
well-known capital of Judea during biblical times. 
The aim of the first great Crusade—the only cru-
sade to achieve more than minimal success—had 
been to free Jerusalem from occupation by the Mus-
lims, and from the 12th century on it became an 
increasingly popular destination for pilgrims travel-
ing from Europe to see the place where Christ lived 
and conducted his ministry. In the GENERAL PRO-
LOGUE TO THE CANTERBURY TALES, it is mentioned 
as one of the locations that the Wife of Bath, who 
seems to go on pilgrimages to indulge her love of 
travel, has visited. The Wife herself alludes to the 
trip in the prologue to her tale when she says that 
her fourth husband died when she came back from 
Jerusalem. In “The MONK’S TALE,” the Babylonian 
king NEBUCHADNEZZAR’s two victories over Jerusa-
lem (described in the Old Testament of the Bible) 
are mentioned in the brief biography of Nebuchad-
nezzar (lines 2,147 and 2,196). The second of those 
victories is alluded to in the Monk’s story of Nebu-
chadnezzar’s successor, BELSHAZZAR (line 2,596). 
Belshazzar drunkenly proposed to his officers that 
they should profane the vessels of the Holy Temple 
of Jerusalem—vessels captured by his father—by 
drinking wine out of them, for which he was duly 
punished. Later in the same tale, we are told of 
the Seleucid king ANTIOCHUS’s (1) attempts to 
suppress Judaism in Jerusalem and his intention to 
hammer the city when his attempts at suppression 
failed. This time God protected the city by striking 
Antiochus down. The most notable mention of the 
city of Jerusalem in Chaucer’s work appears in the 
prologue to “The PARSON’S TALE.” Here the Parson 
prefaces his sermon on penitence with a reminder 
that life itself is a pilgrimage to “Jerusalem celestial” 
(line 51). He is referring to the idea expressed in 
the New Testament Book of Revelation that, after 
the Second Coming of Christ, the Savior will estab-
lish a new, celestial Jerusalem where all those who 
follow Him will live in perfect bliss forever.

Jesus, son of Sirach (Jesus ben Eleazar ben 
Sira) Author of the apocryphal Book of ECCLESI-
ASTICUS, a book that offered advice on various top-
ics touching religious practice and secular behavior. 
The author’s antifeminist attitude toward women 

causes him to be quoted by the Wife of Bath’s 
fifth husband and by the god PLUTO as he and 
his wife Proserpina sit in the garden of the aged 
knight January in Chaucer’s “MERCHANT’S TALE.” 
Dame Prudence of “The TALE OF MELIBEE” employs 
several passages from Ecclesiasticus as she tries to 
dissuade her husband from taking revenge against 
the men who have robbed and assaulted his family. 
She cites the following quotation to argue that the 
bitterness he feels toward these men will sour his 
character: “A man that is joyous and glad in herte, 
it hym conserveth florissynge in his age; but soothly 
sorweful herte maketh his bones drye” (line 994) 
[A man who is joyful and glad at heart will flour-
ish as he grows old; but truly a sorrowful heart will 
make his bones dry].

Jesus Christ (Jesu Christ; Jhesus) Jesus Christ, 
the human-divine son of God who was born of the 
Virgin Mary and who, according to Christian doc-
trine, died on the cross for the sins of humanity, is 
mentioned several times in The CANTERBURY TALES. 
In the description of the Pardoner in the GENERAL 
PROLOGUE, the narrator states that a sail belonging 
to Saint Peter before Christ called him to become a 
disciple appears among the Pardoner’s holy relics. 
Later, in the conclusion to the General Prologue, 
the narrator explains that he intends to relate each 
tale that was told along the way to CANTERBURY, 
and to relay each one just exactly as it was told, 
pointing out that Christ himself spoke on many top-
ics in the Holy Bible. The suggestion that what he 
is doing somehow parallels Christ’s teachings seems 
ironic, even though the satire of The Canterbury 
Tales could be considered essentially moral. All 
other references to Christ occur in “The PARSON’S 
TALE,” a sermon on the subject of penance where 
Christ’s words as they are recorded in the Bible are 
used to support the Parson’s arguments.

Jewerye Chaucer uses this term to designate the 
Jewish nation generally in The HOUSE OF FAME and 
a Jewish community in the anti-Semitic “PRIORESS’ 
TALE.” (See also JEWS, PORTRAYAL OF IN CHAUCER.)

Jews, portrayal of in Chaucer The only work 
of Chaucer’s to feature Jews as characters is the 
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“PRIORESS’ TALE,” in which a group of Jews murder 
a little Christian boy. The tale is set in an unspeci-
fied city of ASIA whose ruler has allowed Jews to 
practice “foul usure and lucre of vileynye” (line 491) 
[foul usury and shameful profiting]. The child is 
attacked while walking through a Jewish neighbor-
hood on his way home from school. As he walks he 
sings a holy song that he is trying to learn in honor 
of the Virgin Mary. His singing infuriates the Jews, 
who seize him and cut his throat. They attempt to 
hide his body in a latrine, but his mother manages 
to find him because God miraculously enables him 
to continue singing. The perpetrators of this terrible 
crime are seized and executed. The blatant anti-
Semitism of this tale has always troubled Chaucer 
scholars. Those who are reluctant to believe that 
the poet could have harbored such views argue that 
the tale expresses the views of its teller, the Prior-
ess, rather than those of its author, and that Chau-
cer is using the tale to criticize her morality rather 
than revealing his own. Others believe that Chaucer 
could easily have held such an opinion himself. The 
Jews had been expelled from England in 1290 and 
were reviled and despised throughout Europe for 
their refusal to acknowledge Christ’s divinity. They 
were envied when they achieved prosperity and were 
often made scapegoats when things were not going 
well for other citizens. For example, in 14th-century 
Germany, around 2,000 Jews in the town of Stras-
bourg were burned because they were believed in 
some way responsible for outbreaks of the plague. 
Those who agreed to be baptized were spared.

Jhesus (filius) Syrak See JESUS, SON OF SIRACH.

Joab In the Old Testament of the Bible, Joab 
was the name of a general who fought under King 
DAVID. When David led an army to capture Jeru-
salem, he announced that whoever led the first 
attack against the city would become his chief and 
captain. Joab led the assault, and when the city 
was captured, David made him a general. Although 
he was a leader in several other successful mili-
tary campaigns, Joab’s character was stained when 
he helped David achieve the death of Uriah the 
Hittite so that David could possess Uriah’s wife, 
Bathsheba. When ABSALOM, David’s illegitimate 

but well-beloved son, led a revolt against his father, 
Joab remained loyal to David. Soon afterward, 
however, David gave command of the army to 
Amasa, Joab’s cousin. Joab vented his jealousy by 
killing Amasa. Later, when Joab championed the 
cause of a rival for the king’s throne against David’s 
choice for his own successor, David had him killed. 
As David’s general, one of Joab’s duties in battle 
would have been to blow the trumpets to set on 
the charge of soldiers at the beginning of a battle, 
or, alternatively, to signal the battle’s end. Chau-
cer alludes to the din that would have been made 
when he carried out this duty in “The MERCHANT’S 
TALE,” when the loud music at the feast following 
the wedding of January and May is compared to the 
trumpeting of Joab (line 1,719). Similarly, Joab and 
his trumpet appear with other musicians and min-
strels in Fame’s The HOUSE OF FAME (line 1,245).

Job In the Old Testament of the Bible, Job was a 
prosperous man who, as the result of a wager made 
between God and Satan, lost everything he owned, 
despite his reputation for being a blameless man 
who respected God and shunned evil. When Satan 
suggested that Job would remain righteous only for 
as long as it was financially convenient for him to 
do so, God agreed to let Satan test Job’s faith. In 
the course of this testing, Job lost his livestock, 
his servants, and his children. His prosperity was 
replaced by poverty. When Job remained faithful in 
spite of these ills, Satan afflicted him with painful 
boils, from the soles of his feet to the crown of his 
head. But when his wife told him to curse God and 
die, Job refused. When Job’s faith proved unshake-
able, his suffering finally ended and he became even 
more prosperous than he had been before. In the 
Bible and throughout history, Job has been con-
sidered a model of spiritual integrity, of one who 
triumphs through faith in the face of overwhelming 
adversity. The Wife of Bath refers to Job in her 
prologue when she describes how she used to tease 
and nag her old husbands, telling them they ought 
to exhibit some of Job’s patience if they are going to 
talk about it all the time—which they presumably 
do in reference to the deceits she practices upon 
them (line 436). Job is also mentioned in “The 
FRIAR’S TALE” when the devil explains to the evil 
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summoner how God sometimes permits devils to 
torment His faithful followers, but only to a certain 
extent, harming the body but not the soul, just as 
Satan did with Job (line 1,491). More to the point, 
in “The CLERK’S TALE,” Job’s patience is compared 
to that of the tale’s heroine, Griselda, whose faith 
and obedience to her husband are sorely tested 
when he takes away her children, allowing her to 
think they are to be murdered (line 932). Although 
Job is not mentioned in “The MAN OF LAW’S 
TALE,” the heroine, Constance, is similarly tested 
by terrible vicissitudes of fortune. In “The TALE OF 
MELIBEE,” Dame Prudence reminds her husband of 
Job’s patience as she tries to persuade him against 
taking revenge on the men who robbed his home 
and assaulted his family. Finally, in “The PARSON’S 
TALE,” Job’s suffering is mentioned several times 
(for example, in lines 134 and 176) as the Parson 
delivers his sermon on sin and penitence.

Joce See JUDOCUS, SAINT.

Johan, Saint See JOHN, SAINT.

John, Saint Saint John, or John the Apostle, was 
one of Jesus’ original 12 disciples. Before being called 
to follow Christ, John was a fisherman on the Sea of 
Galilee, along with his father, Zebedee, and brother, 
JAMES, who would also become a disciple. Of all the 
apostles, James and John, along with Peter, came 
to have the most intimate relationship with Jesus. 
Following their Lord’s ascension, John continued in 
a position of leadership among the other disciples. 
Together with Peter, he bore witness before the 
Sanhedrin (the highest court of justice in Judea at 
the time) to his faith in Jesus Christ. As with the 
other disciples, John later became the subject of 
various stories in church tradition. TERTULLIAN said 
that he ended up in Rome, where he was plunged, 
unhurt, into boiling oil. A later tradition believed 
that both James and John were martyred. The 
dominant tradition, however, held that the apostle 
John moved to Ephesus in Asia Minor, and that 
from there he was banished to the island of Patmos. 
Although five books of the New Testament, includ-
ing the Gospel of John; John 1, 2, and 3; and Rev-
elation, have been attributed to John the Apostle, 

it seems likely that the first four were written by a 
companion of his, John the Elder, while Revelation 
was written by the evangelist himself. The writings 
attributed to John are mentioned numerous times in 
“The PARSON’S TALE” (see lines 216, 349, 564, and 
687, for examples), itself a sermon on penitence. At 
the end of “The FRIAR’S TALE,” the Friar says that 
if he had the time, he would draw upon descrip-
tions of hell taken from the texts of Christ, PAUL, 
and John so that his audience would understand 
the torments suffered by the evil summoner whose 
soul was snatched away to hell at his tale’s conclu-
sion (lines 1,646–1,652). In “The PRIORESS’ TALE” 
(lines 479–585), the Prioress imagines seeing the 
child martyr of her tale among the Holy Innocents 
described by Saint John in Revelation.

John Chrysostom, Saint A Syrian born in Antioch 
in 344, John Chrysostom renounced the certain pros-
pect of a distinguished public career to take holy 
orders. After leading the life of an ascetic for some 
time, he was ordained a priest and became the right 
hand man of the then bishop of Antioch. His abilities 
eventually raised him to the bishopric of Constan-
tinople, the eastern capital of the Roman Empire, 
where he successfully activated extensive reform. 
This action made him popular with the church, but 
it also created enemies in the court of the emperor 
Arcadius. These demanded Chrysostom’s banish-
ment, which was enforced in defiance of the pope’s 
strenuous support for his cause. The saint died in 
exile in 407. John’s surname, Chrysostom, which 
means “golden-mouthed,” came from his marvel-
ous and persuasive eloquence. The writings he left 
behind include a revised Greek liturgy, full commen-
taries on the Bible, a treatise on the priesthood, and 
many homilies. Chaucer quotes from a sermon that 
was attributed to Chrysostom at the beginning of 
“The PARSON’S TALE,” where the Parson is defining 
the meaning of penitence (line 109). According to 
Saint John, penitence requires that people humbly 
welcome every hardship that is imposed upon them 
through penance. They must also be contrite in their 
hearts and make a full confession (“shrift of mouth”).

John of Gaddesden Referred to as “Gatesden” 
in the GENERAL PROLOGUE TO THE CANTERBURY 
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TALES (line 434), John of Gaddesden was a Fellow 
of Merton College at Oxford in the 14th century 
and author of the medical text Rosa anglica. He is 
listed in the General Prologue as one of the medical 
authorities whose teachings the Doctor of Physic 
had studied.

John of Gaunt The third son of King EDWARD III 
and Queen PHILIPPA. He was the most influential 
of Edward’s sons during the last years of his father’s 
reign, and served on the council that advised the 
new king, RICHARD II, his nephew, after Edward’s 
death. He probably became friends with Chau-
cer when Chaucer served as a civil servant in the 
household of Edward, and Chaucer’s poem, The 
BOOK OF THE DUCHESS, is known to have been writ-
ten as a memorial to Gaunt’s first wife, BLANCHE OF 
LANCASTER, who died of the plague around 1369. 
John of Gaunt’s son, Henry Bolingbroke, became 
the first Lancastrian king of England (as Henry 
IV) when Richard II was deposed because of his 
unpopularity with the nobility and his ineffectuality 
as a ruler.

John the Baptist In the New Testament of 
the Bible, John the Baptist was a moral reformer 
and preacher of messianic hope. He is commonly 
considered the harbinger of Christ. King HEROD 
(2) arrested John because he spoke out against 
Herod’s immoral marriage to Herodias, the wife 
of his brother Philip. Herod may also have feared 
that John’s popularity would lead to a revolt. John 
was executed at the request of Salome, Herodi-
as’s daughter. Salome danced before King Herod, 
who, greatly pleased with her performance, offered 
to give her anything she wanted. At her mother’s 
urging, Salome asked for John the Baptist’s head 
on a platter. In “The PARDONER’S TALE,” the Par-
doner mentions this incident as an example of a 
bad decision that was made under the influence of 
too much wine.

Jonah (Jonas) In the Old Testament, Jonah was 
a prophet who was swallowed by a great fish for 
disobeying God’s command to preach repentance 
to the Assyrian city of Nineveh. In “The MAN OF 
LAW’S TALE,” God’s protection of Jonah during his 

sojourn inside the great fish is compared to His pro-
tection of Constance, the tale’s heroine, during all 
the trials that she is forced to endure (line 486).

Jonathan In the Old Testament, Jonathan was 
the oldest son of King Saul and a close friend of 
DAVID. Jonathan’s loyalty to David was proven time 
after time as he warned David of his father’s threats 
of vengeance and encouraged David in times of 
danger. The proverbial nature of their friendship is 
alluded to in the prologue to The LEGEND OF GOOD 
WOMEN, version F, when the narrator sings a BAL-
LADE in which he mentions various types of human 
paragons, concluding that none are a match for 
Queen Alcestis, to whom his song is dedicated 
(line 251).

Joseph In the Old Testament, Joseph was the 
11th and favorite son of JACOB, and the first child 
by Jacob’s favorite wife, RACHEL. Out of jealousy, 
Joseph’s older brothers sold him into slavery in 
Egypt. There Joseph was sold to Potiphar, an offi-
cer of the ruling Pharaoh. His good conduct soon 
earned him the highest position in Potiphar’s house-
hold, but when Potiphar’s wife attempted to seduce 
Joseph and he refused, she accused him of the 
crime anyway and Joseph was sent to prison. How-
ever, news of Joseph’s ability to interpret dreams 
reached Pharaoh, who had Joseph removed from 
prison and ordered him to interpret his (Pharaoh’s) 
own troubling dreams. Joseph saw these dreams as a 
warning of impending famine, whereupon Pharaoh 
rewarded Joseph by giving him an important posi-
tion in his government. When his brothers later 
came to Egypt to buy grain during the famine that 
Joseph had predicted, he tested them to see if they 
had repented. When their response showed that 
they had, he forgave them and asked them to move 
to Egypt where he could better provide the family 
with food and other essentials as long as the famine 
continued.

Because of his response to Potiphar’s wife, 
Joseph is mentioned in “The PARSON’S TALE” as an 
example of one who obeyed the commandments of 
God by resisting the sin of lechery (line 443). The 
narrator of The BOOK OF THE DUCHESS compares 
his own dream—the one that is to be the subject of 
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his poem—to Pharaoh’s, saying that his dream is so 
marvelous he doubts that even someone as skilled 
as Joseph would be able to interpret its meaning 
(line 282). The narrator of The HOUSE OF FAME 
expresses a similar idea (line 516). In “The NUN’S 
PRIEST’S TALE” the rooster Chaunticleer cites Pha-
raoh’s dream as evidence that dreams can contain 
accurate warnings about the future (line 3,133). 
Chaunticleer’s dream of being attacked by a fox 
does come true by the tale’s end.

Joseph, Saint In the New Testament of the Bible, 
Joseph was the spouse of Mary, the Virgin Mother 
of Christ, and thus Christ’s foster father. Nothing is 
known of his life outside of those details reported 
in the Gospels, the most familiar of which is his 
profession as a carpenter. Joseph’s role as Christ’s 
foster father is mentioned briefly in “The PARSON’S 
TALE” (line 286).

Josephus, Ebrayk See EBRAECUS, FLAVIUS JOSEPHUS.

Jousting See CHIVALRY.

Jove See JUPITER.

Jovinian A fourth-century monk who suffered 
condemnation at Rome for his views concerning 
virginity, which he denied was a higher or more 
sanctified state than matrimony. Jovinian also 
attacked the belief in the perpetual virginity of 
Mary. These views drew attacks from both Saint 
JEROME and Saint AUGUSTINE.

Jubal See AURORA (2).

Jubaltre See GIBRALTAR.

Judas In the New Testament of the Bible, Judas, 
also called Judas Iscariot, was the 12th apostle 
and the one who betrayed Christ to the Romans, 
who arrested Christ prior to the Crucifixion. Judas 
was paid 30 pieces of silver for his deed. In some 
versions of the story, the realization of its enor-
mity caused him to commit suicide. According 
to the Gospel of John (John 12:6), Judas was the 
keeper of the apostles’ money—a kind of trea-

surer for the group—and stole from them. This is 
alluded to in “The FRIAR’S TALE” when the Friar 
compares the main character of his tale, a corrupt 
summoner, to Judas, because the summoner steals 
out of the fines he collects for the ecclesiasti-
cal court for which he works (line 1,350). Judas’s 
more serious crime is mentioned in “The CANON’S 
YEOMAN’S TALE” when the Canon’s yeoman says 
that just as Judas’s guilt did not contaminate the 
other apostles, so should the corruption of one 
canon (i.e., his boss) not be taken to indicate the 
moral state of the remainder (lines 1,003–1,007). 
Judas’s envy of MARY MAGDALENE, who anointed 
Christ’s head with precious ointment, is given as 
an example of the sin of envy in “The PARSON’S 
TALE” (line 502). In another part of his sermon, 
the Parson uses Judas as an example of the evils 
of flattery, comparing those who indulge in flat-
tery to Judas’s betrayal of Christ with a kiss (line 
616). The latter notion would seem also to apply 
to “The NUN’S PRIEST’S TALE,” whose narrator 
refers to the fox as a “newe Scariot” (line 3,227) 
[new Iscariot] because he used flattery to trick the 
rooster Chauticleer.

Judas Maccabeus In the Apocrypha, Judas Mac-
cabeus was one of a family of Jewish heroes who 
helped deliver the Jews from persecution by the 
Syrian king ANTIOCHUS (1) Epiphanes. Considered 
one of the Nine Worthies by medieval scholars, 
Judas Maccabeus established a long line of priest-
kings that lasted until supplanted by HEROD (2) 
in 40 B.C. The fact that he was able to overcome a 
large army with his own significantly smaller host 
is mentioned by Dame Prudence in “The TALE OF 
MELIBEE” as she advises her husband against think-
ing that he will vanquish the men who robbed him 
just because he has more people fighting on his side 
(lines 1,658–1,659).

Judges, Book of A book of the Old Testament 
that covers the chaotic 300-year period between 
Joshua’s death and the beginning of a centralized 
government under King Saul. The story of SAMSON 
that appears in the Book of Judges is the basis of 
one of the brief biographies in “The MONK’S TALE” 
(lines 2,015–2,094).
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Judicum See JUDGES, BOOK OF.

Judith According to the Apocrypha that bears 
her name, Judith was a wise and brave Jewish 
woman dedicated to preserving the law of MOSES. 
During the reign of the Assyrian king NEBUCHAD-
NEZZAR, one of his generals, Holofernes, was pre-
paring to destroy the Jewish inhabitants of the 
city of BETHULIA. The people prayed to God to 
help them within five days, after which they would 
have to surrender. Judith went to the enemy camp, 
beheaded Holofernes, and brought his head back to 
the city. Terrified, the Assyrian army dispersed and 
the Jews were saved.

The story of Judith is mentioned several times 
in Chaucer’s work. In “The MAN OF LAW’S TALE,” 
she is given as an example of a woman whom God 
sustained through a difficult ordeal, just as he sus-
tained Constance, the heroine of the Man of Law’s 
story (line 939). January, the aged knight of “The 
MERCHANT’S TALE,” uses Judith as an example 
of wise womanhood in his attempts to justify his 
decision to take a wife (line 1,366). In “The TALE 
OF MELIBEE” Prudence, the wife of Melibee, gives 
Judith as an example of a woman who was able to 
offer wise counsel to her people when trying to con-
vince her husband to listen to her own advice (line 
1,099). Finally, the story of Judith and Holofernes is 
related in detail in “The MONK’S TALE,” which uses 
Holofernes to exemplify how a man may suddenly 
fall out of grace with FORTUNE (lines 2,551–2,574).

Judocus, Saint Judocus was a seventh-century 
hermit who began life as the brother of King Judi-
cael of BRITTANY. When Judicael abdicated, Judo-
cus assumed the throne for several months but then 
left Brittany to make a pilgrimage to Rome, after 
which he retired to a hermitage in France, where 
he served God for many years. He died around 
A.D. 668. His tomb, famous for miracles, was at St. 
Josse-sur-Mer, near Montreuil, France. The Wife 
of Bath swears by Saint Judocus (“Joce” in Middle 
English) in her prologue when she explains how she 
responded to the infidelities of her fourth husband 
(line 483). The Wife would perhaps be familiar 
with the saint because her fondness for pilgrimages 
has led her to sites like the tomb of Judocus.

Juerie See JEWERYE.

Jues See JEWS, PORTRAYAL OF IN CHAUCER.

Julian, Saint A seventh-century archbishop of 
Toledo in Spain who presided over the Spanish 
church in the time of the Visigothic kings, from 
A.D. 680 to 690, Julian was so greatly admired for his 
charity and kindness that he later became known as 
the patron saint of hospitality and accommodation. 
In the GENERAL PROLOGUE TO THE CANTERBURY 
TALES, Chaucer compares the Frankin, who is a 
gracious and liberal host, to Saint Julian (line 340). 
In The HOUSE OF FAME, the eagle swears by Saint 
Julian when he wants to call Chaucer’s attention to 
Fame’s palace (line 1,022).

Julius Caesar An exceptionally capable and 
ambitious Roman general and statesman who was 
dictator of the Roman Empire from 49 to 44 B.C., 
Julius Caesar was murdered in the capitol by a con-
spiracy of fellow senators whose ostensible purpose 
was to save the Roman republic from becoming a 
dictatorship. An abbreviated version of his rise and 
fall appears in Chaucer’s “MONK’S TALE” as one of 
the tragedies of FORTUNE of which the Monk is so 
fond. The Monk refers to Caesar as the emperor of 
Rome, in keeping with a medieval tradition that 
regarded him as the first of the emperors. Interest-
ingly, the story of Caesar’s murder is depicted on 
the walls of the Temple of Mars in “The KNIGHT’S 
TALE” (line 2,031), even though the Knight’s story 
of Palamon and Arcite is set in the court of THE-
SEUS in ancient Athens and would therefore be 
considered older. In The HOUSE OF FAME, Julius 
Caesar is mentioned as one of the men whose fame 
rests on the shoulders of the Roman poet LUCAN 
(line 1,502). The TREATISE ON THE ASTROLABE 
notes that the month of July was named for him 
and mistakenly claims that Caesar took two days 
out of the month of February in order to increase 
the number of days in July to 31 (part 1, paragragh 
10). While he did in fact increase the number of 
days in July, it was not at February’s expense.

Julius Canius A Roman philosopher of the first 
century A.D. whom the emperor CALIGULA con-
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demned to death for his beliefs. In the BOECE, 
Chaucer’s translation of BOETHIUS’s Consolation 
of Philosophy, he is mentioned by Lady Philosophy 
when she is giving the narrator examples of other 
people who have suffered on her behalf (Book 1, 
Prosa 4, lines 180–183). All the men she refers 
to were martyrs, a fact that chillingly foreshadows 
what actually did happen to Boethius.

Juno In classical mythology, Juno was a Roman 
goddess and consort to the chief of the gods, JUPI-
TER. Originally a goddess of light, she came to be 
known as a goddess of beginnings in general, and 
of birth in particular. Later she was additionally 
regarded as the special patron of women. Like the 
Greek goddess Hera, whose counterpart she was, 
Juno presided over the rite of marriage. Juno fre-
quently involved herself in human affairs, as often 
as not to wreak vengeance for one of her husband’s 
many sexual liaisons. Her anger against the city of 
Thebes, considered to be the cause of its destruc-
tion in “The KNIGHT’S TALE” and in the unfinished 
“ANELIDA AND ARCITE,” was brought on by Jupiter’s 
affairs with two Theban women. The hatred of the 
goddess for another group of people, the Trojans, is 
mentioned in The HOUSE OF FAME when the nar-
rator observes the story of AENEAS and his escape 
from TROY on the walls of the TEMPLE OF VENUS 
(lines 198–218). In TROILUS AND CRISEYDE, Panda-
rus believes that Juno will look out for the two lov-
ers, obviously unaware of her antipathy toward the 
Trojan people (book 4, lines 1,116–1,120). Juno’s 
role as the protectress of women is invoked in The 
BOOK OF THE DUCHESS when Queen Alcyone prays 
to the goddess for information about her husband, 
who has failed to return from a sea voyage (lines 
108–110). Juno responds by sending MORPHEUS, 
the god of sleep, to animate her dead husband’s 
body so that it can appear to her in a dream and 
inform her of his fate.

Jupiter (Jove) The chief of the Roman gods, 
identified by the Romans with the Greek god Zeus. 
His consort was the queen of the gods, JUNO. Origi-
nally a sky god, he was worshipped as the controller 

of weather who could send lightning, thunder, and 
rain. More than any other deity, he was considered 
the protector of the state, watching over its wel-
fare, defending it, and giving victory to its armies. 
He was also the god of destiny, knowing and con-
trolling the future and, perhaps most significantly, 
the upholder of right, justice, virtue, and the laws 
of nations. The myths of Jupiter are the same as 
those related of Zeus.

The god is mentioned numerous times in Chau-
cer’s poetry. In The HOUSE OF FAME, the eagle who 
is ferrying the narrator to Fame’s palace informs 
him that the experience he is about to have is the 
gift of Jupiter, sent as a reward for the narrator’s 
heretofore unrewarded service to CUPID, the god 
of love (lines 612–626). In TROILUS AND CRISEYDE 
Jupiter is invoked numerous times, as in book three 
when Troilus asks Jove to help him gain Criseyde’s 
love (lines 722–725) and at the end of book four 
when Criseyde swears by him, promising to return 
to Troy within 10 nights (lines 1,681–1,687). Jupi-
ter is also mentioned a number of times in “The 
KNIGHT’S TALE,” most notably in the scene that 
describes the gods arguing over whether Palamon or 
Arcite (1) should win the battle for Emily’s hand in 
marriage (lines 2,238–2,478). Interestingly, despite 
Jove’s status as chief among the gods, it is SATURN 
who decides the victor. Jupiter is also mentioned 
briefly in several of the biographies that appear in 
The LEGEND OF GOOD WOMEN.

Juvenal Decimus Junius Juvenalis, more com-
monly known as Juvenal, was a famous Roman 
satirist whose work continued to be popular dur-
ing the Middle Ages. He did most of his writ-
ing during the reigns of the emperors Trajan and 
Hadrian, from A.D. 98 to 128. Chaucer not only 
borrows excerpts from Juvenal, which appear in 
TROILUS AND CRISEYDE (book four, lines 197–201), 
the BOECE (Book Four, Metrum 5, lines 11 ff.) 
and the GENERAL PROLOGUE TO THE CANTERBURY 
TALES (line 626 ff.), but the Wife of Bath quotes 
the Roman author’s comments on the blessed state 
of the poor man who doesn’t have to fear thieves 
(lines 1,192–1,194).
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Kakus See CACUS.

Kara-Nor (Carrenar) Lake located on the east 
side of the GOBI DESERT in Central Asia. Its name 
means “Black Lake.” Lying on a main trade route 
between China and Europe, the area was known 
to medieval Europeans through Marco Polo’s 
description of the region. In Chaucer’s BOOK OF 
THE DUCHESS, the lake is mentioned by the Black 
Knight. In keeping with his habit of communicat-
ing through metaphors or other figures of speech, 
the Black Knight praises the character of the fair 
Lady White by saying that she would never lead a 
knight on by sending him away on quests to distant 
regions. One of the regions he mentions, which is 
considerably distant from England, is that of Kara-
Nor (line 1,029).

Karibdous See CHARYBDIS.

Kaske, Robert E. (1921–1989) A specialist in 
medieval literature, particularly Old and Middle 
English works, Robert E. Kaske received his Ph.D. 
from the University of North Carolina at Chapel 
Hill in 1950. In 1964 he joined the faculty of the 
English Department at Cornell University, where he 
founded the Medieval Studies Program, which has 
become, by reputation, one of the best in the U.S.A. 
In 1975 Kaske was named Avalon Foundation Pro-
fessor in the Humanities. During his impressive 
career as a scholar of medieval literature, Professor 

Kaske was the author of one book that has been 
especially important for the study and understand-
ing of medieval literature, Medieval Christian Literary 
Imagery: A Guide to Interpretation (1988), coauthored 
with Arthur Groos and Michael Twomey. He also 
published more than 60 articles in the area of medi-
eval studies, including “Causality and Miracle: Phil-
osophical Perspectives in the ‘Knight’s Tale’ and the 
‘Man of Law’s Tale’ ” (published in Traditions and 
Innovations: Essays on British Literature of the Middle 
Ages and the Renaissance, 1990, edited by David G. 
Allen and Robert A. White). While serving on the 
faculty at Cornell, Kaske received two Guggenheim 
Fellowships and a Fellowship for Independent Study 
and Research from the National Endowment for the 
Humanities. He served on the editorial and advi-
sory boards of The Chaucer Review, Speculum, and A 
Manual of Writings in Middle English, and as editor-
in-chief of Traditio. In 1982 he was elected a Fellow 
of the Medieval Academy.

Kaukasous See CAUCASUS.

Kayrudd The town in BRITTANY where Arvera-
gus and Dorigen, the two central characters of “The 
FRANKLIN’S TALE,” live. The name would seem to be 
derived from the Welsh Caer-rhudd, which means 
“red house.” Although there are several villages in 
Brittany with the name Kerru, which could be a 
modernization of the name Chaucer uses, none lies 
along the coast as described in the tale. The coastal 
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setting is significant because Dorigen promises to 
become the lover of the squire Aurelius if he can 
remove the rocks that line the coast and thus facili-
tate her husband’s return voyage.

Kean, Patricia M. Kean, who taught at Oxford 
University, wrote the very important Chaucer and 
The Making of English Poetry in two separately titled 
volumes: Love Vision and Debate (1972) and The Art 
of Narrative (1972). Kean sees Chaucer as the first 
poet writing in English to confront two problems: 
(1) finding verse forms appropriate to large-scale 
works and (2) integrating subject matter from phi-
losophy, morals, and the “newe science” “into nar-
rative structures” to give the whole “a new brilliance 
and a new depth of meaning.” Kean’s solutions to 
these problems, more than her borrowings from the 
prosodic traditions of other languages, established 
Chaucer as the “maker” of English poetry.

Kelly, Henry Ansgar (1934– ) Distinguished 
Professor Emeritus at the University of California, 
Los Angeles, H. A. (Andy) Kelly received his doc-
torate from Harvard University in 1965. During his 
long and productive career as a medievalist Kelly has 
written on a wide variety of topics in medieval and 
Renaissance literature. His researches center on the 
history of ideas, extending from biblical times to the 
present, and ranging from the classical Middle East 
to western Europe, with special attention to the sub-
jects of demonology, canon and secular law, inquisi-
torial procedure, baptism, marriage, sexual offenses, 
religious life, theology, and tragedy. He is especially 
regarded among Chaucer scholars for his writings 
on medieval conceptions of tragedy in Chaucerian 
Tragedy (1987) and Ideas and Forms of Tragedy from 
Aristotle to the Middle Ages (1993). Other important 
works on Chaucer include Love and Marriage in the 
Age of Chaucer (1975) and Chaucer and the Cult 
of St. Valentine (1986). From 1998 to 2003, Kelly 
served as director for the UCLA Center for Medi-
eval and Renaissance Studies. Beginning in 2003, 
he became editor of Viator, the center’s internation-
ally respected scholarly journal.

Kelmscott Chaucer Edited by F. S. Ellis, The 
Works of Geoffrey Chaucer Newly Augmented is a 

one-volume edition of Chaucer’s work published by 
William Morris’s Kelmscott Press in 1896 and often 
referred to as, simply, the Kelmscott Chaucer. Pre-
Raphaelite artist Edward Burne-Jones designed its 
87 woodcut illustrations. Morris, who was not only 
a noted printer and typographer but also a famous 
commentator on a vast array of subjects, from the 
design of textiles and furniture to politics and social 
studies, designed numerous woodcut borders and 
initial letters. According to Morris, the Kelmscott 
Chaucer was a response to what he considered the 
cheap and ugly quality of books of the time. The 
text itself was based on W. W. SKEAT’s edition of the 
Oxford Chaucer, with permission of Professor Skeat 
and the Clarendon Press. Something of a scandal 
erupted surrounding the Kelmscott Chaucer when 
The Nation made the following announcement in 
1903: “It is by degrees becoming more widely known 
that the drawings for the Chaucer were really not 
by Burne-Jones. This artist made a series of rough 
pencil notes, suggesting the subjects and the com-
position, and they were then carried out by Mr. 
Catterson Smith and others. . . . The book may be, 
or rather is, after its fashion, a truly magnificent 
eple of printing, but, artistically, Burne-Jones had 
very little to do with it. . . . And as it is partly for 
the illustrations that the book has been prized so 
highly, this fact must in the end make a difference.” 
Copies of the book nevertheless continued to sell 
at auction, fetching remarkable sums. Photos of the 
text and engravings may be viewed at http://wt.mit.
edu/~subway/Prints/chaucer.html.

Kenelm, Saint Saint Kenelm began his life as a 
prince of Mercia, one of the kingdoms of Anglo-
Saxon England, in the ninth century. When he was 
seven years old, he succeeded to the throne on the 
death of his father, King Kenulph. Shortly after his 
coronation, his sister Cynefrith caused him to be 
murdered in the forest of Clent. According to leg-
end, just before his death Kenelm dreamed that he 
climbed a beautiful tree that was cut down beneath 
him by his attendant, whereupon his soul flew to 
heaven in the form of a little bird. In medieval 
England, Kenelm was universally venerated as a 
saint and martyr. Chaunticleer, the learned rooster 
of “The NUN’S PRIEST’S TALE,” refers to Kenelm’s 
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dream as evidence for his own belief in dreams’ 
prophetic nature (lines 3,110–3,112).

Kent County in southeastern England, with a 
coastline along the English Channel. The town of 
CANTERBURY, with its great cathedral and shrine of 
Saint THOMAS À BECKET, is located in the county 
of Kent. In The HOUSE OF FAME and “The MILL-
ER’S TALE,” the narrators swear, or have one of 
the characters swear, “by Saint Thomas of Kent,” 
which was a popular way of referring to the saint in 
the 14th century.

Kenulphus Son See KENELM, SAINT.

King Antiochus See ANTIOCHUS.

King Peter of Cyprus See PIERRE DE LUSIGNAN.

King Peter of Spain See PEDRO OF CASTILE.

Kings, Book of When Chaucer refers to the 
Book of Kings, he is actually referring to the bibli-
cal books we know as 1 and 2 Samuel, because in 
the Vulgate (Latin) version of the Bible that he 
used, 1 and 2 Samuel were called 1 and 2 Kings. 
The books we know as 1 and 2 Kings were entitled 
3 and 4 Kings. Chaucer mentions the First Book 
of Kings (i.e., 1 Samuel) in “The PARSON’S TALE” 
when the narrator makes reference to the sons of 
ELI as an example of corruption in the priesthood. 
He compares wicked priests to fallen angels, saying 
that they are angels of light transformed into angels 
of darkness, children of God who have become sons 
of BELIAL (line 897). Modern readers may find this 
story in 1 Samuel 2. In “The TALE OF MELIBEE,” 
Dame Prudence recalls a passage from the Second 
Book of Kings (2 Samuel 11:25) when she advises 
her husband against taking up arms against those 
men who have robbed him and assaulted his fam-
ily. She says, “The dedes of battailles been aven-
turouse and nothyng certeyne, / for as lightly is oon 
hurt with a spere as another” (lines 1,167–1,168) 
[The outcomes of battles are chancy and uncer-
tain, / for as easily is one man hurt with a spear as 
another]. In 2 Samuel, these words are attributed 
to DAVID when he learns from JOAB that Uriah the 

Hittite has been killed in battle. Ironically, David is 
attempting to rationalize the man’s death (an atti-
tude quite contrary to the spirit in which the words 
are quoted by Prudence), and commands Joab to 
continue the fighting.

Kings, Second Book of See KINGS, BOOK OF.

Kittredge, George Lyman (1860–1941) Har-
vard professor and scholar of Old and Middle 
English language and literature. Kittredge devel-
oped an interest in early New England history 
and published extensively on its folklore, in addi-
tion to his seminal works on Chaucer and other 
early English authors. His work ranges from the 
immensely technical Observations on the Language 
of Chaucer’s “Troilus” (1894) to the gracious, popu-
larly written Chaucer and His Poetry (1915), where 
he propounds his theory that there is a debate on 
marriage taking place between the tellers of “The 
WIFE OF BATH’S TALE,” “The CLERK’S TALE,” “The 
MERCHANT’S TALE,” and “The FRANKLIN’S TALE.” 
After Kittredge’s study, these four tales became 
popularly known as the “MARRIAGE GROUP.” Some 
of Kittredge’s essays laid the groundwork for the 
work of later scholars who would research the rela-
tionships between Chaucer and his sources.

Koch, Joh(an)n August Hermann (1850–1934) 
Often overlooked for his contributions to Chaucer 
studies, John Koch received his doctorate from the 
Prussian Albertus-Universität at Königsberg in 1875. 
A full-time teacher at a Berlin gymnasium (a sec-
ondary school preparing students for higher educa-
tion), Koch nevertheless found time to engage in 
serious scholarship, producing a prodigious amount 
of work in the areas of French, English, and compara-
tive philology. In 1877 Koch published his first essay 
on Chaucer in the important new journal, Englische 
Studien. The essay, “Ein Beitrag zur Kritik Chaucers,” 
carefully compared the Temple of Venus passages in 
BOCCACCIO’s Teseida with those in “The KNIGHT’S 
TALE” and The PARLIAMENT OF FOWLS. This essay 
gave the first hint of the kind of meticulous textual 
analysis Koch would later apply to other of Chaucer’s 
works. In 1883 he published A Critical Edition of Some 
of Chaucer’s Minor Poems, followed by a monograph-
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length study, The Chronology of Chaucer’s Writings, 
in which he dated the Chaucer canon primarily on 
the basis of firsthand study of the manuscripts. Soon 
after, he produced a critical edition of “The PARDON-
ER’S TALE” for the CHAUCER SOCIETY, again based 
on extensive, painstaking manuscript research. In 
1903 he produced a manuscript history of The Parlia-
ment of Fowls. Then, in 1915, following years of study 
focused on The CANTERBURY TALES, he published a 
complete edition of that work, based on the ELLES-
MERE MANUSCRIPT and F. J. FURNIVALL’s six-text edi-
tion, as well as 12 additional manuscripts. All of this 
suggests that Koch was a critical contributor to what 
Richard Utz, in Chaucer and the Discourse of German 
Philology (2002), terms “the gradual accumulation of 
information about the canon, language, and texts of 
Chaucer during the most productive period of tex-
tual scholarship in the history of Chaucer criticism, 
the period between 1875 and 1935.” Koch was also 
a prolific reviewer of Chauceriana, becoming one of 
the first scholars to provide critical survey and bib-
liography of what was being produced in the field 
each year. His other contributions include work on 
such matters as the authenticity of The ROMAUNT 
OF THE ROSE, the dating of “ANELIDA AND ARCITE,” 
and Chaucer’s debts to Roman authors, as well as 
several essays on the two “prologues” to The LEG-
END OF GOOD WOMEN and on The HOUSE OF FAME. 
He translated Chaucer’s shorter poems into German 
verse and revised Wilhelm Hertzberg’s 1966 transla-
tion of The Canterbury Tales.

Kolve, V. A. (1934– ) The recipient of mul-
tiple awards for outstanding teaching and scholar-
ship, Kolve taught at Stanford and the University of 
Virginia before joining the faculty of the University 
of California–Los Angeles. Although he has writ-
ten widely on a variety of medieval topics, his most 
important work in Chaucer studies is Chaucer and the 
Imagery of Narrative: The First Five Canterbury Tales 
(1984). As indicated by its title, this book provides an 
iconographic reading of “The KNIGHT’S TALE,” “The 
MILLER’S TALE,” “The REEVE’S TALE,” “The COOK’S 
TALE,” and “The MAN OF LAW’S TALE.” Supporting 
his reading with many illustrations from medieval art, 
Kolve theorizes that Chaucer built these and other 
tales around central narrative images, such as the 

“rudderless” boat in “The Man of Law’s Tale,” at least 
partly because medieval memory depended so heav-
ily upon the visual. Kolve’s interest in this area also 
appears in an article, “From Cleopatra to Alceste: An 
Iconographic Study of The Legend of Good Women” 
(in Signs and Symbols in Chaucer’s Poetry, 1981). Here 
Kolve argues that the tale of CLEOPATRA, which 
opens the Legend, provides a paradigm for the main 
theme of the collection, which is fruitless pagan trag-
edy. Although the poem in its unfinished state indi-
cates a respect for the pagan past and for women, 
Kolve believes that if Chaucer had completed the 
work, he would have transcended this idea in a tale 
of Alcestis, who, because she was willing to die in 
place of her husband—and was then returned to life 
because of her generosity—can be read as an icon of 
Christian resurrection. With Glending Olson, Kolve 
also edited the Norton critical edition Chaucer: The 
Canterbury Tales (1989).

Koran The Koran, or Qur’an, is the name of the 
sacred book of the Muslims. It consists of revela-
tions delivered orally by Muhammad at Mecca and 
Medina in the seventh century A.D., and initially 
committed to memory by professional remembranc-
ers. The verses were eventually written down and 
were translated into Latin by Robert of Chester and 
Hermann the Dalmatian in 1143. Like the Bible, 
the Koran emphasizes God as the absolute creator 
and sustainer of a universe whose order reflects his 
infinite power, wisdom, and authority. God provides 
guidance for mankind through His revealed Word, 
and mankind will be judged by the standard of that 
guidance on Judgment Day. The stern justice of God 
is tempered, however, by mercy and compassion.

Despite these similarities to biblically inspired 
religion, Chaucer’s one reference to the Koran 
reflects the medieval western European view of 
Muslims as anti-Christian pagans. In “The MAN OF 
LAW’S TALE” the wicked Sultaness of Syria, in try-
ing to turn her counselors against her son, says that 
he has abandoned the holy laws of the Koran since 
he married the Christian Constance (line 332).

Kynges, Book of See KINGS, BOOK OF.

Kynges, Seconde Book of See KINGS, BOOK OF.
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Laban In the Bible, Laban was the father-in-law 
of JACOB. After leaving home to escape the wrath 
of his brother Esau, Jacob encountered a beautiful 
young woman named RACHEL at a well in Haran. 
Her father, who was also Jacob’s uncle, promised 
her to his nephew in return for seven years of labor. 
After the time was up and Jacob had fulfilled his 
portion of the bargain, Laban tricked him by giving 
him his older daughter, Leah, and forcing him to 
work seven more years for Rachel (see Genesis 29). 
The work that Jacob did for Laban is mentioned 
in “The PARSON’S TALE” as an example of God’s 
beneficence toward Laban and, more generally, as 
an indication of how God rewards those who keep 
his laws (line 443).

Laborinth (Laboryntus; labyrinth) See DAEDALUS.

Lacedaemon (Lacedomye; Lacidomye) Lace-
daemon is another name for the region in the 
southern Peloponnesus of Greece that is more com-
monly known as Sparta. The region is mentioned 
in “The FRANKLIN’S TALE” when Dorigen recalls, 
among many other stories of chaste women, how a 
group of 50 virgins from Lacedaemon chose to die 
rather than be raped by a group of invaders from 
MESSENE. The story is taken from Saint JEROME’s 
Epistola adversus Jovinianum (Letter against Jovin-
ian). In “The PARDONER’S TALE,” the narrator 
draws upon Lacedaemon’s reputation for sobriety 

when he tells the story of a Spartan ambassador, 
Stilboun, who travels to CORINTH, a city known in 
the ancient world for its loose morality, to forge an 
alliance, but changes his mind because he finds so 
many of the Corinthians engaged in gambling (line 
605). The anecdote forms part of the Pardoner’s 
disquisition on the tavern vices of gambling, glut-
tony, and swearing.

Lachesis In classical mythology, Lachesis was 
one of the Fates, the three goddesses who col-
lectively determined the length of a person’s life. 
Clotho spun the thread of life, Lachesis determined 
its length, and Atropos cut it off when it was time 
for death. The daughters of Zeus and Themis, these 
goddesses made sure that the fate assigned to each 
individual was carried out, and no mortal could 
escape or alter their decrees. The narrator’s refer-
ence to Lachesis and her sisters at the beginning 
of book 5 of TROILUS AND CRISEYDE indicates that 
his story is winding to a close and that the death of 
Troilus, whose thread is running out, is not far off 
(line 7).

“Lack of Steadfastness” See “LAK OF STEDFAST-
NESSE,” in Part II: Works.

Ladies, Book of the XXV The Book of the XXV 
Ladies is one of the titles by which Chaucer refers 
to what modern editors call The LEGEND OF GOOD 
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WOMEN. He refers to the work by this title in the 
Retraction (see CHAUCER’S RETRACTION) that fol-
lows The CANTERBURY TALES, listing it among those 
works that he asks God to forgive him for writ-
ing because they seem too caught up in worldly 
vanities. It is thought that the Retraction was writ-
ten when Chaucer was ill and approaching death, 
which helps to account for this remarkable change 
in attitude. His reference to the ladies as being 25 
in number has led to the speculation that he had 
intended to include more women’s biographies in 
the work and was perhaps unable, at the time, to 
remember how many he had already completed. 
This is supported by the fact that the last biogra-
phy, that of HYPERMNESTRA, breaks off before the 
end. There is also the remote possibility that he 
had completed others, but that they did not find 
their way into the existing manuscripts of the poem. 
This could be why the Man of Law, in the prologue 
to his tale, states that the work (which he calls the 
“Saint’s Legend of Cupid”) included the stories of 
DEIANIRA, HERMIONE, HERO, HELEN OF TROY, BRI-
SEIS, LAODAMIA, and PENELOPE (lines 62–75).

Ladomya See LAODAMIA.

Laius In classical mythology, Laius was the king 
of Thebes who fathered OEDIPUS. Since an oracle 
had foretold that Laius would be killed by his own 
son, when Oedipus was born, Laius ordered a slave 
to pierce his feet and leave him exposed on Mount 
Citheron. Oedipus did not perish, but was saved by 
a shepherd and grew up as the son of King Polybus 
of Corinth. After leaving Corinth to avoid fulfilling 
the prophecy that he would kill his father (whom he 
thought to be Polybus), Oedipus met Laius on the 
road and killed him in a fight that arose when nei-
ther man was willing to yield the road to the other. 
He proceeded on to Thebes, where he solved the 
riddle of the Sphinx and, without knowing who she 
was, married his mother, Jocasta, and thus became 
the next king of Thebes. The story of Laius and his 
son are mentioned in book 2 of TROILUS AND CRI-
SEYDE when Criseyde tells her uncle Pandarus that 
she has been reading the “Romance of Thebes” of 
which it was a part (line 101).

Lameadoun See LAOMEDON.

Lamech In the Old Testament, Lamech was a 
son of Methushael (Methuselah) and a descendant 
of CAIN. He is the first man mentioned in the Bible 
as having two wives, Adah and Zillah. The Wife 
of Bath uses Lamech as an example of someone 
who married more than once in the attempt to 
justify her own multiple marriages, which, however, 
were successive rather than simultaneous (pro-
logue to “The WIFE OF BATH’S TALE,” line 54). 
Lamech’s bigamy is considered in a less positive 
light in “The SQUIRE’S TALE,” when the falcon 
who has been betrayed by her lover complains to 
Canacee of her mate’s infidelity (line 550), and in 
the unfinished “ANELIDA AND ARCITE,” where the 
Armenian queen, Anelida, finds herself in similar 
circumstances after granting her love to the The-
ban knight Arcite (line 150). In both instances, the 
unfaithful lovers are compared to Lamech.

Lamedon See LAOMEDON.

Lamek (Lameth) See LAMECH.

Lamuel See LEMUEL.

Lancelot Lancelot, or Lancelot du Lac, was an 
important figure in Arthurian Romance. A French 
knight in the English court of King ARTHUR, he 
first appeared in the 12th-century work of French 
poet Chrétien de Troyes, Le Chevalier de la Char-
rette (“The Knight of the Cart”); this romance 
focuses on the adulterous love affair of Lancelot and 
Guinevere, emphasizing the intensity of his devo-
tion to the queen to such a degree that the effect is 
sometimes comical (perhaps intentionally so). He is 
best known to modern audiences through modern 
adaptations of the Arthurian saga, which focus on 
the love triangle of King Arthur, Guinevere, and 
Lancelot. In adaptations that follow the traditional 
story line, the relationship of these three people 
is staged against a background of Arthur’s struggle 
to hold together a kingdom constantly threatened 
by both internal and external strife. The pathos of 
the story derives from the fact that in addition to 
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being the queen’s lover, Lancelot was also the king’s 
best friend and his most valued knight, two things 
that led the king to ignore hints that the man was 
betraying him by sleeping with his wife. Ultimately, 
despite the French knight’s love for his king and the 
king’s desire to overlook his wife’s infidelity, the two 
are forced into battle by other knights who are jeal-
ous of Lancelot or who have other personal reasons 
for wanting to destroy him. Ultimately Lancelot and 
Arthur are reconciled, and the knight spends his 
last years as a hermit. Lancelot is mentioned only 
once in Chaucer’s work, in the unfinished (or more 
specifically, interrupted) “SQUIRE’S TALE,” when the 
Squire attempts to describe the festive dancing that 
accompanied King Cambyuskan’s birthday celebra-
tion. Finding himself at a loss for words, he exclaims 
that only someone such as Lancelot would be able 
to accurately portray the subtle flirting and other 
sly behavior that went on (line 287). His choice of 
Lancelot obviously relates to the knight’s involve-
ment in a covert love affair.

Lancelot du Lac, book of When the Nun’s 
Priest pauses in the midst of his tale to announce 
that the story he tells, of the rooster Chaunticleer, 
his “wife” Pertelote, and Russell the fox, is as true 
as the “book of Launcelot de Lake” (line 3,212), he 
is either knowingly or unknowingly confirming that 
it is a fiction. The “book” he refers to is probably 
part of the Vulgate Cycle, a 13th-century French 
prose romance that told the entire story of LANCE-
LOT’s life, from his birth to the fall of the Arthurian 
fellowship and Lancelot’s death.

Langland, William (c. 1330–c. 1386) Four-
teenth-century English poet who wrote the impor-
tant social satire, the Vision of Piers Plowman (see 
PIERS PLOWMAN). Very little is known of Langland’s 
life or even of his identity, beyond the likelihood 
that he resided in London and also spent some 
time in the area of the Malvern Hills in the West 
Midlands, which forms the setting for his poem. It 
also seems probable, considering the content of his 
poetry, that he was a monastic. Chaucer drew upon 
the character descriptions presented in Langland’s 
poem for his portraits of the pilgrims in the GEN-
ERAL PROLOGUE TO THE CANTERBURY TALES.

language—pronunciation See CHAUCER’S 
LANGUAGE—PRONUNCIATION.

language—versification See CHAUCER’S 
LANGUAGE—VERSIFICATION.

Laodamia In classical mythology, Laodamia 
was the wife of PROTESILAUS, one of the Greeks 
who went to fight in the TROJAN WAR and was 
killed when the ships landed, before the battle ever 
began. Laodamia responded to his death by com-
mitting suicide. In Saint JEROME’s Epistola adversus 
Jovinianum (Letter against Jovinian) she is men-
tioned as a faithful wife. In the prologue to “The 
MAN OF LAW’S TALE,” the Sergeant of the Law 
states that Chaucer included the story of Laodamia 
in the “Saint’s Legend of Cupid” (another title for 
The LEGEND OF GOOD WOMEN), but it does not in 
fact appear in that work, though she is mentioned 
as one of love’s martyrs in the prologue (version 
F, line 263). In “The FRANKLIN’S TALE,” Dorigen 
thinks of Laodamia’s virtue as she faces the choice 
of being faithful to her husband or keeping her 
promise to become the lover of the squire Aurelius 
(line 1,445).

Laodomya See LAODAMIA.

Laomedon (Lameadoun) In classical mythol-
ogy, Laomedon was the father of PRIAM, the king 
of TROY during the TROJAN WAR. According to 
legend, Zeus (JUPITER), the king of the gods, pun-
ished Phoebus APOLLO and Poseidon (NEPTUNE) 
for attempting to dethrone him by forcing them to 
serve Laomedon for wages. They built the walls of 
Troy for the king, but when Laomedon refused to 
pay the agreed-upon price, Apollo sent a plague 
and Poseidon a sea monster to destroy his people. 
As the only means of appeasing Poseidon, Laome-
don chained his daughter Hesione to a rock as food 
for the monster. HERCULES rescued her in exchange 
for Laomedon’s promise that he would give Hercu-
les some horses. When Laomedon again failed to 
keep his word, Hercules destroyed the city of Troy, 
killed Laomedon and all his sons except Priam, and 
took Hesione captive. In The BOOK OF THE DUCH-
ESS, the narrator falls asleep and dreams that he 
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wakes up in a chamber decorated with the history 
of Troy, including the story of King Laomedon. 
The story has a more immediate relevance to the 
action in TROILUS AND CRISEYDE when Criseyde’s 
father, Calkas, predicts that Troy will fall because 
Phoebus (Apollo) and Neptune are still angry over 
Laomedon’s failure to pay them.

Lapidarius (Lapidaire) An 11th-century trea-
tise on gemstones and their supposed properties of 
healing and other characteristics. Chaucer refers 
to it in The HOUSE OF FAME when describing the 
walls inside Fame’s palace, which are encrusted 
with gems such as those found in the Lapidaire, as 
numerous as the grasses growing in a meadow (line 
1,352).

Latinus (Latyne) According to VIRGIL’s AENEID, 
Latinus was the king of Latium (the future site 
of Rome). When the Trojan AENEAS arrived in 
Latium, Latinus believed him to be the stranger to 
whom an oracle had commanded him to marry his 
daughter, LAVINIA. For that reason, Latinus wel-
comed Aeneas and offered him Lavinia’s hand. But 
Turnus, a native prince who also wanted to marry 
Lavinia, stirred up hostility against Aeneas, which 
led to war. When the war ended with the death 
of Turnus, Aeneas and Latinus carried out their 
agreement and united their people under joint rule. 
Another version of the story relates that the war 
against Turnus took place after Aeneas and Lati-
nus had amalgamated their people, and that Lati-
nus was killed in battle. The story of Latinus and 
Aeneas is engraved on the wall of the glass temple 
that Chaucer visits in book one of The HOUSE OF 
FAME (line 453).

Latona See DIANA.

Latumeus A character who appears in one of the 
anecdotes related in the prologue to “The WIFE OF 
BATH’S TALE.” Complaining of how her fifth hus-
band would offend her by reading from his Book of 
Wicked Wives, an anthology of stories denigrating 
women, the Wife relates that in one of the stories 
a man named Latumeus told his friend Arrius that 
in his garden he had a tree from which three of his 

wives had hanged themselves. Latumeus speaks in 
sorrow but his friend responds by asking for a sprig 
of “that blessed tree” to plant in his own garden 
(line 757). Analogues to this story appear in sev-
eral medieval texts, possible sources for Chaucer’s 
version. The ultimate source is the Roman poet 
CICERO’s De oratore.

Laude See CLERE LAUDE.

Launcelot See LANCELOT.

Launcelot du Lake, book of See LANCELOT DU 
LAC, BOOK OF.

Lavinia (Lavina) According to VIRGIL’s AENEID, 
Lavinia was the daughter of LATINUS and princess 
of Latium, an ancient region in southern Italy. She 
was betrothed to TURNUS, the ruler of a neighbor-
ing kingdom. When her father revoked his promise 
to Turnus in order to marry Lavinia to AENEAS, a 
war ensued. Lavinia was ultimately wed to Aeneas 
and, according to legend, their heirs became the 
founders of Roman civilization. In The BOOK OF 
THE DUCHESS (line 331), Lavinia’s story is depicted 
on panels of glass in a room where the dreamer/
narrator “wakes up” (in fact, he is still dreaming). 
Aeneas’s marriage to Lavinia is mentioned in The 
HOUSE OF FAME (line 458) and The LEGEND OF 
GOOD WOMEN (lines 1,325–1,331).

Lavinium An ancient city in Italy where AENEAS 
landed after fleeing from TROY following the TRO-
JAN WAR. According to the Roman poet VIRGIL, 
Italy, or Latium, as it was called in ancient times, 
was the country in which Aeneas was destined to 
found the nation that would build the great Roman 
Empire. In book 1 of The HOUSE OF FAME Lavinium 
is mentioned in the story of Aeneas engraved on 
the walls of a glass temple (line 148).

Lawton, David (1948– ) Currently professor 
and chair of English at Washington University in St. 
Louis, David Lawton is a scholar with a wide range 
of interests including medieval literatures, medieval 
culture, Chaucer, literary history, the Bible, postcolo-
nial studies, and Australian studies. He has published 
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five books and a number of articles in English literary 
studies and medieval studies, and he is currently pre-
paring editions of Chaucer’s poetry and prose, as well 
as completing a book on voice and space in medieval 
literature. His book Chaucer’s Narrators (1986) con-
centrates on oral aspects of Chaucer’s verse, empha-
sizing the complexity of tone in interacting voices, 
and tracing development of the narrator’s voice from 
dream visions to The Canterbury Tales. Lawton is 
founding coeditor of a major journal, New Medieval 
Literatures, published by Oxford University Press, and 
became executive director of the New Chaucer Soci-
ety when it moved to Washington University in July 
2002.

Layus See LAIUS.

Lazar (Lazarus) The beggar in Jesus’ parable 
about a rich man and a poor man (not to be con-
fused with the LAZARUS whom Jesus reportedly 
raised from the dead). The rich man despised the 
beggar, paying no attention to his requests when he 
passed by him each day. However, after his death, 
Lazar was carried by angels to heaven, where he 
found comfort. The rich man, on the other hand, 
found himself consigned to hell and eternal tor-
ment. This parable, found in Luke 16:19–31, is 
alluded to in “The SUMMONER’S TALE” (line 987) 
by the corrupt Friar, who uses it to try to frighten 
Thomas into giving him some money.

Lazarus In the Gospel of John, Lazarus is the 
brother of Martha and Mary of Bethany, two of Jesus’ 
closest followers. His death and subsequent resurrec-
tion through Jesus’ intervention was considered one 
of most important miracles of Jesus’ ministry (John 
12:1–44). Because of the publicity surrounding this 
event, the chief priest of Bethany plotted to kill 
Lazarus. The tears that Jesus shed when he learned 
of Lazarus’s death are mentioned in “The TALE OF 
MELIBEE.” When Dame Prudence demands that 
Melibee stop crying over the harm that has come to 
his family through the robbers who stole his property 
and assaulted his daughter, Melibee responds that 
weeping is nothing to be ashamed of; witness the 
example of Jesus when he discovered the death of 
his friend Lazarus (lines 985–986).

Leander See HERO.

Leland, John (c. 1503–1552) Often referred to 
as the earliest of Renaissance English antiquaries, 
John Leland was educated at St. Paul’s School, 
London, and Christ’s College, Cambridge Univer-
sity. After studying in Paris, he took holy orders. 
By 1530 he had involved himself with the royal 
libraries and claimed to have received a commis-
sion in 1533 to search monastic and collegiate 
libraries for old authors. In 1535–43, he made a 
tour through England in order to research the book 
he planned to write on the “History and Antiqui-
ties of this Nation,” but the work remained incom-
plete at the time of his death. In 1710–12, the 
antiquary Thomas Hearne published it as Leland’s 
Itinerary. Leland claimed to have “conservid many 
good autors, the which other wise had been like to 
have perischid,” in the dissolution of the monas-
teries and the accompanying destruction of their 
libraries. Leland’s biography of Chaucer painted a 
picture of the poet as university- and self-educated, 
skilled in logic, oratory, philosophy, and math, as 
well as theology.

Lemnos (Lemnon) An island in the Aegean 
Sea. According to classical legend, Lemnos was the 
home of the princess HYPSIPYLE, who succumbed to 
the charms of the adventurer JASON as he sailed the 
Aegean on his quest for the Golden Fleece. Chau-
cer tells his version of this story in The LEGEND OF 
GOOD WOMEN (lines 1,368–1,679).

Lemuel In the Old Testament, Lemuel is a king 
of Massa. Proverbs 31 records the advice given to 
him by his mother to avoid drinking wine, which 
encourages princes to forget the law and perverts 
their judgment. The Pardoner alludes to her advice 
at the beginning of his tale when he warns his lis-
teners against the vices of gluttony (which includes 
excessive drinking), gambling, and swearing.

Lenne, Frere N. See NICHOLAS OF LYNN.

Lent(e) In the liturgical calendar of the Catholic 
Church (and, in modern times, of other denomina-
tions also), Lent is a 40-day period of penitence and 
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fasting observed between Ash Wednesday (when 
Christians go to confession and receive the mark 
of ashes on the forehead to signify their sinfulness) 
and Easter Sunday. In the prologue to “The WIFE 
OF BATH’S TALE,” the Wife recalls that it was in the 
season of Lent that she confessed her love to the 
clerk Jankin, telling him that if she should become 
a widow, she would marry him. The Wife appears 
to be using the reference simply to recall when the 
event occurred, but her behavior, which would be 
considered immoral by medieval standards, appears 
all the more outrageous in that context, especially 
when she notes that her husband was away from 
home all during Lent that year.

Leo One of the 12 divisions of the zodiac, an 
imaginary belt in the heavens extending for about 
eight degrees on either side of the apparent path 
of the sun and including the paths of the moon 
and the principal planets. The zodiac is divided 
into 12 equal parts, or signs, each named for a 
different constellation. Leo is the fifth sign (see 
diagram under ASTROLOGY), which, in Chaucer’s 
day, the sun entered about July 12. The constella-
tion of Leo, which is supposed to represent a lion, 
appears between CANCER and VIRGO in the sky. 
Chaucer uses such astrological terms to indicate 
the approximate date of a narrative event or to 
show the passage of time. For example, in book 4 of 
TROILUS AND CRISEYDE, Criseyde promises Troilus 
that she will return from the Greek camp “Er Phe-
bus suster, Lucina the sheene, / The Leoun passe 
out of the Ariete” (lines 1,591–1,592) [Before 
Phoebus’s sister, Lucina the bright, / Should pass 
out of Aries and into the sign of Leo]. The astro-
logical influence of Leo on behavior is alluded to 
in “The KNIGHT’S TALE.” In the scene where the 
gods on Mount Olympus debate who should win 
the battle between Palamon and Arcite for the love 
of Emily, SATURN notes that he (i.e., his planet) is 
currently in the sign of Leo, and that is one of the 
reasons why he is intent on performing “vengeance 
and pleyn correccioun” (line 2,461) [vengeance 
and unadorned correction]. Such behavior con-
curs with the view of Leo expressed in Ptolemaic 
astrology, which considered the sign to increase the 
negative tendencies of all bad things.

Leon (Leoun) See LEO.

Leonard, Saint One of the most popular saints 
of the later Middle Ages. Although he reputedly 
lived during the sixth century, no record of him 
exists earlier than the 11th. Around 1025 a life of 
him was written that claimed that he was a mem-
ber of the Frankish nobility who was converted to 
Christianity by Saint Remigius. Leonard’s godfa-
ther was Clovis, founder of the Frankish monarchy. 
After he had become a Christian, Clovis offered 
Leonard a bishopric, which he refused in favor of 
becoming first a monk and later a hermit. Legend 
has it that one day while Clovis and his wife were 
out hunting in the forest near Leonard’s cell, the 
queen went into labor. Leonard safely delivered the 
child, and as a result became a patron of pregnant 
women. In return for this deed, Clovis gave Leonard 
as much land as he could ride a donkey over in one 
night. Leonard used the land to found the abbey of 
Noblac, later renamed Saint Léonard, near Limoges. 
Leonard also came to be considered the patron of 
captives and prisoners of war. When Bohemond, 
the crusading prince of Antioch, escaped from a 
Muslim prison in 1103, he made a pilgrimage to 
Noblac and made an offering at the saint’s shrine 
out of gratitude for his release. In England, 177 
churches are dedicated to him in token of his once 
great popularity among the English people. Chau-
cer’s London home was approximately two miles 
from Saint Leonard’s nunnery of STRATFORD ATTE 
BOWE, where the fictional Prioress of The CANTER-
BURY TALES is said to have gone to school (GEN-
ERAL PROLOGUE, line 125). In The HOUSE OF FAME, 
the narrator, himself a gently self-mocking carica-
ture of Chaucer, recounts that, on the night of the 
dream that forms the subject of his poem, he fell 
asleep very quickly, feeling as weary as a man who 
has gone on a two-mile pilgrimage to the Shrine of 
Saint Leonard, to pray that the saint might ease 
his burden (line 117). What kind of burden he 
may be alluding to is difficult to say, though some 
commentators have argued that Chaucer may have 
been thinking of Le ROMAN DE LA ROSE, in which 
the saint is invoked by those who find themselves 
prisoners of an unhappy marriage. It is also possible, 
of course, that the reference may have no bearing 

Leonard, Saint  487



on Chaucer’s life at all beyond the poet’s desire 
for a specific detail that would accommodate his 
rhyme while conveying the idea of someone who 
grows tired after a relatively short walk.

Leoun, Book of the See BOOK OF THE LION.

Lepe A wine-growing district in Spain, Lepe is 
referred to in “The PARDONER’S TALE.” Caution-
ing the other pilgrims to avoid drinking too much 
wine, the Pardoner tells them especially to avoid 
the white wine of Lepe because of its intoxifying 
potency (line 563–570). This and other detailed 
information about the quality of wines in London 
reveals that the Pardoner’s knowledge of what he 
condemns is perhaps a little too intimate, suggest-
ing his own indulgence in the vice of drunkenness.

Lete See LETHE.

Lethe In classical mythology, Lethe was the river 
of forgetfulness in the underworld (Hades). Those 
who had died would drink from it upon their arrival 
in Hades, or, less often, upon their departure from 
Hades to live again on earth. One branch of Lethe 
flowed by the cave of MORPHEUS, the god of sleep. 
It is mentioned in The HOUSE OF FAME in the nar-
rator’s invocation of Morpheus, who “duelleth in a 
cave of stoon / Upon a strem that cometh fro Lete” 
(lines 70–71) [dwells in a cave of stone / Beside a 
stream that comes from Lethe].

Lettow See LITHUANIA.

Lewis, C(live) S(taples) (1898–1963) A Cam-
bridge don born in Belfast, Northern Ireland, and 
educated at Oxford, Lewis won wide acclaim as 
a Christian apologist and writer of science fic-
tion, children’s fantasy, and scholarly criticism of 
Renaissance literature. His wide-ranging career 
crossed Chaucer’s path in his first scholarly work, 
The Allegory of Love (1936), in which he asserted 
that “the Canterbury Tales are glorious reading 
but they have always been sterile.” It was, rather, 
the earlier Chaucer whom contemporaries admired 
and whom two centuries of English poets imitated. 
From Chaucer’s time through Lewis’s own day, 

Lewis claims, nothing resembling an imitation of 
The CANTERBURY TALES has been written by any 
English poet. He believes that “If Chaucer’s Tales 
have had any influence, it is to be sought in our 
prose rather than in our verse.” Worse, reading 
Chaucer’s earlier poetry in the light of his last, 
unique work leads to misunderstanding of the ear-
lier. Lewis also wrote The Discarded Image (1964), 
a book that reconstructs the worldview of the later 
medieval period, illuminating the influence of many 
of the authors that Chaucer used as sources or, like 
ALAIN DE LILLE, simply alluded to.

Libeaus Desconus This term is a corruption of 
the phrase le bel inconnu, which means “the fair 
unknown.” It is the title of a 14th-century English 
metrical romance written in TAIL-RHYME stanzas, 
like Chaucer’s “TALE OF SIR THOPAS,” in which 
it is mentioned. The authorship of many medi-
eval romances remains unknown, but this one is 
believed to have been composed by Thomas Ches-
ter, a contemporary of Chaucer who also wrote the 
popular Sir Launfal. Libeaus Desconus tells the story 
of Gingelein, the illegitimate son of Sir GAWAIN. 
He asks King ARTHUR to make him a knight, but 
because his name and parentage are unknown, he is 
knighted simply as “Li Beaus Desconus.” His many 
adventures center around rescuing the imprisoned 
Lady of Sinadoune. In Chaucer’s “Sir Thopas,” the 
knight’s name is given as “Sir Lybeux.” The most 
well-known surviving version of this story is found 
in Thomas Malory’s Morte D’Arthur in “The Tale 
of Sir Gareth of Orkney.” In this version the fair 
unknown is Gawain’s younger brother rather than 
his son.

Libra One of the 12 divisions of the zodiac, an 
imaginary belt in the heavens extending for about 
eight degrees on either side of the apparent path 
of the sun and including the paths of the moon 
and the principal planets. The zodiac is divided 
into 12 equal parts, or signs, each named for a dif-
ferent constellation. Libra is the seventh sign (see 
diagram under ASTROLOGY), which, in Chaucer’s 
day, the sun entered on September 12. The con-
stellation of Libra, which is supposed to represent a 
balance scale, appears between VIRGO and SCORPIO 
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in the sky. Chaucer usually uses such astrological 
terms to indicate the approximate date of a nar-
rative event or to show the passage of time. The 
only time he mentions Libra in his poetry, however, 
seems to be for symbolic purposes as well. The ref-
erence appears in line 11 of the prologue to “The 
PARSON’S TALE,” the last tale in The CANTERBURY 
TALES. Commenting that the sun has fallen quite 
low in the sky (indicating that it is late afternoon), 
Chaucer additionally notes that the sign in which 
the moon has its exaltation (its strongest influ-
ence), Libra, has begun to rise (i.e., its constella-
tion was coming over the horizon and rising into 
the sky). W. W. SKEAT points out, however, that 
the moon is exalted in Taurus rather than in Libra. 
Because the first of the three “faces” of Libra was 
the moon, there is the possibility, Skeat suggests, 
that Chaucer confused the terms “exaltation” and 
“face.” Chauncy Wood, in Chaucer and the Country 
of the Stars (1990), argues that Chaucer mentions 
Libra as a symbolic allusion to divine justice, fore-
shadowing the theme and tenor of the sermon that 
follows in “The Parson’s Tale.”

Libya Today, Libya is a country in northern 
Africa between Algeria and Egypt, with coastline 
along the Mediterranean Sea. In the 14th cen-
tury the name was used to denote all of north-
ern Africa west of Egypt, also known at this time 
simply as Africa. In book one of The HOUSE OF 
FAME in the story of DIDO in The LEGEND OF GOOD 
WOMEN, Chaucer, says that Libya is where the Tro-
jan adventurer AENEAS landed following his escape 
from the burning city of TROY, and his adventures 
in that region are related. At the end of book one 
of The House of Fame, the narrator finds himself in 
a field of sand that reminds him of the Libyan des-
ert (line 488). Various reasons for this allusion to 
Libya have been suggested that attempt to trace it 
to another literary source, but the fact that the nar-
rator has just been reading the story of Aeneas and 
Dido on the walls of a temple that he was exploring 
seems reason enough for him to be reminded of the 
region where the two lovers met.

Lignano, Giovanni da Referred to as Lynyan in 
the prologue to “The CLERK’S TALE,” Giovanni da 

Lignano was a 14th-century Italian scientist, pro-
fessor of canon law and papal emissary. The Clerk 
compares him to the poet PETRARCH, saying that 
Lignano illuminated Italy with philosophy just as 
Petrarch did it with poetry (line 34). Lignano wrote 
on law, ethics, theology, and astronomy. In his will 
he left an endowment to assist impoverished Mila-
nese youth studying at Bologna, where he taught. 
This partiality to poor young scholars may be what 
earns him the praises of the Clerk, who is himself in 
a position to appreciate such assistance.

Lincoln City in northeastern England. The 
county of Lincolnshire, where it is situated, is 
bounded to the east by the North Sea. Lincoln was 
the home of the famous child martyr HUGH OF LIN-
COLN, whose memory is invoked at the conclusion 
of “The PRIORESS’ TALE” (line 648), which tells the 
story of a similar child martyr.

Lithuania (Lettow) The GENERAL PROLOGUE TO 
THE CANTERBURY TALES informs us that Lithuania 
(“Lettow”) is one of the many exotic (for an audi-
ence of medieval Englishmen and women) places 
that the Knight has visited on military campaign 
(line 54). In Chaucer’s day, Lithuania would have 
constituted a large area south of present-day Lat-
via, including part of the Ukraine to the Black Sea. 
In The RIVERSIDE CHAUCER Vincent DiMarco notes 
that the country’s sovereign had been converted to 
Christianity in 1386, an event that, theoretically, 
should have brought an end to crusading campaigns 
(which were ostensibly directed at pagan countries).

Livia In the prologue to “The WIFE OF BATH’S 
TALE,” the Wife describes a “Book of Wicked 
Wives” from which her fifth husband reads to her. 
The book is an anthology of stories, from history, 
literature, and the Bible, about women who have 
behaved in ways that many would consider unflat-
tering to the female gender. One of these women, 
the Roman matron Livia Drusilla (“Lyvia”), plot-
ted with her lover to poison her husband (lines 
747–750).

Livy (59 B.C.–A.D. 17) Livy, or Titus Livius, was a 
famous Roman historian who enjoyed the patronage 
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and friendship of AUGUSTUS CAESAR. His great his-
tory of Rome, Ab Urbe Condito (“Regarding the Con-
dition of the City”) was used by Chaucer as a source 
for portions of The PARLIAMENT OF FOWLS, The BOOK 
OF THE DUCHESS, The LEGEND OF GOOD WOMEN, and 
the BOECE. Livy is mentioned (as “Titus”) as a source 
in The Book of the Duchess (line 1,084), The Legend 
of Good Women (lines 1,683 and 1,873), and “The 
PHYSICIAN’S TALE” (line 1), but textual evidence sug-
gests that, for the story of the Roman martyr Virginia, 
that appears in the Physician’s narrative, Chaucer 
actually drew upon the French ROMAN DE LA ROSE 
for his version.

Lollard Term that refers to followers of JOHN 
WYCLIFFE, an Oxford professor who, at the end 
of the 14th century, launched an attack upon the 
Catholic Church, denouncing the immorality of the 
clergy and the temporal power of the church. He 
likewise insisted on the supreme authority of the 
Scriptures as the source of belief and denied tran-
substantiation (the idea that the bread and wine 
of the Mass were actually transmuted into Christ’s 
body and blood at the moment of consecration).

The word Lollard, derived from the Dutch lol-
laert, means “mumbler.” It constituted a derogatory 
reference to the Wycliffites’ method of prayer. The 
word was conveniently confused with an already 
existing Middle English word, lollere, according to 
the Middle English Dictionary, which meant “a lazy 
vagabond, fraudulent beggar.”

In the epilogue to “The MAN OF LAW’S TALE,” 
the Host hints that the Parson must be a Lollard 
because he objects to the Host’s swearing (line 
1,173). Presumably he does so because the Lollards 
raised special objections to the taking of oaths. This 
does not, however, mean that the country parson is 
a Wycliffite, for many people who favored a stricter 
morality than was currently popular were accused 
of Lollardy. Furthermore, “The PARSON’S TALE” 
exhibits none of the marks of Wycliffe’s teachings.

Lollere See LOLLARD.

Lollius A fictitious Latin poet, whose work Chau-
cer claimed was the source for his TROILUS AND 
CRISEYDE (book 1, line 394). The absence of such 

a work and comparison of Chaucer’s poem with 
other treatments of the story have led scholars to 
conclude that BOCCACCIO’s FILOSTRATO was actu-
ally his primary source. Interestingly, Chaucer also 
mentions Lollius in The HOUSE OF FAME as one of 
the poets whose images lead to Fame’s throne (line 
1,468). Along with STATIUS and other “real” poets, 
he is there to help ensure the lasting fame of the 
TROJAN WAR.

Lombards People from the region of LOMBARDY 
in Italy. The merchant in “The SHIPMAN’S TALE” 
conducts business with some Italian bankers from 
Lombardy who have offices in PARIS (2) and 
BRUGES.

Lombardy A region in northern Italy, east of the 
Apennine Mountains. The city of SALUZZO, the 
setting for “The CLERK’S TALE,” is located there. 
The geographical description of Lombardy that 
appears in the prologue to “The Clerk’s Tale” (lines 
43–51) is derived from the prohemium (prologue) 
of PETRARCH’s De obedientia ac fide uxoria mythologia 
(“A fable of wifely obedience and faithfulness”), 
which is the source of the tale that follows. “The 
MERCHANT’S TALE” of the aged knight January 
and his young wife May is also set in Lombardy. 
The Merchant’s use of this setting may reflect his 
expressed desire to respond to the Clerk’s story of 
a saintly wife with a story that more closely paral-
lels his own bitter experience of marriage. In “The 
SQUIRE’S TALE,” the Squire alludes to the region’s 
reputation for producing fine horses by describing 
the brass horse presented to King Cambyuskan on 
his birthday as well-proportioned and strong “Right 
as it were a steede of Lumbardye” (line 193) [just as 
if it were a steed of Lombardy]. Chaucer traveled to 
the area at least twice for diplomatic purposes. (See 
VISCONTI, BERNABÒ.)

London (Londoun) London was the bustling 
capital city and center of commerce in England 
during Chaucer’s day. It had a population of about 
50,000, which made it by far the largest city in the 
country. It had become the country’s chief wool 
exporting port early in the 14th century and had 
taken control of the French-dominated wine trade 
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in the 1320s. By the latter part of the 14th century, 
the city’s prosperity had reached a level never seen 
before. Already in 1340 it was five times richer than 
the city of Bristol, its main trading competitor. On 
the other hand, London was still small compared 
with other European cities such as Paris, Genoa, 
and Florence, whose populations may have reached 
as high as 100,000 each.

London was the intellectual and cultural cen-
ter of England, boasting numerous schools and 
libraries, though in these areas it also suffered in 
comparison to continental cities where the influ-
ence of the Italian Renaissance was already in full 
flower. It was in many ways a city of contrasts. 
Most of its streets were unpaved and littered with 
animal dung and other refuse. Some even had great 
ditches running down the center that functioned as 
sewers, carrying garbage as well as human and ani-
mal waste toward the Thames River, which func-
tioned as a giant sewage line leading out to the sea. 
On the other hand, one could also find sumptuous 
town houses and palaces (like the Savoy, belonging 
to JOHN OF GAUNT), public buildings, and churches 
adorning the city streets. On holy days and other 
festivals, the streets were adorned by magnificent 
pageants and processions. Those processions often 
featured the king and other members of the nobil-
ity, who appeared with great pomp and display as 
they embarked upon and returned from journeys 
both peaceful and martial.

During the medieval period, the city was sur-
rounded by great stone walls, which, beginning in 
the period of Roman occupation, had been built 
and gradually expanded as a fortification. Most of 
the city’s inhabitants still lived within the square 
mile enclosed by these walls (although its growing 
population had forced some outside). The house 
that Chaucer moved into after he and Philippa 
(see PHILIPPA CHAUCER) were married was located 
above the ALDGATE, one of the city’s seven main 
gates. The house that he had grown up in was 
located on Thames Street, near the river, a loca-
tion that was important for the family’s business in 
the wine trade.

South of the city, just over the Thames River, 
lay the bustling borough of SOUTHWARK where the 
TABARD inn was located. This was where Chau-

cer’s pilgrims gathered and spent the night before 
embarking on their journey to Canterbury. Most of 
the pilgrims are from areas outside of London, rang-
ing as far to the west as DARTMOUTH and BATH, and 
northeastward into the county of NORFOLK, but the 
Cook, who is distinguished by his ability to recog-
nize a draught of London ale (General Prologue, 
line 382), is from the city, along with, perhaps, 
the five guildsmen—the Haberdasher, Carpenter, 
Weaver, Dyer, and Tapestry Maker. The Wife 
of Bath’s husband is away on business in London 
when she flirts with Jankin and suggests that he 
should be her next husband, and in “The MILLER’S 
TALE,” the gullible John the Carpenter sends his 
servants to the city (line 3,632) in anticipation of 
the great flood that his lodger Nicholas has pre-
dicted. Apart from the pilgrims already mentioned, 
the only character in The CANTERBURY TALES who 
lives in London is the priest who was duped by the 
treacherous Canon of “The CANON’S YEOMAN’S 
TALE” (line 1,012).

Longinus (Longius) In Christian tradition, the 
Roman centurion who pierced the side of Christ 
during the Crucifixion. The legend is referred to 
in the X stanza of Chaucer’s “ABC” to the Vir-
gin Mary, where the narrator praises the sacrifice 
Christ made on the Cross (line 163).

Looth See LOT.

Loreyne See LORRAINE.

Lorraine A region in northeastern France, near 
the German border. It is mentioned only once in 
Chaucer’s work, in his translation of Le ROMAN 
DE LA ROSE: The narrator notes that the minstrels 
who play and sing in the garden of Mirth sing songs 
from Lorraine, where their “notes bee / Full swetter 
than in this contre” (lines 767–768) [notes are / 
Much sweeter than in this country].

Lorris, Guillaume de See GUILLAUME DE LORRIS.

Lot In the Old Testament, Lot is ABRAHAM’s 
nephew who settled near the town of Sodom. 
When two angels were sent to warn him of the 
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wicked city’s impending destruction by God, he 
and his family fled. His wife, however, did not obey 
the angels’ command to resist looking back at the 
city and was turned into a pillar of salt. Following 
his escape from Sodom, Lot lived in a cave with his 
two daughters, who served him wine and enticed 
him into incest. At the beginning of “The PARDON-
ER’S TALE,” the Pardoner uses the story of Lot and 
his daughters to warn the other pilgrims about the 
dangers of drunkenness (line 485).

Lowes, John (1867–1945) Although most 
famous for The Road to Xanadu, a study of 
Coleridge’s “Rime of the Ancient Mariner,” Lowes 
was a prolific Chaucer scholar whose keenest inter-
est seems to have been the relationship between 
Chaucer’s work and its sources. In “Chaucer and 
Dante” (Modern Philology, 1915), he argues for a 
strong Dantean influence on Chaucer’s reading of 
BOCCACCIO. “The Franklin’s Tale, Teseide, and 
the Filocolo” (Modern Philology, 1918) discusses 
the relationship between two of Boccaccio’s 
works and Chaucer’s “FRANKLIN’S TALE,” point-
ing out that, despite Chaucer’s claim that the tale 
comes from a BRETON LAY, its primary source is 
the Filocolo. “Chaucer and the Miroir de Mariage” 
(Modern Philology, 1910–11) discusses the poet’s 
use of that French text in the prologue to “The 
WIFE OF BATH’S TALE.” “Illustrations of Chau-
cer Drawn Chiefly from Deschamps” (Romanic 
Review) and “The Chaucerian ‘Merciles Beaute’ 
and Three Poems of Deschamps” (Modern Lan-
guage Review, 1910) illustrate Chaucer’s debt to 
the French poet EUSTACHE DESCHAMPS, who was 
Chaucer’s contemporary. “Chaucer’s Boethius and 
Jean de Meun” (Romanic Review, 1917) points out 
Chaucer’s dependence on JEAN DE MEUN’s French 
translation of BOETHIUS’s Consolation of Philosophy 
in creating his own Middle English version, the 
BOECE. Other essays examine the influence of Ala-
nus de Insulis (ALAIN DE LILLE) and Macrobius. In 
his book-length study The Art of Geoffrey Chaucer 
(1936), Lowes theorizes about the general influ-
ence that the French sources and French litera-
ture had upon Chaucer as a poet, arguing that he 
brought an element of realism to overly allegorized, 
intellectualized continental forms.

Lowys Lowys is the spelling given to the name 
of Chaucer’s son Lewis in the TREATISE ON THE 
ASTROLABE, which work Chaucer claims to have 
written for him. (See CHAUCER, LEWIS.)

Loy, Saint See ELIGIUS, SAINT.

Luc See LUKE, SAINT.

Lucan The writer whom Chaucer refers to as 
Lucan was the first-century Roman poet Marcus 
Annaeus Lucanus. The grandson of the rhetorician 
Seneca and the nephew of SENECA the philosopher, 
Lucan was favored by the emperor NERO early in 
his career. Nero, however, grew jealous of Lucan’s 
poetic ability. Lucan joined a conspiracy against 
the emperor and, when it failed, was ordered to 
commit suicide. Lines from Chaucer’s LEGEND OF 
GOOD WOMEN, PARLIAMENT OF FOWLS, TROILUS 
AND CRISEYDE, the BOECE, and “The MAN OF LAW’S 
TALE” can be traced to Lucan’s Pharsalia, whose 
theme was the civil wars of JULIUS CAESAR and 
POMPEY. Chaucer mentions the Roman poet’s work 
in The HOUSE OF FAME, the Boece, Troilus and Cri-
seyde, “The Man of Law’s Tale,” and “The MONK’S 
TALE.” In the latter, the Monk recommends that 
readers who want to know more about Caesar con-
sult Lucan’s Pharsalia (line 2,719). In The House of 
Fame, Lucan is one of the poets lining the approach 
to Fame’s throne (line 499). He stands on a pillar of 
iron, the metal associated with MARS (1) and with 
war, bearing the fame of Julius Caesar and Pompey. 
Near the end of Troilus and Criseyde, Lucan is one 
of the poets whose steps Chaucer sends his book 
to “kiss,” implying an indebtedness to the classi-
cal tradition represented by VIRGIL, HOMER, OVID, 
STATIUS, and Lucan (book 5, line 1,792).

Lucifer (Sathan; Sathanas) Lucifer is one of 
the names Chaucer uses for the angel who, in the 
Old Testament, defied God and was cast out of 
heaven into hell; from there he proceeded to con-
tinue his war against his former master by tempt-
ing the first man and woman, ADAM and EVE, 
to eat fruit from a forbidden tree. When they 
did, they lost their immortality and the right to 
live in the paradise of Eden, which God had cre-
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ated expressly for them. The stories of Lucifer’s 
rebellion and of Adam’s fall from grace form the 
first two brief biographies of “The MONK’S TALE,” 
which is a series of mini-biographies of people 
whose lives illustrate the Monk’s theory of tragedy 
as a fall from fortune. Lucifer was also the name of 
the Morning Star. This is the sense in which the 
name is used in the BOECE, Chaucer’s translation 
of BOETHIUS’s Consolation of Philosophy.

Lucilia (Lucia) The wife of the Roman poet 
Lucretius who, according to legend, accidentally 
poisoned her husband with a potion that she had 
hoped would make him more amorous. Her story 
is one of those included in the Book of Wicked 
Wives from which the Wife of Bath’s fifth husband, 
Jankin, used to read to her. Her anger over these 
stories led to a great fight between the Wife and 
her husband, which concluded with him burning 
the book and giving her the respect and the trust 
that she craved.

Lucina See DIANA.

Lucrece (Lucresse; Lucretia) A Roman of the 
late sixth century B.C., Lucrece was the daughter 
of a consul and wife to TARQUINIUS COLLATINUS, 
an army officer. When Collatinus boasted of his 
wife’s beauty and fidelity to his comrades in battle, 
and took his cousin, Sextus Tarquinius (see TAR-
QUINIUS) to see her for himself, the latter was over-
come by uncontrollable desire for the woman as the 
men observed her without revealing their presence. 
Later he secretly returned to the house alone and 
raped Lucrece, threatening to kill her if she tried 
to resist. The next day, she sent for her father and 
husband, and told them what Tarquin had done. 
Although they forgave her, she committed suicide 
because she was unable to live with the humilia-
tion of what had happened. In “The FRANKLIN’S 
TALE,” Lucrece is one of the women whose virtue 
Dorigen would like to imitate when she is faced 
with the choice between breaking her promise to 
Aurelius or betraying her marriage vows. Lucrece 
is likewise mentioned as an example of a virtuous 
wife in the introduction to “The MAN OF LAW’S 
TALE” (line 63), and in The BOOK OF THE DUCH-

ESS (line 1,082), where the Black Knight compares 
her goodness to that of his deceased wife. In The 
LEGEND OF GOOD WOMEN, the narrator says that 
although Lucrece was exceptional, ALCESTIS (who 
died in her husband’s place) is more virtuous (pro-
logue F, line 257). The complete story of Lucrece’s 
rape is also related in The Legend of Good Women 
(lines 1,680–1,885).

Lucye See LUCILIA.

Luke, Saint An evangelist of the first century 
A.D. and disciple of Saint PAUL, Luke wrote both 
the New Testament book of Acts (the Acts of the 
Apostles), as well as the Gospel of his own name, 
which provides us with one version of the life of 
Christ. By tradition a Greek physician, Luke’s ver-
sion of Christ’s life emphasizes the Savior’s com-
passion for all people. Luke gives more attention 
than any other evangelist to the women who came 
into contact with Christ. He also penned some of 
the most memorable of the Bible’s parables, such 
as those of the Good Samaritan and the Prodigal 
Son. The latter is mentioned by Chaucer’s Parson 
in the penitential treatise that constitutes the last of 
The CANTERBURY TALES (line 700). The Parson also 
refers to Christ’s parable of the lost sheep whose 
return is celebrated (line 701), affirming that “like-
wise joy shall be in heaven over one sinner that 
repenteth, more than over ninety and nine just per-
sons, which need no repentance” (Luke 15:7), and 
to the thief hanging on the cross next to Him (line 
702), who begs to be remembered and to whom 
the Lord answers, “Today shalt thou be with me 
in paradise” (Luke 23:43); both of these episodes 
illustrate the Savior’s compassion. In Acts, Luke 
shows himself not only concerned with spreading 
the word of God but also with making links between 
sacred and secular history. Many of his details have 
been affirmed by archaeological discoveries. When 
Luke is represented pictorially with other evange-
lists, his symbol is an ox, in reference to the sacrifice 
described at the beginning of his Gospel. When he 
is represented alone, he is usually pictured as an 
evangelist engaged in writing. He is the patron of 
artists as well as physicians because of an apocryphal 
tradition that he painted the Virgin Mary’s portrait.
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Lumbardes See LOMBARDS.

Lumbardye See LOMBARDY.

Lumiansky, R(obert) M(ayer) (1913–1987) An 
educator at Tulane, Duke, and the University of 
Pennsylvania, Lumiansky ended his career at New 
York University. He is best known for The “Canter-
bury Tales” of Geoffrey Chaucer (1948), a modern 
English prose translation that included the GENERAL 
PROLOGUE and “The Nun’s Priest’s Tale” in Middle 
English for the sake of comparison. Lumiansky also 
published Geoffrey Chaucer’s “Troilus and Criseyde” 
(1952), another prose translation. Lumiansky’s 
explicative writings include a number of essays 
and the book-length study Of Soundry Folk: The 
Dramatic Principle in “The Canterbury Tales” (1955; 
rptd. 1980), in which he argues that Chaucer goes 
beyond merely suiting the tale to the teller on the 
basis of his or her profession. Chaucer does this, but 
adds external and internal motivation based on psy-
chology and relationships with other pilgrims. Thus, 
he creates a situation of “extended self-revelation 
of which the teller is not fully aware.” Lumiansky is 
also the author of a number of articles on Chaucer, 
including “Chaucer’s Parlement of Foules: A Philo-
sophical Interpretation” (in Chaucer Review, 1970), 
which provides a survey of criticism on the poem 
and then offers a new interpretation; namely, that 
the poem is a unified expression of Chaucer’s search 
for a way of reconciling true and false happiness.

luna The Latin word for “moon.” In “The CAN-
ON’S YEOMAN’S TALE,” the Canon’s Yeoman reveals 
that, in ALCHEMY, luna is the word they use to des-
ignate the metal silver (line 826).

Lybeux, Sir Sir Lybeux (from the French Lybeaus 
Desconus, “the Fair Unknown”), was the hero of 
a Middle English romance by Thomas Chester, a 
contemporary of Chaucer’s. The unknown knight 
is actually a son of Sir GAWAIN named Guinglain 
and has no other literary existence outside that tale. 
Chaucer mentions Sir Lybeux as one of the heroes 
of romance who are nothing in comparison to his 
own Sir THOPAS (line 890). The comparison, like 
Chaucer’s praise of the bumbling Thopas, is ironic.

Lybye See LIBYA.

Lycurgus In classical mythology, there are two 
kings named Lycurgus. One was a king of Thrace 
who, because he mistreated Dionysus (BACCHUS), 
was blinded or (according to another story) caused 
to go mad and kill his own son as punishment. In 
“The KNIGHT’S TALE,” Chaucer confuses this Lyc-
urgus with another Greek king of the same name, 
Lycurgus of Nemea, father of the child Opheltes 
who was killed by a serpent because of the negli-
gence of his nurse, HYPSIPYLE. Lycurgus appears in 
the tale as a supporter of the knight Palamon in the 
tournament that has been organized to determine 
who will win the love of Emily. Chaucer gives him a 
striking physical appearance, with shaggy eyebrows, 
eyes that glow yellow and red, and long dark hair 
as black as a raven. He arrives in ATHENS wear-
ing a bearskin and riding in a gold chariot drawn 
by four white bulls (lines 2,128–2,154). Chaucer 
also makes Lycurgus the father of Phyllis in The 
LEGEND OF GOOD WOMEN (line 2,425), which tells 
the story of her tragic love affair with Demophon, 
although the exact identity of her father remains in 
question.

Lyde See LYDIA.

Lydgate, John (c. 1370–c. 1450) English poet 
who wrote primarily in the first decade of the 15th 
century and whose work was strongly influenced by 
Chaucer’s poetry. Several of his works are clearly 
attributable to the older poet’s influence. For 
example, his Complaint of the Black Knight is mod-
eled on The BOOK OF THE DUCHESS; The Temple 
of Glass is indebted to The HOUSE OF FAME; and 
The Flower of Courtesy, like The PARLIAMENT OF 
FOWLS, is a Valentine’s Day poem. Lydgate also 
treated the ever-popular medieval themes of the 
TROJAN WAR in his Troy Book, and the story of 
the SEVEN AGAINST THEBES in The Siege of Thebes. 
These themes appear in Chaucer’s TROILUS AND 
CRISEYDE and are alluded to in many of his other 
works. Like Chaucer, Lydgate had another career 
besides that of writer. He took holy orders and was 
admitted to the monastery of Bury St. Edmunds in 
about 1385, served as abbot of another religious 
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house for a short time around 1420, and shortly 
after returned to Bury, where he spent the rest of 
his life. Some of his short poetry is quite fine, and 
certainly the 18th-century literary critic Joseph Rit-
son’s famous comment that he was nothing more 
than a “voluminous, prosaick and drivelling monk” 
is undeservedly harsh.

Lydia In the ancient world, Lydia was the name 
of a large territory in western Asia Minor, roughly 
corresponding to the present-day Turkish prov-
ince of Saruehan. Rich in natural resources, it was 
famed for its production of figs, grain, grapes, and 
olives. CROESUS, whose story is narrated in “The 
MONK’S TALE,” was a king of Lydia.

Lyeys See AYASH.

Lygurge See LYCURGUS.

Lynceus See HYPERMNESTRA.

Lyncoln See LINCOLN.

Lynn, Nicholas of See NICHOLAS OF LYNN.

Lyno See HYPERMNESTRA.

Lynyan See LIGNANO, GIOVANNI DA.

Lyvia See LIVIA.
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Maccabees, books of The books of Maccabees 
belong to the Apocrypha, a collection of books writ-
ten during a time of great turmoil in the history of 
the Jewish people, from around 200 B.C. to about 
A.D. 100. The first book of Maccabees tells about 
the struggle of the Jews in Judea under the leader-
ship of one family, the Hasmoneans, from about 
175 to 135 B.C. Judas Maccabeus was the family’s 
most famous leader. The second book of Maccabees 
describes the events that occurred in Judea from 
191 to 162 B.C., in a sense serving as a prologue to 
the first book. Second Maccabees 9 is the original 
source of the story of King Antiochus (1) of Syria, 
which is narrated in “The MONK’S TALE” (lines 
2,575–2,630).

Macchabee (1) See MACABEES, BOOKS OF.

Macchabee (2) See JUDAS MACCABEUS.

Macedo See ALEXANDER THE GREAT.

Macedonia (Macedoyne; Macidoyne) An an-
cient kingdom in southeastern Europe, in the southern 
Balkan Peninsula. It is now a region divided among 
Greece, Croatia, Macedonia, Bulgaria, and Serbia and 
Montenegro. The region is mentioned several times 
in Chaucer’s poetry. In The BOOK OF THE DUCHESS, 
the Black Knight exclaims that he would rather have 
his lady back than possess all the riches of BABYLON, 

CARTHAGE, Macedonia, ROME, or NINEVAH. All of 
these places were famed for their wealth in the an-
cient world. The soldier who tried to rape SCEDASUS, 
whose story is alluded to in “The FRANKLIN’S TALE,” 
is from Macedonia (lines 1,428–1,436), and of course 
ALEXANDER THE GREAT, whose biography is related 
briefly in “The MONK’S TALE,” was the son of PHILIP 
of Macedon (line 2,656).

Macedonian, the See ALEXANDER THE GREAT.

Machaut, Guillaume de See GUILLAUME DE 
MACHAUT.

Macrobius (Macrobeus; Macrobye) See DREAM 
OF SCIPIO.

Madrian In the prologue to “The MONK’S TALE,” 
the Host swears by the “corpus” (body) of “Madrian” 
that he would rather have his wife hear the previous 
story, “The TALE OF MELIBEE,” than have a whole 
barrel of ale. The nature of his oath would suggest 
that he is referring to a saint named Madrian, but 
there is no such saint of that name. The name could 
be a scribal error for Hadrian or Adrian, who later 
came to be known as the patron saint of brewers, 
or it could simply be one of the Host’s occasional 
malapropisms. As Susan Cavanaugh points out in 
the notes to The RIVERSIDE CHAUCER, the man has 
trouble with any oaths beginning “corpus.”

M



Maeon In classical mythology, Maeon was the 
grandson of CREON of THEBES. After OEDIPUS had 
been driven out of Thebes by his two sons, POLY-
NICES and ETEOCLES, they made an agreement to 
rule Thebes in alternate years; but when Eteocles’ 
turn was up, he refused to yield to his brother. Poly-
nices persuaded his father-in-law, ADRASTUS, to 
help him launch an invasion of Thebes to recapture 
the throne. Because seven famous Greek heroes 
(including Polynices) were recruited to fight on his 
behalf, the expedition became known as the SEVEN 
AGAINST THEBES. Maeon, who supported Eteocles, 
was one of 50 men sent out of the city to ambush 
TYDEUS, who was one of the famous Seven. Tydeus 
killed 49 of the men and sent Maeon back to Eteo-
cles. Maeon (whom Chaucer calls “Hemonydes”) 
is mentioned in TROILUS AND CRISEYDE when Troi-
lus’s sister Cassandra recites the history of Thebes 
prefatory to telling her brother that Diomede, the 
son of Tydeus, is Criseyde’s new lover (book 5, line 
1,492).

Magdelene (Magdeleyne) See MARY MAGDE-
LENE, SAINT.

Magoun, Francis P. (1895–1979) A Harvard 
Ph.D. with further study at Trinity College, Cam-
bridge University, Magoun went on to become a 
professor at his alma mater and a fellow of the 
Medieval Academy. His published works include 
translations and philological studies of various 
medieval texts and, rather surprisingly, a History of 
Football from the Beginnings to 1871. His most last-
ing contribution to Chaucer studies was the Chau-
cer Gazetteer (1961), which lists and discusses all 
geographical names and names of geographical ori-
gin, or with geographical associations, in Chaucer’s 
work.

Mahoun See MOHAMMED.

Makomete See MOHAMMED.

Malone, Kemp (1889–1971) Philologist, editor, 
and Shakespeare scholar. Malone taught at Johns 
Hopkins University from 1926 to 1956. He con-
tributed a variety of essays and a book-length study, 

Chapters on Chaucer (1951), to an understanding of 
the poet. The book’s introduction explains that it 
was generally written for “readers who have some 
acquaintance with Chaucer’s writings but are not 
professional Chaucerians.” In his chapters on the 
Canterbury pilgrims, Malone argues that with the 
sole exception of the Pardoner and his tale, read-
ers must resist the temptation to read the tales as 
“pieces of indirect self-characterization.” The com-
plete failure of the two tales that Chaucer puts into 
his own mouth, the mouth of the greatest tale-
teller of them all, should warn us that we cannot 
judge the teller by his or her literary performance. 
Malone also published an annotated edition of 
Chaucer’s poetry, The Works of Chaucer, for Johns 
Hopkins University Press in 1953, and produced 
a phonographic recording of “The NUN’S PRIEST’S 
TALE” to illustrate the proper pronunciation (based 
on linguistic evidence) of Chaucer’s Middle English 
(see CHAUCER’S LANGUAGE—PRONUNCIATION).

Manes In classical mythology, Manes were spirits 
of the dead, worshipped by the Romans as gods. 
They were not individualized but functioned col-
lectively as the souls of the ancestors of a family, 
interested in the welfare of the family. Sacrifices 
of milk, oil, honey, wine, and the blood of sacri-
ficial animals were offered to them at the graves 
of the dead, which were adorned with wreaths of 
roses, violets, and lilies. In TROILUS AND CRISEYDE, 
the warrior Diomede tells Criseyde that the Greeks 
will destroy the city of TROY and its inhabitants so 
utterly that they will terrify the Manes (book 5, line 
892), presumably because of the number of Trojans 
who will suddenly appear in the underworld after 
having died in battle.

Manly, John Mathews (1865–1940) One of 
the most influential Chaucer scholars of the early 
20th century, John Manly is primarily remem-
bered for his coeditorship, with EDITH RICKERT, 
of The Text of the Canterbury Tales: Studied on the 
Basis of All Known Manuscripts (1940), an eight-
volume compilation of all known manuscripts, 
published by the University of Chicago Press. 
Most of Manly’s explications of Chaucer’s text 
appear in the form of short articles focused on 
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historical problems such as Chaucer’s life (as with 
“Chaucer as Controller” published in the Times 
Literary Supplement, June 9, 1927), or the possible 
identity of various pilgrims from The CANTERBURY 
TALES. He also published articles on Chaucer’s 
style and on the meaning of particular words, as 
well as more general explorations of meaning in 
a text, such as his “What Is Chaucer’s House of 
Fame?” in Anniversary Papers of G. L. Kittredge 
(1913). His concern with historical matters is also 
reflected in the book-length study Some New Light 
on Chaucer (1926), which includes chapters on 
Chaucer’s education and career, his family, and 
possible sources for the portraits of the Host, the 
Reeve, the Miller, and various other of the Can-
terbury pilgrims.

Mann, Jill (1943– ) Professor of Medieval and 
Renaissance English at Girton College of Cam-
bridge University, Mann writes primarily on topics 
having to do with the works of Geoffrey Chaucer 
and Thomas Malory. Her most important publica-
tions on Chaucer are Chaucer and Medieval Estates 
Satire (1973), which looks at Chaucer’s use of the 
genre of estates satire in the GENERAL PROLOGUE 
TO THE CANTERBURY TALES, and Geoffrey Chaucer 
(1991), a feminist reading of Chaucer’s work that 
examines his relatively positive representation of 
women in comparison with other medieval texts 
and traditions. With PIERO BOITANI, Mann edited 
The CAMBRIDGE COMPANION TO CHAUCER (1986, 
2nd edition, 2003), which contains her essay enti-
tled “Chance and Destiny in Troilus and Criseyde 
and the Knight’s Tale.”

Mantuan (Mantoan) This term for a resident of 
the Italian city of Mantua is used in reference to 
the Roman poet VIRGIL in The LEGEND OF GOOD 
WOMEN.

Map, Walter (d. c. 1208) A Welsh archdeacon 
at Oxford during the reign of Henry II. Between 
1181 and 1192, Map wrote a satirical miscellany 
called De Nugis Curialium (“Courtiers’ Trifles”), 
which contains the antifeminist work attacking 
marriage that is attributed to Valerius in the pro-
logue to “The WIFE OF BATH’S TALE” (line 671).

Marc Antony See ANTONY, MARC.

Marcia Cato (Catoun) Marcia Cato was the wife 
of a Roman, Cato Uticensis (Cato the Younger), 
who, unwillingly divorced from her husband, 
returned to him when they had grown old. She is 
mentioned in the prologue to The LEGEND OF GOOD 
WOMEN (version F, line 252) as an example of a 
perfectly faithful spouse who must nevertheless bow 
to the greater perferction of Queen Alcestis, who 
offered to die in her husband’s place.

Marcian See MARTIANUS CAPELLA.

Marcus Tulyus See CICERO, MARCUS TULLIUS.

Mardochee See MORDECAI.

Marie, Egyptian See MARY THE EGYPTIAN, SAINT.

Marie, Saint See MARY, SAINT.

Marie de France A 12th-century French poet 
who wrote 12 Lais, each one a Celtic story told in 
ANGLO-NORMAN couplets. Although she was born 
in France, she appears to have done most or all 
of her writing in England. She also wrote a col-
lection of AESOP’s fables, which she called Isopet 
and claimed to have translated from English. Her 
fable, “Del cok e del gupil” (“Concerning the Cock 
and the Fox”) was one of the primary sources of 
Chaucer’s “NUN’S PRIEST’S TALE.”

Mark, Saint The author of the New Testa-
ment Gospel of Mark. The Wife of Bath attributes 
Christ’s miracle of the loaves and fishes, when 
he fed five thousand people with only five loaves 
and two fish, to Mark (line 145) but it actually 
appears in the Gospel of John (see JOHN, SAINT). 
Mark is mentioned in the prologue to “The TALE 
OF MELIBEE” as one of the biblical authors who tells 
the story of Christ’s passion (line 951).

Marmarica (Marmoryke) In ancient geogra-
phy, Marmarica was a region on the north coast 
of Africa between Egypt and Cyrenaica in eastern 
Libya. It is referred to in the BOECE, Chaucer’s 
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translation of BOETHIUS’s Consolation of Philosophy, 
in Book Four, Metrum 3, when Lady Philosophy 
describes how the sailors accompanying ULYSSES 
were changed into beasts by the sorceress. One of 
them, she says, was transformed into a lion like 
those found in Marmarica, a place where lions 
might reasonably have been expected to appear in 
the sixth century, when Boethius lived.

Marriage Group The “Marriage Group” is the 
name GEORGE LYMAN KITTREDGE gave to a series 
of four of The CANTERBURY TALES that all treat 
the subject of marriage. The group includes “The 
WIFE OF BATH’S TALE,” “The CLERK’S TALE,” “The 
MERCHANT’S TALE,” and “The FRANKLIN’S TALE.” 
Kittredge believed that the last of these, “The 
Franklin’s Tale,” represented Chaucer’s vision of 
the ideal marriage, guided by mutual love, respect, 
trust, and honor. “The Wife of Bath’s Tale” also, 
however, seems to argue for mutuality. Even though 
the Wife of Bath pursues dominance over her hus-
bands both in life and within her tale, her ultimate 
goal is to find someone who respects her and is 
worthy of her own respect. “The Clerk’s Tale,” to 
a medieval audience accustomed to seeing stereo-
typical representations of either ideal womanhood 
or its opposite (and nothing in between), depicts 
a perfectly patient, faithful, long-suffering—not to 
mention beautiful and wise—woman who obeys her 
husband in absolutely everything. “The Merchant’s 
Tale” features another stereotype, the lovely young 
woman married to an ugly, jealous old man and 
destined to seek a lover with whom she has more 
in common.

Kittredge felt that these tales responded to each 
other; more specifically that the Clerk’s and Mer-
chant’s tales, both of which follow the Wife’s per-
formance, are intended as a corrective or challenge 
to her view. The Clerk, for example, believes that 
there was once an ideal of wifely conduct, but that 
it exists no more; while the Merchant believes that 
women are sly and deceitful, and that men can be 
happy in marriage only through willful blindness to 
their wives’ treachery. The position of “The Frank-
lin’s Tale” as the last in the group of four helps to 
affirm its position as an illustration of what may 
be achieved when the partners in a marriage pos-

sess true love and the best intentions. Of course, 
to a large degree, the view of marriage expressed 
in each tale primarily reflects the personality and 
larger belief system of the teller. The Wife affirms 
the happy ending of her fifth marriage by mirror-
ing that ending in her tale. The Clerk obviously 
has no experience of women outside of books, and 
that is clear from the content of his tale. The Mer-
chant’s negative experiences with his own marriage 
are specifically mentioned in the prologue to his 
tale, and then reflected in the tale’s content. The 
Franklin does not comment on marriage outside of 
the story he tells, but his personality is so equable 
and merry, and his tale so positive and optimistic, 
that it is certain he has never suffered because of 
his matrimonial state.

Marrok, Strayte of See GIBRALTAR.

Mars (1) In classical mythology, Mars originally 
was a Roman god of fertility. He gradually came to 
be identified with the Greek god Aries, and hence 
functioned primarily as a god of war. In the ancient 
legends, Mars and Athena (PALLAS Athena), the 
goddess of wisdom, are usually arrayed against each 
other, as in the TROJAN WAR, in which Athena 
supported the Greeks and Mars fought for the Tro-
jans. Through Athena’s aid, Diomede succeeded in 
wounding Mars and forcing him to leave the battle. 
The god’s dealings with female goddesses were not 
always hostile, however. He and VENUS, the god-
dess of love, were lovers. The story of how they were 
once caught by Helios, the sun god, who revealed 
their treachery to VULCAN, Venus’s husband, is 
the subject of Chaucer’s “COMPLAINT OF MARS.” 
Mars also makes brief appearances in The HOUSE 
OF FAME, “ANELIDA AND ARCITE,” and The LEGEND 
OF GOOD WOMEN. The popular view of Mars in the 
Middle Ages was as a god who exulted in the noise 
and tumult and slaughter of battle. He was not typi-
cally concerned over the wisdom or justice of a par-
ticular side, or about the reasons over which wars 
were fought. Perhaps this helps explain why Arcite, 
who prays to Mars for assistance in battle in “The 
KNIGHT’S TALE” (lines 2,373–2,420), is allowed to 
win the fight but loses his life in an accident shortly 
afterward. Brutal and pitiless, Mars was attended 
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in battle by lesser deities representing Fear, Ter-
ror, Strife, Tumult, and Destruction. He is pictured 
sometimes on foot, sometimes in a chariot drawn by 
two to four fiery steeds. Gigantic in stature, muscu-
lar and with a thundering voice, he made an impos-
ing figure in his plumed helmet, armed with shield 
and spear. This is how he appears in the tableau-
like description of the god’s statue that stands in 
the temple of Mars at one end of the jousting field 
where Palamon and Arcite are to fight for the love 
of Emily (lines 2,041–2,050).

Mars (2) The planet Mars is mentioned several 
times in Chaucer’s poetry in association with its 
astrological significance (i.e., the influence it was 
likely to shed on events that occurred during its 
periods of ascendancy). For example, in “The MAN 
OF LAW’S TALE,” the configuration of the planets in 
the heavens and especially the dominant influence 
of Mars is what dooms the marriage of Constance 
to the Sultan of Syria (lines 301–305). This nega-
tive influence would be the result of Mars’s cruel 
and warlike nature (see MARS [1]). Mars is also 
one of the planets whose position in the heavens 
and other characteristics are discussed in Chaucer’s 
TREATISE ON THE ASTROLABE.

Marte See MARS.

Martianus Capella Fifth-century Roman author 
who wrote De Nuptiis Mercurii et Philogiae (On 
the Marriage of Mercury and Philology) to intro-
duce his son to the Seven Liberal Arts. The work 
contained an extended discussion of astronomy, 
including the description of a flight through the 
heavens to which Chaucer alludes during his flight 
to Fame’s palace in The HOUSE OF FAME (line 985). 
Martian’s work is also mentioned in “The MER-
CHANT’S TALE” when the narrator refers to the De 
Nuptiis and makes the comical remark that even 
such a poet as Martianus would be hard pressed to 
describe the marriage between the old knight Janu-
ary and the young May (line 1,732), who might be 
said to represent Age and Youth, respectively.

Martin of Tours, Saint Born around 315 in what 
became the country of Hungary, Martin became a 

cavalry officer in the army of Emperor Constantine, 
and when stationed at Amiens, France, gave half 
his cloak to a freezing beggar. Christ appeared to 
him wearing the same garment, inspiring Martin to 
be baptized. He became a conscientious objector, 
left the army, and lived as a hermit before deciding 
to serve God more actively by preaching against 
the Arian heresy and founding the first monastery 
in Gaul. He was made bishop of Tours by demand 
of its people. As bishop, Martin defied the author-
ity of the church by preaching against the death 
penalty. Because he died on the pagan feast day of 
Vinalia, when new wine was customarily tasted, he 
is considered the patron of new wine and drunk-
ards, as well as of beggars, innkeepers, harvests, 
horses, soldiers, and tailors. The corrupt monk of 
“The SHIPMAN’S TALE,” Sir John, swears by Saint 
Martin when he informs the merchant’s wife that 
her husband is not her cousin. Martin was the first 
saint who was not also a martyr. His feast day is 
November 11.

Mary, Saint In the New Testament, Mary was 
the mother of Jesus. Little is known of her back-
ground other than that she was the daughter 
of Joachim and Anna, and descended from the 
line of DAVID. When Mary was engaged to marry 
JOSEPH, a carpenter, the angel Gabriel appeared 
to her and announced that God had chosen her 
to bear the Messiah. Although it is obvious that 
she was present during the childhood of Jesus, 
nothing is known of what role she played between 
His infancy and the 12th year of His life, when 
He left his parents to stay behind at the temple 
so that He might begin preparing Himself for 
His ministry on earth. Mary was present at her 
Son’s first miracle, the turning of water into wine 
for the wedding at CANA. Except for a few brief 
instances, the Scriptures do not mention Mary 
again until she stands at the foot of the cross on 
which her Son was crucified. During the medi-
eval period in Europe, Mary (customarily referred 
to as “the Virgin Mary” or simply as “the Vir-
gin”) gained immense importance as a saint and 
intermediary between Christians and their God. 
Much devotional literature had her as its subject 
or object. Chaucer’s “ABC” to the Virgin is an 
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example of this. Also, in the prologue to “The 
PRIORESS’ TALE,” the Prioress asks for the saint’s 
assistance in telling her tale of a little boy who 
was martyred for his own devotion to the holy 
Mother (line 537). Mary’s role as intermediary is 
somewhat rhetorically invoked by the narrator of 
“The MAN OF LAW’S TALE” on several occasions 
when the tale’s heroine, Constance, is found to be 
in dire straits (lines 641, 841, 920).

Mary Magdelene, Saint Mary Magdalene appears 
in the New Testament. She was a woman from 
whom, according to Scripture, Christ cast out seven 
devils. After Christ healed her of this affliction, she 
became one of His followers. “The PARSON’S TALE” 
mentions Mary Magdelene twice in the examples 
the Parson gives to illustrate the sin of envy. The 
first refers to an episode from John 12:4–6, in which 
Mary anointed Christ’s head with precious ointment, 
arousing the envy of JUDAS, who said the oil should 
have been sold and the money distributed to the 
poor. The second example, from Luke 7:39, men-
tions her weeping at Christ’s feet and then wash-
ing and anointing them (line 947), which aroused 
the disdain of Simon the Pharisee, who berated 
Christ for allowing a sinful woman to do this. Christ 
rebuked him, saying that Mary showed Him more 
respect than the Pharisee, who never offered Him 
water to wash even when He was a guest in his 
house.

Mary the Egyptian, Saint Saint Mary the Egyp-
tian was a prostitute in fifth-century ALEXANDRIA 
who repented of her sins while on pilgrimage to 
Jerusalem. Following her conversion, she lived in 
the desert for 47 years, subsisting on weeds and 
grasses, having taken only two and a half loaves of 
bread into the desert with her. She is mentioned 
in “The MAN OF LAW’S TALE” as an example of 
another woman for whom Christ provided food, 
just as he fed the faithful Constance during the 
three years that she drifted on the sea after being 
put into a rudderless boat and set adrift by the 
wicked Sultaness of Syria.

Masinissa (Massynisse) The king of Massylian, 
or eastern Numidia, from around 238 to 149 B.C. He 

played host to SCIPIO AFRICANUS THE YOUNGER dur-
ing the third Punic War when Scipio is said to have 
had the famous dream about his grandfather that 
appears in the DREAM OF SCIPIO. Chaucer mentions 
Masinissa when he relates this episode in the first 
part of The PARLIAMENT OF FOWLS (line 37).

Matthew, Saint (Mathew, Saint) Evangelist 
and author of the first Gospel, which bears his 
name. A contemporary of Christ and one of the 
12 apostles, Matthew originally, before his call to 
follow the Lord, was a Jewish man named Levi who 
worked as a tax collector for the Romans. The new 
name that he took after his conversion means “gift 
of Yahweh.” He continued to be associated with 
his original occupation, however, as the patron of 
bankers and accountants. Martyred in either Ethio-
pia or Persia, as an apostle he usually is pictured 
with one of the supposed implements of his mar-
tyrdom, a spear, sword, or halberd. His traditional 
emblem as an evangelist is a man, because his 
genealogy of Christ emphasized His human family 
tree. Other representations show Matthew writing 
at a desk while an angel keeps watch or holding a 
money bag or box in token of his former profession. 
He is sometimes portrayed wearing glasses, perhaps 
to help him read his account books. Matthew’s 
prohibition against swearing is alluded to in “The 
PARDONER’S TALE” as part of the list of sins to be 
guarded against (lines 633–634) with which the 
narrator prefaces his tale of the three rioters. The 
Parson refers to the Gospel of Matthew a number 
of times in the sermon that constitutes his tale, 
again mentioning the warning against swearing 
(lines 587–589), along with other prescriptions for 
Christian behavior.

Maudelayne The vessel on which the Shipman 
of the GENERAL PROLOGUE TO THE CANTERBURY 
TALES sails. LARRY BENSON’s notes in The RIVER-
SIDE CHAUCER, based on the research of several 
scholars, point to evidence that a ship called the 
Maudelayne sailed out of Dartmouth, and that in 
1391 its captain, Piers Risselden, was involved with 
a famous pirate in the capture of three foreign ships 
carrying wine. The General Prologue was probably 
composed before this date, but the suggestion that 
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Chaucer drew upon this incident is intriguing. In 
his portrait of the Shipman, Chaucer refers to the 
Maudelayne as a “barge,” which, if he is using the 
word precisely, would indicate a single-masted ves-
sel steered by oars and lacking a deck, but possess-
ing fore- and after-castles, about 80 feet long and 
20 feet wide.

Maure See MAURUS, SAINT.

Maurus, Saint The first disciple of Saint BENE-
DICT of Nursia. Maurus was with him as a monk 
at Subiaco in Italy, where Saint Benedict founded 
the Benedictine Order, and afterward at Monte 
Cassino. According to tradition, around 528 Mau-
rus was sent by Benedict into France to found 
monasteries in that country. He is said to have 
established the great abbey of Glanfeuil on the Loire 
River. In the years before his death he resigned his 
position there and lived a hermit’s life. Chaucer 
alludes to the relationship between Benedict and 
Maurus when he notes in the GENERAL PROLOGUE 
TO THE CANTERBURY TALES that the Monk con-
siders the Benedictine Rule—that established by 
Saint Benedict and Saint Maurus—to be too strict 
for his own worldly tastes (line 173).

Mecene See MESSENE.

Medea In classical mythology, Medea was the 
daughter of AEËTES, king of COLCHIS. When the 
Greek adventurer JASON arrived in Colchis seek-
ing the Golden Fleece, Medea fell in love with 
him and used magic to assist him in performing 
a series of difficult tasks imposed by her father. 
After Jason obtained the fleece, the two fled Col-
chis on board his ship. Medea delayed her father’s 
pursuit by strewing the sea with the limbs of her 
slain brother. Jason married Medea, who continued 
to further his ambitions, first by killing his uncle 
PELIAS, who had usurped his father’s throne in Iol-
cus. Later, when he tried to discard her in order to 
marry Glaucus, Medea murdered the bride with 
a poisoned robe sent as a wedding gift. She also 
killed the two children she had with Jason, and 
then escaped in a winged chariot to ATHENS. In 
Athens, Medea married King AEGEUS and bore him 

a son, but because she plotted against the life of 
THESEUS, Aegeus’s son by a former marriage, she 
was forced to flee again. This time she returned 
to Colchis, killed her father’s usurper and restored 
him to the throne. Chaucer mentions Medea a 
number of times in his poetry. In the prologue to 
“The MAN OF LAW’S TALE,” the Sergeant of the 
Law says that Chaucer tells the story of Medea in 
the “Saint’s Legend of Cupid” (another name for 
The LEGEND OF GOOD WOMEN), mentioning the 
murder of her children. Interestingly, although the 
story of Jason and Medea does appear in the Legend 
(lines 1,580–1,679), there is no reference to the 
children, probably because Chaucer’s express inten-
tion in that work is to provide favorable portraits 
of women who suffered for love’s sake. Accord-
ingly, his version of the story emphasizes Medea’s 
faithfulness and Jason’s betrayal. In The HOUSE OF 
FAME, Medea is likewise referred to as a betrayed 
woman (line 401). Medea is also mentioned in 
“The KNIGHT’S TALE,” where her enchantments 
are depicted on the wall of VENUS’s temple (line 
1,944). Her image also appears on the stained glass 
window of the dreamer’s room in The BOOK OF THE 
DUCHESS (lines 321–330). Later in the same poem, 
the dreamer tells the Black Knight that if he kills 
himself, he will be as damned as Medea was for 
slaying her children (lines 725–726).

Medes Medes is the name Chaucer gives to the 
people of Media, an ancient kingdom located in 
present day northwestern Iran. In the story of the 
Babylonian king BELSHAZZAR as related in “The 
MONK’S TALE,” the biblical prophet DANIEL inter-
prets some handwriting that appears on the palace 
walls to mean that Belshazzar’s kingdom is going to 
be divided between the people of Media and the 
Persians.

Mediterranean Sea The Mediterranean extends 
from Palestine to the Strait of Gibraltar and sepa-
rates Europe from Africa. Chaucer commonly 
refers to this body of water as the “Great Sea” and 
the “Sea of Greece.” It is mentioned in The BOOK 
OF THE DUCHESS (lines 67–69, 208), The HOUSE OF 
FAME (lines 238, 255) and, most often, in The LEG-
END OF GOOD WOMEN (lines 950, 953, 958, 1,048, 
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1,188, 1,278) because several of the women whose 
lives are related in this text lived in Greece. In 
“The MAN OF LAW’S TALE,” Constance, the tale’s 
heroine, sails across the Mediterranean when she is 
set adrift by her wicked mother-in-law, the Sultan-
ess of Syria (line 464).

Megaera See ERINYES.

Megera (Megaera) See ERINYES.

Melan See MILAN.

Meleager (Meleagre) In classical mythology, 
Meleager was the son of Calydon and Althaea. 
When he was seven days old, the Fates announced 
that he would not outlast a piece of wood that at 
that moment was burning on the fire. His mother 
extinguished the fire, grabbed the piece of wood, and 
hid it away. When he was grown, Meleager proved 
to be one of the bravest of the Greek heroes. He 
took part in the expedition of JASON and the Argo-
nauts and was the leader of the Calydonian boar 
hunt, in which many heroes joined to try to rid Caly-
donia of a wild boar that had been sent by DIANA 
to ravage the country. Meleager fell in love with 
ATALANTA, a woman who participated in the hunt 
and who gave the boar its first wound. When he had 
killed the animal, Meleager gave her the skin and 
killed his mother’s brothers when they tried to take 
it away from Atalanta. Althaea was so enraged that 
she took the hidden piece of wood and threw it into 
the fire. When it was consumed, Meleager suddenly 
died. The story of this hunt and of the part that 
Meleager played is pictured on the walls of Diana’s 
temple in “The KNIGHT’S TALE (line 2,071). Melea-
ger’s appearance there is appropriate for two reasons. 
First, the adventure that led to his death had been 
instigated by Diana. Second, she was the goddess of 
virginity and Meleager died without consummating 
his love for Atalanta. The story of Meleager’s role 
in the boar hunt also appears in Cassandra’s narra-
tion of crucial events in Greek history in book five of 
TROILUS AND CRISEYDE (lines 1,474–1,482).

Menelaus In classical mythology, Menelaus, the 
son of Atreus and brother of AGAMEMNON, became 

heir to the king of Sparta when he married the 
king’s daughter, Helen (see HELEN OF TROY), the 
most beautiful woman in the world. The TROJAN 
WAR was essentially fought to help Menelaus get 
back his wife, abducted by PARIS. Nevertheless, 
despite his valor he was a minor character in most 
accounts of the war, a fact attested to by Chaucer’s 
omitting him from TROILUS AND CRISEYDE and other 
treatments of the Trojan War, with the exception 
of the BOECE, Chaucer’s translation of BOETHIUS’s 
Consolation of Philosophy (book four, metrum seven, 
line seven.)

Mercenrike See MERCIA.

Mercia A kingdom that, roughly, occupied the 
West Midlands region of England during the Anglo-
Saxon period (ca. 449–1066). Saint KENELM, whose 
dream of being murdered is related in “The NUN’S 
PRIEST’S TALE,” was a king of Mercia before his 
death (line 3112).

Mercury (Mercurius) (1) In classical mythol-
ogy, Mercury was the Roman god of trade, com-
merce and travel, and of luck and good gifts, who 
early on became identified with the Greek god 
Hermes. Taking on the attributes of the latter, he 
additionally became the deity of wind (from which 
he got his swiftness), of gymnastics, of eloquent 
speech and learning in general and of astronomy, 
and the promoter of the health and fertility of 
plants and animals. He also functioned as the mes-
senger and herald of the gods and the bringer of 
sleep and dreams. Mercury was traditionally pic-
tured wearing a low-brimmed hat with wings, and 
carrying a caduceus, a wand having two wings at 
the top and entwined by two serpents. His sandals 
were also winged. Mercury is mentioned frequently 
in Chaucer’s poetry, most often appearing in his 
function as messenger, as he does in The HOUSE OF 
FAME when JUNO sends him to summon MORPHEUS 
(line 429). In “The KNIGHT’S TALE,” he takes a 
more consequential role, speaking to Arcite in a 
dream and telling him to return to ATHENS, where 
he will find an end to all his woes (line 1,385). The 
ambiguity of this promise is typical of this god, who 
was also known for playing tricks on people.
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Mercury (Mercurius) (2) The smallest planet 
in the solar system and the one nearest to the 
sun, Mercury is named for the god MERCURY (1), 
whose attributes suggest the planet’s astrological 
influences. The Wife of Bath notes the planets’ 
influence on human affairs when she says those 
born under the sign of VENUS (like herself) and 
those born under Mercury (like her husband, who 
is a cleric and scholar) often do not get along (line 
697). Mercury is also among those planets whose 
position in the heavens and other characteris-
tics are discussed in Chaucer’s TREATISE ON THE 
ASTROLABE.

Messene (Messenia) A region in the south-
western Peloponnesus of Greece. In “The FRANK-
LIN’S TALE,” Dorigen recalls how a group of 50 
virgins from Lacedaemon chose to die rather 
than to allow themselves to be raped by a group 
of invaders from Messene (line 1,379). Dorigen 
uses this, and many other examples of women who 
remained chaste despite tremendous pressure, in 
order to strengthen her own resolve against grant-
ing the squire Aurelius the sexual favors she had 
rashly promised him.

Metamorphoses See OVID.

Metellius According to Valerius Maximus, a 
first-century Roman writer, Egnatius Metellius was 
a Roman who beat his wife to death with a stick 
because she drank too much wine. The Wife of 
Bath alludes to this story in the prologue to her 
tale, saying that if she had been his wife, he would 
not have prevented her from drinking (line 460).

Methamorphosios See OVID.

Meun, Jean de See JEAN DE MEUN.

Micah In the Old Testament, Micah was a 
prophet and the author of the eponymous Book of 
Micah. He was a younger contemporary of the great 
prophet ISAIAH. Micah was highly critical against 
those who falsely claimed to be prophets of the 
Lord, using their position to lead the Jewish people 
into false hopes (of escaping God’s wrath and judg-

ment) and further error. Little else is known about 
this prophet, except that his ministry took place 
around 750–687 B.C. His prophetic words about 
how, when faced with God’s judgment, sons and 
daughters would rebel against their fathers and 
mothers, and related families against each other, 
are echoed in the portion of “The PARSON’S TALE” 
(actually a sermon) that discusses the torments of 
hell (line 201).

Michias See MICAH.

Midas In classical mythology, Midas was a king 
of Phrygia who is most commonly remembered for 
his ability to turn everything he touched into gold. 
When even his food and drink were affected by his 
magical touch, he prayed to Dionysus (BACCHUS) 
to take this gift away. On another occasion Midas 
acted as judge in a musical contest between APOLLO 
and PAN. When the king decided in favor of Pan, 
Apollo punished him by transforming his ears into 
those of an ass. By wearing a hat Midas concealed 
his humiliation from everyone save his barber who, 
not daring to tell anyone else the secret but unable 
to keep it to himself, whispered it into a hole in the 
ground. Some reeds that later grew out of the hole 
would whisper, whenever the wind blew, “Midas 
has asses’ ears.” When Chaucer’s Wife of Bath 
recalls the story, she has Midas’s wife play the role 
of the barber, using the tale to illustrate women’s 
inability to keep a secret (lines 951–953). This ver-
sion of the story is one she undoubtedly learned 
from her fifth husband Jankin, who used to read to 
her from a “Book of Wicked Wives.” Midas is also 
mentioned in book 3 of Troilus and Criseyde, where 
the narrator pauses in his description of the lovers’ 
joy to say that those who despise love should, like 
Midas, be granted asses’ ears (line 1,389).

Middleburgh The town of Middleburgh was 
a Dutch port on the island of Walcheren. It is 
mentioned in the portrait of the Merchant that 
appears in the GENERAL PROLOGUE TO THE CAN-
TERBURY TALES. There the Merchant is described 
as desiring that the sea be protected at all costs 
between Middleburgh and Orwell on the English 
coast. From 1384 to 1388 Middleburgh was a port 
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through which wool was allowed to be exported. 
This information has been used to argue that wool 
is one of the staples in which the Merchant trades, 
and to suggest a possible date of composition for 
the Merchant’s portrait.

Middle English Dictionary The Middle English 
Dictionary (MED), edited by Hans Kurath and a 
host of other scholars, and published by the Uni-
versity of Michigan Press, is a multivolume diction-
ary of Middle English from c. 1100 to 1500. Its 
15,000 pages offer a comprehensive analysis of lexi-
con and usage for the 400-year period that it cov-
ers. Entries are based on the Southeast Midlands 
dialect (that of London and surrounding areas). 
Citations provide variant and grammatical forms, 
parts of speech, etymology, meanings, and illustra-
tive quotations. The work was begun in 1952 and 
completed in 2001.

The MED largely supersedes the Middle English 
entries in the Oxford English Dictionary and Strat-
man’s Middle English Dictionary (revised by Henry 
Bradly in 1891). Also available, by subscription, in 
electronic form, the MED is an indispensable tool 
for scholars working with Chaucer’s language and 
literature.

Milan (Milayne) A city in northwestern Italy 
in the region of LOMBARDY. BERNABÒ VISCONTI 
was the lord of Milan whose niece, Violanta, mar-
ried Chaucer’s first patron, Lionel, duke of Clar-
ence. The story of Bernabò’s fall from power (he 
was assassinated) is related in Chaucer’s “MONK’S 
TALE” (lines 2,399–2,406).

Miletus (Milesie) A city in ancient Ionia on the 
southwestern coast of Asia Minor. In “The FRANK-
LIN’S TALE,” Dorigen recalls the story of seven 
virgins of Miletus who, rather than allowing them-
selves to be raped by marauding soldiers, committed 
suicide (line 1,409). These seven Milesian virgins 
form part of a catalogue of virtuous women whose 
example Dorigen would like to follow, even though 
she has promised to become the lover of the squire 
Aurelius if he can remove the treacherous rocks 
from the coast of BRITTANY. The bargain ironi-
cally reveals Dorigen’s love for her husband, whose 

return voyage from England would be endangered 
by the rocks.

Milky Way The galaxy (composed of stars, gas, 
and dust) to which our solar system belongs. It 
stretches in a broad, luminous band across the 
nighttime sky. In The HOUSE OF FAME, the Eagle 
who ferries Chaucer through the atmosphere on 
the way to Fame’s palace points out the Milky 
Way, calling it by the name of “Galaxie” and also 
mentioning its popular English name of “Watlynge 
Strete” (line 939) [Watling Street], alluding to the 
broad road running from London through Canter-
bury to Dover.

Minerva In classical mythology, Minerva was 
the Roman goddess of wisdom who was identified 
with the Greek goddess Athena (see PALLAS). She 
was also the patroness of arts and invention. Her 
myths are generally the same as those related to 
Athena. In The BOOK OF THE DUCHESS, the Black 
Knight says that even had he possessed the wis-
dom of Minerva, he still would have loved the fair 
“White,” his lady who has been stolen away by 
death. In TROILUS AND CRISEYDE, Pandarus swears 
by Minerva (book 2, line 232) when he tells his 
niece, Criseyde, that she is the woman he most 
loves in all the world (except for his mistress). Such 
swearing is prefatory to his revealing that his friend 
Troilus, whose suit Pandarus supports, is in love 
with her. Later (book 2, line 1,062), Troilus prays 
to Minerva, asking her to assist his wit as he pre-
pares to write a letter to Criseyde. In the story of 
Queen DIDO that appears in The LEGEND OF GOOD 
WOMEN, reference is made to the Trojan Horse, 
which, dedicated to Minerva, was used to destroy 
the city of TROY. Greek soldiers entered the city 
by concealing themselves in the horse, which was 
presented to the Trojans as a gift.

Minnis, Alastair J. British scholar who works 
out of the Center for Medieval and Renaissance 
Studies at Ohio State University. In editing Chau-
cer’s “Boece” and the Medieval Tradition of Boethius 
(1993), Minnis wishes “to place the Boece within 
the tradition” and “in the culture which made it 
possible.” He coauthored The Shorter Poems vol-
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ume in The Oxford Guides to Chaucer (1995, rpt. 
2000). The volume provides background and com-
mentary on Chaucer’s work except for TROILUS AND 
CRISEYDE and The CANTERBURY TALES, including 
broad cultural issues, matters concerning the text, 
sources, language, and other elements—all lead-
ing to critical interpretation and assessment. Min-
nis also wrote Chaucer and Pagan Antiquity (1982), 
which thoroughly explores the poet’s debt to 
Roman authors, Medieval Literary Theory and Criti-
cism (1991), and, most recently, Magister Amoris: 
The ‘Roman de la Rose’ and Vernacular Hermeneutics 
(2001). Currently he is completing a monograph 
entitled Fallible Authors: Chaucer’s Pardoner and 
Wife of Bath.

Minos In classical mythology, Minos, the legend-
ary king of CRETE, was the son of Zeus (JUPITER) 
and EUROPA. When Poseidon (NEPTUNE) sent him 
a bull to sacrifice, Minos found the animal so beau-
tiful that he substituted another and kept it for 
himself. As punishment, Poseidon caused Minos’s 
wife, PASIPHAE, to fall passionately in love with 
the animal, by whom she became pregnant. The 
resulting offspring was a monster, half-man, half-
bull, that was given the name of MINOTAUR and 
imprisoned in a labyrinth beneath the royal pal-
ace. When Minos’s son ANDROGEUS was murdered 
while attending school in Athens, the king waged 
war against the Athenians and exacted a terrible 
tribute from them. Every nine years, seven young 
men and seven young women had to be sent to 
Crete to be fed to the Minotaur. The Minotaur was 
defeated and the tribute ended by the Athenian 
prince, THESEUS. After his death, Minos became a 
judge of the lower world. His decisions divided the 
good from the bad and sent each soul to its respec-
tive final resting place. Minos’s role as a judge of 
the dead is alluded to in TROILUS AND CRISEYDE 
(book 4, line 1,188). The story of Minos’s daugh-
ters, ARIADNE and PHAEDRA, who left Crete with 
Theseus after he killed the Minotaur, is related in 
The LEGEND OF GOOD WOMEN.

Minotaur In classical mythology, the Minotaur 
was the monstrous offspring of PASIPHAE, the queen 
of Crete who was inspired with desperate passion 

for a bull that the sea god Poseidon (NEPTUNE) had 
sent to her husband, King MINOS, to be used as a 
sacrifice. Pasiphae’s attraction to the bull was Posei-
don’s way of punishing her husband. After Pasiphae 
conceived and gave birth to the MINOTAUR, Minos 
hired the famous builder DAEDALUS to construct 
a labyrinth beneath the royal palace as a place for 
the monster to live. When Minos’s son ANDROGEUS 
was murdered in Athens, Minos began exacting 
tribute from the Athenians every nine years. The 
tribute consisted of seven young men and seven 
young women who were fed to the Minotaur. The 
Athenian prince THESEUS put an end to the tribute 
arrangement by killing the Minotaur. Theseus was 
assisted by Minos’s daughters, ARIADNE and PHAE-
DRA, who fled with him after the monster’s defeat. 
The story of their involvement with Theseus is 
related in The LEGEND OF GOOD WOMEN. Theseus 
is also a character in “The KNIGHT’S TALE,” where 
he is described as riding home from battle carrying a 
banner embroidered with a picture of the Minotaur.

Miracles of the Virgin A subgenre of the saint’s 
life (see SAINTS’ LIVES), Miracles of the Virgin 
enjoyed widespread popularity throughout Europe 
from the early 12th century to the end of the Mid-
dle Ages. As the name suggests, each story centered 
on a miracle attributed to, or associated with, the 
Virgin MARY. Originally written in Latin, by clerics, 
Middle English Miracles of the Virgin appear in the 
popular collection known as the South English Leg-
endary near the end of the 13th century. The stories 
in this genre seem to have been primarily designed 
as aids to piety and, unlike many of the saints’ lives, 
there was generally little concern with creating a 
factually plausible record of a life or events. For 
that reason the stories tended to play strongly on 
the emotions and sentiment. “The PRIORESS’ TALE” 
of The CANTERBURY TALES belongs to this genre.

Mirra See MYRRAH.

Mohammed Mohammed was the founder of the 
religion of Islam, which provided much of the driv-
ing force behind the development of Arabian civi-
lization from the seventh century onward. He was 
born around 570 in the city of Mecca. Later in his 
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life, after marriage to a wealthy widow gave him lei-
sure for religious study and contemplation, he began 
to believe that the social and moral conditions in 
Saudi Arabia were badly in need of reform. His 
teachings were based on communications from the 
deity, Allah. The basic doctrines of Islamic religion as 
developed by Mohammed revolved around belief in 
one God, Allah, and in Mohammed as His Prophet. 
The KORAN is the Islamic equivalent of the Chris-
tian Bible. In Chaucer’s day, when religious tolerance 
was practically nonexistent, practitioners of Islam 
were rarely treated sympathetically either in life or 
in literature. The Islamic Sultan of Syria who falls in 
love with Constance in “The MAN OF LAW’S TALE” 
is portrayed sympathetically because of his willing-
ness to desert Mohammed (called “Makomete” and 
“Mahour” in the tale), and convert to Christianity 
to marry Constance. His mother, however, is the 
stereotypical evil “paynim” (pagan) who, resenting 
her son’s conversion (lines 330–336), resorts to the 
drastic measure of murdering him and setting his new 
wife adrift on the ocean in a rudderless boat.

Moises See MOSES.

Monte Viso A mountain in northern Italy, Monte 
Viso is the highest of the Italian Alps. Referred to 
by the name “Mount Vesulus” in the prologue to 
“The CLERK’S TALE” (lines 47, 58), it is described 
there as the source of the PO River. The Clerk’s 
geographical survey of northern Italy is translated 
from PETRARCH’s proem, or introduction, to the 
Italian tale that served as Chaucer’s source for “The 
Clerk’s Tale.”

moral Gower In the palinode that concludes 
Chaucer’s TROILUS AND CRISEYDE, he dedicates 
that work to JOHN GOWER, whom he refers to there 
as “moral Gower,” perhaps basing this assessment 
on a personal relationship with the poet, or perhaps 
just as a reflection of the moral concerns expressed 
in Gower’s work. Following this inscription, “moral” 
became Gower’s epithet.

Mordecai In the Old Testament Book of ESTHER, 
Mordecai was the uncle who adopted Esther after 
the death of her parents. He was a resident of Susa, 

the Persian capital of the Babylonian Empire dur-
ing the reign of King AHASUERUS. When two of the 
king’s eunuchs conspired to assassinate Ahasuerus, 
Mordecai exposed the plot and earned the king’s 
goodwill. After Esther became queen, Mordecai 
was able to use her influence to get rid of a power-
ful official who was plotting to kill all the Jews in 
the Persian Empire, and to secure a position for 
himself as an official who was second in power only 
to the king. The assistance Mordecai received from 
his niece is mentioned in “The MERCHANT’S TALE” 
by the aged knight January, who uses this and other 
examples of good women to bolster his argument in 
favor of marriage (line 1,373).

Morocco Called “Belmarye” in the GENERAL 
PROLOGUE TO THE CANTERBURY TALES, Morocco 
in northern Africa is one of the places where the 
Knight has been on military campaign (line 2,630). 
The name “Belmarye” (Benmarin or Banu Merin) 
refers to the name of the Muslim dynasty that ruled 
the area during the 14th century.

Morpheus In classical mythology, Morpheus was 
one of the myriad sons of the god of sleep. His par-
ticular territory was that of dreams. Morpheus had 
noiseless wings and appeared in human form, while 
his brother Phobetor appeared only in the form of 
animals, and another brother, Phantasus, borrowed 
the forms of inanimate objects. Morpheus lived in 
a cave inside a mountain from which flowed Lethe, 
the stream of forgetfulness. In The BOOK OF THE 
DUCHESS, JUNO sends Morpheus to animate the 
drowned body of King Ceix (line 136), who then 
appears in the dream of his wife, Alcyone, to inform 
her that he has died. The narrator of the poem, suf-
fering from insomnia, prays to Morpheus for sleep, 
comically attempting to bribe the god with the gift 
of a feather bed. Interestingly, soon after uttering 
this prayer, he falls asleep (lines 238–275).

Moses In the Old Testament, Moses was the 
Hebrew prophet who led the Israelites out of 
bondage in Egypt. During their years of wander-
ing in the wilderness, Moses served as their leader 
and received the Ten Commandments from God 
on Mount Sinai. The story of the release from 

Moses  507



bondage is narrated in the Book of Exodus. When 
Moses was born, Pharaoh, with an eye to prevent-
ing a possible revolt, had given orders demand-
ing the execution of all male Hebrew children. 
Moses’ mother saved his life by putting him in a 
waterproof basket in which he could float hid-
den among the reeds of the Nile. He was found 
by an Egyptian princess and came to be reared 
and educated as a prince in the Egyptian court. 
As a young man, Moses was forced to flee into 
exile after he killed an Egyptian for beating a 
Hebrew slave. He remained in exile for 40 years 
and then returned to Egypt to lead the Israel-
ites into freedom. Although Moses served as their 
leader during 40 years of wandering in the wilder-
ness, he was not allowed to enter the promised 
land of CANAAN because he committed an act of 
disobedience against God. In the Chaucer Name 
Dictionary, Jaqueline de Weever notes that dur-
ing the Middle Ages, Moses was considered to 
be somewhat of a magician (probably because of 
his Egyptian education and the miracles he per-
formed) and there was a legend that he possessed 
two magic rings. These rings are compared (in 
lines 247–251) to the one that Canacee receives 
in “The SQUIRE’S TALE.” Canacee’s ring allows 
her to understand the speech of the birds and to 
know at a glance the names and healing virtues 
of all the plants. In “The SUMMONER’S TALE,” the 
friar, who is trying to wheedle money out of poor, 
sick Thomas, argues that the prayers that he may 
make on Thomas’s behalf (if Thomas gives him 
money, he implies) will be more effective because 
he, like Moses, engages in fasting to make him-
self ready to receive God’s commandments (line 
1,885). In both the prologue to “The PRIORESS’ 
TALE” (lines 467–468) and in the “ABC” (lines 
89–93), the Virgin Mary (see MARY, SAINT) is 
compared to the burning bush through which God 
commanded Moses to return from exile and lead 
the Israelites out of Egypt. The fact that the bush 
burned without being consumed would be parallel 
to Mary’s having conceived Christ without los-
ing her virginity. “The PARSON’S TALE” quotes 
Moses’ words from Deuteronomy 32:24, 33 when 
he describes what hell will be like for those sinners 
who fail to repent (line 195).

Mount Cithaeron A mountain between THEBES 
and CORINTH where Bacchic revels were tradition-
ally held. In classical mythology, the infant Oedi-
pus was abandoned there after his father learned 
the prophecy that the child would grow up to kill 
his father and marry his mother. It was also the leg-
endary home of the Furies (see ERINYES). In “The 
KNIGHT’S TALE,” Chaucer refers to “Citheroun” 
as the dwelling of VENUS (line 1,936), obviously 
misinterpreting a reference to the island of Cyth-
era (where Greek mythology places the home of 
Venus).

Moyses See MOSES.

Muscatine, Charles (1920– ) A Yale Ph.D. 
who built his career at Berkeley, Muscatine wrote 
extensively on Chaucer. His most influential work 
is Chaucer and the French Tradition: A Study in Style 
and Meaning (1957). This study examines the influ-
ence that the styles of French poetry had upon 
Chaucer’s style, concentrating specifically on fea-
tures of ALLEGORY, courtly romance, and BEAST 
FABLE. Muscatine argues that Chaucer fused these 
traditions in his mature poetry, TROILUS AND CRI-
SEYDE and The CANTERBURY TALES, through a com-
bination of juxtaposition, blending, and parody. 
The contrast between the various styles and tones 
creates tension between the ideal and everyday 
reality. In Poetry and Crisis in the Age of Chau-
cer (1972), which he edited, Muscatine authored 
an important chapter on Chaucer entitled, “Irony 
and Its Alternatives.” Here he notes that while 
irony is Chaucer’s “characteristic response to the 
fourteenth-century dilemma,” there are other 
important ideas and attitudes in his poetry, such as 
idealism, heroism, realism, and pathos, all of which 
may be linked to contemporary (14th-century) sen-
sibilities. With DEREK BREWER, Muscatine coedited 
the collection Chaucer and Chaucerians (1966), 
which provides critical responses to Chaucer’s work 
from the time of near-contemporaries to the 20th 
century.

Myda See MIDAS.

Mynerva (Mynerve) See MINERVA.

508  Mount Cithaeron



Mynos See MINOS.

Mynotaur See MINOTAUR.

Myrrah In classical mythology, Myrrah was the 
daughter of Cinyras, king of Cyprus. When her 
mother boasted that Myrrah was more beautiful 
than VENUS, the goddess punished her by causing 
Myrrah to fall in love with her father. By deceiv-
ing her father, she managed to lie with him and 
became pregnant with ADONIS. Upon discovering 
what she had done, Cinyras pursued her with a 
sword. In answer to her prayer for protection, the 
gods transformed her into a myrrh tree, the fra-
grant gum resin of which was considered to be her 
tears. In TROILUS AND CRISEYDE, the tears of Troi-
lus and Criseyde as they contemplate having to be 
separated are compared to those of Myrrah (book 
4, line 1,139).

mystery plays Mystery plays were a popular form 
of drama in Europe from the 13th through the 16th 
centuries. Enacting events of the Bible from the 
Creation to Christ’s Ascension, the plays were com-
posed in cycles (a collection beginning with the Cre-
ation or some other early biblical event and ending 
with an event from the latter part of Christ’s life). 
They were performed by trade or religious guilds 
with each play in a cycle being performed by a dif-
ferent guild. For example, in the York Cycle, the 
killing of Abel was presented by the Glover’s Guild. 
It is believed that the plays were not staged in a the-

ater but on wagons that progressed throughout the 
city, stopping from time to time for a performance. 
They were typically performed on the religious feast 
day of Corpus Christi. Although there is archival 
evidence that mystery plays were performed in 
many English towns, only four complete cycles sur-
vive, each named after the town where it originated 
and was performed: the York, Chester, and Wake-
field cycles, along with the Ludus Coventriae (also 
called N-town because its origin is uncertain). The 
cycles were immensely popular and characters from 
some of the plays find their way into other litera-
ture of the time, including Chaucer’s poetry. “The 
MILLER’S TALE” in particular contains references to 
several popular plays. When Nicholas is trying to 
convince John The Carpenter to get ready for a sec-
ond great flood, he reminds him of the biblical story 
of the great flood and of how much trouble NOAH 
had getting his wife to come into the ark (lines 
3,534–3,539), a story that was commonly presented 
within the mystery cycles. Another character in this 
tale, Absalom, is said to be notable for the way 
that he plays the part of HEROD (1), who was typi-
cally portrayed as a ranting madman (line 3,384). 
What cycle of plays he would be likely to have per-
formed in is uncertain, since no text has survived 
for the town of OXFORD, where “The Miller’s Tale” 
is set. Although these plays were not as influen-
tial as other types in influencing the development 
of Elizabethan drama, and were not performed for 
hundreds of years, a number have been revived in 
the 20th century, most notably in the city of York.
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Nabal See ABIGAIL.

Nabugodonosor See NEBUCHADNEZZAR.

Narcissus In classical mythology, Narcissus was 
the son of the river god Cephisus and the nymph 
Liriope. A beautiful young man who was loved and 
sought after by many, Narcissus became known for 
his indifference to affection. When he rejected the 
nymph ECHO, she pined away until she became 
nothing more than a voice. Nemesis, the goddess 
who chastised extravagant pride and the arrogance 
of unresponsive lovers, punished Narcissus by caus-
ing him to fall in love with his reflection in the 
water of a forest pool. Unable to satisfy his own 
longing, he stayed in that spot until he died. The 
flower that sprang up from the spot where he died 
bears his name. The narrator of The BOOK OF THE 
DUCHESS uses the story of Echo’s death as a warn-
ing to the Black Knight, who seems in danger of 
pining away for his lost Lady White. The story of 
Narcissus appears depicted on the walls of Venus’s 
temple in “The KNIGHT’S TALE” (line 1,941). In 
“The FRANKLIN’S TALE,” because he cannot tell 
Dorigen of his love, the squire Aurelius believes 
that he will pine away like Echo did for Narcissus 
(lines 951–952). The narrator of The Book of the 
Duchess warns the Black Knight about the dangers 
of excessive love, giving Echo’s death as an exam-
ple (line 735–736).

Narice, country of See NERITOS, MOUNT.

Naso See OVID.

Nebuchadnezzar A king of the Babylonian 
Empire from 605 to 562 B.C., Nebuchadnezzar cap-
tured JERUSALEM, destroyed the Temple, and car-
ried the people of Judea into captivity in Babylon. 
The goal of Nebuchadnezzar’s policy of transport-
ing captured people to other parts of his empire 
was to provide him with slave labor for conduct-
ing extensive building projects, one of which, the 
famous hanging gardens of Babylon, was con-
sidered one of the seven wonders of the ancient 
world. After making an arrogant boast about all 
that he had achieved (see the Book of Daniel 4:30), 
Nebuchadnezzar was struck down at the height of 
his power. Driven out of office, he ended up liv-
ing with the beasts of the field and eating grass, 
but God subsequently restored his sanity. The story 
of Nebuchadnezzar’s reign is told in “The MONK’S 
TALE” (lines 2,143–2,182), where it serves as an 
example of the Monk’s theory of tragedy. A famous 
dream that he had is referred to in The HOUSE OF 
FAME (line 515) when the narrator brags that not 
even Nebuchadnezzar’s dream was as marvelous as 
the one he is about to describe. Nebuchadnezzar’s 
dream is also mentioned in “The PARSON’S TALE” 
(line 125), where it is interpreted in relation to the 
theme of penitence in the Parson’s sermon.
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Nembrot See NIMROD.

Neot, Saint Neot was a monk who lived at 
Glastonbury Abbey in the ninth century. Accord-
ing to tradition, he was a counselor to the famous 
Saxon king, Alfred the Great. Later in his life he 
retired to a hermitage in Cornwall, where he gath-
ered a small band of disciples. After death, his 
remains were supposedly translated to a place now 
called St. Neots, in Huntingdonshire, England. 
In “The MILLER’S TALE,” the blacksmith Gervaise 
swears by Saint Neot when he marvels that Absa-
lom is up and about so early (line 3,771).

Neptune In classical mythology, Neptune was a 
Roman sea god who early became identified with 
the Greek god Poseidon. As the reigning deity of 
the sea, Neptune had power over storms and winds 
and was considered to be responsible for whether 
ships came safely into harbor or foundered in the 
deep. He had a palace in the depths of the sea, 
but rode over the sea’s surface in a golden chariot 
drawn by swift horses with brazen hoofs and golden 
manes. He used his trident, a three-pronged spear, 
to make the earth quake and the rocks crack open. 
He was said to have created the horse by striking a 
rock, from which the animal sprang forth. He was 
typically represented as a strong, powerful figure 
with a beard and long curling hair. He was some-
times nude, sometimes clad in a long robe. Statues 
of him were placed in harbors. One of the myths 
about Neptune tells that he and Phoebus APOLLO 
helped Lamedon, the king of TROY and PRIAM’s 
father, construct the city’s protective walls. When 
Lamedon refused to pay them, the gods became 
angry. In TROILUS AND CRISEYDE, Criseyde’s father, 
Calkas, prophesies that the city will be defeated by 
the Greeks because of the gods’ anger (book 4, lines 
120–124). Neptune’s position as god of the sea is 
mentioned in “The FRANKLIN’S TALE” (line 1,047) 
and in Troilus and Criseyde (book 2, line 443). In 
the story of PHYLLIS and DEMOPHON that appears in 
The LEGEND OF GOOD WOMEN, Chaucer describes 
how Neptune’s compassion caused Demophon, 
after fleeing from Troy, to be cast, nearly drowned, 
onto the shores of the land were Phyllis was queen.

Neritos, Mount A peak in the country of Ithaca 
that, according to classical legend, was the home of 
the famous Greek adventurer Odysseus (ULYSSES). 
In the BOECE, Book four, Metrum 3, Ulysses is 
referred to as “duc of the cuntre of Narice” [Duke 
of the country of Mount Neritos].

Nero Roman emperor (ruled 53–68) who was 
notorious for his cruelty and egocentricity. Nero was 
a student of the philosopher SENECA and appeared 
to show great promise, but seems to have been 
driven insane by the intoxication of power. He 
had his mother murdered, ordered Seneca to com-
mit suicide, and was believed to have started the 
fire that caused Rome to burn. In the BOECE, Book 
Two, Metrum 6, Lady Philosophy describes the great 
destruction he caused. His love of luxury and his 
banishment of Seneca are discussed in Book Three, 
Metrum 4 and Prosa 5. A version of the emperor’s 
fall from power is related in “The MONK’S TALE” 
(lines 2,463–2,450). In “The KNIGHT’S TALE,” his 
death is depicted on the walls of Mars’s temple (line 
2,032). He is likewise briefly mentioned in “The 
NUN’S PRIEST’S TALE” (lines 3,369–3,373) when the 
narrator compares the cries of the chickens when 
Chaunticleer is seized by the fox to the cries of the 
senators’ wives when Nero set fire to Rome. This 
blend of high style (the classical simile) and low sub-
ject matter is a powerful source of the tale’s humor.

Nessus In classical mythology, Nessus was a 
CENTAUR who lived by the River Evenus and would 
carry travelers across for a fee. When HERCULES 
employed him to carry his wife, DEIANIRA, across, 
Nessus was seized with a passion for the woman 
and attempted to carry her away. Hercules pre-
vented his escape by shooting the Centaur with a 
poisoned arrow. As he died, Nessus gave Deianira 
some of his poisoned blood (or a robe stained with 
the blood), telling her that it would restore Hercu-
les’ love if he ever began to stray in his affections. 
When Deianira later tried to use the blood to that 
effect, it tortured Hercules so much that he com-
mitted suicide. This episode is mentioned in the 
life of Hercules that appears in “The MONK’S TALE” 
(lines 2,119–2,126).
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Newe Town (New Town) See ARNALDUS OF 
VILLANOVA.

Newgate Prison A notorious London prison 
where Perkyn Revelour, the principal character of 
“The COOK’S TALE,” sometimes finds himself as a 
result of his riotous living.

Nicanor (1) In the apocryphal books of 1 and 2 
Maccabees, Nicanor was one of the generals cho-
sen by Lysias to accomplish the destruction of the 
Jews. His defeat by JUDAS MACCABEUS is mentioned 
in the story of King ANTIOCHUS (1) related in “The 
MONK’S TALE” (lines 2,591–2,592).

Nicanor (2) An officer of ALEXANDER THE GREAT 
at the capture of Thebes (fourth century B.C.). A 
Theban maiden who killed herself out of love for 
him is included among a list of virtuous women 
who appear in the thoughts of Dorigen, the female 
protagonist of “The FRANKLIN’S TALE,” as she con-
templates whether or not she is going to be able to 
remain faithful to her husband (line 1,432).

Nicerates wife See NICERATUS’S WIFE.

Niceratus’s wife The woman referred to by this 
title in “The FRANKLIN’S TALE” was, according to tra-
dition, the wife of a famous fifth-century Athenian 
general who was executed during a period known 
as the Reign of the Thirty Tyrants. Her suicide fol-
lowing her husband’s death is one of many examples 
of woman’s faithfulness that Dorigen invokes as she 
ponders how she can remain faithful to her own hus-
band, Arveragus, after rashly promising to become 
the squire Aurelius’s lover (line 1,437).

Nichanore See NICANOR (1) AND (2).

Nicholas, Saint Although there are several saints 
by the name of Nicholas, the one referred to in 
Chaucer’s work was the fourth-century archbishop of 
Myra in Asia Minor. Because of the innocence of his 
own life (as an infant he fed from his mother’s breast 
only twice weekly, once on Wednesdays and once 
on Fridays) and his devotion to children, he came to 
be regarded as their patron saint. In “The PRIORESS’ 

TALE,” the Prioress is reminded of Saint Nicholas by 
the holiness of the murdered Christian boy (line 514).

Nicholas of Lynn A Carmelite friar and a lecturer 
in theology at Oxford University in the 14th century. 
He was also somewhat of an expert on astronomy 
and authored a popular treatise on the astrolabe and 
a 76-year calendar during the reign of King EDWARD 
III. In the prologue to his TREATISE ON THE ASTRO-
LABE, Chaucer states that he has based the calcula-
tions for his tables of longitude and latitude and 
other tables on the work of “Frere N. Lenne” (Friar 
Nicholas of Lynn). He also used Nicholas’s tables 
to calculate the position of the sun in the sky as it 
is presented in the introduction to “The MAN OF 
LAW’S TALE,” in “The NUN’S PRIEST’S TALE,” and in 
the prologue to “The PARSON’S TALE.”

Nimrod In the Old Testament, Nimrod was the 
son of Cush and great grandson of NOAH. He was a 
fierce and aggressive warrior who became a mighty 
king. According to the Bible, the principal cities of 
his kingdom were Babel, Babylon, Erech, Accad, 
and Calneh. He is traditionally regarded as the 
builder of the Tower of Babel and a man whose 
pride and ambition led him to attempt to over-
step human boundaries. He was also considered the 
founder of cities. In “The FORMER AGE,” Nimrod 
is given as an example of the corrupting influence 
of civilization on the earthly paradise that existed 
before men started staking out territory and waging 
war, mining metals out of the earth, and otherwise 
sowing the seeds of destruction (line 58).

Ninevah The city of Ninevah was the capital of 
ancient Assyria, located on the Tigris River oppo-
site modern Mosul in northern Iraq. The bibli-
cal prophet JONAH, fleeing a divine command to 
preach repentance to Ninevah, was swallowed by 
a giant fish (or whale) and then spewed up on the 
city’s shores. The city is mentioned in “The MAN 
OF LAW’S TALE” (line 486) when the narrator notes 
that He (God) who protected Jonah while he was 
in the fish’s belly likewise watched over Constance, 
the tale’s protagonist, as she drifted on the sea in a 
rudderless ship. The huge size of the ancient city 
is alluded to in “The CANON’S YEOMAN’S TALE” 
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when the narrator says that his master, the Canon 
(1) who cheats people through his practice of 
ALCHEMY, could deceive a whole town, even one 
as large as Ninevah, ROME, ALEXANDRIA, or TROY 
(line 974). The riches of the city are referred to 
by the Black Knight in The BOOK OF THE DUCH-
ESS, when he says that he would prefer the love 
of his fair Lady White to all the wealth that was 
ever in BABYLON, CARTHAGE, MACEDONIA, Rome, 
or Ninevah (line 1,063).

Ninus The ninth-century king of Assyria whose 
tomb is the assigned meeting place for the doomed 
lovers PYRAMUS and THISBE. Their story is related in 
Chaucer’s LEGEND OF GOOD WOMEN, lines 706–923.

Niobe In classical mythology, Niobe was the 
daughter of TANTALUS and the wife of AMPHION of 
Thebes. Proud of her seven sons and seven daugh-
ters, she boasted herself the superior of the goddess 
Latona, who had only two children, APOLLO and 
DIANA, and refused to participate in the worship 
of the goddess. In revenge, Latona sent her chil-
dren to kill Niobe’s. Amphion responded by taking 
his own life. Niobe wept inconsolably until JUPI-
TER transformed her into a statue. In TROILUS AND 
CRISEYDE, Pandarus compares the weeping Troilus 
to Niobe as he tries to determine the cause of his 
friend’s grief so that he may help him to find a rem-
edy (book 1, lines 699–700).

Nisus In classical mythology, Nisus was a king of 
Megara. His authority and his life were magically 
protected by a lock of purple hair that grew upon 
his head. When King MINOS of Crete was besieging 
Megara, Nisus’s daughter SCYLLA fell in love with 
him as she watched the battle from behind the city 
walls. Thinking to win his love by her action, she 
cut off the purple lock of hair. Instead of reward-
ing her for this service, Minos rejected Scylla, who, 
according to legend, either swam along behind the 
ship or was bound to the bottom of his ship and 
dragged through the water. For her sin against her 
father, she was changed into the bird known as ciris 
(lark), while Nisus was transformed into a bird of 
prey and her natural enemy. The story of Scylla’s 
love and rejection by Minos is briefly told in Chau-

cer’s LEGEND OF GOOD WOMEN at the beginning of 
the story of Ariadne (line 1,908).

Nisus’s daughter See SCYLLA.

Noah According to the Old Testament, Noah 
remained faithful to God at a time when the world 
was so filled with sin and evil that God decided 
to destroy it with a great flood. To reward Noah’s 
faithfulness, God forewarned him and commanded 
him to build a great ship, or ark, where he and his 
family and one pair of every kind of animal would 
be safe when the waters came. The ship took 120 
years to build. When it was finally ready, Noah, his 
wife, and their sons and daughters-in-law went into 
the ark and closed the door. The rain and floods 
lasted 40 days. After they had subsided, Noah’s fam-
ily went forth to repopulate the earth, having been 
given the same command that God originally gave 
to ADAM and EVE—to be fruitful and multiply. The 
rainbow was sent as promise that God would never 
again destroy the earth by water. The story of Noah’s 
ark was a subject of the biblical MYSTERY PLAYS that 
were performed in many English towns each year on 
the feast of Corpus Christi. In the play about Noah, 
his struggle to get his wife to come into the boat was 
typically filled with hilarity. In “The MILLER’S TALE,” 
Nicholas tricks John the Carpenter into believing 
that God is going to send another flood (lines 3,518 
ff). Instead of building an ark, however, John and his 
household will escape by rigging up a series of tubs 
hung by ropes from the ceiling rafters. There will be 
three tubs: one for John, one for his wife, Alison, and 
one for Nicholas. The aim of the trick is to separate 
the jealous carpenter from his wife so that she and 
Nicholas can spend the night together. It is suc-
cessful in that respect, but when the humiliated and 
angry Absalom (Alison’s other suitor, who is tricked 
into kissing her rear end) strikes Nicholas on the 
buttocks with a hot iron, Nicholas’s cries for water 
make John think that the flood has come, so he cuts 
the ropes holding up his tub and comes crashing to 
the floor. All of his neighbors conclude that he is 
mad for believing that another flood was coming. 
“The PARSON’S TALE” also mentions Noah and his 
family (line 766), noting that “thraldom” or slavery 
was never known on earth until Noah laid a curse 
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on his son Ham, who, after finding his father drunk 
and naked, called his brothers to come and see. The 
curse stated that the sons of Ham would be the ser-
vants of the sons of Shem and Japheth.

Noe (Noes) See NOAH.

Nonius (Nonyus) A historical figure, Nonius 
was a Roman government official during the trium-
virate of OCTAVIAN, Lepidus, and ANTONY in the 
first century B.C. In the BOECE, Lady Philosophy 
uses him as an example of wicked men whose evil 
becomes the more obvious when they occupy a 
position of power (Book Three, Prosa 4).

Norfolk A county in eastern England, on the 
North Sea. The portrait of the Reeve that appears 
in the GENERAL PROLOGUE TO THE CANTERBURY 
TALES notes that the man lives near a town called 
“Baldeswelle” (BAWDESWELL) in Norfolk (line 619).

Northfolk See NORFOLK.

Northumberland (Northhumbreland) Today, 
Northumberland is the name of the northernmost 
county of England, bordering Scotland. When Chau-
cer uses the name in “The MAN OF LAW’S TALE,” it 
does not, according to F. P. MAGOUN’s Chaucer Gaz-
etteer, refer to this region, but to a far earlier Anglian 
kingdom, Deira. According to Magoun, this ancient 
kingdom, sometime after King Alla’s death, joined 
with another named Bernicia to form the large king-
dom of Northumbria (roughly approximating the 
modern counties of East and West Yorkshire and 
Lancashire). In “The Man of Law’s Tale,” Northum-
berland is where Constance, the heroine of the tale, 
comes ashore after drifting in a rudderless ship all 
the way from SYRIA (lines 508 ff). Alla, the pagan 
king of the region, is influenced by her example to 
convert to Christianity and to make her his queen.

Norton-Smith, John (1931– ) An American 
who was educated at Oxford and made his career 
in Great Britain as a university teacher and edi-
tor, Norton-Smith published Geoffrey Chaucer 
(1976) for Routledge and Kegan Paul, where he 
served as general editor of their “Medieval Authors 

Series.” The purpose of this book was to discuss 
those aspects of Chaucer’s art that are concerned 
with the problems of structure and form. Norton-
Smith applies the structuralist method developed in 
R. S. Crane’s Language Criticism and The Structure of 
Poetry (1953), which had been extended to medi-
eval Latin literature by Erich Auerbach in Literary 
Language and Its Public, London (1965). Another 
essay dealing with form is “Chaucer’s Epistolary 
Style” (in Essays on Style and Language: Linguistic 
and Critical Approaches to Literary Style, 1966), in 
which Norton-Smith argues that the Satires and 
Odes of the Roman poet Horace influenced the 
syntax, imagery, tone, and structure of “LENVOY DE 
CHAUCER À SCOGAN” and “LENVOY DE CHAUCER 
À BUKTON.” This article also discusses the verse 
epistles of TROILUS AND CRISEYDE. Norton-Smith is 
probably the only Chaucer scholar to argue against 
the critical view that “ANELIDA AND ARCITE” is 
an unfinished poem, which he does in “Chaucer’s 
‘Anelida and Arcite’ ” (Medieval Studies for J. A. W. 
Bennett, 1981).

Note, Saint See NEOT, SAINT.

Nothus In classical mythology, Nothus was the 
south wind. The troublesome nature of this wind, 
which was reputed to bring fog and sickness, to 
harm plants and animals and to be dangerous to 
seafarers, is referred to several times in the BOECE, 
Chaucer’s translation of BOETHIUS’s Consolation of 
Philosophy (Book Two, Metrum 6, line 25; Book 
Three, Metrum 1, line 8). Boethius’s references 
to the disturbances created by this wind suggest a 
parallel to his own misfortunes. Boethius also calls 
the wind by its Roman name, Auster (Book One, 
Metrum 7, line 3; Book Two, Metrum 3, line 11).

Nowelis Flood See NOAH.

Nynus See NINUS.

Nynyve(e) See NINEVAH.

Nyobe See NIOBE.

Nysus See NISUS.

Nysus doghter See SCYLLA.
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Occian In ancient times, the word Occian 
denoted the sea or waters surrounding the known 
world of Europe, Africa, and Asia—in effect the 
Atlantic Ocean and the North Sea. It is mentioned 
in “The MAN OF LAW’S TALE” (line 505) to indi-
cate that portion of the Atlantic Ocean between 
the Strait of Gibraltar and England, and in the 
BOECE (Book Four, Metrum 6, line 14).

occupatio A literary term derived from classi-
cal rhetoric (hence the Latin name). It denotes 
an author’s refusal to describe or narrate some-
thing (event or otherwise) in such a way that the 
refusal itself actually has the effect of describing 
or narrating what the author intended to omit, 
although usually in abbreviated fashion. Chaucer 
uses the device frequently in longer works such as 
“The KNIGHT’S TALE” and The LEGEND OF GOOD 
WOMEN. A good example appears at the begin-
ning of “The Knight’s Tale,” when Chaucer refers 
to the battle between THESEUS and the AMAZONS: 
“And certes, if it nere to long to heere, / I wolde 
have toold yow fully the manere / How wonnen 
was the regne of Femenye / By Theseus and by his 
chivalrye; / And of the grete bataille for the nones 
/ Bitwixen Atthenes and Amazones; / And how 
asseged was Ypolita, / The faire, hardy queene of 
Scithia; / And of the feste that was at hir wed-
dynge, / And of the tempest at hir hoom-comynge; 
/ But al that thyng I moot as now forbere” (lines 
875–885) [And certainly, if it were not too long to 

hear, / I would have told you the whole story / Of 
how the kingdom of the Amazons was overcome 
/ By Theseus and his knights; / And of the great 
battle on that occasion / Between Athens and the 
Amazons; / And how Hippolita was besieged, / The 
fair, courageous queen of Scythia; / And of the cel-
ebration there was at their wedding, / And of the 
storm that accompanied their homecoming; / But 
all those things I must now forgo telling]. The use 
of occupatio here allows Chaucer to condense his 
material so that he can advance quickly to the part 
of the story that concerns him most, the conflict 
between Theseus and CREON that sets the stage for 
his two knightly protagonists, Arcite and Palamon.

Octavian, Gaius Julius Caesar (see also AUGUS-
TUS CAESAR) Gaius Julius Caesar Octavian, known 
in his youth as Octavian, was the grandnephew of 
JULIUS CAESAR, and the first Roman emperor (called 
Caesar Augustus), serving in that office from 27 
B.C. to A.D. 14. Before he became emperor, Octa-
vian was part of a tripartite autocratic government 
that included MARC ANTONY and Marius Aemilius 
Lepidus. It was known as the second triumvirate, 
although the bulk of power was shared between 
Octavian and Antony. The two men cemented 
their alliance by Antony’s marriage to Octavian’s 
sister, Octavia, but conflict broke out when Antony 
became involved with CLEOPATRA and began put-
ting the claims and rights of the Egyptian queen 
above those of Rome. When Antony finally divorced 
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Octavia, her brother formally discarded all ties with 
Antony and declared war on Egypt. The civil war 
between Octavian and Marc Antony is described in 
the biography of Cleopatra that Chaucer included 
in his LEGEND OF GOOD WOMEN (lines 624–653). 
In Chaucer’s DREAM VISION poem, The BOOK OF 
THE DUCHESS, the narrator dreams that he joins the 
Emperor Octavian’s hunting party (lines 366–371).

octosyllabic couplet An octosyllabic couplet is 
an eight-syllable rhyming couplet (pair of lines). 
Chaucer used these couplets, which were derived 
from French verse, in such poems as The BOOK OF 
THE DUCHESS.

Octovyan See OCTAVIAN.

Odenathus (Odenake) Odenathus Septimus was 
the king of PALMYRA in the second half of the third 
century B.C. He became the husband of ZENOBIA, 
the warrior queen whose story is narrated in “The 
MONK’S TALE” (lines 2,247–2,374). Historically, 
Odenathus is remembered for having taken the 
side of the Romans against the Persians following 
the siege and fall of Antioch. After helping restore 
Roman rule in the Eastern Empire, Odenathus was 
assassinated by his son Herodes and his nephew. Fol-
lowing his death, Zenobia ruled Palmyra, serving as 
regent for her son Athenodorus.

Oedipus In classical mythology, Oedipus was the 
son of King LAIUS and Queen Jocasta of THEBES. 
Because of a prophecy that Laius would die at the 
hands of his son, the king ordered a servant to expose 
the child, with his feet pierced and bound, on the 
side of Mount Cithaeron. Instead, the servant gave 
him to a shepherd of King Polybus of Corinth, who 
carried him to the palace. There Polybus and his 
queen, having no children of their own, raised him as 
their son. When he was grown, Oedipus went to con-
sult the oracle about the truth of a rumor that he was 
not really the son of Polybus and Periboea, but, 
instead of receiving a direct answer to that question, 
was told that he would kill his father and marry his 
mother. In order to avoid this fate, Oedipus set out 
for Thebes instead of returning home. On the way he 
met Laius, and a quarrel sprang up because Oedipus 

would not yield the road. In the fight that followed, 
Oedipus killed his father without knowing his iden-
tity. He continued on his way to Thebes, where 
CREON, now ruling in Laius’s place, had offered the 
kingdom and the hand of the widowed Jocasta to 
whomever should free the land of the Sphinx. 
Accomplishing this task, Oedipus became king and 
married Jocasta (without knowing that she was his 
mother), who bore him four children: ETEOCLES, 
POLYNICES, Antigone, and Ismene. Years later 
 Thebes was visited by a plague, and the oracle com-
manded the expulsion of the murderer of Laius as 
the only means of relief. Discovering that he was 
guilty, Oedipus blinded himself and wandered out of 
Thebes as an exile, accompanied only by his faithful 
daughter, Antigone. He found refuge finally at Colo-
nus in Attica. There he was befriended and purified 
by THESEUS and, having propitiated the Furies 
(ERINYES), died in peace. A variation of the story 
tells that Oedipus was driven out of Thebes by his 
sons, and that he laid upon them a curse that they 
would kill each other, a curse that was fulfilled dur-
ing the siege of Thebes.

Oedipus’s story is alluded to twice in Chaucer’s 
work, both times in TROILUS AND CRISEYDE. On one 
occasion when Pandarus visits his niece, Criseyde, 
he finds her with a group of her women, and she 
tells him that they have been reading a “romance 
of Thebes” (book 2, line 84) that tells the story of 
King Laius and Oedipus his son. Because the text 
from which they are reading is described as hav-
ing 12 books, this is probably a reference to the 
authority Chaucer often turned to for the story of 
Thebes, the Thebaid of STATIUS. Later, in book 4 
of the poem, Troilus compares himself to Oedipus 
when he says that he will, like the Theban king, 
end his life in darkness (possibly suggesting that he 
will blind himself) and despair if he loses Criseyde 
(line 300).

Oenone In classical mythology, Oenone is the 
name of a nymph who lived with PARIS (1) on 
Mount Ida and bore him a son. When he deserted 
her to pursue the Greek beauty Helen (HELEN OF 
TROY), Oenone returned to her father, but not 
before extracting her lover’s promise that, should 
he be wounded in the coming war (Oenone had 
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the gift of prophecy), he would return to her. 
Remembering Oenone’s skill in the healing arts, 
Paris did indeed seek her out after he was wounded 
by the arrow of PHILOCTETES. At first she refused to 
help, and sent him back to TROY. When her love 
overcame her jealousy, she followed, and finding 
him dead, committed suicide. Paris’s betrayal of 
Oenone is mentioned in The HOUSE OF FAME (line 
399) where it is compared to AENEAS’S betrayal 
of DIDO. In TROILUS AND CRISEYDE, Pandarus tells 
Troilus about a letter Oenone wrote to Paris, com-
paring her unrequited love to his own passion for 
some unnamed lady (lines 652–667).

Oenopia See AEGINA.

Oetes See AEËTES.

Of the Wretched Engendering of Mankind In 
version G of the prologue to Chaucer’s LEGEND OF 
GOOD WOMEN, Chaucer alters the list of works 
that Queen Alceste offers in his defense when he is 
accused by the god of love (CUPID) of writing books 
that will turn people against love. Added to the list 
is a work Chaucer called “Of the Wreched Engen-
drynge of Mankynde, / As man may in Pope Inno-
cent yfynde” (lines 414–415) [Of the Wretched 
Engendering of Mankind / As one may find it in 
the work of Pope Innocent]. The reference is to 
a text by Pope Innocent III that was called De 
Miseria Humane Conditionis (“On the Misery of the 
Human Condition”). Written in the early years of 
the 12th century, De Contemptu Mundi, as it was 
commonly known, describes the miseries of human 
life, in every possible variation, from the cradle to 
the grave. Chaucer’s translation of this text does 
not survive, so we do not know what kinds of 
changes he may have made in adapting it to his 
own tastes, but the decision to spend a significant 
amount of time with such a gloomy work suggests a 
moral seriousness that is unparalleled elsewhere in 
his work, with the possible exception of “The PAR-
SON’S TALE,” a sermon on penitence that includes 
descriptions of the Seven Deadly Sins.

Oise A river that flows through northern France 
and empties into the Seine. In The HOUSE OF 

FAME, the noise issuing from the House of Rumor 
is described as being so loud that if the house had 
stood next to the Oise River, people would have 
been able to hear it easily as far away as ROME (line 
1,928).

Old Testament The Old Testament of the Bible 
is mentioned by name twice in Chaucer’s work. 
In “The PARDONER’S TALE,” the narrator preaches 
that all the great deeds and victories that were 
achieved in the Old Testament were performed by 
those who were abstinent and engaged in prayer 
(lines 574–577). In “The NUN’S PRIEST’S TALE,” 
the learned rooster Chaunticleer advises his wife, 
Pertelote, to look in the Old Testament where she 
will find that the prophet DANIEL had faith in the 
meaning of dreams (lines 3,127–3,129).

Oliver The Oliver whom Chaucer mentions in 
The BOOK OF THE DUCHESS and in “The MONK’S 
TALE” was one of the heroes of the Charlemagne 
legend who died with ROLAND in an ambush at 
Roncesvalles. The ambush had been set up by 
GANELON, Roland’s stepfather, who thus earned 
notoriety as a traitor, while Oliver gained fame 
for his unwavering loyalty to his friend. The story 
is told in the 12th-century Chanson de Roland 
(Song of Roland). In “The Monk’s Tale,” Pedro 
of Castile’s betrayal by his brother is compared to 
Ganelon’s betrayal of Roland, while Oliver’s faith-
fulness is offered as the virtuous alternative (lines 
2,387–2,390). In The Book of the Duchess, the Black 
Knight tells Chaucer that if he repented of his love, 
he would be worse than Ganelon, who betrayed 
Roland and Oliver (lines 1,116–1,123).

Oloferne (Olofernus) See HOLOFERNES.

Olyver See OLIVER.

Omer See HOMER.

Orcades See ORKNEYS.

Order of the Garter See GARTER, ORDER OF THE.

Oreb See HOREB.
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Orewelle See ORWELL.

Origines upon the Maudelayn Origines upon 
the Maudelayn was the title Chaucer gave to a lost 
translation that he made of a famous Latin homily, 
De Maria Magdalena, attributed to the early Chris-
tian theologian and scholar Origen. The work is 
mentioned in the prologue to his LEGEND OF GOOD 
WOMEN (version F, line 428). The homily focuses 
on the grief of MARY MAGDELENE, who was incon-
solable until Christ appeared to her in the garden. 
Queen Alcestis mentions the work in defense of 
Chaucer when he is accused by the god of love 
(CUPID) of slandering women.

Orion See ARION.

Orion’s Harp In the sky the harp of Orion forms 
the constellation Lyra. This constellation is men-
tioned in The HOUSE OF FAME by the Eagle who is 
ferrying Chaucer through the air to Fame’s palace 
(line 1,205). He wants to take the poet up into 
the region of the stars so that he can learn about 
them firsthand, but the poet refuses, saying that he 
is too old. The exchange reflects the poem’s ongo-
ing debate between the value of learning derived 
from direct experience versus learning derived from 
books. Chaucer says that knowledge of the stars is 
something he would rather learn from books.

Orkneys (Orkades) The Orkneys are a set of 
islands north of Scotland. In Chaucer’s TROILUS 
AND CRISEYDE, Criseyde reveals an anachronistic 
knowledge of northern European geography when 
she declares to the Greek Diomede that the people 
of TROY are as worthy as any dwelling in the lands 
between “Orkades and Inde” (book 5, line 971) 
[the Orkneys and India]. The reference would be 
anachronistic because the civilization of ancient 
Troy had not, as far as we know, sailed beyond the 
boundaries of the Mediterranean Sea.

Orléans (Orliens) A city in north-central 
France. A university was located there, and in the 
14th century the city achieved fame as a center for 
astrological studies. In “The MERCHANT’S TALE,” 
the brother of the squire Aurelius attended the 

University of Orléans, pursuing a degree in law. 
Confronted with Aurelius’s lovesickness, this 
brother recalls that as a student he had once seen 
a magic book that contained information about 
producing illusions. This prompts him to return to 
Orléans, where he hopes to find a practitioner of 
the magical arts who can assist Aurelius by making 
it appear that the treacherous rocks lining the coast 
of BRITTANY have vanished. Dorigen, the object of 
Aurelius’s infatuation, has said that if he can per-
form such a feat, she will become his lover.

Orpheus In classical mythology, Orpheus was 
the son of Oeagrus and the Muse CALLIOPE. His 
skill in composing songs and playing the lyre were 
so great that wild beasts, and even trees and stones, 
were charmed by it. He accompanied the adven-
turer JASON on his argonautic expedition, where 
he encouraged the crew with his music. His sing-
ing also enabled him to win the love of the nymph 
EURYDICE, who became his bride. Immediately 
after the marriage, Eurydice was bitten by a snake 
while running across a meadow, trying to escape 
the advances of the shepherd Aristaeus. When she 
died, Orpheus was so devastated that he descended 
into the underworld to find her, using his music 
to charm CERBERUS, the three-headed dog who 
guarded the entrance to the realm of the dead. 
After Orpheus’s singing threatened to put an end 
to all the suffering in Hades, PLUTO, the god of 
the underworld, agreed to restore Eurydice on one 
condition: that she walk behind Orpheus as he led 
her to the surface, and that he refrain from look-
ing back until they had reached their destination. 
They had almost arrived at the exit when Orpheus, 
out of his deep love for his wife, turned to see if 
she were still following, and she immediately van-
ished. The story of Orpheus and Eurydice appears 
in the BOECE (Book 3, Metrum 12), where it is 
interpreted as a warning to all who would fix their 
affections on earthly things (just as Orpheus fixes 
his affection on the physical image of his wife) and 
in so doing lose sight of the higher good. The poet 
and his lady are also mentioned in TROILUS AND 
CRISEYDE when Criseyde tries to console Troilus 
with the idea that they will one day be reunited, 
like Orpheus and Eurydice, in the Elysian fields 
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(book 4, lines 785–791). All other references to 
Orpheus in Chaucer’s work focus on his musical 
abilities. In The BOOK OF THE DUCHESS, for exam-
ple, the Black Knight claims that his grief over 
losing his lady is so great that not even Orpheus’s 
music could soothe him (lines 567–569). Orpheus 
appears in The HOUSE OF FAME among the other 
musicians who congregate at Fame’s palace, and in 
“The MERCHANT’S TALE,” the narrator ambiguously 
notes that neither Orpheus nor Amphion, another 
famous musician, ever made such a melody as that 
produced by the instruments at January’s wedding 
(lines 1,715–1,717).

Orwell A harbor in eastern England, at the 
confluence of the Orwell and Stour Rivers, near 
present-day Harwich and directly opposite the 
Dutch port of MIDDLEBURG on the island of Wal-
cheren. It is formally known as Orwell Haven. 
In the GENERAL PROLOGUE TO THE CANTERBURY 
TALES, Chaucer says that the Merchant would like 
to have the sea between these two ports protected 
(from threat of piracy) no matter what the cost 
(lines 276–277). The reference suggests that he 
may have been engaged in the wool trade.

Osney (Oseney; Osenay) In Chaucer’s day, 
Osney was a village near the city of Oxford in 
England. The village was long ago swallowed up 
by the city’s expansion. It is mentioned in “The 
MILLER’S TALE” as the place where John the Car-
penter goes on business, providing an opportunity 
for his wife, Alison, and their lodger, Nicholas, to 
plan their infidelity (line 3,274). One may wonder 
why the two fail to take advantage of his absence 
to accomplish their ends but instead work out an 
elaborate scheme to be executed upon his return. 
One possible explanation is that the household ser-
vants would have been present and could later tell 
John that his wife was unfaithful. The scheme that 
Nicholas comes up with does, after all, get the ser-
vants out of the way along with their master.

Ostrogoths The Ostrogoths were a tribe origi-
nally coming out of central Asia that swept across 
and down through Europe to conquer the Italian 
Peninsula in the fifth century. The philosopher 

BOETHIUS, whose Consolation of Philosophy Chau-
cer translated (see BOECE), was a Roman who 
served in the government of the Ostrogothic king 
THEODORIC. Accused of plotting against the king, 
Boethius was exiled and later executed.

Oton de Grandson A French poet of the 14th 
century whose triple BALLADE was the source of 
Chaucer’s “COMPLAINT OF VENUS.” Chaucer 
acknowledges that he is borrowing from Oton’s 
work in the final line (82) of the poem.

Ovid (Ovide) Ovid (full name Publius Ovidius 
Naso) was a first-century Roman writer of love ele-
gies (Amores) who experimented with a variety of 
other forms, including the imaginary letter (Heroi-
des), mock didactic verse (Ars amatoria, i.e., “The 
Art of Love” and Remedia amoris, “The Remedies 
of Love”), and the sprawling narrative consisting 
of a series of stories related thematically (the Meta-
morphoses). His Fasti (“Feasts”) was a calendar of 
Roman festivals. Ovid also wrote several elegies, 
including Tristia (“Sorrow”) and Epistulae ex Ponto 
(“Epistle from Ponto”). After the emperor AUGUS-
TUS exiled him to the Black Sea region in A.D. 8, 
Ovid says he was being punished for a poem he 
had written, but the true reason has never been 
established.

Ovid’s writing enjoyed considerable popular-
ity until the coming of Christianity to Rome. The 
church’s disapproval of his immorality kept his work 
out of circulation for about six centuries following 
the conversion of the emperor Constantine. Interest 
in his literary productions revived during the 11th 
century, when poets in the cathedral schools began 
using him as a model, making adaptations of his sto-
ries more palatable to a Christian audience by inter-
preting them allegorically. A French work, the Ovide 
Moralisé, featured 15 books of the Metamorphoses, 
each one provided with a moral interpretation. This 
work served as the primary source for Chaucer’s 
knowledge of the Metamorphoses. The Roman poet’s 
influence on Chaucer is ubiquitous, providing him 
with a number of the stories that appear in The LEG-
END OF GOOD WOMEN: the “legends” of HYPSIPYLE 
and MEDEA, and of ARIADNE, PHYLLIS, DIDO, LUC-
RECE, and HYPERMNESTRA. Dido’s story also appears 
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in book 1 of The HOUSE OF FAME, and in book 3 the 
narrator sees Ovid’s image lining the approach to 
Fame’s throne (lines 1,486–1,492).

Other references are as follows. In The BOOK 
OF THE DUCHESS, the Black Knight experiences 
such despair over the loss of his Lady White that 
not all the remedies for love (suggested in Ovid’s 
Remedia amoris) can cure him (lines 567–568). At 
the end of TROILUS AND CRISEYDE, Chaucer sends 
his poem to kiss the footsteps of a series of great 
poets from antiquity, including Ovid (book 5, lines 
1,786–1,792). In the prologue to his tale (lines 53–
55), the Sergeant of the Law states that Chaucer 
has written more stories about lovers than Ovid 
wrote in his “Episteles” (Heroides). The Wife of 
Bath claims to have gotten her story of King MIDAS 
from Ovid (lines 952–982), and the poet’s Ars ama-
toria is one of the works included in her husband 
Jankin’s “Book of Wicked Wives” (see the Wife’s 
Prologue, line 680). In “The MERCHANT’S TALE,” 
the narrator ironically compares the situation of 
Ovid’s PYRAMUS and THISBE (two tragic lovers 
who were forbidden to be together) to that of May 
and Damian, who are having difficulty finding an 
occasion to commit adultery (lines 2,125–2,131). 
In Chaucer’s “TALE OF MELIBEE,” Dame Prudence 
twice considers the advice Ovid offers in Remedia 
amoris in counseling her husband on how to deal 
with the men who attacked his family and robbed 
his home (see lines 975–977, 1,325, and 14).

Ovid’s art (Ovydes art) “Ovid’s art” is the title 
the Wife of Bath uses when referring to the Latin 
poet OVID’s Ars amatoria (see her prologue, line 
680). It is one of the works included in her hus-
band’s anthology of stories about wicked women.

Owst, Gerald R. (1894–1962) Owst received 
his doctorate in Literature from Cambridge Univer-

sity, where, in the latter part of his life, he became 
a Fellow and Professor Emeritus. His work in medi-
eval studies includes serving as secretary to the 
British Academy’s Medieval Latin Dictionary Com-
mittee. In his book, Literature and Pulpit in Medieval 
England (1933; rev. ed. 1961) Owst takes issue with 
JOHN MANLY’s belief that Chaucer’s Canterbury pil-
grims represent particular individuals of the poet’s 
acquaintance, pointing out how thoroughly repre-
sentative and even commonplace many of them are 
in 14th-century sermons. He refers to preachers of 
Chaucer’s era as “masters in the art of vivid Real-
ism and incisive portraiture.” Since Chaucer claims 
to know much of “homelies,” it seems only logical 
that these literary works, largely neglected by mod-
ern readers, should be considered as a source for 
what earlier scholars have attributed to Chaucer’s 
invention.

Oxford (Oxenford) City in south-central En-
gland in the county of Oxfordshire. It is the site 
of England’s oldest and one of its most prestigious 
institutions of higher learning, Oxford University. 
The Clerk who appears in the GENERAL PROLOGUE 
TO THE CANTERBURY TALES and who participates 
in the tale-telling contest studies at Oxford, as did 
the Wife of Bath’s fifth husband, Jankin. The city 
is also, somewhat ironically, the setting of “The 
MILLER’S TALE,” which is one of the coarsest tales 
told during the pilgrimage. In the prologue to his 
TREATISE ON THE ASTROLABE, Chaucer notes that 
the instrument he has provided for his son LEWIS 
CHAUCER was constructed according to the latitude 
of Oxford.

Oxford Chaucer See SKEAT, W. W., and EDI-
TIONS OF CHAUCER’S WORK.

Oyse See OISE.
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Padua (Padowe) City (now a commune) in 
northern Italy. Chaucer’s Clerk claims to have 
learned the story he relates in “The CLERK’S TALE” 
from PETRARCH in Padua (line 27). Petrarch was at 
this time the archdeacon of Padua, and lived there 
from 1368 until his death in 1374.

Palamon and Arcite Palamon and Arcite, or The 
Love of Palamon and Arcite of Thebes, seems to be 
the title Chaucer gave to an early, lost version 
of “The KNIGHT’S TALE.” The only evidence for 
the poem’s existence appears in the prologue to 
The LEGEND OF GOOD WOMEN (lines 420–421), 
where Queen Alcestis mentions it as one of the 
works Chaucer wrote that ought to earn him some 
credit with the god of love (CUPID). Some early 
scholars believed that this version might have been 
significantly different from the one that came to 
be included in The CANTERBURY TALES, but the 
current consensus is that Chaucer simply took a 
tale that he had already been written and put in 
some minor revisions to reflect the character of the 
teller.

Palathia (Palatye) A region on the southwest 
coast of Turkey near the site of ancient Miletus. 
In Chaucer’s time it was an independent emir-
ate ruled by a Seljuk Turk. It is mentioned in the 
GENERAL PROLOGUE TO THE CANTERBURY TALES 
as one of the places where the Knight has been on 

military campaign. Like his other campaigns, this 
one involves taking military action against pagan 
forces—“another hethen in Turkye” (line 66) 
[another heathen in Turkey].

Palinurus In classical mythology, Palinurus was 
the man who piloted AENEAS’s ship after the fall of 
TROY. As they sailed from Sicily to Italy, the god of 
sleep, obeying NEPTUNE’s demand for one victim in 
exchange for allowing Aeneas to reach Italy safely, 
caused Palinurus to fall asleep and then hurled him 
overboard. He swam for four days, finally managing 
to reach land, only to be seized and killed by its 
inhabitants. Aeneas met and spoke with Palinurus, 
learning how he had died, when he ventured into 
the underworld. In The HOUSE OF FAME, the story 
of his meeting is depicted on a brass tablet in the 
TEMPLE OF VENUS (line 443).

Palladium (Palladion) The Palladium was an 
ancient image of the goddess PALLAS Athena that 
stood in the city of TROY. It was said to have been 
given to the city by the gods at the time of the city’s 
founding. According to legend, as long as the Palla-
dium remained in Troy, the city could not be taken 
by invaders. This is why the Greek forces tried to 
get possession of it during the TROJAN WAR. The 
task was finally accomplished by ULYSSES and DIO-
MEDE, who raided the temple by way of an under-
ground passage. In TROILUS AND CRISEYDE, Prince 
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Troilus catches his first glimpse of the beautiful 
widow Criseyde during a religious festival held in 
honor of the Palladium (book 1, lines 155–175).

Pallas (Pallas Athena) The Greek goddess of 
wisdom and of war who sprang fully grown and 
sheathed in armor from the head of her father, 
Zeus. As goddess of war she usually fought as a 
defender and protector, in contrast to the blood-
thirsty and vengeful war god MARS (1). She showed 
special favor to a number of warrior-heroes, includ-
ing DIOMEDE, ACHILLES, ULYSSES, HERCULES, and 
JASON. She was also known as a protectress of cit-
ies, especially of ATHENS, which derived its name 
from her, and of TROY, where the famous image of 
the PALLADIUM protected the city from invasion. 
The goddess was typically represented helmeted 
and carrying a shield, with a goatskin thrown over 
her shoulders. Most references to her in Chaucer’s 
work occur in TROILUS AND CRISEYDE. In book 2, for 
example, Criseyde cries out to Pallas for help when 
she understands that her uncle Pandarus is trying 
to convince her to make Troilus her lover (lines 
425–427). Virginia, the martyr-heroine of “The 
PHYSICIAN’S TALE,” is said to be as wise as Pallas 
(line 49). In the short unfinished poem “ANELIDA 
AND ARCITE,” the goddess is mistakenly identified 
with BELLONA, the Roman goddess of war who was 
also the sister of Mars (line 5).

Palmyra (Palymerie) An ancient city in cen-
tral SYRIA. ZENOBIA, whose story appears in “The 
MONK’S TALE” (lines 2,247–2,374), was the queen 
of Palmyra.

Pamphilus (Pamphilles) The hero of a medi-
eval Latin comedy, Liber de Amore, dealing with 
the theme of love. The work was attributed to the 
13th-century author Pamphilus Maurlianus, and 
takes the form of a dialogue between the hero and 
his beloved, GALATEA. In “The FRANKLIN’S TALE,” 
the narrator notes that the squire Aurelius loves 
Dorigen as secretly as Pamphilus loved Galatea 
(line 1,110). In “The TALE OF MELIBEE,” Dame 
Prudence quotes from Pamphilus when she agrees 
with her husband that wealth is a positive feature 
of their lives (lines 1,556–1,561). A number of 

lines from the Liber de Amore appear in Chaucer’s 
TROILUS AND CRISEYDE, though there is no mention 
of their source in the poem.

Pan In classical mythology, Pan was an Arcadian 
god of shepherds, herdsmen, and hunters who came 
to be more generally considered a god of nature. 
He served as protector of flocks and herds, driv-
ing away wild animals that would harm them. Pan 
was represented as having a bearded human head 
with two short horns, the torso of a man and the 
legs and feet of a goat. When he attempted to 
woo the nymph Syrinx she jumped into a pond 
and was transformed into a reed. The god made a 
musical pipe out of reeds and named it after her. 
In The BOOK OF THE DUCHESS, the Black Knight is 
described as being more distraught over losing his 
lady than the god Pan (lines 511–513). Presumably 
the reference is to Pan’s loss of Syrinx.

Pandion (Pandyon) In classical mythology, 
Pandion was a king of ATHENS and the father of 
PROCNE and PHILOMELA, two sisters whose tragic 
story is narrated in Chaucer’s LEGEND OF GOOD 
WOMEN (lines 2,228–2,293). Procne married TEREUS 
of Thrace, who, overcome with a violent lust for 
Philomela, persuaded Pandion to let her come visit 
her sister. Pandion initially refused to part with 
Philomela, but finally agreed to let her go, asking in 
exchange that Tereus allow Procne to visit him at 
least once before he dies. However, instead of tak-
ing Philomela to her sister, Tereus led her to a dark 
cave, where he raped her and cut out her tongue in 
order to silence her. Chaucer’s version of the story 
does not tell what happened to Pandion, but in 
legend he is said to have died of grief over the fate 
of his daughters.

Panik (Panico) In “The CLERK’S TALE,” Walter 
sends his young daughter and son to live with his 
sister, the countess of Panik, when he wants to test 
his wife’s devotion by making her think that he has 
killed the children. In an article that appeared in 
the journal Modern Language Notes (1952), DEREK 
PEARSALL identified Panik as Panico, a castle 
named after the family who lived there, located 
about 20 miles south of BOLOGNA.
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Papinian (Papynian) Papinian, or Aemilius Pap-
inianus, was a Roman prefect of magistrates in the 
early third century. His murder at the hands of the 
emperor CARACALLA is mentioned in the BOECE, 
Chaucer’s translation of BOETHIUS’s Consolation of 
Philosophy (Book Three, Prosa 5, lines 49–52). It 
is one of Lady Philosophy’s examples of great men 
executed by powerful, but corrupt, rulers.

Parables of Solomon The Parables of Solomon 
are a series of wise sayings that appear in the Old 
Testament Book of Proverbs. They begin in Prov-
erbs 10:1 and continue through 20:27. Although 
they do not contain any of the antifeminist rhetoric 
found in other parts of Proverbs, the Wife of Bath 
says that they appear in her husband’s anthology 
of antifeminist literature that she calls his “Book 
of Wicked Wives.” The reference occurs in line 
679 of the prologue to her tale. Ironically, Proverbs 
31:10–31 contains the description of the perfect 
wife, who is in many ways the antithesis of Chau-
cer’s “Wife.”

Parcae (Parcas) In classical mythology, Parcae 
is the Latin name for the Fates, three goddesses 
whose function was to see that the destiny assigned 
to each member of the human race was carried out. 
The three were Clotho, who spun the thread of life; 
Lachesis, who determined its length; and Atropos, 
who cut it off. In Roman mythology, Parca was 
originally a goddess of birth, but early on she came 
to be identified with the Greek Fates, or Moerae, 
and split into three goddesses instead of one. In 
TROILUS AND CRISEYDE, the narrator invokes the 
“angry Parcas” at the beginning of book 5 to assist 
his telling of Troilus’s tragic end (line 3).

Paris (1) In classical mythology, Paris was one 
of the sons of King PRIAM and HECUBA of TROY. 
Because of a prophecy that he would bring about 
the destruction of that famous city, his parents left 
him exposed in the Phrygian mountains. Found 
and raised by shepherds, he married the nymph 
OENONE, daughter of the river god Cibrenus. Paris 
was chosen by the goddesses JUNO, MINERVA, and 
VENUS to determine which one was the fairest. Each 
of them offered him a bribe, but Venus, who prom-

ised to help him win the most beautiful woman in 
the world, won out. This incident, known as the 
“Judgment of Paris” is mentioned in The HOUSE OF 
FAME (lines 199–201), where the failure of Paris to 
choose Juno is given as the reason for her animosity 
toward the city of Troy. In keeping with her prom-
ise, Venus assisted Paris in abducting Helen (HELEN 
OF TROY), the beautiful wife of MENELAUS, the king 
of Sparta, after he was hospitably entertained at 
that king’s palace. The betrayal by Paris of his host 
led to the TROJAN WAR, in which a gathering of 
the Greeks’ mightiest warriors besieged Troy for 10 
years before accomplishing the city’s destruction.

Paris’s abandonment of Oenone made him a pop-
ular example of a false lover. He is evoked for this 
reason in “The SQUIRE’S TALE” (lines 543–557), in 
which a female falcon compares her unfaithful lover 
to Paris. Similarly, in The HOUSE OF FAME, Par-
is’s treatment of Oenone is compared to AENEAS’s 
desertion of DIDO (line 399). In The BOOK OF THE 
DUCHESS, the story of Paris and Helen appears on 
the walls of the room that the dreamer-narrator 
wakes up in (lines 326–331), and in The PARLIA-
MENT OF FOWLS, it adorns the walls of the Temple 
of Venus (lines 288–294). The lovers are alluded to 
briefly in “The MERCHANT’S TALE” when the aged 
knight January imagines that on his wedding night 
he is going to embrace his wife, the tender young 
May, more eagerly than Paris ever embraced Helen 
(lines 1,753–1,754). Although Paris is responsible 
for the Trojan War that forms the setting of TROILUS 
AND CRISEYDE in addition to being one of Troilus’s 
brothers, he never directly appears as a character 
but is only mentioned by others, for example, Pan-
darus tries to convince Troilus that if Criseyde does 
not return from the Greek camp, he can get another 
lover, just like Paris when he left Oenone for Helen 
(book 4, lines 596–609).

Paris (2) Paris, the capital city of France, is men-
tioned several times in The CANTERBURY TALES. In 
the GENERAL PROLOGUE, the French spoken by the 
Prioress reveals that she learned it in an English 
school rather than in Paris (lines 125–126). In the 
Wife of Bath’s prologue, she notes that HELOISE, 
the lover of Abelard, was the abbess of a priory not 
far from Paris (line 678). In “The SHIPMAN’S TALE,” 
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Paris is home to Sir John the Monk, who is a good 
friend of the merchant and visits the merchant and 
his wife in SEINT-DENYS, a town north of the city.

Parlement of Briddes An alternate title for 
Chaucer’s PARLIAMENT OF FOWLS.

Parmenides (Parmanydes) Greek philosopher 
of the fifth century B.C. who founded the Eleatic 
school of philosophy, which held that the singular 
and unchangeable “Being” was the only reality and 
that plurality, change, and motion were only illu-
sory. He was the first to declare that the world was 
a sphere. In the BOECE, Lady Philosophy quotes 
Parmenides when she notes that the divine sub-
stance moves the world while the substance itself is 
still (Book Three, Prosa 12, lines 189–199).

Parnassus (Parnaso) Parnassus, or Mount Par-
nassus, is a mountain located in central Greece 
near the Gulf of Corinth. In ancient times, it 
was considered sacred to the god APOLLO and 
the Muses. In the prologue to “The FRANKLIN’S 
TALE,” the Franklin agrees to tell the next story 
but modestly states that he knows no fancy rheto-
ric, that he has never slept “on the Mount of 
Pernaso” (line 721) [on the mount of Parnassus]. 
In The HOUSE OF FAME, at the beginning of book 
2, the narrator invokes the help of those who 
live on Mount Parnassus in describing a fabulous 
dream that he has had (line 521). A similar invo-
cation appears at the beginning of the fragment 
“ANELIDA AND ARCITE” (line 16). At the end of 
the third book of TROILUS AND CRISEYDE, the nar-
rator thanks the Muses of Parnassus for the assis-
tance they have given him in describing Troilus’s 
struggle and his joys.

Parthenopaeus In classical legend, Partheno-
paeus was distinguished for his beauty and for his 
skill with the bow. Against the prohibition of ATA-
LANTA, who was his mother, he became one of the 
SEVEN AGAINST THEBES. He was killed in the siege 
of THEBES, but with his dying breath commanded 
that his hair be cut off and sent to his mother in 
place of his body. Parthenopaeus’s role in the war 
with Thebes is mentioned in Chaucer’s “ANELIDA 

AND ARCITE” (line 58) and in TROILUS AND CRI-
SEYDE (book 5, line 1,503).

Parthes See PARTHIANS.

Parthians The people of the ancient country of 
Parthia, which was located southeast of the Cas-
pian Sea. To illustrate the lack of respect people 
have for gamblers, the narrator of “The PARDON-
ER’S TALE” refers to a story in which the king of the 
Parthians sent the king of Sparta a set of gold dice 
as a sort of public insult (lines 621–626), pointing 
to the fact that the Spartan king engaged in dicing. 
In the BOECE, Lady Philosophy refers to the fact 
that Rome, as mighty a civilization as it once was, 
was unknown among the Parthians. Is it likely then 
that the fame of a single Roman such as BOETHIUS 
will ever reach such places? (Book Two, Metrum 
7). Her statements are part of a larger discussion of 
the significance of worldly reputation.

Parthonope See PARTHENOPAEUS.

Pasiphae In classical mythology, Pasiphae was the 
wife of King MINOS of CRETE. Together they had 
eight children, several of whom are also mentioned 
in Chaucer’s work: ANDROGEUS, ARIADNE, and PHAE-
DRA. To show the gods’ approval of Minos as the 
ruler of Crete, Poseidon, the sea god, sent the king a 
beautiful bull to sacrifice. The king decided to keep 
the animal and sacrifice another in its place. As pun-
ishment, Poseidon caused Pasiphae to be inspired 
with an uncontrollable love for the bull. The builder/
engineer DAEDALUS contrived a means for her to 
have intercourse with the animal, which led to the 
conception of the MINOTAUR, a creature half-bull 
and half-man who was kept in a labyrinth (also built 
by Daedalus) beneath the royal palace. Pasiphae’s 
lust for the bull is one of the stories of wicked women 
that the Wife of Bath’s fifth husband forced her to 
listen to until she revolted and made him burn his 
book. The Wife mentions the legend in her prologue 
(lines 733–736), condemning Pasiphae’s desire but 
pronouncing it too grisly to speak of.

Patch, Howard R. (1889–1963) Patch taught 
at Smith College after receiving his Ph.D. from 
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Harvard. In On Rereading Chaucer (1939) a book 
with no scholarly apparatus, Patch gracefully offers 
tentative observations regarding Chaucer’s humor. 
Patch sees humor as something based on incongrui-
ties that stop just short of the disastrous. When the 
incongruity leads to disaster, tragic irony takes the 
place of comedy, as in TROILUS AND CRISEYDE. The 
book is punctuated with Patch’s own sense of obser-
vant humor. He also edited Selections from Chaucer 
(1921) with William Neilson, president of Smith 
College and former professor of English at Harvard. 
In this book Patch and Neilson condense Chau-
cer by cutting scenes, such as the entire garden 
scene in Troilus, which contains Antigone’s love 
song, and all of Troilus’s conversation with his sis-
ter Cassandra. Thus, their edition would be the last 
in which any careful reader would choose to read 
Chaucer. Perhaps Patch’s most significant contri-
bution to Chaucer studies is his book, The Goddess 
Fortuna in Medieval Literature (1927), in which he 
traces the origins of the goddess back to pagan 
Rome, and examines her manifestation in a variety 
of medieval texts. FORTUNE makes frequent appear-
ances in Chaucer’s work and is the presiding deity 
of “The MONK’S TALE,” which consists of a series 
of brief tragedies, all describing the life of someone 
whom Fortune favored and then discarded. Patch 
also contributed a number of articles to Chaucer 
scholarship, including “Chaucer and the Common 
People” (Journal of English and Germanic Philology, 
1930), which examines the attitudes toward the 
lower classes in Chaucer’s work, explaining the 
importance Chaucer granted the idea of COMMON 
PROFIT (which emphasized the good of society as a 
whole rather than individual gain).

Patmos (Pathmos) A small, rocky island in the 
southeastern portion of the Aegean Sea. Saint JOHN 
the Apostle was banished there by the Roman gov-
ernment. During his exile, he wrote the Book of Rev-
elation. This connection is the reason that the island 
is mentioned in “The PRIORESS’ TALE” (line 583).

Patterson, Lee (1940– ) Chaucer scholar. The 
recipient of a Ph.D. from Yale University, Patter-
son taught at Johns Hopkins and Duke University 
before returning to his alma mater. Patterson wrote 

Chaucer and the Subject of History (1991), one of the 
earliest and lengthiest attempts by an American 
scholar to apply contemporary literary theory to the 
work of an English medieval poet. In the introduc-
tion to this book, Patterson explains the theoretical 
background of his study, particularly emphasizing 
the philosophical ramifications of Freudian and 
Marxist readings. His own approach is most closely 
allied to the theoretical approach known as New 
Historicism, and emphasizes the dialectical rela-
tionship between the (human) subject and his-
tory. This is evidenced by his interest in the social 
meaning of Chaucer’s texts, that is, what mean-
ings emerge when they are read in relation to 
other forms of contemporary (14th-century) dis-
course. Typical of Patterson’s conclusions is his 
judgment that TROILUS AND CRISEYDE can be read 
as a “representation of a society under siege,” par-
allel to the disputed sovereignty, conspiratorial 
factionalism, and disastrous militarism of England 
in the 1380s. At the same time, he acknowledges 
that the poem’s meditations on history are “both 
too general and too profound to be contained by 
any narrowly partisan purpose.” Patterson has also 
written a number of articles on Chaucer’s poetry, 
which display similar interests. For example, “ ‘For 
the Wyves Love of Bathe’: Feminine Rhetoric and 
Poetic Resolution in the Roman de la Rose and the 
Canterbury Tales” (Speculum, 1983) compares the 
formal and rhetorical aspects of the speeches of 
JEAN DE MEUN’s La Vielle (an allegorical figure in 
the Roman that served as a model for the Wife 
of Bath) and Chaucer’s Wife. This article shows 
how the wife appropriates masculine rhetoric for 
her feminine purposes.

Paul, Saint (Paul the Apostle) Born in Tar-
sus several years following the death of Christ, 
Paul was a Jew with Roman citizenship who, after 
receiving rabbinic training, devoted himself to per-
secuting Christians. After seeing a vision in which 
the Lord spoke to him as he traveled along the 
road to Damascus, Paul repented his former actions 
and became one of the most ardent supporters of 
the early church. His specific mission was to carry 
the Christian faith to the Gentiles, which he did 
in his travels throughout Asia Minor and Greece. 
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His letters to different church communities that 
were in the process of establishing themselves form 
the basis of much of Christian doctrine. Paul was 
arrested in A.D. 59 and taken to Rome where he 
was imprisoned for five years and then executed. 
His letters to the early churches in Corinth, Thes-
salonika, Philippi, Galatia, Rome, Colossae, and to 
his fellow apostle, Philemon, were collected and 
published near the end of the first century, and 
they became part of the New Testament of the 
Bible. Other epistles of the New Testament, such 
as the Letter to the Ephesians, are attributed to 
Paul, but they were probably written by his follow-
ers. Paul’s works are mentioned or alluded to many 
times in The CANTERBURY TALES. The Wife of Bath 
refers to his First Letter to the Corinthians when 
discussing the value of virginity versus marriage in 
the prologue to her tale (see especially lines 73–76, 
77–79, and 100–104). There are other, scattered 
references in “The FRIAR’S TALE,” “The PARDON-
ER’S TALE,” and “The SUMMONER’S TALE” (all told 
by pilgrims whose professions involve church affili-
ation), but most appear in “The PARSON’S TALE,” 
wherein the Parson makes ample use of examples 
from Paul’s letters to illustrate his sermon on the 
subject of penitence.

“Paul’s” (St. Paul’s Cathedral) Paul’s is a kind of 
nickname for SAINT PAUL’S CATHEDRAL in London. 
It is mentioned several times in The CANTERBURY 
TALES. In the GENERAL PROLOGUE, the Parson is 
described as a man who stays at home and tends to 
the needs of those in his parish, rather than running 
off to London to obtain an appointment as a chantry 
priest at Saint Paul’s Cathedral (lines 509–510). 
Chantry priests were employed by wealthy patrons 
for the purpose of saying prayers for their patron’s 
soul after death. In “The MILLER’S TALE,” the fop-
pish clerk Absalom has the design of a stained glass 
window from Saint Paul’s Cathedral carved in the 
leather of his shoes (line 3,318). In the prologue 
to “The NUN’S PRIEST’S TALE,” the Host compares 
the speech of the Monk, whose tale has just been 
interrupted by the Knight, to the sound of Saint 
Paul’s bell that “clappeth loud” (lines 2,780–2,781). 
Both men are tired of listening to the Monk’s tales 
of gloom and doom.

Paulus Lucius Aemilius Paul was a Roman con-
sul of the second century B.C. who was given the 
surname Macedonicus after he defeated Perseus, 
the last Macedonian king, and brought an end to 
Rome’s conflict with that region. In the BOECE, 
Book Two, Prosa 2, Lady Philosophy, speaking as 
FORTUNE, describes how Paulus wept after captur-
ing Perseus (lines 63–66).

Pavia (Pavye) Pavia, in northwestern Italy in 
the region of Lombardy, is the birthplace of Janu-
ary, the aged knight whose marital misadventures 
form the subject of “The MERCHANT’S TALE.” Dur-
ing Chaucer’s day the city was famous for the vices 
of its citizens, one of them being lechery. There is 
a possibility that Chaucer chose this setting for the 
tale because the Lombards were active in interna-
tional trade, which would have made them profes-
sional rivals of the Merchant who tells the tale. This 
would provide a rationale for his cynical depiction 
of the characters January, Damian, and May.

Payne, Robert O. (1924– ) American Chau-
cer scholar. After receiving a Ph.D. from Johns 
Hopkins, Payne spent 13 years at the University of 
Cincinnati and eight at the University of Washington 
before moving to City University of New York. His 
book, The Key of Remembrance: A Study of Chaucer’s 
Poetics (1963), has long been considered a seminal 
study of Chaucer’s literary self-consciousness, illus-
trating how medieval poetic theory developed out 
of classical poetic and rhetorical traditions. Payne 
sees Chaucer’s poetry as an ongoing exploration 
of and experimentation with the poetic traditions 
he inherited, and he illustrates this argument with 
examples from the DREAM VISION poems, TROILUS 
AND CRISEYDE and The CANTERBURY TALES. Payne’s 
interest in Chaucer’s narrative persona is more 
thoroughly developed in the essay “Late Medi-
eval Images and Self-Images of the Poet: Chaucer, 
Gower, Lydgate, Henryson, Dunbar” (in Vernacular 
Poetics in the Middle Ages, 1984), where he describes 
the various kinds of personas that appear in the 
works of Chaucer and his near contemporaries. 
Here Payne supports the generally accepted idea 
that the personas these poets adopt within their 
works reflect their poetic purposes more than their 
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individual personalities. Geoffrey Chaucer (1986) is 
Payne’s contribution to the Twayne series, written 
for a reader who is not a beginner in the study of 
literature, he says, but who may be a beginner in 
the study of Chaucer and medieval literature.

Pearsall, Derek (Albert) (1931– ) Scholar, 
writer, and editor on a wide range of medieval top-
ics. Educated at the University of Birmingham, 
Pearsall eventually became a professor at Harvard. 
His specific Chaucer work includes the VARIORUM 
edition of “The Nun’s Priest Tale” (1984) and The 
Canterbury Tales: A Critical Study (1985), which 
begins with traditional matters such as dating of 
manuscripts, proceeds to a critical discussion of the 
tales, and ends with a chapter entitled “Audience 
and Reception” emphasizing, in the manner of the 
German reader-response theorist Wolfgang Iser, 
the ways in which Chaucer’s rhetorical choices are 
directed at eliciting specific responses from his read-
ers. Pearsall’s interest in Chaucer’s audience is also 
evidenced by an earlier article, “’The Troilus Fron-
tispiece and Chaucer’s Audience” (in Yale English 
Studies, 1977), which discusses a famous manu-
script illustration featuring Chaucer reading to a 
group of courtiers. Pearsall’s essay, “The English 
Chaucerians” (in Chaucer and Chaucerians: Critical 
Studies in English Literature, 1966) surveys Chau-
cer’s influence on 15th-century poetry, including 
the work of THOMAS HOCCLEVE, John Clanvowe, 
Stephen Hawes, John Skelton, and Alexander Bar-
clay, among others. Pearsall’s more recent work 
includes a critical biography of Chaucer entitled 
The Life of Geoffrey Chaucer (1992), which repre-
sents a scrupulous and interesting interpretation of 
the facts surrounding the poet’s life without some 
of the fanciful embroidery and speculation found in 
other biographies. Its first appendix features illus-
trations of all existing portraits of the poet along 
with commentary.

Peasants’ Revolt of 1381 The Peasants’ Revolt 
of 1381 began on Wednesday, June 12, when a 
mass of disgruntled peasants, artisans, craftsmen, 
some clerics, and yeomen led by WAT TYLER, 
entered the city of London with the express inten-
tion of destroying traitors and rescuing King RICH-

ARD II from their clutches. King Richard, who was 
14 years old at the time, ruled largely through the 
advice and consent of a group of noblemen, chief 
among whom was his uncle JOHN OF GAUNT. These 
noblemen, it would later become obvious, were the 
“traitors” referred to in the peasants’ proclama-
tion. The peasants’ anger at these men had several 
motives, the most immediate being a series of poll 
taxes imposed by Parliament between 1377 and 
1381. The purpose of these taxes was to shift part 
of the burden of taxation onto the peasantry, but 
because they were a flat tax of a shilling per person 
(“poll” meant “head”), they obviously affected the 
poorer citizens of England much more harshly than 
they did those who were better off. The peasants 
had other grievances as well; in addition to the 
elimination of the poll tax, their demands included 
the abolition of serfdom (the condition of peasants 
who were bound to work the land of a particular 
lord and thus not free to seek a different landlord 

Peasants at work in the fields and at home. From British 
Library Ms. Add 47682 f 6. Reproduced by permission of 
the British Library.
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or other employment). For some reason, the peas-
ants did not blame the king for their plight, but, 
rather, believed that once they would be able to 
meet with him, he would take their side against his 
“evil counselors.” The more radical ideas espoused 
by participants in the revolt were supplied by a 
renegade priest, JOHN BALL, who argued for the 
equality of all men and the common ownership of 
property.

In the course of the revolt, several groups of 
peasants came into the city from the surrounding 
countryside in Kent and Essex. Once they were 
inside the city walls, their anger erupted into an 
orgy of violence against people and property. They 

burned the houses of lawyers and other govern-
ment officials. Because they believed that foreign-
ers unjustly competed with them for English wages, 
they attacked Flemish merchants, slaughtering 
them in the street outside the church of St. Mar-
tin’s in the Vintry, the church Chaucer attended 
when he was a child and lived in that parish. They 
broke open several prisons, releasing the prisoners 
and attacking their guards. Finally, they attacked 
and looted the Savoy, the palace of John of Gaunt, 
who had been the leading force behind the estab-
lishment of the poll taxes of 1379 and 1380. Gaunt 
was in favor of increasing taxation to finance his 
wars on the Continent, an activity that did not find 

The Peasants’ Revolt, as depicted in a 14th-century manuscript. John Ball is the man on horseback; Wat Tyler, 
wearing a black hat, is the leader of the group on the left. From British Library Ms. Royal 18 EI f 165v. Reproduced by 
permission of the British Library.
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much favor with members of the working classes, 
whose only fight was a constant battle to put food 
on the table. No doubt they would have attacked 
Gaunt himself had he been at home or otherwise 
accessible. To his great fortune, however, he was 
safely in Scotland. William Sudbury, the arch-
bishop of Canterbury, and Robert Hales, the trea-
surer, also targets of the peoples’ anger, were not as 
lucky. These men, along with one of the royal tax 
collectors, John Legge, and Gaunt’s personal physi-
cian, William Appleton, whose only crime was his 
relationship with Gaunt, were seized and beheaded 
on Tower Hill.

As noted above, chief among the peasants’ 
demands was an audience with King Richard, 
and after several abortive attempts Richard finally 
arranged one with a group led by Wat Tyler, the 
man credited with instigating the revolt. They met 
at Smithfield, a suburb of London. Tyler’s demands 
were basically the same ones the peasants had been 
proclaiming from the beginning of their upris-
ing—an end to serfdom, the elimination of class 
distinctions among the citizens of England (with 
the king being the one exception to this rule), and 
the division of the church’s estates among the peo-
ple, among other demands. All of the terms were 
granted, in addition to which, those who had par-
ticipated in the revolt were granted pardon. Then 
came the order for the peasants to return home 
peacefully; but before the rebels could respond, an 
altercation broke out between Tyler and one of the 
king’s attendants. The mayor of London, possibly 
afraid that Tyler was going to attack the king, seized 
him and dragged him from his horse. Another of 
the king’s attendants ran the downed man through 
with a sword. The peasants were about to trans-
form into yet another violent mob when Richard 
rode out before them, proclaiming himself their 
new captain. They followed him away from the 
scene and he finally successfully persuaded them 
to return to their homes. Once they were gone, 
however, the promises that had been made were all 
nullified and serfdom continued to be enforced.

Where was Chaucer when these events were 
taking place? Although records suggest that he 
was present in London (he was then employed 
as Controller of Customs, i.e., export taxes, on 

wool), we have no more precise indication of his 
whereabouts. He may have been at his home in 
ALDGATE, or he could have been barricaded in the 
Tower with other members of the court. The only 
remaining record of his response consists of several 
lines at the end of “The NUN’S PRIEST’S TALE,” 
itself a rather lighthearted look at the issue of FOR-
TUNE versus free will as these forces operate on 
and within human nature. The lines appear in his 
description of a widow and her neighbors pursuing 
a fox who has seized her prize rooster, Chaunti-
cleer. The noise of the chase is commented upon 
thus: “Certes, he Jakke Straw and his meynee / Ne 
made nevere shoutes half so shrille / Whan that 
they wolden any Flemyng kille, / As thilke day was 
maad upon the fox” (lines 3,394–3,397) [Indeed, 
Jack Straw and his followers never shouted half so 
shrilly / when they desired to kill any Fleming, / as 
was made this day in pursuit of the fox]. It is pos-
sible, of course, that the experience influenced his 
verse in less direct ways.

Pedmark See PENMARCH.

Pedro of Castile A contemporary of Chaucer’s, 
King Pedro of CASTILE in Spain was one of two 
“moderns” who are included in the gallery of 
people presented in “The MONK’S TALE” (lines 
2,391–2,398). King Pedro, known among his ene-
mies as Pedro the Cruel, had been deposed by his 
illegitimate half-brother Enrique de Trastamare 
when EDWARD THE BLACK PRINCE led an army 
into Spain to recapture the throne for him. This 
was in 1367, one year after Chaucer is recorded 
as having traveled in Spain, where he may have 
been sent in an embassy to Pedro’s court. England’s 
involvement in Pedro’s cause may be the rea-
son why Chaucer included the king among those 
whose lives the Monk uses to illustrate his idea 
of tragedy. Although the English expedition was 
successful, Pedro did not enjoy his restoration for 
very long: He was assassinated by Enrique in 1369. 
Two years later, in 1371, JOHN OF GAUNT married 
Pedro’s daughter Costanza and thereafter consid-
ered himself Pedro’s rightful heir, assuming the title 
of king of Castile and León. After Costanza came 
to England, Chaucer’s wife Philippa seems to have 
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served in her household for two years, which may 
have given Chaucer another reason to memorialize 
Pedro in a favorable manner, referring to him as 
“O noble, O worthy Pedro, glorie of Spayne” (line 
2,391), while other of his contemporaries, includ-
ing the pope who excommunicated him, consid-
ered him an unprincipled tyrant.

Pegasus (Pegasee) In classical mythology, Pega-
sus was a winged horse who sprang from the body of 
Medusa (a hideous Gorgon) when she was beheaded 
by the Greek hero Perseus. He immediately flew up 
into the heavens, where PALLAS Athena caught and 
tamed him. In “The SQUIRE’S TALE,” King Camby-
uskan receives as a birthday gift a magnificent brass 
horse that somehow seems to be alive. Speculating 
about what the horse will be able to do, some of the 
people present expect that it may, like Pegasus, be 
capable of flying (line 207).

Peleus (Pelleus) See PELIAS.

Pelias In classical mythology, Pelias was the son 
of the sea god Poseidon (NEPTUNE) and Tyro. He 
and his twin brother, Neleus, were exposed by their 
mother on a mountainside, but were found and 
brought up by herdsmen. In the meantime, Tyro 
married Cretheus, king of Iolcus, and had three 
other sons. One, AESON, succeeded his father to the 
throne of Iolcus. When Pelias and Neleus learned 
the identity of their parents, they attacked Aeson, 
driving him out of Iolcus, and Pelias took his place 
as king. An oracle warned Pelias to beware of a 
man with one shoe. After the passage of 20 years, 
JASON, the son of Aeson, showed up wearing the 
skin of a panther and one shoe, and demanded 
that his father be restored to his rightful place. 
Pelias agreed to his request provided Jason would 
obtain and bring to him the Golden Fleece. While 
Jason was gone in search of the fleece, Pelias killed 
Aeson. When Jason found out what had happened, 
he had his sorceress wife, MEDEA, cook up a hor-
rible revenge for his uncle. Promising to help them 
restore their father’s youth, Medea persuaded the 
daughters of Pelias to cut their father into pieces 
and boil him in a cauldron. Jason and Medea were 
driven out of Iolcus by Pelias’s son, Acastus. In 

Chaucer’s LEGEND OF GOOD WOMEN, the story 
of HYPSIPYLE, who became Jason’s wife and was 
later deserted by him, begins by recounting Pelias’s 
usurpation of the throne of Iolcus and his initial 
encounter with Jason (lines 1,396–1,450).

Pemond See PIEDMONT.

Penalopee See PENELOPE.

Pene See CARTHAGE.

Penelope In classical mythology Penelope, the 
wife of Odysseus (ULYSSES), remained faithful to 
her husband for 20 years while he was away fight-
ing the TROJAN WAR and then trying to find his 
way home. The events of these years are recounted 
in the Greek poet HOMER’s two famous epics, the 
Iliad and the Odyssey. Penelope’s legendary fidelity 
caused her to be considered an exemplar of virtu-
ous wifehood. As such she is mentioned in the pro-
logue to The LEGEND OF GOOD WOMEN (version F, 
lines 252–253 and version G, lines 206–207), the 
introduction to “The MAN OF LAW’S TALE” (line 
75), and the short, unfinished poem “ANELIDA AND 
ARCITE,” where the fidelity of Anelida, the queen 
of armenia, is described as comparable (line 82). 
In “The FRANKLIN’S TALE,” Penelope is one of the 
women whose example Dorigen wishes to emulate 
when she confronts the decision of whether to keep 
her promise to the squire Aurelius or to remain 
faithful to her husband, Arveragus (line 1,443).

Peneus (Penneus) In classical mythology, 
Peneus was a river god. He was the husband of 
CREUSA and father of DAPHNE, the nymph who was 
pursued by APOLLO and transformed into a laurel. 
He is mentioned in “The KNIGHT’S TALE” in the 
story of Daphne and Apollo as it is depicted on the 
walls of DIANA’s temple (lines 2,062–2,064).

Penmarch In “The FRANKLIN’S TALE,” the nar-
rator states that after his marriage to Dorigen, the 
knight Arveragus takes her home to a place “nat fer 
fro Pedmark” (line 801) [not far from Penmarch] 
which is later given the more specific appellation of 
“KAYRUDD.” Kayrudd had never been satisfactorily 
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identified, but Penmarch is located in the south-
western corner of the Cape of Brittany. Although 
the shoreline of the area does feature dangerous 
rocks such as those that appear in the tale, making 
Dorigen anxious about her husband’s sea voyage 
home from England, it does not have high cliffs 
such as those Chaucer describes. The cliffs must 
then be Chaucer’s invention.

Pepin (Pepyn) In The ROMAUNT OF THE ROSE, 
Chaucer’s partial translation of the French ROMAN 
DE LA ROSE, the dreamer-narrator of the poem 
describes the pine tree beneath which he discov-
ers the well of NARCISSUS as being more beautiful 
than any growing “sithe the tyme of Kyng Pepyn” 
(line 1,458) [since the time of King Pepin]. King 
Pepin, or Pepin the Short as he was sometimes 
called, was the son of Charles Martel and father of 
Charlemagne. He was elected king of the Franks in 
751, bringing an end to the Merovingian dynasty of 
kings and establishing that which became known 
as the Carolingian after its most famous member, 
Carolus Magnus (Charlemagne). As Le Roman de 
la Rose was composed in the early part of the 13th 
century, the pine tree in question would be, theo-
retically speaking, the fairest that has been seen in 
five centuries.

Perce See PERSIA.

Percival (Perceval) A character from Arthurian 
Romance. Percival’s earliest known appearance is 
in an unfinished romance composed in the 12th 
century by French author Chrétien de Troyes. 
Chrétien’s Roman de Perceval also introduced a 
famous motif in Arthurian literature, that of the 
Grail. In this romance, Percival is a naive coun-
try bumpkin from Wales who falls in love with 
the idea of knighthood after seeing some armored 
men riding through lands belonging to his mother. 
Swearing to become a knight himself, he rides out 
in search of Arthur’s court, is knighted by the king, 
and thereafter meets the mysterious Fisher King, 
a maimed king who can be healed only when Per-
cival asks the proper question concerning the Grail. 
A Middle English version of the story, Sir Perceval 
of Galles, was composed around 1350 in the north 

of England. This romance employs TAIL-RHYME, the 
verse form that Chaucer uses in “The TALE OF 
SIR THOPAS.” Toward the end of “Sir Thopas,” the 
hero of that tale is described as drinking from a 
well in a forest just like “the knyght sire Percyvell” 
(line 916) [the knight Sir Percival]. It was common 
practice in romance tales to compare the deeds of 
one famous knight to another, but the focus was 
hardly on something as trivial as drinking from a 
well. This detail would seem to relate to Chaucer’s 
intention of parodying the romance genre in writ-
ing “The Tale of Sir Thopas.”

Percyens See PERSIANS.

Percyvell See PERCIVAL.

Pernaso See PARNASSUS.

Perrers, Alice A contemporary of Chaucer’s, 
Alice Perrers was King EDWARD III’s mistress. 
After the death of Edward’s queen, PHILIPPA, the 
influence of his mistress grew until she and Wil-
liam Latimer, the lord chamberlain, dominated the 
court. Their position was protected by JOHN OF 
GAUNT, the king’s most influential son, and they 
misused their power to the extent of lining their 
own pockets with money from the royal exche-
quer. Mismanagement of Edward’s wars in France, 
in addition to the corruption at court, eventually 
brought opposition from Parliament. In 1376, Sir 
Peter de la Mare, the Speaker of the Commons, 
with behind-the-scenes support from certain mem-
bers of the nobility, attacked the corrupt courtiers 
and brought charges before the House of Lords. 
Latimer and Richard Lyons, a powerful merchant, 
were condemned, and Alice Perrers was driven 
from the court. The incident is notable for being 
the first recorded use of impeachment. It was not 
long, however, before Latimer and Perrers were 
back at court, reasserting their influence over the 
king until his death in 1377. We do not know of 
any specific contact Chaucer may have had with 
the king’s mistress, but it is reasonable to assume, 
as does Donald Howard in his biography of Chau-
cer, that they knew each other. JOHN CHAUCER, 
the poet’s father, is on record as standing surety for 
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Richard Lyons in 1374, guaranteeing that Lyons 
would cause no harm to Perrers or prevent her 
traveling about on her own or the king’s business. 
Chaucer’s father probably knew Lyons because they 
were both vintners.

Perses See PERSIANS.

Persia Country—present-day Iran—located in 
southwest Asia between the Caspian Sea and the 
Persian Gulf. In “The MONK’S TALE,” the narrator 
informs readers that ZENOBIA, the warrior queen 
of PALMYRA, is descended from the kings of Persia 
(line 2,252).

Persians (Persiens) Inhabitants of the country 
of PERSIA (modern-day Iran). In “The SUMMONER’S 
TALE,” the narrator mentions CYRUS THE GREAT, 
a notable ruler of the Persians, as an example of a 
wrathful man (line 2,079). In “The MONK’S TALE,” 
Balthasar (BELSHAZZAR) is told that because he 
offended God, his reign is going to end and his 
realm will be divided between the Medes (people of 
Media, now part of northern Iran) and the Persians 
(line 2,235). Queen ZENOBIA, whose life story fol-
lows that of Balthasar, is descended from Persian 
kings (line 2,252), and, according to the Monk, her 
story is told by Persian writers (although no known 
Persian account of Zenobia exists).

Peter, Saint (Petre) The apostle Peter, also 
known as Simon Peter, was one of the most promi-
nent of Jesus’ 12 disciples. His brother, Andrew, 
was also one of the 12. Like JAMES and JOHN, Peter 
and Andrew were fishermen on the Sea of Galilee 
when they were called to Christ’s ministry. The 
Gospel of John states that the two had previously 
been disciples of JOHN THE BAPTIST. Peter was the 
first to be called, and his name appears at the head 
of every list of the disciples in the New Testament. 
He was with Christ on a number of important occa-
sions, including Christ’s agony in Gethsemane and 
transfiguration. Peter was the first apostle to witness 
the Resurrection, although before the Crucifixion 
he denied knowing Christ three times, fulfilling 
his Lord’s prophecy that he would do so. Because 
Peter was the first apostle to recognize Christ as the 

promised Messiah, and because Christ referred to 
him as “the rock” upon which he would build his 
church, he is considered by the Catholic Church 
to have been the first pope. Peter is also significant 
in having been the first of Christ’s followers to real-
ize the importance of spreading Christianity among 
the Gentiles (non-Jews).

There are numerous references to Peter in 
Chaucer’s work, most of them in The CANTERBURY 
TALES. In the GENERAL PROLOGUE, the Pardoner 
carries among his relics a piece of the sail that sup-
posedly belonged to Saint Peter when he sailed as 
a fisherman on the Sea of Galilee (lines 696–698). 
In “The MILLER’S TALE,” when Nicholas pretends 
to have fainted in his room after having a vision 
of a second Noah’s flood, John the Carpenter tries 
to arouse him, invoking the aid of Saint Peter’s 
sister (line 3,486). The corrupt friar who tries to get 
money from poor, sick Thomas in “The SUMMON-
ER’S TALE,” says that he is diligent in the study of 
the words of Saint Peter and Saint Paul, following, 
like Peter, Christ’s command to fish for men’s souls 
(lines 1,819–1,821). In “The TALE OF MELIBEE,” 
Dame Prudence advises her husband that he ought 
to take heed of Peter’s words on patience, advis-
ing him to be Christlike in refraining from cursing 
those who would curse him, and in beating those 
who beat him (lines 1,501–1,504). The advice is 
in this case especially appropriate, since Melibee’s 
family has been physically assaulted and he is anx-
ious to take revenge on their assailants. The Parson 
quotes from Peter a number of times in his ser-
mon on penance, noting, for instance, that who-
ever commits sin becomes the slave of sin (line 
141). Aside from the remaining quotations from 
Peter in “The PARSON’S TALE,” and the examples 
given above, all other mentions of Peter’s name in 
Chaucer’s work occur when the characters use his 
name in an oath.

Peter Alfonce See PETRUS ALPHONSE.

Petrak (Frauncyes) See PETRARCH, FRANCIS.

Petrarch, Francis (Francesco Petrarca) Re-
garded by many as the father of Italian human-
ism, Francis Petrarch was born in Arezzo in 1304. 
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His family migrated to Avignon in France when 
his father was expelled from Florence as a result 
of political intrigue. According to reports, this is 
where, in 1327, he first saw Laura, the woman who 
inspired his love poetry, which was to influence 
and shape the poetry of so many who came after 
him, including Shakespeare. Petrarch remained in 
France until 1353, but he made extended visits to 
his homeland. On one of these, in 1341, he was 
named poet laureate in Rome. From 1353 until his 
death 21 years later he remained in Italy, but he 
continued to travel widely. As the father of human-
ism in Italy, Petrarch played a key part in reviving 
the study of Latin and Greek literature, but for 
English writers he primarily provided inspiration to 
the early writers of sonnets such as Thomas Wyatt, 
Sir Philip Sidney, and Henry Howard, the earl of 
Surrey. Today Petrarch is best known for his “Rime 
Sparse,” a collection of Italian lyrics that includes 
the long series of poems in praise of Laura. Since 
Petrarch and Chaucer were alive at the same time, 
and Chaucer was known to have been on several 
extended diplomatic missions in Italy, scholars have 
speculated that the two may have met, but there is 
no evidence for such a meeting. In the prologue to 
“The CLERK’S TALE,” the narrator claims Petrarch 
as the source for his story of patient Griselda. The 
reference is to his De obedientia ac fide uxoria mytho-
logia (“A fable of wifely obedience and faithful-
ness”), which is actually a translation of one of the 
tales featured in BOCCACCIO’s Decameron. In “The 
MONK’S TALE,” the narrator claims that the source 
for his story of Queen ZENOBIA is Petrarch, but it is 
actually taken from Boccaccio’s De claris mulieribus 
(“Of virtuous women”).

Petro, King of Cipre See PIERRE DE LUSIGNAN.

Petrus Alphonse Petrus Alphonse is the Latin 
name of the physician and scholar Pedro Alphonso, 
who was born to Jewish parents in Aragon in 1062. 
His Jewish name was Moshe Sephardi. He took the 
name Pedro Alphonso in honor of his godfather, 
Alfonso VII of Castile, whose physician he was. 
The work for which he is remembered is primar-
ily didactic, such as his Contra Judaeos, a polemic 
against Judaism and Islam, and his Disciplina cleri-

calis, a collection of tales that was meant to func-
tion as a guidebook for clerics. In Chaucer’s “TALE 
OF MELIBEE,” Dame Prudence quotes from the lat-
ter work when she advises her husband to take his 
time in getting revenge (line 1,053) and refrain 
from making friends with his enemies (line 1,189), 
and gives him various other pieces of advice on 
how to deal with the men who robbed him and 
assaulted his family.

Phaedra In classical mythology, Phaedra was the 
daughter of King MINOS of CRETE and his wife, 
PASIPHAE. She was the sister of ARIADNE. Accord-
ing to legend, she became THESEUS’s wife after the 
death of his first wife, Antiope. Phaedra fell in love 
with her stepson, Hippolytus, and when he rejected 
her she falsely accused him of wanting to be her 
lover to her jealous husband. The sea god Posei-
don sent a monster from the sea to frighten the 
horses of Hippolytus as he rode in his chariot, and 
the young man was killed in the wreck that fol-
lowed. Phaedra committed suicide in remorse. In 
Chaucer’s LEGEND OF GOOD WOMEN, Phaedra is 
the youngest sister of Ariadne. Theseus takes both 
of the women with him after defeating the MINO-
TAUR, but he abandons Ariadne, whom he had 
promised to marry, because her sister is more beau-
tiful (lines 2,169–2,178). The story also appears, 
in an abbreviated version, in The HOUSE OF FAME, 
where the narrator compares Theseus’s desertion of 
Ariadne to AENEAS’S betrayal of Queen DIDO (lines 
405–426).

Phaeton In classical mythology, Phaeton was the 
son of Helios (Phoebus APOLLO in Roman mythol-
ogy) and the nymph Clymene. He grew up with his 
mother and her husband, Merops, the king of Ethi-
opia, believing himself to be the latter’s son. But 
after learning the truth from his mother, Phaeton 
traveled to the palace of the sun and demanded the 
privilege of driving the sun’s chariot for a single day. 
Helios granted his request, but he gave him very 
specific instructions, including warnings about the 
dire consequences that could result from not fol-
lowing them. (According to one version, Phaeton 
did not have his father’s permission to drive the 
chariot, but stole it with the aid of his sisters.) At 
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first his journey went well, but Phaeton lost control 
of the fiery horses, strayed from the beaten track, 
and drove so near the earth that it was scorched. 
Zeus (JUPITER) struck Phaeton with a thunderbolt 
and hurled his body into the river Eridanus. In The 
HOUSE OF FAME, the eagle who ferries Chaucer into 
the heavens speaks of the legend that the MILKY 
WAY was created when Phaeton lost control of his 
father’s horses as they sped through the atmosphere 
(lines 940–959). In book 5 of TROILUS AND CRI-
SEYDE, Troilus feels that the days dividing him from 
his reunion with Criseyde are so long that Phaeton 
must be driving his father’s chariot again, upsetting 
the natural rhythm of time (lines 659–665).

Phanie (Phanye) In classical mythology, Phanie 
was the daughter of King CROESUS of LYDIA. When 
her proud father dreamed that he was in a tree, 
being washed by JUPITER and receiving a towel from 
Phoebus (see APOLLO), he asks his daughter for an 
interpretation. She tells him that the tree signifies 
the gallows and the operations of the two gods the 
rain that will wash him and the sun that will dry 
him as he hangs there. The story is told in the brief 
biography of Croesus that appears in Chaucer’s 
“MONK’S TALE” (lines 2,742–2,756).

Pharaoh (Pharoa; Pharoo) Pharaoh was the 
title given to the ancient hereditary kings of Egypt. 
The title was used in the Old Testament to refer to 
several Egyptian rulers who are not differentiated 
from each other by name, although clearly they are 
not one person. The Pharaoh referred to in Chau-
cer’s poetry is probably Amenhotep IV, who ruled 
during the 18th dynasty in the 14th century B.C. He 
is believed to be the one whose dreams were inter-
preted by JOSEPH in the biblical Book of Genesis. In 
The BOOK OF THE DUCHESS, the poet claims to have 
had a dream so wonderful that not even Joseph, 
who served the Pharaoh of Egypt in such kind, 
could interpret it (lines 280–283). This sentiment 
is echoed in The HOUSE OF FAME (lines 515–516). 
In “The NUN’S PRIEST’S TALE,” the learned rooster 
Chaunticleer uses the story of Joseph and Pharaoh 
as evidence that dreams do indeed sometimes speak 
of the future (lines 3,132–3,135), and the narrator 
of “The PARSON’S TALE” affirms that God blesses 

those sinners who repent just as he blessed Pharaoh 
(lines 441–442).

Phasipha See PASIPHAE.

Phebus See APOLLO.

Phedra See PHAEDRA.

Pheton See PHAETON.

Phidon According to Saint JEROME, Phidon was a 
prominent Athenian of the fifth century B.C. whose 
daughters were forced to dance naked over their 
father’s corpse by the men who executed him. They 
drowned themselves in a well to preserve their vir-
ginity. In “The FRANKLIN’S TALE,” Dorigen places 
Phidon’s daughters among the virtuous women 
that she wishes to emulate when tempted to betray 
her husband (lines 1,369–1,378).

Philip (Philippe) In the story of ALEXANDER 
THE GREAT that appears in “The MONK’S TALE,” 
the narrator notes that Alexander is the son of 
Philip (line 2,656). This refers to Philip II, king of 
MACEDONIA during the fourth century B.C. Because 
the Greek city-states to the south of his kingdom 
had been so weakened by wars among themselves, 
Philip was able during his lifetime to gain dominion 
over all of them save Sparta. Philip was murdered 
as the sequel to a family brawl. His son and succes-
sor, Alexander, expanded the Macedonian Empire 
into PERSIA, annexing the whole ancient Near Ori-
ent from the Nile to the Indus Rivers.

Philippa of Hainault The queen of EDWARD 
III, Philippa was from Hainault, a small Flemish-
speaking principality on the French border (in 
present-day Belgium). The two were married in 
1328 when she was 14 and Edward was 16 years 
old. Philippa was very popular with the English 
people, something that is reflected by the large 
number of female children given her name during 
the period. She also enjoyed a close relationship 
with her husband, often accompanying him on his 
travels and on military expeditions, even when she 
was pregnant. She was a great patron of the arts and 
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of learning. Queen’s College at Oxford University 
was founded with her money. She also became the 
patron of Jean FROISSART, a poet from her native 
land, appointing him her secretary. Froissart’s 
Chronicles, written during Edward’s reign, provide 
the most complete (if not the least biased) record 
of events for the time period. On the negative side, 
Philippa seems to have been a poor manager of 
money, accruing large debts about which there was 
some protest. She bore five sons who survived into 
adulthood, all having politically influential lives. 
EDWARD THE BLACK PRINCE was a famous warrior 
and the father of the next monarch, RICHARD II, 
whose disastrous reign saw the beginning of a long 
civil war between family factions. JOHN OF GAUNT, 
who became the duke of Lancaster through his 
marriage to the duchess BLANCHE, was father to 
Henry Bolingbroke, who would challenge Richard’s 
fitness to rule and ultimately usurp the throne as 
HENRY IV. Philippa’s youngest son, THOMAS OF 
WOODSTOCK, also antagonized Richard, and his 
murder was considered by some to have been car-
ried out at Richard’s instigation.

Chaucer began his career as a courtier during 
the reign of Edward, first serving as a page in the 
household of Elizabeth, countess of Ulster and wife 
to Philippa’s second son, Lionel, duke of Clarence. 
In 1359 Chaucer accompanied Lionel on a military 
expedition to France, where he was captured and 
subsequently ransomed. Sometime in 1360 Chau-
cer joined the household staff of Queen Philippa 
and King Edward, serving as valettus to the king. 
Chaucer’s marriage to Philippa Pan may have been 
arranged by Queen Philippa who, if Philippa Pan 
was Philippa Roet of Hainault, was the young wom-
an’s guardian. Queen Philippa died in 1369, just 
after the death of Prince Lionel.

Philippians (Philipenses) In the New Testa-
ment, Philippians is one of the four shorter epistles, 
or letters, written by the apostle Paul while he was 
in prison in Rome. The title of the epistle is taken 
from the town of Philippi in MACEDONIA, where, 
according to tradition, Paul founded the first Chris-
tian church on European soil. Paul’s letter to the 
Philippians is concerned primarily with exhorta-
tions to his fellow Christians to remain faithful and 

to work diligently toward establishing a stronger 
personal relationship with Christ, which will help 
them overcome differences among themselves. In 
“The PARSON’S TALE,” Chaucer’s Parson quotes 
from Philippians to demonstrate the sinfulness of 
taking the name of Christ in vain by swearing (lines 
598–599).

Philistines (Philistiens) A tribal group men-
tioned in the Old Testament as occupiers of the 
land of Palestine, also known as CANAAN. The 
Philistines are believed to have come to this area 
from the island of Crete in the MEDITERRANEAN 
SEA. During the early years of their occupation 
they maintained peaceful relations with the Jew-
ish tribes living in the area. In the 12th century 
B.C., five cities—Ashdod, Ashkelon, Ekron, Gath, 
and Gaza—came under the control of the Philis-
tines, who shortly thereafter began to attack their 
Israelite neighbors. Their success in warfare was 
primarily attributable to two things: superior iron 
weaponry and a more centrally organized govern-
ment and military. The biblical hero SAMSON once 
visited a Philistine “harlot” in Gaza, and, upon 
leaving the city, tore down its gate and carried it 
away in an apparent effort to intimidate the Phi-
listines who were plotting to kill him. When he 
fell in love with DELILAH, the Philistines convinced 
her to help them capture him by enticing him into 
revealing the secret of his great strength. The story 
of Samson is related in Chaucer’s “MONK’S TALE” 
(lines 2,015–2,094), where his deeds to spite the 
Philistines are mentioned.

Philoctetes In classical mythology, Philoctetes 
was the man who piloted the Argo, the ship used by 
the adventurer JASON when he and the Argonauts 
sailed out in search of the Golden Fleece. His role 
in the adventure is mentioned in the story of Hyp-
sipyle that appears in Chaucer’s LEGEND OF GOOD 
WOMEN (line 1,459).

Philomela In classical mythology, Philomela 
was the daughter of Pandion, king of Athens, and 
sister to PROCNE. Procne married TEREUS, king of 
Thrace, and after five years of separation from her 
family, convinced her husband to bring Philomela 
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to Thrace for a visit. After successfully negotiat-
ing with her father, promising to take good care of 
her and to send Procne back to Athens to visit in 
return, Tereus with Philomela set sail for Thrace. 
When they arrived, unable to control his lust for 
her, Tereus led Philomela to a dark cave inside 
a forest, where he raped her. Then, to make sure 
she would never tell anyone what had happened, 
he cut out her tongue. Finally, he imprisoned her 
in a castle where he could use her whenever and 
however he wanted to, and returned home to his 
wife, saying that Philomela died back in Athens. 
During her imprisonment in the castle, deprived 
of tools with which to write, Philomela contrived 
another way to tell the story of her victimization by 
Tereus: She wove it into a tapestry, which she man-
aged to convey to her sister. Learning the secret of 
Philomela’s fate, Procne hurried to find her and 
the two plotted to take revenge against Tereus by 
killing his son Itys, cooking him into a stew, and 
serving him to his father. After discovering that he 
had eaten his son, Tereus pursued the women, but 
they escaped him by being transformed into birds, 
Philomela into a nightingale.

Chaucer tells the story of Philomela and her 
sister in The LEGEND OF GOOD WOMEN (lines 
2,228–2,393), but he leaves out the part about 
their revenge against Tereus, presumably because 
his intention was to show the victimization of 
women by men. Naturally, he would not want to 
include material that might prejudice the read-
ers’ opinion against his protagonists. He treats the 
story of MEDEA, who also murdered her children, 
similarly. The appearance of several nightingales 
in TROILUS AND CRISEYDE would seem to allude to 
Philomela.

Philomene See PHILOMELA.

Philosopher’s Stone See ALCHEMY.

Philotetes See PHILOCTETES.

Phisic Phisic is the title given to Aristotle’s Phys-
ics in the BOECE, Chaucer’s translation of BOETHI-
US’s Consolation of Philosophy. When Boethius 
asks Lady Philosophy to explain whether or not 

anything may occur by chance, or if all things are 
controlled by divine Providence, she answers that 
Aristotle’s Physics provides an admirable solution 
to the question by explaining the mechanism by 
which seemingly chance events occur as a result of 
remote causes (Book Five, Prosa 1, lines 63 ff).

Phisiologus See PHYSIOLOGUS.

Phitonissa Phitonissa is the name Chaucer gives 
to the Witch of Endor who, in the Old Testament 
(1 Samuel:28), was consulted by King Saul before 
he led the Israelites in battle against the invading 
PHILISTINES. Saul asked for the witch’s help because 
he received no response from God regarding the 
outcome of the impending battle. She raised the 
spirit of the prophet SAMUEL, who prophesied vic-
tory for the Philistines and the death of Saul and his 
sons. In the Vulgate Bible, the witch is referred to as 
a woman with a python, which would appear to be 
the source of the name Phitonissa. She is mentioned 
in “The FRIAR’S TALE” when the devil explains to 
the summoner that fiends like himself sometimes 
animate dead bodies and speak through them, just 
like the spirit of Samuel was animated by the Phito-
nissa when it spoke to Saul (lines 1,507–1,510).

Phitoun See PYTHON.

Phlegethon In classical mythology, Phlegethon is 
a fiery river that flowed through the underworld. In 
TROILUS AND CRISEYDE, when Troilus thanks Pan-
darus for helping him woo Criseyde, he tells Panda-
rus that he has raised his soul from Phlegethon and 
carried it up into heaven.

Phoebus See APOLLO.

Phyllis In classical mythology, Phyllis was a Greek 
princess who ruled the kingdom of THRACE after 
the death of her father, Lycurgus. When DEMO-
PHON was shipwrecked on the shores of her coun-
try as he sailed home from the TROJAN WAR, she 
showed him generous hospitality, which included 
the means to continue his voyage. The two were 
married, but Demophon left for his home in ATH-
ENS alone, promising to send for Phyllis when he 
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had prepared a suitable reception. When he failed 
to return, Phyllis hanged herself and was trans-
formed into an almond tree. Chaucer tells the story 
of Phyllis and Demophon in The LEGEND OF GOOD 
WOMEN (lines 2,394–2,561). He uses Phyllis as an 
example of women who are faithful in love but 
suffer betrayal by the men with whom they form 
alliances.

Physics See PHISIC.

physiognomy The medieval “science” of divin-
ing the character and mental qualities of individu-
als based on their physical features. In Chaucer and 
the Medieval Sciences, WALTER CLYDE CURRY draws 
on various medieval sources to show how Chau-
cer used theories of physiognomy in creating the 
pilgrims who are described in the GENERAL PRO-
LOGUE TO THE CANTERBURY TALES. For example, 
the Reeve’s pale complexion and slender legs are 
considered to be signs of a strong libido, a charac-
teristic confirmed by his admission that his sexual 
appetite is unsuitably strong for his advanced age. 
Similarly, the short arms and broad shoulders of the 
Miller indicate ignorance and a tendency to wicked 
behavior.

Physiologus Physiologus was the name given to 
a Latin bestiary that contained approximately 50 
descriptions of various real and imaginary animals, 
birds, and stones. The descriptions were inter-
preted allegorically to illustrate Christian doctrine. 
The Greek original from which the work takes its 
name dates from sometime between the second 
and fourth centuries A.D. “Physiologus” may have 
been the name of the work’s original author or 
compiler. In “The NUN’S PRIEST’S TALE,” the narra-
tor describes Pertelote and her sisters singing more 
merrily than the mermaids described in Physiologus 
(lines 3,268–3,272).

Picardy An old French province including what 
are now the departments of Somme, parts of Pas-
de-Calais, Aisne, and Oise in northern France. 
In the GENERAL PROLOGUE TO THE CANTERBURY 
TALES, Chaucer tells us that the Squire has been 
on military campaigns to FLANDERS, ARTOIS, and 

Picardy (line 86). The references indicate that the 
Squire’s military experience has kept him fairly 
close to home, in contrast to his father, who has 
made forays into LITHUANIA, PRUSSIA, and TURKEY.

Pictagoras (Pictigoras) See PYTHAGORAS.

Piedmont The Piedmont that is referred to in 
Chaucer’s work is a region of northwestern Italy on 
the borders of Switzerland and France. The town of 
SALUZZO, which forms the setting of “The CLERK’S 
TALE,” is located in the region of Piedmont. The 
area is described in the proem of “The Clerk’s Tale” 
(lines 43–52).

Pierides In the prologue to “The MAN OF LAW’S 
TALE,” the narrator says that when giving his per-
formance, he does not want to be compared to 
the Muses that men call “Pierides” (lines 91–92). 
The name is taken from the birthplace of these 
goddesses, Pieria. The Sergeant of the Law would 
appear to have confused them with the daughters of 
King Pierus, who challenged the Muses to a singing 
contest and, losing, were transformed into magpies.

Pierre de Lusignan Pierre de Lusignan, or “Petro, 
kyng of Cipre” (i.e., Cyprus), as Chaucer’s Monk 
calls him, is one of three contemporaries whose 
“tragic” lives are recalled in “The MONK’S TALE.” 
Besides these three, the Monk’s exempla are from 
classical myth and the Bible or from ancient history. 
The stanza dedicated to King Pierre recalls his most 
famous military exploit, the capture of Alexandria 
in 1365, and laments his assassination by those who 
were jealous of his chivalric exploits. Pierre visited 
England in 1363 and was entertained by JOHN OF 
GAUNT, one of King EDWARD III’s sons, at the Savoy 
Palace, where Chaucer, a page in the household of 
Lionel, duke of Clarence, may have caught a glimpse 
of him. It is also possible that Chaucer knew of 
him only through GUILLAUME DE MACHAUT’s Prise 
d’Alexandrie, which celebrated his famous victory.

Piers Alfonce See PETRUS ALPHONSE.

Piers Plowman Considered by many to be the 
greatest poem of the Alliterative Revival, which 
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took place in the 14th century in England, Piers 
Plowman is a religious allegory by WILLIAM LANG-
LAND. In a series of dream vision, the poem traces 
the dreamer-narrator’s search for answers to many 
important philosophical and religious questions, 
the most important of which seems to be, “How 
may I save my soul?” Langland’s famous vision of 
the “Field of Folk” that appears in the poem’s pro-
logue features a description of 14th-century English 
society, focusing on its failure to live up to the 
ideals espoused by Christianity. Although Chaucer 
seems to have drawn upon the descriptions of the 
people in this portion of the poem for some of the 
pilgrims in the GENERAL PROLOGUE TO THE CAN-
TERBURY TALES, the tone of the two works could 
not be further apart. While they both belong to 
the genre of estates satire, Chaucer’s satire seems 
most of the time rather mild and almost playful, 
displaying a rather indulgent attitude toward its 
subject. Langland, on the other hand, expresses 
savage indignation in describing the corruption of 
those who occupy positions of power and influence 
in both the secular and the clerical realms.

Pigmalion See PYGMALION.

pilgrimage During the medieval period, the 
concept of pilgrimage was primarily of a journey 
to a shrine or holy place. Despite this ostensible 
purpose, however, many people seem to have con-
sidered them in the same spirit in which we con-
sider vacations. People went on pilgrimages both 
to places near their own homes and to faraway 
lands. Surprisingly large numbers, considering the 
expense and time involved, traveled to the holy 
city of Jerusalem, and numerous written accounts 
of these journeys still exist. Storytelling was known 
to be a popular way of passing the time on these 
journeys, so the frame that Chaucer created for 
his CANTERBURY TALES had its counterpart in 
reality. The journey that Chaucer’s pilgrims take, 
to the shrine of Saint THOMAS À BECKET, would 
lead them along a familiar and well-traveled route 
leading southeastward from LONDON to the city of 
CANTERBURY, some 50-odd miles away. From a reli-
gious standpoint, every pilgrimage symbolically rep-
resented the course of human life, the journey of 

the soul from its earthly to its heavenly home. The 
conclusion of The Canterbury Tales reveals that this 
idea also plays an important role in our understand-
ing of the literary work.

Piramus See PYRAMUS.

Pirois (Piros) See PYROIS.

Pirrus See PYRRHUS.

Pisa An Italian city in the region of TUSCANY on 
the Arno River. In the series of tragedies that make 
up “The MONK’S TALE,” Chaucer tells the story of 
Count UGOLINO OF PISA, imprisoned along with his 
children by the bishop of Pisa (lines 2,407–2,462). 
The story, based on an account in DANTE’s Inferno, 
is considered to be the finest of those related by the 
Monk because of the pathos with which the plight 
of the count and his children is described.

Pisces One of the 12 divisions of the zodiac, an 
imaginary belt in the heavens extending for about 
eight degrees on either side of the apparent path 
of the sun and including the paths of the moon 
and the principal planets. The zodiac is divided 
into 12 equal parts, or signs, each named for a 
different constellation. Pisces is the 12th sign (see 
diagram under astrology), which, in Chaucer’s day, 
the sun entered on February 12. The constella-
tion of Pisces, which is supposed to represent two 
linked fishes, each one swimming in the opposite 
direction, appears in the sky between Aquarius 
and Aries. Chaucer most often employs astrologi-
cal terms such as this to indicate the approximate 
date of a narrative event or to show the passage of 
time. Occasionally, he uses them to call attention 
to planetary influences. In “The SQUIRE’S TALE,” 
for example, when it is time for music and dancing 
to follow King Cambyuskan’s birthday feast, the 
narrator notes that VENUS is at her zenith—her 
position of greatest influence—in “the Fyssh” (i.e., 
Pisces); thus, the goddess of love presides over the 
dance in which the king’s daughter, Canacee, is 
partnered by the stranger knight who brought the 
exotic gifts that had been presented to her father 
and herself during the feast (line 273). The fact 
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that Venus was considered to be exalted (to have 
special potency or power) in Pisces would seem 
to hint at the development of romance between 
Canacee and the knight, but the Squire’s perfor-
mance goes off on so many tangents before it is 
interrupted by the Franklin, that we never know.

Pize See PISA.

Plague See BLACK DEATH.

Plato (Platon) Greek philosopher of the fifth 
century B.C. He was born in Athens in 427 to noble 
parents. Although his real name was Aristocles, he 
was nicknamed Plato by one of his teachers because 
of his broad face and physical build. He became a 
pupil of the great philosopher SOCRATES at the age 
of 20 and remained so until Socrates’ tragic death. 
The most distinguished of Socrates’ pupils, he also 
drew upon other sources in formulating his ideas, 
including the teachings of PARMENIDES and the 
Pythagoreans. He was a prolific writer. Some of his 
most notable writings, all in dialogue form, are the 
Apology, the Protagoras, the Phaedrus, the Timaeus, 
and the Republic.

Plato’s philosophical ideas were similar to those 
of his master, Socrates. He disputed the theory of 
reality as chaos, substituting a view of the universe 
as ultimately spiritual and purposeful. He aimed to 
refute the Sophist ideas of relativism and skepti-
cism, and to provide a foundation for ethics. In 
order to realize these aims, he developed his doc-
trine of Ideas, wherein he admitted the relativ-
ity and flux of the physical world but argued that 
this is only part of the picture. The other part, he 
believed, was a spiritual realm composed of eternal 
forms, or Ideas, which only the mind can conceive. 
Each of these Ideas was the pattern of some partic-
ular class of objects or relation between objects on 
earth. For instance, there would be Ideas of man, 
tree, color, beauty, justice, and so forth. These were 
not, moreover, invented by the mind of man, but 
they were spiritual things that had always been in 
existence. Ruling over all Ideas was the Idea of 
the Good, the active cause (creator) and guiding 
purpose of the universe. Things we perceive in the 
physical world, things subject to change and decay, 

were only imperfect copies of these superior forms, 
Ideas.

Plato’s ethical and religious beliefs were strongly 
influenced by his doctrine of Ideas. While believ-
ing that true virtue has its basis in knowledge, he 
admitted that knowledge derived from the senses is 
limited and even flawed. For that reason, he argued 
that true virtue consisted in the apprehension of 
the eternal Ideas of goodness and justice. The body 
he regarded as a hindrance to the mind, but he did 
not reject the appetites and emotions altogether, 
believing rather that they should simply be subordi-
nated to reason and the intellect.

During the Middle Ages, the Timaeus was the 
most widely known of Plato’s dialogues. A fourth-
century Latin translation including commentary 
was made by Calcidius, and became the basis of 
medieval Platonism. Chaucer’s work was influ-
enced by Plato’s ideas, both directly and indirectly. 
BOETHIUS’s Consolation of Philosophy, which Chau-
cer translated into Middle English as the BOECE, is 
deeply indebted to Plato’s philosophy, as the fol-
lowing examples (which are not exhaustive) show. 
In Book One, Prosa 4, Lady Philosophy states that 
Plato offers confirmation of her teachings and notes 
that nations would be much happier if their rulers 
studied wisdom (lines 26–30). This idea is taken 
from Plato’s Republic. In Book Three, Prosa 9, Lady 
Philosophy reminds Boethius of Plato’s injunction 
to ask for God’s help, even in small matters (lines 
189–194). This notion derives from the Timaeus, 
whose opening lines evidently served as the source 
for Metrum 9 of Book Three, which is a hymn of 
praise to the divine creator of heaven and earth 
whose Idea of the Good served as prototype for all 
created matter. Plato’s doctrine of reincarnation 
of the eternal soul also appears in Book Three, 
Metrum 11 (lines 43–47). Of Chaucer’s original 
works, The HOUSE OF FAME was the most strongly 
influenced by Plato. He is the ultimate authority 
for the idea that the air is populated with different 
kinds of spirits or demons (“eyryssh bestes”), which 
are pointed out to Chaucer by the eagle as he is 
ferried through the atmosphere to Fame’s palace. 
In the same poem, Plato and ARISTOTLE are both 
given as sources for the idea of “natural inclina-
tion,” which the eagle offers to explain how sound 
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rises through the air to Fame’s palace (lines 729–
760), although Chaucer’s direct sources for the 
information were probably Boethius and DANTE. A 
famous line from the Timaeus, “the wordes moote 
be cosyn to the dede” [the words must be cousin 
to the deed] is quoted in the GENERAL PROLOGUE 
TO THE CANTERBURY TALES (line 742) as Chau-
cer states his reasons for recording the tales as 
they were spoken. The phrase is echoed in “The 
MANCIPLE’S TALE”: “the word moot cosyn be to the 
werkyng” (line 208) (same translation as above), as 
the Manciple apologizes to his audience for using a 
word like “leman” (lover) in speaking of a woman 
who was unfaithful to her husband.

Pleiades See ATLAS’S DAUGHTERS.

Pleyndamour This knight is mentioned in Chau-
cer’s “TALE OF SIR THOPAS,” together with several 
other heroes of popular English metrical romances 
such as GUY OF WARWICK. As of yet, however, there 
appears to be no existing romance featuring a hero 
of this name, aside from a brief episode in Thomas 
Malory’s Morte D’Arthur, where a knight named Sir 
Playne de Amoris is overthrown by another knight 
named La Cote Male Tayle. Most scholars believe 
that the name, which could be translated “Com-
plaint concerning Love,” was invented by Chaucer.

Pleynt of Kynd This is another title for ALAIN DE 
LILLE’s De planctu Naturae (Complaint of Nature).

Pluto In classical mythology, Pluto, known to the 
Greeks as Hades, was the ruler of the underworld 
to which souls traveled after death. Because he 
lived beneath the earth, and despite the fact that 
he was feared because of his association with the 
dead, Pluto was also looked upon as the bestower 
of riches derived from the earth such as gold, silver, 
and jewels. Pluto did not often leave the under-
world, so there are not many myths about him. 
On one occasion when he did rise to the surface, 
VENUS ordered her son CUPID to shoot the god with 
one of his love-darts. The first maiden he saw after 
his heart was pierced was PROSERPINA, the daughter 
of Demeter (CERES), who was gathering lilies and 
violets in a meadow near Mount Aetna. Smitten 

with love for her, he carried her off to his realm 
beneath the earth and made her his queen.

In The HOUSE OF FAME, the image of the poet 
Claudian stands on a pillar of sulfur because in tell-
ing the story of Pluto and Proserpina, he “bar up al 
the fame of helle” (line 1,510–1,511) [bore all the 
fame of hell]. In TROILUS AND CRISEYDE, Pandarus 
swears to look out for Criseyde’s best interests by all 
the gods in heaven, or else, he says, let him be sent 
to hell with Pluto, just like TANTALUS (lines 590–
593). In “The KNIGHT’S TALE,” the goddess DIANA 
is depicted on the walls of her temple with her eyes 
cast down toward Pluto’s dark region (lines 2,081–
2,082), and when Emily prays to the goddess to 
preserve her virginity, she calls her “Queen of the 
regne of Pluto derk and lowe” (line 2,299) [Queen 
of the realm of Pluto, dark and low]. Emily refers 
to her by this title because of Diana’s traditional 
representation as one of a trio of related goddesses 
represented in the heavens by Luna, on earth by 
Diana, and in the underworld by Proserpina.

Pluto’s most famous appearance in Chaucer’s 
work is in “The MERCHANT’S TALE,” in which the 
king of the underworld and his queen choose the 
enclosed garden of the aged knight January in 
which to frolic. The poet implies that they visit the 
place habitually (lines 2,038–2,041), which makes 
it less surprising that they are there and partici-
pate in the tale’s climax when January’s young wife 
May is on the point of having sex with the young 
squire Damian in a tree while her blind and jealous 
husband sits below. Pluto, angered by the decep-
tion, which he sees as further evidence of the trea-
sons women practice on their husbands everyday, 
decides to restore the old man’s sight. Proserpina, 
in retaliation, provides May with an explanation 
that will make her husband doubt the evidence of 
his vision (lines 2,225–2,319).

Poetria Nova See GEOFFREY OF VINSAUF.

Poets’ Corner An area in the south transept of 
Westminster Abbey that contains the tombs of, 
or monuments dedicated to, Chaucer, Edmund 
Spenser, William Shakespeare, Ben Jonson, John 
Milton, and many other distinguished poets and 
authors. Although Chaucer was initially buried at 
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the entrance to St. Benedict’s chapel in the abbey, 
in 1556 his remains were moved to a new tomb set 
against the east wall of the south transept and he 
became the first poet to be buried in what would 
come to be known, in the 17th century, as Poets’ 
Corner.

Poilleys In “The SQUIRE’S TALE,” the magical 
brass horse that the emperor Cambyuskan receives 
for his birthday is so perfectly made that the peo-
ple gathered for the celebration are reminded of 
the fine “Poilleys” (Apulian) steeds hailing from 
that region on the southeastern coast of Italy (line 
195).

Poliphemus See POLYPHEMUS.

Polite(s) In VIRGIL’s Aeneid, Polite is one of King 
PRIAM’s sons. He was slain by PYRRHUS when the 
Greeks captured Troy. This incident is recorded 
on the walls of the TEMPLE OF VENUS in Chaucer’s 
HOUSE OF FAME (lines 158–161). In TROILUS AND 
CRISEYDE, Polite is one of the Trojan princes who 
tries to defend Antenor, who is nevertheless taken 
prisoner by the Greeks (book 4, lines 50–56).

Polixena In classical mythology, Polixena was a 
daughter of King PRIAM and Queen HECUBA of 
TROY. The Greek warrior ACHILLES saw and fell in 
love with her during one of a series of peace talks 
that took place between the Greek forces and the 
Trojans during the TROJAN WAR. He offered to sup-
port an end to the war if Priam would agree to give 
him Polixena as a wife, but when he went to the 
temple of APOLLO in Troy to discuss the proposal 
with Hecuba and PARIS (1), he was ambushed and 
killed. After the war was over and the Greeks were 
returning home, the ghost of Achilles appeared and 
demanded the sacrifice of Polixena on his grave. 
The command was carried out by his son.

In The BOOK OF THE DUCHESS, the Black Knight 
recalls that Achilles died because of his love for 
Polixena, hinting at his own plight (lines 1,066–
1,071). In TROILUS AND CRISEYDE, the narrator 
notes that Criseyde was fairer than Polixena when 
he describes the beginning of Troilus’s lovesick 
obsession for her (book 1, lines 454–455). Later, 

when he has enlisted the help of Criseyde’s uncle, 
Pandarus, in his quest to gain her love, Troilus 
promises to reward Pandarus by giving him Polix-
ena or one of his other sisters (book 3, lines 409–
413). In The LEGEND OF GOOD WOMEN, Polixena is 
mentioned as one of love’s martyrs in the BALLADE 
that the narrator sings to honor Queen Alcestis 
(prologue F, line 258; prologue G, line 212).

Pollux See CASTOR.

Polyhymnia In classical mythology, Polyhymnia 
was the muse of sacred poetry. She lived with her 
eight sisters on Mount Helicon. Chaucer invokes 
her assistance in the opening stanzas of the unfin-
ished poem “ANELIDA AND ARCITE” (lines 15–20).

Polymya See POLYHYMNIA.

Polymyte(s) See POLYNICES.

Polynices In classical mythology, Polynices was 
the son of King OEDIPUS of THEBES and Queen 
Jocasta. He had a brother named ETEOCLES and a 
sister named Antigone. After it was discovered that 
Oedipus had committed (albeit unknowingly) the 
grievous error of marrying his mother, Eteocles and 
Polynices drove him out of Thebes and undertook 
to govern the city themselves, agreeing to rule 
alternately year by year. When Eteocles refused 
to be bound by that agreement, Polynices called 
upon ADRASTUS to help him organize an invasion 
of Thebes. In the conflict that followed, which 
became known as the SEVEN AGAINST THEBES, 
the brothers met in single combat and killed each 
other, fulfilling the curse that their father had laid 
upon them when they forced him to leave the city. 
CASSANDRA mentions Eteocles and Polynices in 
book 5 of TROILUS AND CRISEYDE as she recites the 
history of the Theban conflict to her brother Troi-
lus (lines 1,485–1,510).

Polyphemus In Homer’s Odyssey, Polyphemus 
was one of the Cyclops, the wild, one-eyed giants 
who lived in caves near the sea and who provided 
for themselves by raising sheep and goats. Poly-
phemus was the strongest of the Cyclops and was 
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able to hurl mountaintops into the sea as evidence 
of his might. When ULYSSES landed on his island, 
Polyphemus captured him and his companions and 
imprisoned them in his cave. Ulysses and his men 
escaped by putting out the giant’s eye and then sus-
pending themselves beneath the bellies of his sheep 
so that they could pass undetected through the 
cave’s entrance when he released his flocks to pas-
ture. This story of Ulysses’ deception of the Cyclops 
is related in Book Four, Metrum 7 of the BOECE as 
an example of a man who overcomes the obstacles 
thrown in his way by hostile fate.

Pompeus (Pompe; Pompei; Pompeye) See POM-
PEY THE GREAT.

Pompey the Great Gnaeus Pompeius, or Pompey 
the Great, was one of three generals who formed the 
first triumvirate in the first century B.C. (The other 
two were JULIUS CAESAR and MARCUS CRASSUS.) 
Pompey won fame as the conqueror of SYRIA and 
Palestine, while Caesar concentrated on attacking 
the Gauls, adding to the Roman state the territory 
of modern Belgium and France. In 52 B.C., after a 
series of riots in Rome, the Senate elected Pompey 
as sole consul. As a result, a deadly rivalry broke out 
between Caesar and Pompey. After being defeated 
at Pharsalus, Pompey fled to the eastern portion of 
the empire, hoping to gather enough troops to regain 
control of the Italian Peninsula. He was ultimately 
defeated and soon afterward murdered at the insti-
gation of the king of Egypt. In The HOUSE OF FAME, 
the image of the Roman poet LUCAN bears the fame 
of Caesar and Pompey on its shoulders (lines 1,497–
1,502). In “The MAN OF LAW’S TALE,” the narrator 
states his belief that the destiny of all men, including 
Pompey and Caesar, is written in the stars, even 
before they are born (lines 190–199). Pompey’s con-
flict with Caesar is narrated in the story of Caesar’s 
life that appears in “The MONK’S TALE” as an exam-
ple of a tragedy of FORTUNE (lines 2,671–2,726).

Poo See PO RIVER.

Poperinghe (Poperyng) The town in FLANDERS 
where Chaucer’s Sir Thopas, the hero of “The TALE 
OF SIR THOPAS,” was born. In the 14th century, the 

town (like so many in Flanders) was noted for its 
cloth and for its pears.

Porcia See PORTIA.

Po River A river in northern Italy that flows for 
some 400 miles from the Cottian Alps east into the 
Adriatic Sea. The river’s source, a spring in MONTE 
VISO, and its course as it runs toward Emilia, then 
through FERRARA, and finally reaches Venice, where 
it empties into the sea, is part of the geographical 
description of the region of LOMBARDY with which 
the prologue to “The CLERK’S TALE” concludes (lines 
46–50).

Portia The daughter of Cato Uticensis and wife 
of the Roman Marcus BRUTUS, close friend of JULIUS 
CAESAR who participated in his assassination. Like 
her husband, she was an ardent believer in the 
republican cause. She committed suicide in the 
wake of her husband’s flight from Rome after MARC 
ANTONY vowed revenge against those who were 
part of the assassination plot. The Roman historian 
Plutarch reports that she killed herself by inhaling 
the fumes of a live coal. In “The FRANKLIN’S TALE,” 
because of her devotion to her husband Portia is 
placed among the virtuous women whose example 
Dorigen would like to follow (lines 1,448–1,450).

Portugal (Portyngale) Country on the Iberian 
Peninsula in southwestern Europe; it lies between 
Spain and the Atlantic Ocean. In the epilogue to 
“The NUN’S PRIEST’S TALE,” the Host praises the 
Nun’s priest for his performance, and then goes on 
to praise the man’s physical appearance, including 
his complexion, which needs no cosmetics such as 
“greyn of Portyngale” (a type of red dye derived 
from the dried bodies of an insect and imported 
from Portugal) to give it a ruddy glow (lines 
3,458–3,460).

Poul See PAUL, SAINT.

Poules See SAINT PAUL’S CATHEDRAL.

Pratt, Robert A. (1907–1987) Robert Pratt 
was distinguished by his interest in the books that 
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Chaucer read, which led him to become the moving 
spirit behind the founding in 1945 of the Chaucer 
Library, the goal of which was to collect and pre-
serve medieval manuscripts and texts by publish-
ing them in modern editions. He also wrote many 
articles on the books known to and used by Chau-
cer, such as “Three Sources of the Nonnes Preestes 
Tale” (Speculum, 1972). Pratt’s other important 
contributions to Chaucer scholarship include “The 
Order of The Canterbury Tales” (Publications of the 
Modern Language Association, 1951), an article that 
reopened the argument over Chaucer’s intended 
order for the tales by defending the BRADSHAW 
SHIFT and stimulating further debate, which con-
tinues to this day. His edition of The Tales of Can-
terbury (1974) provided materials for the text of 
The CANTERBURY TALES in the current RIVERSIDE 
CHAUCER (1987).

Priam (Priamus) In classical mythology, Priam, 
the son of Laomedon, was king of TROY at the 
time of the TROJAN WAR. This conflict, wherein 
the chief warriors of Greece laid siege to the city 
of Troy, came about because one of Priam’s sons, 
PARIS, had kidnapped Helen, the beautiful wife of 
the Greek king Menelaus. (See HELEN OF TROY.) 
Priam was too old to participate in the fighting, and 
although he presided over the councils of war, he 
usually left important decisions to others, including 
his eldest son, HECTOR. Known for his gentleness 
and piety, he was respected both by his own people 
and by many of the enemy soldiers. The many mis-
fortunes suffered by his city and his family during 
the war caused him to be looked upon as a figure of 
pathos. When Troy fell to the Greeks, Priam first 
witnessed the death of his young son POLITES and 
was then slain by his son’s attacker, PYRRHUS.

The narrator of The BOOK OF THE DUCHESS men-
tions Priam among the Trojan War heroes depicted 
on the glass of the room in his dream (line 328). In 
The HOUSE OF FAME, the fall of Troy and Priam’s 
death are depicted on a tablet of brass in the TEM-
PLE OF VENUS, where these events serve as a prelude 
to the adventures of AENEAS. TROILUS, the hero 
of TROILUS AND CRISEYDE, was another of Priam’s 
sons, and the king appears as a minor character in 
the poem. He makes his most significant appear-

ance in book 4, when he sends an escort to bring 
Greek ambassadors to Troy (lines 139–140) and 
then during the meeting with them is petitioned 
by the Trojan people to let Criseyde be exchanged 
for the warrior Antenor, who was captured by the 
Greeks in battle (lines 183–195).

Priapus In classical mythology, Priapus was the 
son of VENUS and BACCHUS. He was the god of the 
creative power of nature in the human, animal, 
and plant worlds, and was considered the patron 
of horticulture or gardens. Physically, he was rep-
resented as an ugly little man with enormous geni-
tals signifying his creative power. According to one 
legend, he was in love with a nymph who refused 
his advances. He tried to sneak up on her and 
take advantage of her while she was sleeping, but 
just as he was about to do so, an ass brayed, wak-
ing the nymphs and the gods, who laughed at his 
condition of sexual excitement. Chaucer alludes 
to this story in The PARLIAMENT OF FOWLS when he 
describes Priapus in a similar state in the TEMPLE 
OF VENUS (lines 253–259). In “The MERCHANT’S 
TALE,” the narrator says that Priapus could not 
have described a more beautiful garden than the 
one belonging to the aged knight January (lines 
2,034–2,037). The reference is doubly appropriate 
because this enclosed garden is where January likes 
to have intercourse with his wife when the weather 
is fine.

Primum Mobile Translated, this Middle English 
term means “first movable” or, alternatively, “first 
mover.” It is a term related to structural descrip-
tions of the Ptolemaic universe. Formulated by 
PTOLEMY, an astronomer of ancient Egypt, this 
theory of the universe put the earth at the center 
of our solar system. Surrounding the earth were a 
series of hollow and transparent spheres, each one 
larger than the one before. Each of the first seven 
spheres contained one luminous body. Closest to 
the earth was the moon; then came MERCURY (2), 
Venus, the sun, MARS (2), Jupiter, and SATURN (2). 
The sphere beyond Saturn, where all the fixed stars 
resided, was called Stellatum. The Primum Mobile 
was the ninth sphere, beyond which existed a vast 
emptiness, a void of both time and space. God 
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caused the Primum Mobile to rotate, and its move-
ment caused the rotation of the Stellatum, which 
caused that of Saturn, and so on, down to the last 
moving sphere. This is the model of the universe 
that informs Chaucer’s work. An understanding of 
its structure is especially important for works like 
The HOUSE OF FAME, The PARLIAMENT OF FOWLS, 
and the conclusion of TROILUS AND CRISEYDE 
because portions of the action take place in the 
heavens. This model of the universe was brought 
into question by the 15th-century Italian astrono-
mer Copernicus, who formulated the Copernican 
theory, which put the sun at the center.

Procne In classical mythology, Procne was the 
daughter of King PANDION of ATHENS who married 
TEREUS of THRACE. After their marriage, Tereus 
became inflamed with lust for his sister-in-law 
PHILOMELA, and raped her when she came to visit 
Procne in Thrace. To prevent her from telling any-
one what had happened, he cut out Philomela’s 
tongue and kept her hidden, telling Procne that 
she had died at home in Athens. Philomela finally 
managed to communicate what had happened by 
weaving it into a tapestry that she sent to her sister. 
Procne rescued her sister and then took revenge 
on her husband by killing Itys, her son by Tereus, 
and serving him as food to his father. When Tereus 
pursued the women with a sword, the gods trans-
formed them all into birds. Procne became a swal-
low; Philomela, a nightingale; and Tereus, a hawk. 
Chaucer tells the story of Procne and Philomela in 
The LEGEND OF GOOD WOMEN (lines 2,228–2,393). 
He uses it as an example of how faithful women 
are betrayed by the men they love. Procne (spelled 
“Proigne”) is also mentioned in TROILUS AND CRI-
SEYDE, when Pandarus hears a swallow singing the 
sorrowful story of her sister’s fate outside his win-
dow (book 2, lines 64–65).

Proserpina (Proserpyne) In classical mythol-
ogy, Proserpina was the Roman name of the god-
dess called Persephone by the Greeks. She was the 
daughter of Zeus (JUPITER) and CERES, the god-
dess of grain and harvests. She was kidnapped by 
PLUTO, the god of the underworld, who carried her 
off to his realm of the dead where he made her his 

wife and queen. Ceres, stricken with grief, wan-
dered throughout the earth for a long time seeking 
her lost daughter and causing the earth to become 
barren. Zeus finally intervened to restore Proser-
pina to her mother, but because the young woman 
had eaten part of a pomegranate while she was in 
the underworld, she was obliged to return there for 
one-third of each year. This myth was used by the 
ancients to explain the renewal of vegetation in 
the spring (when Proserpina was said to return to 
her mother) and its subsequent death in the winter 
(when she descended to Pluto). As queen of the 
underworld, Proserpina was considered a goddess 
of death, but as the daughter of Ceres she was a 
goddess of fertility and vegetation.

She appears several times in Chaucer’s poetry. In 
The HOUSE OF FAME, she is mentioned in her capac-
ity as queen of the underworld when the narrator 
describes the image of the poet Claudian (CLAUDIA-
NUS) bearing up the fame of Pluto and Proserpina 
(lines 1,507–1,512). The reference is to Claudian’s 
popular Latin poem, De raptu Proserpinae (“The 
Rape of Proserpine”). In TROILUS AND CRISEYDE, 
Troilus responds to Pandarus’s suggestion that he 
find another lover to replace Criseyde by saying that 
she will remain in his heart forever, even when he 
is dead and down in hell with Proserpina (book 
4, lines 470–476). On a lighter note, Proserpina 
also appears in “The MERCHANT’S TALE,” in which 
she and her husband frequent the enclosed garden 
where young May and the squire Damian plan to 
deceive May’s blind and jealous husband, January. 
Because January is so protective of May that he 
never takes his hands off her unless he has to, the 
young lovers decide that they will try to consum-
mate their desire in a pear tree that grows in the 
garden. May will climb it, ostensibly to gather some 
fruit, and Damian will be waiting for her. When 
Proserpina and Pluto spy what is going on, Pluto 
vows to restore January’s sight and thus reveal his 
wife’s deception. Proserpina vows in exchange to 
grant May the ability to talk her way out of it, which 
she does with exceptional aplomb. The episode 
appears at the end of the tale (lines 2,225–2,411).

Protesilaus In classical mythology, Protesilaus 
was one of the Greek warriors who fought against 
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TROY in the TROJAN WAR. His death fulfilled the 
prophecy that the first of the warriors to set foot on 
Trojan soil would be the first to die. Even though 
they had only been married for one day before his 
departure for the war, when his wife LAODAMIA 
heard about his death she was inconsolable with 
grief. Her entreaties, joined with those of her hus-
band, convinced the gods of the underworld to let 
him return to her for three hours. After his depar-
ture she made a wax image of him and gave it such 
lavish caresses that her father burned it. She com-
mitted suicide by throwing herself into the fire. In 
“The FRANKLIN’S TALE,” Laodamia is one of the 
virtuous women whose example Dorigen recalls 
when she is tempted to be unfaithful to her hus-
band, Arveragus, in order to fulfill the terms of a 
vow (lines 1,445–1,447).

Protheselaus See PROTESILAUS.

Pruce See PRUSSIA.

Prussia In Chaucer’s day, Prussia designated 
a kingdom in northern Europe on the Baltic Sea, 
more or less equivalent to the later East Prussia. In 
the latter part of the 14th century, it was under the 
control of the Teutonic Order, a military and reli-
gious order of German knights organized in 1191 for 
service in the Crusades. In the GENERAL PROLOGUE 
TO THE CANTERBURY TALES, the narrator notes that 
the Knight has received high honors in the Prussian 
court (lines 52–53). In The BOOK OF THE DUCHESS, 
the Black Knight says of his lady that she was not 
one of those to send knights out on difficult quests 
to faraway lands such as Prussia (line 1,025).

Ptholome(e) See PTOLEMY.

Ptolemy Ptolemy, or Claudius Ptolemaeus, was 
an Alexandrian mathematician of the second cen-
tury who invented trigonometry and wrote on geog-
raphy, optics, and the theory of music. His most 
famous work was the Mathematica syntaxis (“The 
System of Mathematics”), popularly known as the 
ALMAGESTE, an Arabic-derived name that meant 
“the greatest [work].” It is a vast work on astron-
omy and mathematics that compiled all of the 

knowledge possessed on the subject of astronomy 
at the time. The work was written in Greek but 
later translated into Latin and Arabic. An abridged 
Latin translation of the 12th century, entitled Tet-
rabiblios (“Four Books”), was well known during 
Chaucer’s day and could be the source for much of 
the astronomical and astrological information that 
appears in his work (see ASTROLOGY). For refer-
ences to Ptolemy’s work in Chaucer’s writings, see 
the entry on the Almageste.

Pycardie See PICARDY.

Pygmalion In classical mythology, Pygmalion was 
a king of Cyprus who made a statue of a maiden 
so beautiful that he fell in love with it. When he 
prayed to VENUS to give him a wife who looked 
like the statue, the goddess breathed life into the 
stone image. Virginia, the martyr-heroine of “The 
PHYSICIAN’S TALE,” is said by Dame Nature to be 
more beautiful than any creature made by the hand 
of man, including that fashioned by the sculptor 
Pygmalion (line 14).

Pyramus In classical mythology, Pyramus was 
the ill-fated lover of Thisbe. The two young people 
lived in ancient Babylon, on estates with adjoin-
ing properties. They fell in love but their parents 
forbade them to marry. Deciding to elope, the two 
arranged to slip away from their homes in the dark 
of night. They planned to meet at the tomb of King 
NINUS. Thisbe arrived first but a hungry lioness 
frightened her into taking refuge in a cave. She 
dropped her cloak, which the animal attacked with 
bloody claws. When Pyramus arrived and found 
the cloak but not Thisbe, he assumed the worst 
and stabbed himself. When Thisbe returned and 
found her lover dead, she also committed suicide. 
Pyramus is mentioned as one of the martyrs in the 
Temple of Venus in Chaucer’s PARLIAMENT OF 
FOWLS (line 289). He is mentioned briefly in “The 
MERCHANT’S TALE,” where the narrator remarks 
that in the case of May and Damian love will find 
a way, just as it did for Pyramus and Thisbe (lines 
2,125–2,128). A complete version of the story of 
Pyramus and his lover is told in The LEGEND OF 
GOOD WOMEN (lines 706–923).
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Pyrois In classical mythology, Pyrois was one of 
the four horses that drew the sun’s (APOLLO) char-
iot through the sky. The others were Eous, Aethon, 
and Phlegon. In TROILUS AND CRISEYDE, when the 
two lovers spend their last night together, Troilus 
greets the dawn by complaining that Pyrois and the 
other horses who pull the sun’s chariot have taken a 
shortcut to spite him (book 3, lines 1,702–1,705).

Pyrrhus According to VIRGIL’s Aeneid, Pyr-
rhus was another name for Neoptolemus, the son 
of ACHILLES who killed PRIAM when the Greeks 
won the TROJAN WAR. This story is related on 
the walls of the TEMPLE OF VENUS in The HOUSE 
OF FAME (lines 159–161). In “The MAN OF LAW’S 
TALE,” when the Roman emperor’s daughter Con-
stance marries the Sultan of Syria and has to go to 
his country, the narrator claims that the weeping 
accompanying her departure was more pitiful than 
that which was heard when Pyrrhus broke down the 
walls of Troy (lines 288–294). Similarly, in “The 
NUN’S PRIEST’S TALE,” we are informed that the 
ladies of Ilion (Troy) made no greater noise of lam-
entation when Pyrrhus killed their king than did 
the chickens in the barnyard when a fox seized the 
noble rooster Chaunticleer (lines 3,355–3,361).

Pythagoras Greek philosopher and mathema-
tician of the sixth century B.C. Among the main 

tenets of his philosophy were the belief in numbers 
as the ultimate elements in the universe and in 
the transmigration (reincarnation) of souls. Chau-
cer refers to Pythagoras on three occasions in his 
work; interestingly two of the references appear in 
The BOOK OF THE DUCHESS and may reflect some of 
the reading he was doing at the time of the poem’s 
composition. The first reference is when the Black 
Knight attempts to explain how he lost his queen by 
playing chess against FORTUNE. He says he wishes he 
had known some of the strategies of Pythagoras (line 
667). Perhaps then he could have played better and 
won the game. Later, when the knight relates how 
he attempted to woo the fair Lady White with music, 
he mentions the tradition that Pythagoras was con-
sidered, among the Greeks, to be the father of music 
(line 1,167). In the BOECE, Chaucer’s translation 
of the Consolation of Philosophy, BOETHIUS mentions 
Pythagoras as one of the philosophers whose work 
has influenced his way of life.

Python In classical mythology, Python was a 
monstrous serpent who sprang up from the mud and 
stagnant water that remained after JUPITER sent a 
flood to destroy the human race. APOLLO destroyed 
him with his arrows. The slaying of Python is men-
tioned at the beginning of “The MANCIPLE’S TALE” 
(line 109), which relates the story of Apollo (Phoe-
bus) and his crow.
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Quirinus (Quyryne) One of the appellations of 
the mytological figure ROMULUS, for whom Rome 
was named. He is referred to by this name in TROI-
LUS AND CRISEYDE, book 4, when the narrator 
invokes MARS (1), the father of Quyryne (Quiri-
nus) to assist him in telling the story of how Troilus 
lost both his life and his love (line 25).

Rachel In the Old Testament, Rachel was the 
youngest daughter of LABAN and the second wife of 
JACOB. Rachel did not conceive any children dur-
ing the early years of her marriage to Jacob, which 
caused her to become depressed, but finally she 
bore a son named JOSEPH, who became his father’s 
favorite and who eventually was sold into slavery 
by his jealous brothers. Rachel died following the 
birth of her second son, whom she named Ben-
Oni (“son of my sorrow”), but Jacob later renamed 
him Benjamin (“son of the right hand”). Although 
Rachel was Jacob’s favorite wife, the line of David 
and ultimately the messianic line passed through 
Leah and her son Judah, not Rachel. Rachel weep-
ing for her children became symbolic of sorrow and 
tragedy. Perhaps that is why the mother of the little 
Christian boy who is murdered (ironically by some 
Jews) in “The PRIORESS’ TALE” is referred to as a 
“new Rachel,” as she weeps inconsolably by her 
son’s corpse.

Ram See ARIES.

Rape of Proserpina, The See CLAUDIANUS, 
CLAUDIUS.

Raphael An archangel who figures in the apoc-
ryphal Book of Tobit, Raphael is mentioned in 
“The PARSON’S TALE.” In the portion of his ser-
mon having to do with the sin of lust, the Parson 
recalls Raphael’s condemnation of sexual relations 
between man and wife that are conducted solely for 
the purpose of pleasure (line 905).

Raven In The HOUSE OF FAME, the eagle who fer-
ries Chaucer through the heavens to Fame’s palace 
asks him if he would not like to see the constella-
tion known as the Raven (more commonly known 
to us as “Corvus”) and other constellations that 
he has thus far only read about in books (lines 
1,000–1,010). The poet replies that, in this case, 
book knowledge is sufficient. He obviously feels 
some anxiety about being flown through the air in 
the grip of an eagle’s talons.

Ravenna (Ravenne) A town in north-central 
Italy. For the greater part of his reign in Italy, THE-
ODORIC the Ostrogoth made his home and held 
court in Ravenna. When he died he was interred 
there in a great mausoleum that he had erected 
as a burial place for himself and his successors. 
BOETHIUS, statesman and author of the Consolation 
of Philosophy, which Chaucer translated into Middle 
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English as BOECE, was a Roman who served in The-
odoric’s government, dividing his time between his 
home in Rome and Theodoric’s court at Ravenna 
until he was accused of plotting against the king, 
exiled and subsequently executed. The Consolation 
of Philosophy was written during his exile and rep-
resents his attempts to come to terms with his own 
situation and, more generally, with the role played 
by FORTUNE in shaping men’s lives.

In Book One, Prosa 4, Boethius describes how 
his accusers, Basilius, Opilio, and Gaudentius, had 
been commanded to leave the city of Ravenna 
because of crimes they had committed against the 
state. Then, on the day that their banishment went 
into effect, they accused Boethius, and their testi-
mony was accepted as factual, leading to his exile 
(lines 110–139).

Razis See RHAZES.

Reader’s Guide to Geoffrey Chaucer Al-
though originally published in 1964, MURIEL 
BOWDEN’s Reader’s Guide still provides a useful 
introduction to Chaucer’s poetry and its contexts 
for undergraduates and general readers. Bowden 
addresses reader interest in Chaucer as a person 
as well as a literary genius, and her five chapters 
on The CANTERBURY TALES include information 
about the historical and cultural milieu in which 
his most popular work was produced. The Guide 
also features individual chapters on each of the 
DREAM VISION poems. The final, perhaps weakest, 
portion of the book treats Chaucer’s longest single 
poem, TROILUS AND CRISEYDE.

Rebecca (Rebekka) In the Old Testament, 
Rebecca is the wife of ISAAC and the mother 
of JACOB, from whom the 12 tribes of Israel are 
descended. She enabled Jacob to secure his brother 
Esau’s birthright by disguising him with animal skins 
before he approached his father to receive his bless-
ing. Because Isaac was nearly blind, he attempted 
to identify his firstborn by touch, and when his 
hands felt the hairy animal skins, he assumed that 
he was speaking to Esau. Considering her role in 
deceiving her husband, it seems ironic that Rebecca 
appears as an example of wifely wisdom in “The 

MERCHANT’S TALE” (lines 1,362–1,365) and “The 
TALE OF MELIBEE” (line 1,098).

Red Sea (Rede See) The Red Sea lies between 
northeastern Africa and western Arabia. It is now 
connected with the Mediterranean Sea by the Suez 
Canal, but in Chaucer’s day its only outlet was into 
the Indian Ocean, by way of the Gulf of Aden. In 
Book Three, Metrum 3 of the BOECE, Lady Phi-
losophy discusses man’s tendency to avarice, noting 
that even if a covetous man had so many jewels 
from the Red Sea that his neck was weighed down, 
he would still try to get more (line 5). A classical 
text that speaks of the jewels in the Red Sea was 
Pliny’s Natural History.

Regulus (Marcus Atilius Regulus) A Roman 
consul in 257 and 256 B.C. During his consulship in 
256, he defeated the Carthaginians during the first 
Punic War. In 255, however, he was defeated and 
captured by Xantippus and thus, as Lady Philoso-
phy notes in the BOECE, obliged to submit to his 
enemies (Book Two, Prosa 6, line 70). Philosophy 
uses Regulus as an example of the vicissitudes that 
men suffer at the hands of FORTUNE.

Remedie of Love Remedie of Love is the Mid-
dle English title Chaucer assigns to the Latin poet 
OVID’s Remedia amoris in his “TALE OF MELIBEE.” 
When her husband, Melibee, begins to weep fol-
lowing the attack on his home and family, Dame 
Prudence remembers the advice Ovid gives in this 
work about how to comfort one who has suffered a 
loss (line 976).

Renart le Contrefait Renart le Contrefait (“Rey-
nard the Trickster”) is the title of a French cycle 
of beast tales belonging to the epic tradition. The 
tales tell the adventures of a fox named Renart 
and of his deceitful interactions with other ani-
mals and humans. The sixth branch of the cycle, 
seems to have influenced Chaucer’s treatment 
of the Chaunticleer story in his “NUN’S PRIEST’S 
TALE.” Specifically, in the French tale that tells of 
Renart’s encounter with the rooster are to be found 
the hen’s skepticism regarding the truthfulness of 
dreams, her denunciation of fear and cowardice, 
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and an inflated and expanded narrative style, all of 
which are notable features of Chaucer’s version.

Rennes A city in northwestern France. In Chau-
cer’s day a very fine kind of linen made in Rennes 
was used for sheets and pillowcases. A set of such 
pillow cases are offered to Morpheus and Juno by 
the narrator of The BOOK OF THE DUCHESS if they 
will assist the narrator in overcoming his insomnia 
(lines 249–255).

Reynard The Roman de Renart featuring Renard 
the fox was a popular medieval cycle of beast 
tales. One branch of the cycle included the story 
of Chaunticleer and the fox that, in MARIE DE 
FRANCE’s version, became Chaucer’s source for 
“The NUN’S PRIEST’S TALE,” even though the fox 
in Chaucer’s version is named Russell. In the story 
of Phyllis that Chaucer included in his LEGEND OF 
GOOD WOMEN, he describes how Demophon, the 
duke of ATHENS and son of Theseus, behaved just 
like his father in betraying the woman who was in 
love with him. He is compared to Renard, who, as 
the son of a fox, behaves just as one would expect 
from a fox (lines 2448–2451).

Reynes See RENNES.

Rhazes Rhazes, whose Arabic name was Abu 
Bakr Muhammad ibn-Zakaruya al-Razi, was born 
near Teheran in Persia in 865. He was a physician 
and scholar who composed an influential encyclo-
pedia of health that was translated into Latin as the 
Liber medicinalis Almansoris (“Al-Mansur’s Book of 
Medicine”) in the late 12th century. His mono-
graph on smallpox is the earliest description of that 
disease still in existence. Rhazes, spelled “Razis,” is 
one of the medical authorities whose works have 
been studied by the Doctor of Physic as described 
in the GENERAL PROLOGUE TO THE CANTERBURY 
TALES (line 432).

Rhodogune A daughter of the Persian king 
DARIUS (1). When her nurse suggested that she 
remarry after the death of her husband, she killed 
the woman. In “The FRANKLIN’S TALE,” Rhodo-
gune is one of the virtuous women whose example 

Dorigen recalls when she is pressured to betray her 
husband to fulfill her rash vow to the squire Aure-
lius (line 1,456).

Rhodope In OVID’s Heroides Rhodope is the 
name given to the country surrounding the Rho-
dope mountain range in Thrace. DEMOPHON 
was shipwrecked on the shores of Rhodope as he 
attempted to sail home to Athens from the Trojan 
War. He was nursed back to health by Phyllis, the 
queen of that land, whom he promised to marry and 
then betrayed. The story of Demophon and Phyllis 
is narrated in The LEGEND OF GOOD WOMEN (lines 
2,394–2,561).

rhyme royal A seven-line iambic pentameter 
stanza rhyming ababbcc. Chaucer was the first En-
glish poet to use the rhyme royal stanza, which 
he employed for The PARLIAMENT OF FOWLS, “The 
MAN OF LAW’S TALE,” “The CLERK’S TALE,” “The 
PRIORESS’ TALE,” “The SECOND NUN’S TALE,” and 
his longest single work, TROILUS AND CRISEYDE. 
Some other poets who have used the form are 
JOHN LYDGATE, THOMAS HOCCLEVE, William Dun-
bar, John Skelton, William Shakespeare, and, in 
the 19th century, William Morris. The name of the 
stanza seems to have derived from its use in The 
Kingis Quair (“The King’s Book”), a 15th-century 
poem attributed to King James I of Scotland.

Richard, Kynge See RICHARD II.

Richard I King of England from 1189 to 1199, 
Richard I played a greater part in affairs on the 
European continent than in England. This is hardly 
surprising, considering that he spent all but six 
months of his 10-year reign either defending his 
possessions on the Continent or waging the Third 
Crusade, which had been organized to recapture 
the cities of Acre and Jerusalem from the Muslims, 
who had conquered them in 1187 as part of their 
campaign against Christian forces in the area. He 
was nevertheless quite popular among his subjects, 
who revered him as a crusader, and feared by his 
enemies, who knew him as a man of strength and 
shrewdness. GEOFFREY OF VINSAUF wrote a famous 
lament on the death of King Richard that Chaucer 
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praises and then parodies in his lament over the 
fate suffered by the noble rooster Chaunticleer in 
“The NUN’S PRIEST’S TALE” (lines 3,347–3,374).

Richard II (1367–1400) King of England from 
1377 to 1399, Richard II was one of three kings 
to reign in England during Chaucer’s lifetime. (The 
other two were Richard’s grandfather, EDWARD III, 
and his cousin, HENRY IV.) Richard was 10 years old 
when he inherited the throne, his father, Edward the 
prince of Wales (EDWARD THE BLACK PRINCE), being 
already deceased. A council of regency was estab-
lished to advise the young king and to rule in his 
name until he should come of age. The council was 
composed of some of the most powerful members of 

the English nobility, including the king’s uncle, JOHN 
OF GAUNT, the eldest living son of Edward III.

Throughout his life, Richard struggled against 
the domination of these men. Regarding most of 
them as crude and brutal, he formed his own circle 
of friends and favorites, some of whom he elevated 
to prominent positions in his government. For 
example, he made Michael de la Pole, the son of a 
famous merchant, chancellor and invested him with 
the title of the earl of Suffolk. Richard’s constant 
chafing against the rule of his uncles increased their 
frustration with the young king, and in 1386 they 
influenced Parliament to demand the impeachment 
and imprisonment of Suffolk. When the king con-
tinued to resist the advice of the older magnates, 

King Richard II meets with the rebellious Kentishmen in the Peasants’ Revolt of 1381 From British Library Ms. Royal 18 
EII f 175.

550  Richard II



many of whom were his uncles, they took stron-
ger measures to curb his independence. He finally 
appeared to accept their attempts to advise and 
control him, and a period of relative peace ensued, 
lasting from 1388 to 1397. In 1397, however, Rich-
ard lashed out at the people who had tried to domi-
nate him, and either banished or executed many of 
the most important nobles in his kingdom. From 
1397 to 1399, he seems to have gone too far, try-
ing to free himself from the control of Parliament. 
In 1399, when John of Gaunt died, Richard seized 
his uncle’s estates, which should have descended to 
Gaunt’s son, Henry Bolingbroke (later Henry IV), 
then living in exile. Infuriated by Richard’s actions, 
Henry raised an army and came back to England to 
reclaim his inheritance. Meeting with little resis-
tance, he went on to force Richard’s abdication, 
afterward claiming the crown for himself.

Despite all of this political turmoil, Richard, 
who was himself a man of refined manners and 
cultivated tastes, made his court a center of artistic 
achievement. The most important literary develop-
ment of his reign was the replacement of French by 
English as the language of the nobility. The move-
ment toward the domination of English had begun 
before Richard’s reign, to a large extent because 
of the wars with France and a resulting reaction 
against all aspects of French culture.

Chaucer established himself as a courtier and 
civil servant during the reign of Richard’s grand-
father, but most of his major poetry was written 
during Richard’s reign, with Richard renewing 
those grants and annuities that had been made by 
King Edward III to the poet. The precise nature of 
Chaucer’s contact with the young king is uncer-
tain, but there is strong evidence that his poem, 
The PARLIAMENT OF FOWLS, was written in honor 
of Richard’s marriage to ANNE OF BOHEMIA. Chau-
cer held various offices in Richard’s government: 
In 1382 he was appointed Controller of the Petty 
Customs on wine and other merchandise in the 
port of London, in addition to the position he 
already held as controller of the King’s Custom 
and Subsidy of Wools, Hides, and Wool Fells. 
In 1385 he was appointed justice of the peace in 
Kent, and, in 1389, shortly after Richard’s proc-
lamation of independence from his counselors, he 

was appointed Clerk of the King’s Works, which 
made him responsible for the upkeep of certain 
of the king’s buildings and lands. Despite the suc-
cess Chaucer enjoyed under Richard, he cannot, 
however, have been too close to the king. If he 
had been, the ups and downs of his career would 
have more closely reflected the king’s successes 
and failures, and his annuities and grants would 
not have been renewed, as they were, by the man 
who deposed Richard, Henry Bolingbroke.

Rickert, Edith (1871–1938) American scholar, 
one of the earliest women to make an outstand-
ing contribution to Chaucer studies. Edith Rickert 
received her Ph.D. in 1899 from the University of 
Chicago, to which she returned as a professor in 
1924. With JOHN M. MANLY, Rickert coauthored 
The Text of the Canterbury Tales, Studied on the 
Basis of All Known Manuscripts (1940), an edition 
of eight enormous volumes that is evaluated in 
Editing Chaucer: The Great Tradition (1984). This 
task was so enormous that, according to Manly’s 
preface, the work exhausted and eventually led to 
the death of Edith Rickert. Manly describes Profes-
sor Rickert’s determination to finish the task even 
through a near-fatal heart attack and her doctor’s 
orders not to overwork. In addition, Rickert was, 
in Manly’s words, a “stimulating and self-sacrificing 
teacher,” which added significantly to her work-
load. The Text of the Canterbury Tales is a relent-
less, detailed description of all extant manuscripts 
of the tales, the fullest source available for its tex-
tual materials. Chaucer’s World (1948), a collection 
of materials Rickert had gathered while working 
the Chaucer edition, was edited by two of her stu-
dents and published posthumously. The materials 
include 14th-century social records, translated and 
arranged under various subject categories including 
London life, training and education, entertainment, 
travel, war, religion, and others. This book was 
the forerunner for the invaluable CHAUCER LIFE-
RECORDS (1966, edited by Martin Crow and Claire 
Olson), wherein were published the 493 records of 
Chaucer’s life collected by Manly and Rickert from 
civil, ecclesiastical, and private sources.

Rising of 1381 See PEASANTS’ REVOLT OF 1381.
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Riverside Chaucer, The Published by Hough-
ton Mifflin in 1987, The Riverside Chaucer is con-
sidered by many scholars to be the authoritative 
edition of Chaucer’s work. This means that the 
majority of scholarly books and articles written 
about any of Chaucer’s poetry and/or prose would 
cite this edition for all quotations and other ref-
erences, unless the nature of the work at hand 
called for referring to a different edition, such as 
the VARIORUM, in the process of being published 
by the University of Oklahoma. As is announced 
in the preface to the text, it was originally 
intended to be a revision of F. N. ROBINSON’s 
second edition of The Works of Geoffrey Chaucer, 
but the editors soon discovered that the study 
of Chaucer had expanded so greatly since 1957, 
when that edition appeared, as to require a com-
pletely new edition with new introductory mate-
rials, bibliography, explanatory notes, textual 
notes, glossary, and index of proper names. The 
texts of the poetry and prose were also reedited, 
although they were still based on Robinson’s text, 
which had been based on W. W. SKEAT’s of 1894, 
which itself took the ELLESMERE MANUSCRIPT as 
its authority. Although The Riverside Chaucer was 
begun under the general editorship of ROBERT 
PRATT, LARRY BENSON took over and completed 
the project with the assistance of many talented 
scholars.

Robbins, Rossell Hope (1912–1990) Born in 
England and educated at Cambridge University, 
Robbins emigrated to the United States and became 
a professor of English at SUNY–Albany. His inter-
ests were extremely broad, including not only medi-
eval and Renaissance scholarship, but also such 
diverse subjects as T. S. Eliot, witchcraft and 
demonology, and the history of jazz. Robbins edited 
Chaucer at Albany (1975), a collection of articles 
that looked at Middle English texts and their con-
texts; he also contributed to several volumes of 
Chaucer scholarship, including Beryl Rowland’s 
Companion to Chaucer Studies (1979), for which he 
wrote “The Fabliaux,” an essay asserting that 
Chaucer’s irony is “essentially a modern discovery,” 
and not something that would have been apparent 
to a 14th-century audience. He further believes 

that we should not “blind ourselves to the real 
indecency and immorality” of the FABLIAU. Rob-
bins also wrote the entry on “The Chaucerian 
Apocrypha” for The Manual of Writings in Middle 
English, 1050–1500 (1974), discussing those poems 
of uncertain authorship that have been, for vari-
ous reasons and at various times, attributed to 
Chaucer.

Robertson, D(urant) W(aite), Jr. (1914– ) 
American Chaucer scholar. After receiving a Ph.D. 
from the University of North Carolina–Chapel Hill, 
Robertson taught in a variety of institutions before 
establishing himself at Princeton. Regarded by many 
as a leading scholar of medieval literature, Robert-
son based his career on the principle that critical 
evaluations of earlier literature “should be based 
firmly on knowledge gained from primary sources. 
If we cannot understand literary works in terms 
that would have been understood by their authors 
we shall not understand them at all.” Accordingly, 
Robertson’s Preface to Chaucer (1962) is a monu-
mental work that attempts to prepare readers for 
Chaucer’s poetry by providing them with a survey of 
the historical and cultural background to Chaucer’s 
writing. Robertson followed the Preface with another 
work grounded in the same philosophy but with a 
narrower focus, Chaucer’s London (1968), in which 
he continues his mission to point out that people in 
the Middle Ages were very different, that the world 
they lived in was very much unlike our own in ways 
that we must at least attempt to understand before 
we may truly appreciate the literature of the period. 
Robertson’s work was extremely influential in the 
decade following its publication. In recent years, 
however, scholars have questioned his ideas regard-
ing the uniformity of human experience during the 
period he describes, using historical records to sug-
gest that there was much more variety and dissent 
than Robertson acknowledges.

Robinson, F(red) N(orris) (1871–1966) Chau-
cer scholar. A Harvard Ph.D. with additional 
graduate degrees from the University of Freiburg, 
Bowdoin College, and Ohio State, Robinson pri-
marily focused his scholarship on philology. Early 
in his career he devoted his attention to Celtic lan-
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guages such as Gaelic (Old Irish) and Welsh. His 
extensive publications include texts, essays, and 
translations, chiefly in the fields of Celtic philology, 
medieval literature, and the history of religions. In 
1933 he completed The Works of Geoffrey Chaucer, 
an edition of Chaucer’s oeuvre based on the 1894 
edition of W. W. SKEAT, featuring the most exten-
sive set of explanatory notes and bibliography yet 
seen in an edition of Chaucer. A revised, second 
edition was published in 1957. (For further infor-
mation, see EDITIONS OF CHAUCER’S WORK.) The 
text of the current RIVERSIDE CHAUCER is based on 
this edition.

Robyn In book 5 of TROILUS AND CRISEYDE, when 
Troilus expresses his certainty that Criseyde will 
return that evening from the Greek camp, Panda-
rus agrees, but thinks to himself, “From haselwode, 
there joly Robyn pleyde, / Shal come al that thow 
abidest heere. / Ye, fare wel al the snow of ferne 
yere!” (lines 1,174–1,176) [From the hazel wood, 
where jolly Robin played, / Shall come all that you 
wait for here. / Yes, farewell all the snows of yester-
year!]. His skeptical reply may refer to the popular 
figure of English legend commonly known as Robin 
Hood (such anachronisms are not uncommon in 
Chaucer’s poetry), or the reference could simply be 
to a kind of rustic person who lives in the woods. 
Robin would be an appropriate name for such a 
person.

Rochele, the “The Rochele” is Chaucer’s way of 
referring to the French wine-growing region of La 
Rochelle, which is mentioned by the narrator of 
“The PARDONER’S TALE” as he describes the evils of 
drunkenness and the necessity of avoiding certain 
wines with which he, alas, seems all too familiar 
(lines 562–571).

Rochester A town in Kent, on the river Medway, 
about 30 miles southeast of London, Rochester is 
one of the geographical markers used to indicate 
the progress of the pilgrims toward CANTERBURY 
and the shrine of Saint THOMAS À BECKET in The 
CANTERBURY TALES. According to F. P. MAGOUN’s 
Chaucer Gazetteer, Rochester was a well-known 
overnight stopping place between SOUTHWARK 

and Canterbury, being the only such suitable place 
apart from Dartford and Ospringe. In the prologue 
to “The MONK’S TALE,” the Host notes that they 
draw near to Rochester (line 1,926) as he asks the 
Monk to take his turn in the tale-telling contest in 
which they have all agreed to participate.

Rodogone See RHODOGUNE.

Rodopeya (Rodopeye) See RHODOPE.

Roger See RUGGIERI DEGLI UBALDINI.

Roland The Roland mentioned by the Black 
Knight in The BOOK OF THE DUCHESS (line 1,123) 
is the hero of the famous French epic poem the 
Chanson de Roland (The Song of Roland). Accord-
ing to the poem, Roland was the nephew of Char-
lemagne and the commander of the rear guard 
of his army that, as it returned from a success-
ful campaign in northern Spain, was ambushed 
by Saracens. The name GANELON, Roland’s step-
father who betrayed the French to their enemies, 
came to be synonymous with the idea of treachery. 
The Black Knight says that if he were to repent of 
loving his lady, he would be worse than Ganelon, 
who betrayed Roland and OLIVER, Roland’s com-
panion in arms.

Romance (Romaunce, Romauns) of the Rose 
See ROMAN DE LA ROSE, LE.

Roman de la Rose, Le A very influential allegor-
ical poem composed by two French authors in the 
13th century. GUILLAUME DE LORRIS began work 
on the poem around 1230 but left it unfinished at 
his death around 1237. JEAN DE MEUN, a scholastic 
who attended the University of Paris and who was 
born at about the time of Guillaume’s death, con-
tinued and concluded the poem sometime around 
1275. The story in Guillaume’s part of the poem is 
a celebration as well as an analysis of courtly love 
embodied in a DREAM VISION. The first-person nar-
rator, after falling asleep one night, dreams that he 
discovers an enclosed garden (the Garden of Love), 
wherein, after gaining admittance, he encounters 
allegorical figures personifying the various forces, 
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both mental and physical, that affect human behav-
ior in the realm of romantic love. After falling in 
love with a beautiful rosebud whose reflection he 
has seen in the well of NARCISSUS, the dreamer 
spends the remainder of Guillaume’s portion of 
the narrative trying to possess the rose, but only 
succeeds, briefly and with the help of VENUS, in 
claiming a kiss. Jean de Meun’s continuation of the 
poem reads much like a reaction against the senti-
ments expressed in Guillaume’s portion. Whereas 
Guillaume’s portrayal of romantic love is idealistic 
and emphasizes the lover’s submission to and wor-
ship of his beloved, Jean’s portrayal of that kind of 
love comes across as cynically satirical, especially 
within the antifeminist passages that portray the 
ways in which women deceive and trick men. But 
Jean’s interest is not limited to romantic love; his 
intellect ranges over the subject from a more philo-
sophical perspective, considering divine love and 
friendship as well as providing lengthy discussion 
of the many facets of sexual love. In fact, one of 
the most famous and controversial passages of the 
poem is Jean’s description of the lover’s penetra-
tion into the sacred precincts of the ivory tower 
where he seizes the rose, plucks the bud, and spills 
a bit of seed at the center, which has the conse-
quence of making the bud expand and enlarge into 
pregnancy.

In its time, the Roman was one of the most 
widely read and influential works of literature. 
There are more than 200 surviving manuscripts, 
and the work was put into print very soon after 
the introduction of the printing press in Europe, 
perhaps even as early as 1481. The dream vision, as 
it was formulated by Guillaume de Lorris, became 
the dominant genre of the literature of courtly love. 
Chaucer not only translated a portion of the work 
(see ROMAUNT OF THE ROSE, THE), but also used it 
as a model for the dream-vision framework of four 
of his own works: The BOOK OF THE DUCHESS, The 
PARLIAMENT OF FOWLS, The HOUSE OF FAME, and 
The LEGEND OF GOOD WOMEN.

Roman de Renart The Roman de Renart 
(“Romance of Reynard”) is an Old French beast 
epic that recounts the adventures of a fox named 
Renart (in English usually spelled Reynard), his 

clashes with his rival, a wolf named Isengrim, and 
various adventures wherein he figuratively repre-
sents the man who preys on society, is brought to 
justice, but then cleverly escapes. The beast epics 
are distinguished from BEAST FABLE primarily by 
their amorality. The focus of the stories was not 
on the lesson to be learned from Renart’s predica-
ment but on the fox’s cunning and his ability to 
extricate himself from difficult situations. One epi-
sode from the Roman de Renart was the source for 
MARIE DE FRANCE’s beast fable Del cok e del gupil 
(“About a Cock and a Fox”), which is thought by 
many scholars to have been the immediate source 
of Chaucer’s “NUN’S PRIEST’S TALE.” All three tell 
the story of a rooster named Chaunticleer who 
dreams that he is going to be attacked by a strange 
animal that comes into the farmyard. After tell-
ing his dream to one of the chickens, he is tricked 
by the fox into making himself vulnerable. The 
fox seizes him and is running away to the woods 
when Chaunticleer tricks the fox into opening his 
mouth. Gaining his escape, the rooster flies into a 
tree, and each animal curses himself for his foolish-
ness. Chaucer took this basic framework of the 
story and expanded it with anecdotes, moral appli-
cations, literary allusions, and rhetorical flourishes, 
many of which serve to illuminate the character 
of the rooster, Chaunticleer, and add the mock-
heroic dimension from which arises most of the 
story’s humor.

Roman de Troie See BENOÎT DE SAINTE-MAURE.

Rome The capital city of Italy and formerly 
the capital of the Roman republic, the Roman 
Empire, and the Papal States, Rome is mentioned 
in Chaucer’s work more often than any other 
European capital. In the GENERAL PROLOGUE TO 
THE CANTERBURY TALES, the narrator mentions 
Rome among the many places that the Wife 
of Bath has been to on pilgrimage (line 465). 
The Pardoner, also in the General Prologue, is 
described as having come straight from the papal 
court in Rome to join the pilgrimage to CAN-
TERBURY (line 671). The papal court is where he 
would obtain the pardons that he offers to sell 
to his traveling companions. Rome is the setting 
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for part of “The MAN OF LAW’S TALE.” The tale’s 
heroine, Constance, is a daughter of the Roman 
emperor, who agrees to marry her to the Sultan 
of Syria. After a long and eventful life, Con-
stance returns to Rome, where she is reunited 
with her father and, after her second husband’s 
death, spends the remainder of her life. In the 
prologue to “The WIFE OF BATH’S TALE,” the 
Wife of Bath mentions that Saint JEROME was a 
cardinal in Rome (line 673) when she gives her 
catalogue of the writers whose works appeared in 
her husband’s “Book of Wicked Wives.” Walter, 
the husband of Griselda in “The CLERK’S TALE,” 
sends to friends of his in the papal court in Rome 
(line 737), asking them to counterfeit a dispen-
sation for him to secure a divorce from his wife 
as part of his efforts to test Griselda’s patience 
and fidelity. In “The SQUIRE’S TALE,” members of 
Cambyuskan’s court marvel over the magic mir-
ror that he receives as one of his birthday gifts, 
some of them noting the existence of a similar 
mirror in Rome (line 231). Rome is also the city 
where LUCRECE committed suicide after being 
raped by Tarquin (see TARQUINIUS); that story 
appears in Chaucer’s LEGEND OF GOOD WOMEN 
(lines 1,680–1,885) and is mentioned in “The 
FRANKLIN’S TALE” as Dorigen recalls various 
examples of virtuous women (lines 1,405–1,408). 
In “The MONK’S TALE,” Queen ZENOBIA and her 
husband conquer many cities that belonged to 
the empire of Rome (lines 2,313–2,316) and are 
feared by several of its emperors, but at last the 
emperor AURELIAN defeats her and makes her 
walk before him wearing golden chains as he 
triumphantly enters the city (line 2,357–2,364). 
Also in “The Monk’s Tale,” NERO is the emperor 
who “Rome brende for his delicasie” (line 2,479) 
[burned Rome for his pleasure], and Julius Cae-
sar, another emperor, is assassinated in the capi-
tal (lines 2,695–2,710). In “The NUN’S PRIEST’S 
TALE,” the barnyard hens shriek more loudly over 
Chaunticleer’s misfortune than did the wives 
of the Roman senators who were executed by 
Nero when he burned Rome (lines 3,369–3,373). 
Rome is the setting for the life of Saint CECILIA, 
which forms the subject matter of “The SECOND 
NUN’S TALE”; and in “The CANON’S YEOMAN’S 

TALE,” the narrator says that he knows of a canon 
whose trickery and deceits are clever enough to 
swindle a whole town, even one as large as Rome 
(lines 972–975). BOETHIUS was a native of the 
city of Rome, so it is mentioned numerous times 
in Chaucer’s translation of Boethius’s autobio-
graphically inspired Consolation of Philosophy. In 
the story of CLEOPATRA that appears in The Leg-
end of Good Women, ANTONY is referred to as a 
rebel against Rome (line 591). In The BOOK OF 
THE DUCHESS, the Black Knight says he would 
still have loved his Lady White, even if he pos-
sessed all the wealth of Rome (line 1,063); and 
in The HOUSE OF FAME, the narrator finds in 
Fame’s palace the images of all those clerks who 
wrote of Rome’s mighty works (line 1,504).

Romulus The legendary founder of Rome. He 
and his twin brother Remus were the offspring 
of the god MARS (1) and a mortal woman, Rhea 
Silvia, who was the daughter of Nimitor, the king 
of Alba Longa, the city built by AENEAS’s son 
ASCANIUS and ruled by his descendants. When 
Numitor’s brother, Amulius, took the throne away 
from him, he forced Rhea Silvia to become a vestal 
virgin so that she would not conceive any heirs to 
challenge his claim to the throne. When she bore 
twins as a result of her visitation by Mars, Amulius 
ordered that the boys be thrown into the Tiber 
River, but they were rescued by a she-wolf, an 
animal sacred to Mars, and then brought up by a 
royal herdsman. Romulus and his brother grew up 
to be formidable warriors. After deciding to found 
a city in the place where they had been rescued 
and brought up, rivalry between the two brothers 
over the exact site of the city led to the death of 
Remus, and Romulus founded the city of Rome 
on the Palatine Hill with himself as its sovereign. 
After a long and eventful reign, he vanished in 
a thunderstorm while reviewing his troops. The 
peculiar manner of his death is alluded to in The 
HOUSE OF FAME, when the narrator, fearing the 
reasons for which he is being carried aloft into 
the heavens by an eagle, exclaims that he is not 
Romulus (line 589) or any other personage from 
the Bible or mythology whose fate was to be car-
ried alive into heaven.
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Ronyan, Saint (Saint Ronyon) Two of the pil-
grims in The CANTERBURY TALES, the Host, Harry 
Bailly, and the Pardoner, swear by Saint Ronyon, 
both in the introduction to “The PARDONER’S 
TALE.” Interestingly, there was no saint by that 
name. Some scholars have suggested that the name 
is simply an odd spelling of Ronan, a Celtic saint 
of the first century A.D. who was venerated in Brit-
tany. The name could also be a variant pronuncia-
tion of Ninian, a Scottish saint of the fifth century. 
A Briton by birth, Ninian was educated in Rome 
and then sent as a missionary to the southern Picts 
of Scotland. Nothing in the legends surrounding 
the lives of either would suggest why they might be 
chosen for the context in which they appear.

Root, Robert K. (1877–1950) A Yale Ph.D. and 
Princeton professor, Root produced The Book of 
Troilus and Criseyde (1926), an edition of the poem 
with an elaborate introduction, notes, bibliography, 
and index. In the mostly technical introduction, 
Root includes a section titled “Moral Import,” in 
which he comments on the effect of the changes 
Chaucer made when he adapted BOCCACCIO’s 
FILOSTRATO (the primary source of TROILUS AND 
CRISEYDE): “Chaucer’s narrative is not only more 
human, more real, more genuine in its passion; it 
is much wiser. In the code of courtly love which 
Boccaccio accepts without question, Chaucer sees 
inherent contradictions and fallacies.” Criseyde 
becomes the “type of mutability, of the transito-
riness and fallacy of earthly happiness.” Dealing 
with “The MILLER’S TALE” in his book The Poetry 
of Chaucer (1906), Root feels the need to explain 
Chaucer’s choice of this and other apparently 
immoral tales, arguing that he chose to insert these 
tales “not as works of art, nor even as a necessary 
part of a great artistic whole, but merely as a divert-
ing interlude.”

Rosarie (Rosarium philosophorum) See ARNAL-
DUS OF VILLANOVA.

Rosemounde See “TO ROSEMOUNDE” in Part II: 
Works.

Rouchestre See ROCHESTER.

Rouncivale Rouncivale, or, more precisely, 
Saint Mary of Rouncesval, was the name of a 
hospital at Charing Cross in London. In the GEN-
ERAL PROLOGUE TO THE CANTERBURY TALES, (line 
670) we are told that the Pardoner is employed by 
this hospital, which, in the latter part of the 14th 
century, was very active in the sale of pardons 
or indulgences, documents that granted remission 
of whatever punishment might still be due for a 
particular sin after the sinner had performed pen-
ance. The money was reportedly used for a build-
ing fund.

Rowland See ROLAND.

Rowland, Beryl (1928– ) Born in Scotland, 
Rowland received a Ph.D. from the University of 
British Columbia and became a professor at York 
University in Canada. She wrote Blind Beasts: 
Chaucer’s Animal World (1971), which demon-
strates that the animal imagery in Chaucer’s poetry 
represents human weakness, and that its effect 
depends upon the medieval conception of man as 
the only rational “animal.” Drawing upon bestiar-
ies and other iconographic works, she describes 
the vices with which individual beasts were tra-
ditionally associated, and then shows how, in his 
mature works, Chaucer composed sophisticated 
tapestries of animal imagery to enrich theme as 
well as characterization. In addition to this book, 
Rowland has edited and contributed to several 
collections, notably Companion to Chaucer Studies 
(rev. ed. 1979), which contains 22 bibliographic 
essays by eminent Chaucerians examining the his-
tory and dominant trends in Chaucer criticism 
from its beginnings. Rowland contributed the 
chapter “Chaucer’s Imagery.” Rowland also pub-
lished an extremely interesting essay, “Chaucer’s 
Blasphemous Churl: A New Interpretation of 
the Miller’s Tale” (in Chaucer and Middle English 
Studies in Honor of Rossel Hope Robbins, 1974), in 
which she identifies a pattern of sacred allusions 
in the tale, arguing that their cumulative effect 
is a parody of the Annunciation, Christ’s family, 
Noah’s flood, and the Trinity.

Ruce See RUSSIA.
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Rufus The “Rufus” mentioned in the GENERAL 
PROLOGUE TO THE CANTERBURY TALES as one of 
the medical authorities whose work the Doctor of 
Physic has studied is probably Rufus of Ephesus, a 
Greek who wrote on medical topics during the first 
century B.C.

Ruggieri degli Ubaldini Archbishop of PISA 
from 1278 to 1295. Chaucer refers to him as 
“Roger” in “The MONK’S TALE,” in the story of how 
Count Ugolino of Pisa was accused by the arch-
bishop and imprisoned, along with his children, in 
a tower where they were then starved to death 
(lines 2,407–2,462). The story is considered one 
of the best of the short tragic tales featured in the 
Monk’s performance.

Ruggiers, Paul G(eorge) (1918–1998) Chaucer 
scholar. Ruggiers received his Ph.D. from Cornell 
University and joined the faculty at the University 
of Oklahoma. Ruggiers was the founder and direct-
ing editor of A Variorum Edition of the Works of 
Geoffrey Chaucer (1979– ), the aim of which is to 
present fresh texts from the best manuscripts, with 
variants from important manuscripts and editions 
up to the present time. Textual and explanatory 
notes summarize the scholarship and criticism up 
to around 1980. Ruggiers also edited Editing Chau-
cer: The Great Tradition (1984), which contains 12 
essays on the major editors of the poet from the 
invention of printing to the first half of the 20th 
century. This is an excellent resource for readers 
interested in the transmission of Chaucer’s text. 
Ruggiers’s other work on Chaucer includes a chap-
ter explaining the Italian influence on Chaucer’s 
poetry for BERYL ROWLAND’s Companion to Chaucer 

Studies (1979). His article titled “Notes towards a 
Theory of Tragedy in Chaucer” (Chaucer Review, 
1973) made the important observation, now widely 
accepted, that Chaucer’s idea of tragedy must be 
understood in terms of fortune and providence, that 
tragedy is merely “one episode in the larger pattern 
of reconciliation of man to God.” Ruggiers’s book-
length critical study The Art of The Canterbury 
Tales (1965) rests on the principle that the tales, 
as parts of a greater whole, represent more within 
the frame of the pilgrimage than they can each rep-
resent individually, and that it is thus important to 
consider them within this relationship rather than 
in isolation. By analyzing the relation between the 
parts (the tales and tellers) and the whole (the 
framework of pilgrimage), and demonstrating how 
the framework provides dramatic unity, Ruggiers 
tries to offset the view that The CANTERBURY TALES 
is only a collection of poems and not a single work 
with an intended design.

Russia (Russye) In the description of the Knight 
that appears in the GENERAL PROLOGUE TO THE 
CANTERBURY TALES, Russia (“Ruce”) is mentioned 
as one of the places the Knight has been on military 
campaign (line 54). In his notes on the Knight’s 
portrait for The RIVERSIDE CHAUCER, Vincent 
DiMarco suggests that the reference may indicate 
the principalities of Pskov, on the Livonian frontier 
(north of LITHUANIA) and Novgorod, on the Volk-
hov frontier of the Grand Duchy of Moscow, also 
noting that in 1378 Pope Urban VI offered sup-
port to those aiding the crusade against the Rus-
sian Orthodox. Nearly all the Knight’s campaigns 
involve the idea of defending the Christian faith 
against pagans or heretics.
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Sagittarius (Sagittarie) One of the 12 divisions 
of the zodiac, an imaginary belt in the heavens 
extending for about eight degrees on either side 
of the apparent path of the sun and including the 
paths of the moon and the principal planets. The 
zodiac is divided into 12 equal parts, or signs, each 
named for a different constellation. Sagittarius is 
the ninth sign (see diagram under ASTROLOGY), 
which, in Chaucer’s day, the sun entered around 
November 12. The constellation of Sagittarius, 
which is supposed to represent an archer, appears 
in the Southern Hemisphere near SCORPIO, where 
it is the largest portion of the MILKY WAY. Chaucer 
most often employs astrological terms to indicate 
the approximate date of a narrative event or to 
show the passage of time, but his only mention of 
the sign of Sagittarius is in his TREATISE ON THE 
ASTROLABE, where he notes that it is one of the 12 
signs of the zodiac (part 1, division 8, line 4), and 
discusses its position in the sky and its relationship 
to the other signs (II.6.16, II.28.35, II.28.38).

Saint Paul’s Cathedral The Saint Paul’s Cathe-
dral in London that is mentioned several times in 
The CANTERBURY TALES was a medieval structure 
that was destroyed in the Great Fire of 1666. In 
the GENERAL PROLOGUE, the Parson is described 
as a man who stays at home and tends to the 
needs of those in his parish, rather than running 
off to London to obtain an easy and lucrative 
appointment as a chantry priest at Saint Paul’s 

Cathedral (lines 509–510). Chantry priests were 
employed by wealthy patrons for the purpose of 
saying prayers for their patron’s soul after death. 
In “The MILLER’S TALE,” the foppish clerk Absa-
lom has the design of a stained glass window from 
Saint Paul’s Cathedral carved in the leather of his 
shoes (line 3,318). In the prologue to “The NUN’S 
PRIEST’S TALE,” the Host compares the speech of 
the Monk, whose tale has just been interrupted by 
the Knight, to the sound of Saint Paul’s bell that 
“clappeth loud” (lines 2,780–2,781). Both men 
are tired of listening to the Monk’s tales of gloom 
and doom.

Saints’ Legend of Cupid The title Chaucer gives 
to his LEGEND OF GOOD WOMEN when it is described 
by the Sergeant of the Law in the prologue to his 
tale (lines 57–76). The Sergeant of the Law praises 
the work for its virtue and notes that it is a work 
Chaucer composed in his youth (line 57).

saints’ lives Fabulous stories that related the 
lives of various saints. Saints’ lives were one of 
the most popular forms of literature in the early 
Middle Ages. One of the most famous compilations 
of this type of literature was the Legenda Aurea, or 
Golden Legend, by Jacobus de Voraigine, an Ital-
ian Dominican friar of the 13th century. Chaucer’s 
CANTERBURY TALES contains one saint’s life, “The 
SECOND NUN’S TALE,” which narrates the story of 
Saint CECILIA. The Legenda Aurea was one of the 

S



tale’s sources. Other members of the Canterbury 
group that display some features of the saints’ lives 
are “The PRIORESS’ TALE” (specifically belonging to 
the genre of Miracles of the Virgin MARY), “The 
PHYSICIAN’S TALE” (where Virginia is a kind of 
martyr to her virginity) and “The MAN OF LAW’S 
TALE” (where Constance patiently suffers many tri-
als similar to those suffered by the saints and is 
miraculously sustained by God).

Salamon (Salomon) See SOLOMON.

Salter, Elizabeth (1925–1980) British scholar. 
Salter attended the University of London, taught 
at Cambridge and eventually became a professor at 
the University of York. She is one of the foremost 
experts on LANGLAND’s Piers Plowman but also 
wrote Chaucer: The Knight’s Tale and The Clerk’s 
Tale (1962). In this book Salter sets out to combat 
the danger of labeling Chaucer any one thing, such 
as a reformer or a satirist, and then interpreting 
everything he wrote in the light of the label. Salter 
praises the range of Chaucer’s attitudes toward 
his subjects, “by turns reverent, serious, admir-
ing, skeptical, indignant, facetious and sorrowful.” 
Salter also wrote several articles on TROILUS AND 
CRISEYDE.

Saluces See SALUZZO.

Saluzzo A region in northern Italy at the base 
of Mount Vesulus (MONTE VISO), Saluzzo is the 
setting for “The CLERK’S TALE.” Walter, who mar-
ries the tale’s heroine Griselda, is the marquise of 
Saluzzo (lines 63–64). Although she is the daughter 
of a peasant, Griselda proves such a wise and noble 
consort to Walter that her fame spreads through-
out Saluzzo and into other regions (lines 414–420).

Samaritan, the The Gospel of John in the New 
Testament tells the story of a woman whom Christ 
met at a well near the city of Samaria (John 4:7–
18). In response to Christ’s suggestion that she 
bring her husband to the well, the woman said that 
she had no husband. Christ responded that she 
answered truthfully, despite the fact that she had 
been married five times, for the fifth husband was 

not truly her husband (the implication being that 
all marriages beyond the first were immoral). The 
Wife of Bath ponders the meaning of this story in 
the prologue to her tale (lines 12–34), wondering 
why it is that SOLOMON, who also appeared in the 
Bible, was allowed to have so many wives with-
out suffering reproof. The Wife, like the Samaritan 
woman, has been married five times and would like 
to believe that she has not committed sin by doing 
so. Her focus on gender bias in these examples is 
one of the features of her prologue that lends cre-
dence to the view of her as a protofeminist.

Samson (Sampson; Sampsoun) A biblical hero 
from the Old Testament who was known for his great 
strength. The events of his life are related in Judges: 
13–16. Samson was born during a dark period in 
the history of the Israelites when they were suffering 
oppression and harassment from neighboring PHI-
LISTINES. Samson was consecrated by his parents as 
a Nazirite (this word means “consecrated”) and was 
supposed to live his life as an example to the people 
of Israel, bringing them back into a close relationship 
with God. As a sign of their vows, Nazirites were not 
supposed to cut their hair or shave. The purpose of 
leaving the hair long was to provide a visible marker 
of the person’s dedication to God.

Samson’s great strength aided him in his con-
flicts with the Philistines. On one occasion he 
killed a thousand Philistine soldiers with the jaw-
bone of an ass (Judges 15:15). But his usefulness 
to the defense of Israel was compromised by his 
weakness for pagan women. He married a Philis-
tine woman against his parents’ wishes, and later 
in his life his lust for the Philistine DELILAH proved 
to be his undoing when he told her that his great 
strength was derived from his long hair. While 
Samson slept, she admitted Philistine soldiers, 
who cut off his hair, blinded him, and took him 
prisoner. Enslaved by the Philistines, Samson was 
forced to work at grinding grain. However, when 
Samson was later chained between two pillars in 
the Temple of Dagon, put on display as a kind of 
battle trophy, God allowed his strength to return 
long enough for him to pull the pillars down, col-
lapsing the temple walls and killing thousands of 
the enemy along with himself.
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The story of Samson and his fall is narrated 
in “The MONK’S TALE” (lines 2,015–2,094). In 
“The KNIGHT’S TALE,” SATURN, the pagan god of 
calamities, claims responsibility for Samson’s death 
(line 2,466). In “The MAN OF LAW’S TALE,” the 
narrator states that the fate of Samson, and of 
all men, was written in the stars before his birth 
(line 201). The story of Samson’s downfall is one 
of the stories that the Wife of Bath’s fifth hus-
band likes to read to her from his “Book of Wicked 
Wives” (“WIFE OF BATH’S PROLOGUE,” line 721). 
In “The PARDONER’S TALE,” the narrator refers to 
the fact that, as a Nazirite, Samson would abstain 
from wine (line 555), even though the sound that 
drunken men make when they snore sounds like 
his name: “Sampsoun, Sampsoun!” (line 554). In 
The BOOK OF THE DUCHESS, the dreamer tells the 
Black Knight that although ECHO died for NARCIS-
SUS, and Samson for Delilah, there is no man alive 
who would die for the loss of a queen in a game of 
chess (lines 735–741).

Samuel In the Old Testament, Samuel was 
one of the great Hebrew prophets who came after 
MOSES, and was the last judge or military leader of 
Israel. He led his people in their ongoing conflict 
with the PHILISTINES. During his time of service, 
the people of Israel began to demand that they, like 
surrounding nations, should have a king to lead 
them. Samuel reluctantly gave in to their wishes 
and, when he was an old man, anointed Saul as the 
first king of Israel. When Saul was rejected by God 
for disobeying divine orders, Samuel was sent to 
Bethlehem to anoint DAVID, who became a much 
more successful ruler. In “The FRIAR’S TALE,” the 
devil mentions the story of Samuel’s ghost speak-
ing to Saul through the PHITONISSA (the Witch 
of Endor) as an example of how evil spirits can 
animate the bodies of mortals (lines 1,506–1,510). 
The story appears in 1 Samuel 28:7–20.

Sapor See SHAPUR.

Sarah In the Old Testament, Sarah was the wife 
of ABRAHAM and the mother of ISAAC. God had 
promised Abraham that he would become the father 
of a great nation, but the couple remained childless 

until Sarah was 90 years old, when she gave birth 
to Isaac. Through their descendants, Abraham and 
Sarah came to be considered the father and mother 
of the Hebrew people. (See Genesis 12–23.) In the 
New Testament, the apostle Peter cited Sarah as an 
example of a righteous woman who trusted in God, 
possessed inward spiritual beauty, and was submis-
sive to her husband. In “The MERCHANT’S TALE,” 
the priest who marries the aged knight January and 
young May urges the bride to be “lyk Sarra and 
Rebekke / In wysdom and in trouthe of mariage” 
(lines 1,704–1,705) [like Sarah and Rebecca / In 
wisdom and in faithfulness of marriage]—an exhor-
tion that was a customary part of the marriage ser-
vice in the 14th century. During the Middle Ages, 
both women were considered biblical exemplars of 
faithfulness and wisdom.

Sarra See SARAH.

Sarray Sarray, modern Tzarev, near Volgograd in 
southeastern Russia, was the capital of the Mongol 
Empire. Ruled by the emperor Genghis Khan, at 
its most extensive the empire encompassed much 
of the continent of Asia from the Black Sea to the 
Pacific. The city is the setting for “The SQUIRE’S 
TALE,” which, until it is interrupted, tells the story 
of a birthday party for King Cambyuskan (Genghis 
Khan) and of the gifts he received.

Satalye See ATTALEIA.

Satan Satan was the name given to the devil 
after his fall from grace. Before that time, he was 
known as LUCIFER, which means “light-bearer.” In 
“The MILLER’S TALE,” Absalom vows that the devil 
may take his soul unless he gets revenge for the 
trick played upon him by Alison (1) and Nicho-
las (lines 3,750–3,753). In “The MAN OF LAW’S 
TALE,” the Sultaness of Syria is inspired by Satan 
to engineer the murder of her son and his new 
wife’s Christian attendants in order to destroy their 
Christian marriage (lines 365–369). He also causes 
a young knight of NORTHUMBERLAND to lust after 
Constance and, when she refuses his advances, to 
kill her friend Hermengild and make it look as if 
Constance committed the murder (lines 582–602). 
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In “The FRIAR’S TALE” Satan becomes the traveling 
companion to a wicked summoner; when the sum-
moner is cursed by one of the people from whom he 
tries to extort money, Satan carries him off to hell. 
In “The PRIORESS’ TALE,” Satan urges the Jewish 
people to murder the little Christian boy who walks 
to school through their neighborhood singing a 
hymn of praise to the Virgin MARY (lines 558–564). 
Surprisingly, Satan is mentioned only once in “The 
PARSON’S TALE,” a sermon on penance that, is one 
section, vividly describes the torment of hell. The 
Parson compares the transformation of Satan from 
an angel of light into a creature of darkness to the 
change that occurs in a priest who commits deadly 
sin (lines 894–895). In the short poem “LENVOY DE 
CHAUCER À BUKTON,” Chaucer humorously com-
pares marriage to the bonds of Satan (lines 9–16).

Sathan (Sathanas) See SATAN.

Saturn(e) (Saturnus) Saturn is mentioned in 
Chaucer’s work both as the Roman god identified 
with the Greek Cronus, the father of all the gods, 
and as the seventh planet from earth in our solar 
system (see SATURN [2]). According to legend, 
when Zeus and Saturn fought for supremacy, Sat-
urn was defeated and fled to Latium (Italy) where 
he was received by the god Janus. Saturn taught 
the people there the art of agriculture and intro-
duced a period of great prosperity. One day Saturn 
vanished from the earth. Janus built an altar to 
him and established the festival of Saturnalia in his 
honor. In “The KNIGHT’S TALE,” Saturn decides 
the contest between the two knights Palamon and 
Arcite for the love of Emily by asking PLUTO to 
send a Fury from the underworld that frightens 
Arcite’s horse (lines 2,453–2,478). The fall Arcite 
suffers is fatal. In TROILUS AND CRISEYDE, Criseyde 
vows to return to Troilus, asking Saturn’s daughter, 
Juno, to make her go mad if she does not (book 4, 
lines 1,534–1,540).

Saturn(e) (2) The planet Saturn was described 
by PTOLEMY, whose work on astronomy was consid-
ered authoritative during the Middle Ages, as a cold 
and maleficent planet, characteristics that inform 
the god as he appears in “The KNIGHT’S TALE.” 

Troilus seems to be referring to these aspects when 
he prays to VENUS to mitigate the evil influence of 
MARS (2) and Saturn that may have presided over 
his birth (book 3, line 716). According to “The 
Canon’s Yeoman’s Tale,” the metal of Saturn, lead, 
is used in some alchemical experiments (line 828). 
In The HOUSE OF FAME, the Jewish historian Jose-
phus (see EBRAECUS, FLAVIUS JOSEPHUS) is referred 
to as belonging to the “sect” of Saturn because just 
as Saturn is the father of all the planets, Judaism 
is the father of all sects (lines 1,432–14,33). The 
pillar that the image of Josephus stands on is made 
of iron and lead (lines 1,430–1,450). In book 3 
of TROILUS AND CRISEYDE, it was the planet Sat-
urn who, in conjunction with JUPITER and CANCER, 
caused the storm that prevented Criseyde from 
returning home from her uncle’s house (lines 624–
630). During the night Troilus approached her bed 
and the two finally became lovers.

Sayne See SEINE.

Scariot See JUDAS.

Scattergood, V(incent) J(ohn) (1940– ) A 
professor of medieval and Renaissance English at 
Trinity College, Dublin, and a member of the Royal 
Irish Academy, John Scattergood is best known 
among Chaucerians for his work on Chaucer’s 
shorter poems, and particularly for his analysis of 
the way social and political issues inform Chaucer’s 
work. Most recently, he published “The Cook’s 
Tale” (in Sources and Analogues of the Canterbury 
Tales, 2002), and “Making Arrows: ‘The Parliament 
of Fowls,’ ” (Notes and Queries, 2002, 211–217). 
With ALASTAIR MINNIS, Scattergood authored 
the important Shorter Poems volume of the Oxford 
Guides to Chaucer (1995), which describes vari-
ous critical approaches to Chaucer’s “ABC,” to the 
series of poems known as “complaints,” (e.g., “The 
COMPLAINT OF MARS”), the lyric poems, and the 
begging poems. All of these are located together in 
the RIVERSIDE CHAUCER in a section headed “The 
Short Poems.” Scattergood’s published critical 
essays on Chaucer’s shorter poems include, “Chau-
cer’s ‘Complaint of Venus’ and the ‘Curiosite’ of 
Graunson” (Essays in Criticism, 1994); “Old Age, 
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Love, and Friendship in Chaucer’s Envoy to Sco-
gan” (Nottingham Medieval Studies, 1991); “ ‘Chau-
cer à Bukton’ and Proverbs” (Nottingham Medieval 
Studies, 1987); “Social and Political Issues in Chau-
cer: An Approach to ‘Lak of Stedfastnesse’ ” (Chau-
cer Review, 1987); and “Chaucer’s Curial Satire: 
the ‘Balade de bon Conseyl’ ” (Hermathena, 1982). 
All except “ ‘Chaucer à Bukton’ and Proverbs” are 
reprinted in the collection, Reading the Past: Essays 
on Medieval and Renaissance Literature (1996), 
which includes two additional essays by Scatter-
good, “Perkyn Revelour and the ‘Cook’s Tale’ ” and 
“Chaucer in the Suburbs.” The latter examines the 
ideologically threatening “suburban underworld” of 
“THE CANON’S YEOMAN’S TALE” and “THE SECOND 
NUN’S TALE.” “Chaucer and the French War: ‘Sir 
Thopas and Melibee’ ” (in Court and Poet, 1981) 
shows how these two tales, told by the “pilgrim 
Chaucer” in the CANTERBURY TALES, both feature a 
satiric evaluation of military heroes and affairs.

Scedasus A Greek whose daughter chose to kill 
herself rather than to live with the shame of having 
been raped. In the Epistola adversus Jovinianum (Let-
ter against Jovinian) of Saint JEROME, she is praised 
for doing so. She is mentioned in “The FRANKLIN’S 
TALE” as one of the women whom Dorigen remem-
bers when she is faced with a crisis that tests her 
own faithfulness to her husband, Arveragus (line 
1,428).

Scipio (Scipioun) See SCIPIO AFRICANUS THE 
YOUNGER.

Scipio Africanus the Elder Born in Liternum, 
Campania (now Patria, Italy), in 236 B.C. Scipio 
Africanus the Elder was a Roman general and one 
of the greatest soldiers of the ancient world. By 
his tactical reforms and strategic insight, he cre-
ated an army that defeated even the great Car-
thaginian leader Hannibal, bringing an end to the 
second Punic War and asserting Rome’s influence 
in Spain, Africa, and Greece. Scipio had a great 
appreciation of Greek culture and welcomed its 
civilizing influences, which were beginning to per-
meate Roman society. His Greek sympathies led 
him to prefer the establishment of Roman protec-

tion over direct conquest and annexation. For 10 
years (210–201 B.C.) he commanded a devoted 
army. He was at one time hailed as king by Span-
ish tribes and he may have been the first Roman 
general to be acclaimed imperator (emperor) by 
his troops. However, he offered no challenge to the 
dominance of the Roman Senate and appeared to 
possess no outstanding ability in political maneu-
vering. Reaction against his generous foreign policy 
and against his encouragement of Greek culture in 
Roman life led to his downfall amid personal and 
political rivalries, but his career had proven that 
Rome was destined to be a Mediterranean rather 
than merely an Italian power.

Because of his great success as a military leader 
and his personal charisma, legends began to cluster 
around Scipio, suggesting that he enjoyed divine 
inspiration and protection. Some people believed 
that he had received a promise of help from NEP-
TUNE, the god of the sea, in a dream on the eve of 
his assault on Carthage. He was also said to have a 
close relationship with JUPITER and was reported to 
pray at that god’s temple on the Capitol at night. 
A later story claimed that he was a son of Jupiter, 
and that he had appeared in his mother’s bed in the 
form of a snake. Scipio’s influence lived on into the 
Middle Ages and the Renaissance, as his example 
helped the early humanists build a bridge between 
the classical and Christian worlds. His dialogue with 
his grandson (SCIPIO AFRICANUS THE YOUNGER) in 
the DREAM OF SCIPIO expresses philosophical ideas 
regarding the rewards of good behavior and the 
punishment of self-interest that fit extremely well 
with the Christian worldview. Chaucer was pro-
foundly interested in these ideas, and several of 
his works—The HOUSE OF FAME, The PARLIAMENT 
OF FOWLS, and TROILUS AND CRISEYDE—show the 
influence of this classical text. The Parliament of 
Fowls even incorporates a summary of the Dream, 
followed by the narrator’s own dream, in which 
Scipio Africanus the Elder appears as a guide.

Scipio Africanus the Younger Born in Rome 
around 184 B.C., Scipio Africanus the Younger was 
the adopted grandson of SCIPIO AFRICANUS THE 
ELDER and, like his grandfather, achieved fame 
through his military exploits, most notably in the 
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Third Punic War and the subjugation of Spain in 
134–133 B.C. Although the younger Scipio contrib-
uted greatly to the maintenance and extension of 
Rome’s power during his 20-year military career, he 
had many political enemies, and his leadership was 
often challenged. His stern conservative character 
led him to try to maintain traditional Roman val-
ues, which he felt were being undermined by unsta-
ble elements in society. He was also a cultured man 
who, like his grandfather, encouraged the blending 
of Greek and Roman thought, and he supported 
such leading intellectual figures as the poet Ter-
ence, the satirist Lucilius, and the Stoic philoso-
pher Panaetius. In this way he exerted considerable 
influence on the development of Latin literature. 
For many later Romans, especially CICERO, he was 
an ideal statesman, representing in his personal 
virtue, political leadership, and cultural patronage, 
the golden days of the republic. This is perhaps why 
Cicero chose Scipio Africanus the Younger and his 
grandfather, Scipio the Elder, as the speakers in the 
dialogue that formed a part of his Republic, a work 
intended to describe the perfect state. Although 
the main portion of the Republic was lost to the 
Middle Ages, the part of the text that contained 
the dialogue was made available through a transla-
tion by fifth-century Latin writer MACROBIUS. Com-
monly known as the Somnium Scipionis (DREAM OF 
SCIPIO), this text became one of the most important 
classical sources that Chaucer would draw upon, 
substantially influencing such works as The HOUSE 
OF FAME, The PARLIAMENT OF FOWLS, and TROILUS 
AND CRISEYDE.

Scipioun, Drem of See DREAM OF SCIPIO.

Scithero, Marcus Tullius See CICERO, MARCUS 
TULLIUS.

Scithia See SCYTHIA.

Scogan, Henry Henry Scogan is the addressee 
of one of Chaucer’s short poems, the “Envoy to 
Scogan” (see “LENVOY DE CHAUCER À SCOGAN”), in 
which Chaucer accuses his friend, Scogan, of hav-
ing committed some dreadful offense that is going 
to have dire consequences in heaven and on earth. 

But when he reveals the nature of that offense—
having given up a lover because she will not return 
his affections—the poem’s tone suddenly emerges 
as playful and teasing. Although the first name of 
the person to whom the verses are addressed is 
not given in the poem, scholars believe that it was 
Henry Scogan, a squire in the household of King 
HENRY IV and, later, tutor to the king’s sons. In 
a moral BALLADE addressed to the young princes, 
Scogan quotes another of Chaucer’s short poems, 
“GENTILESSE,” in its entirety, and refers to Chaucer 
as his “master,” suggesting that he generally took 
the older poet’s work as a model for his own.

Scorpio (Scorpioun) One of the 12 divisions 
of the zodiac, an imaginary belt in the heavens 
extending for about eight degrees on either side 
of the apparent path of the sun and including the 
paths of the moon and the principal planets. The 
zodiac is divided into 12 equal parts, or signs, each 
named for a different constellation. Scorpio is the 
eighth sign (see diagram under ASTROLOGY), which 
in Chaucer’s day, the sun entered on October 12. 
The constellation of Scorpio, which is supposed 
to represent a scorpion, appears in the Southern 
Hemisphere near LIBRA and lies partly inside the 
MILKY WAY. Chaucer generally uses such astro-
logical terms to indicate the approximate date of 
a narrative event or to show the passage of time. 
This is not the case with Scorpio, however, which 
is only mentioned in two of his works, The HOUSE 
OF FAME and the TREATISE ON THE ASTROLABE. In 
the latter, which explains the use of an instrument 
designed for studying the heavens, he discusses its 
characteristics and position in the sky (part II, divi-
sion 3, lines 56–58 and part II, division 28, line 
28). In The House of Fame, the eagle who ferries 
Chaucer through the heavens pauses to point out 
some stellar landmarks, including the Milky Way. 
He then tells the story of how PHAETON, when 
he drove the chariot of the sun through the sky, 
became frightened when he saw the constellation 
of Scorpio, and lost control of the chariot, which 
careered through the sky scorching the atmosphere 
and the earth (lines 936–956).

Scriveyne, Adam See ADAM SCRIVEYNE.
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Scrope, Sir Richard See SCROPE-GROSVENOR 
TRIAL.

Scrope-Grosvenor trial The Scrope-Grosve-
nor case involved a dispute between two families 
over the right to bear a particular coat of arms. 
The heraldic appellation for the device in question 
was “azure bend,” which basically means a simple 
design of a gold stripe on an azure background. 
The suit was brought to trial in 1385 by Sir Richard 
Scrope, who had held the offices of treasurer and 
chancellor under RICHARD II, against Sir Robert 
Grosvenor. The suit was tried in the High Court of 
Chivalry, where such matters were taken quite seri-
ously. Although the Grosvenor family could trace 
their title back to the Norman Conquest in 1066, 
whereas the Scrope family had only obtained the 
rank of nobility in the last decade of the previous 
century, Scrope’s prominent position in the royal 
household helped him to win the case after five 
years of hearings and debate; some of the sessions 
were attended by the king himself.

Chaucer gave a deposition in the early days of 
the case on October 15, 1386, and his testimony 
provides the strongest evidence we have about 
the date of his birth. It identifies him as “Geof-
frey Chaucer, esquire, forty and some years of age 
and armed for twenty-seven years.” The “forty and 
some years” may have been an educated guess made 
by the royal clerk, but the statement that Chaucer 
had borne arms for 27 years provides a stronger 
clue. This, in conjunction with other evidence pro-
viding an approximate date for the time at which 
Chaucer first took up arms (the first time he went 
on a military campaign), suggests that he was prob-
ably born no later than in the early months of 1343, 
and possibly a year or two before.

Scylla In classical mythology, Scylla was the 
daughter of King NISUS of Megara. When the 
city of Megara was besieged by King MINOS of 
Crete, Scylla fell in love with Minos while watch-
ing him from behind the city walls. Scylla’s father 
had a purple lock of hair growing upon his head 
that magically protected him from usurpation and 
death. To prove her love for Minos, Scylla cut off 
the lock of hair. Instead of showing gratitude for 

her behavior, Minos rejected Scylla, and she either 
swam along behind his ship as it sailed away, or 
was bound beneath it and dragged along under 
the water. As punishment for her crime against 
her father, Scylla was changed into a lark while 
her father was transformed into a bird of prey who 
would seek to kill her. The story of Scylla and 
Minos is related briefly in Chaucer’s LEGEND OF 
GOOD WOMEN, at the beginning of the tale of ARI-
ADNE (lines 1,900–1,921) Her story is also depicted 
on the walls of Venus’s temple in The PARLIAMENT 
OF FOWLS (line 292).

Scythia An ancient region in southeastern 
Europe, centered around the northern coast of 
the Black Sea. In “The KNIGHT’S TALE,” Scythia 
is named as the land where the AMAZONS live, 
which is also called FEMENYE (line 867). THESEUS of 
ATHENS is on his way back from having conquered 
the warrior women of Scythia when he engages in 
a conflict with CREON of THEBES and takes prisoner 
the two knights, Palamon and Arcite, who become 
the protagonists of the tale. The same incident is 
referred to at the beginning of the unfinished poem 
“ANELIDA AND ARCITE,” which likewise uses the 
history of the famous siege of Thebes (see SEVEN 
AGAINST THEBES) to set the stage for events that 
will be narrated in the poem (line 37).

Seine A river in northern France that flows 
northwest through PARIS (2) and into the English 
Channel. In “The FRANKLIN’S TALE,” the magi-
cian hired by Aurelius agrees to remove all the 
rocks from the sea that extends from the GIRONDE 
River to the Seine (lines 1,221–1,222). Dorigen, 
the married woman with whom Aurelius is infatu-
ated, has promised to become his lover if he can 
accomplish this feat. In Chaucer’s translation of 
Le ROMAN DE LA ROSE, the dreamer compares the 
Seine to the stream that leads him to the Garden 
of Mirth (line 118).

Seint-Denys A town north of Paris, of which it 
is now a suburb. It is the setting of “The SHIPMAN’S 
TALE,” which tells the story of a merchant and 
his wife who are duped by a deceitful monk who 
appears to be their friend.
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Seintes Legende of Cupide See SAINT’S LEGEND 
OF CUPID.

Seint-Jame See JAMES OF COMPOSTELLA, SAINT.

Seint Thomas, Wateryng of See WATERING OF 
SAINT THOMAS.

Semiramus (Semyrame; Semyramis; Semyra-
mus) An Assyrian queen of the late eighth–early 
ninth centuries B.C. She ruled the country from 
810–805 B.C. following the death of her husband, 
King NINUS (whose tomb is mentioned in The 
LEGEND OF GOOD WOMEN as the meeting place of 
Pyramus and Thisbe). During her reign she wore 
trousers to hide her gender from her troops, whom 
she led in a successful military campaign against 
Ethiopia. She was also known to have had many 
lovers, an aspect of her character that earned her 
a negative reputation during the medieval period. 
In his De claris mulieribus (“On famous women”), 
BOCCACCIO says that she tainted all her other 
accomplishments by giving herself to so many men. 
Semiramus is mentioned several times in Chaucer’s 
work, not always in a negative context. In The 
PARLIAMENT OF FOWLS, she is depicted on the walls 
of the TEMPLE OF VENUS, where she is referred to 
as one of those who died for love (line 288). In The 
Legend of Good Women, she is credited with hav-
ing built and fortified the city of BABYLON (lines 
706–709). But in “The MAN OF LAW’S TALE,” the 
Sultaness of Syria, who kills her son, is referred to 
as a second Semiramus (lines 358–359). Semira-
mus did not kill her son but, according to Boccac-
cio, became his lover.

Seneca (Senec; Senek; Senekke) Seneca, 
whose full name was Lucius Annaeus Seneca, was 
one of three eminent disciples of the philosophy of 
Stoicism who lived and taught in ROME in the two 
centuries following the rule of the emperor AUGUS-
TUS. Born in 4 B.C., Seneca had become an orator 
by the time of CALIGULA’s accession. In A.D. 41 he 
was banished to the island of Corsica on charges 
of adultery, but he was recalled in 49 to be a tutor 
to the young NERO, whose minister he would later 
become. When he could no longer agree with the 

young emperor’s policies, Seneca retired from politi-
cal service. But he was not allowed to live out the 
rest of his life in peace. In 65, named in a conspiracy 
against the emperor, he was commanded to commit 
suicide, which he did by cutting open some veins 
and bleeding to death in a bath. Seneca’s writings 
enjoyed an outstanding reputation among scholars 
during the Middle Ages, at least partly because the 
morality of his essays displayed a close kinship with 
Christian morality.

It seems likely that Chaucer’s knowledge of Sen-
eca’s work derived from other sources in which it 
was quoted—and not, perhaps, always accurately. 
Many of the sayings attributed to Seneca in Chau-
cer’s poetry are actually taken from other works in 
which Seneca was quoted, and a number of them 
do not derive from the Roman orator at all. Most 
of the quotations attributed to Seneca in “The 
TALE OF MELIBEE,” for example, derive from other 
Roman writers.

Some references that appear to be authentic 
are as follows. In “The WIFE OF BATH’S TALE,” 
the Loathly Hag refers to Seneca’s attitude toward 
poverty as she tutors her young husband in the 
true meaning of gentility (lines 1,184). In “The 
SUMMONER’S TALE,” the corrupt friar tells anec-
dotes illustrating the dangers of anger (lines 2,019, 
2,043–2,073, and 2,079–2,088), both from Sen-
eca’s De ira (“On anger”). In “The MERCHANT’S 
TALE,” the aged knight January quotes Seneca’s 
comment about the value of a humble wife (lines 
1,375–1,376); in “The PARDONER’S TALE,” the 
narrator uses Seneca’s comparison between a man 
who is drunk and one who is insane—finding little 
difference between the two—to support his con-
demnation of drunkenness (lines 492–497). The 
manner of Seneca’s death is mentioned twice in 
Chaucer’s work: in the BOECE, Chaucer’s trans-
lation of BOETHIUS’s Consolation of Philosophy 
(Book Three, Prosa 5, lines 53–60), and in the 
life of Nero included in “The MONK’S TALE” (lines 
2,495–2,518).

Senecciens The followers of the Roman philoso-
pher SENECA are referred to as Senecciens in the 
BOECE, Chaucer’s translation of BOETHIUS’s Conso-
lation of Philosophy (Book One, Prosa 3, line 57).
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Senior In “The CANON’S YEOMAN’S TALE,” Senior 
is the title that Chaucer gives to an alchemical trea-
tise attributed to an Arabian scholar of the 10th 
century, Muhammad ibn Umail al-Tamimi. The 
Canon’s Yeoman reports a conversation between 
PLATO and one of his disciples as, he claims, it is 
written in this work. In this dialogue, the disciple 
asks his master for the secret of the Philosopher’s 
Stone, whose virtue was to turn base metals into 
gold. Plato refuses the information on grounds that 
Christ does not wish it to be communicated openly 
among men (lines 1,448–1,471).

According to John Reidy’s notes on the tale in 
The RIVERSIDE CHAUCER, the passage described 
here is probably based on a passage in a Latin trans-
lation of an Arabic commentary on an alchemi-
cal poem that, in its translation, bears the title 
“Senioris Zadith fil Hamuelis Tabula Chimica” 
(“The Chemical Table of Senior Zadith, Son of 
Hamuel”), whence Chaucer’s reference to Senior 
undoubtedly derives.

Septe Septe is the name by which the narrator 
of “The MAN OF LAW’S TALE” refers to a ridge of 
seven mountain peaks (sept is French for “seven”) 
that stand opposite GIBRALTAR in what was for-
merly Spanish Morocco. When Constance, the 
heroine of this tale, is cast adrift by the Sultaness of 
Syria, she sails across the Mediterranean, between 
Jubaltre (Gibraltar) and Septe (line 946) and into 
the Atlantic Ocean.

Septemtryones Septemtryones is the name given 
to the constellation Ursa Minor, or the Little Bear, 
in the BOECE, Chaucer’s translation of BOETHIUS’s 
Consolation of Philosophy (Book Two, Metrum 6, 
line 21).

Serapion Serapion is mentioned in Chaucer’s 
GENERAL PROLOGUE TO THE CANTERBURY TALES 
as one of the medical authorities whose teachings 
the Doctor of Physic had studied; the name may 
refer to one of three men who wrote on medical 
topics. It could be the Alexandrian Serapion, who 
in the second century B.C. propounded the use of 
empirical methods in the study of medicine; the 
ninth-century Christian of Damascus, Serapion the 

Elder, whose works were translated into Latin and 
thus made available to western European scholars 
of the Middle Ages; or the Arab known as Serapion 
the Younger, who is believed to have written the 
popular Liber medicamentis simplicibus in the 12th 
century.

Seven against Thebes In classical mythology, 
the Seven against Thebes is the name often given 
to the conflict that occurred when POLYNICES, one 
of the sons of OEDIPUS, gathered together a force 
of mighty Greek warriors to help him reclaim the 
throne that his brother, ETEOCLES, refused to sur-
render even though they had previously agreed 
to take turns governing THEBES. The force that 
Polynices raised to support his efforts included the 
following six heroes who, with himself, served as 
leaders of his army: ADRASTUS, TYDEUS, PARTHE-
NOPAEUS, CAPANEUS, HIPPOMEDON, and AMPHI-
ARAUS. On the Theban side they were opposed 
by Eteocles, Melanippus, Polyphontes, Megareus, 
Hyperbius, Lasthenes, and Menoecus. The war 
lasted for some seven years without decided suc-
cesses for either side. Finally, to bring the conflict 
to a conclusion, it was agreed that the broth-
ers in whose interest the war was being fought 
should come together in single combat. They 
fought and killed one another, fulfilling a curse 
uttered against them by their father, Oedipus, 
when they drove him out of Thebes. Instead of 
dispersing after this event, the two armies contin-
ued to fight, and the battle ultimately concluded 
with the defeat of the forces under Polynices. 
Adrastus was the only one of the seven warriors 
fighting on his side who escaped alive. Although 
Chaucer does not adapt the events of the Seven 
against Thebes into a major narrative work, it 
is a mythological story that seems often to have 
been in the back of Chaucer’s mind. The closing 
events of the conflict set the stage for the open-
ing of “The KNIGHT’S TALE,” as THESEUS, king of 
ATHENS, comes upon a group of grieving women 
who demand his assistance in forcing CREON to 
let them bury their dead. (Creon was Eteocles’ 
uncle and the governor of Thebes following his 
death.) When Creon refuses, Theseus attacks the 
city and in the course of that conflict takes pris-
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oner two Theban knights, Palamon and Arcite, 
who become the central protagonists of the tale. 
The siege of Thebes also looms in the background 
of the unfinished “ANELIDA AND ARCITE,” as we 
learn, at the beginning of that poem, that Anelida, 
the queen of ARMENIA, is being held captive by 
Creon following the battle with Polynices. Finally, 
in TROILUS AND CRISEYDE, the story of the siege is 
summarized (lines 1,457–1,519) by the prophetess 
Cassandra as she prepares to tell her brother Troi-
lus that the reason Criseyde has not returned to 
Troy is because she has fallen for Diomede, son of 
Tydeus, one of the Greek heroes at Thebes.

Seyne See SEINE.

Seys See CEYX.

Shapur The most famous of the Sassanid kings of 
PERSIA, Shapur I reigned from A.D. 241 to 272. He 
frequently made raids into the eastern provinces of 
the Roman Empire and captured one of the emper-
ors, Valerian, in 260. In the story of Queen ZENO-
BIA of Palmyra that appears in “The MONK’S TALE,” 
the narrator notes that Zenobia and her husband, 
ODENATHUS, defeated Shapur (line 2,320).

Sheen(e) A royal residence belonging to the 
kings of England, located in the county of Surrey. 
In The LEGEND OF GOOD WOMEN, Queen Alcestis 
commands Chaucer to write a book taking the lives 
of good women as his subject matter, and when he 
is finished, to present it to the queen (Queen ANNE 
OF BOHEMIA) at ELTHAM or at Sheene (prologue F, 
line 496–497). Sheen was supposedly the queen’s 
favorite residence, and after she died RICHARD II 
had the palace at least partially demolished so that 
it would not remind him of his loss. The rest was 
destroyed by fire in 1499. It was later rebuilt by 
Henry VII, who changed its name to Richmond to 
reflect his own title, earl of Richmond.

Sheffield (Sheffeld) Now a large metropoli-
tan area, located in north-central England in the 
county of YORKSHIRE, in Chaucer’s day Sheffield 
was a small town. In “The REEVE’S TALE,” Simkin 
the miller wears a Sheffield “thwitel,” an obscure 

word that probably means “knife,” concealed in his 
hose (line 3,933), always ready for a fight. Until 
recently, Sheffield remained famous for its steel.

Shirley, John (c. 1366–1456) The scribe for many 
of the works of Chaucer and for Chaucer’s contem-
porary, JOHN LYDGATE. His attribution of particular 
works to Chaucer has been especially important for 
determining the authorship of some of the shorter 
poems, including the “COMPLAINT UNTO PITY,” 
the “COMPLAINT TO HIS LADY,” the “COMPLAINT 
OF MARS,” the “COMPLAINT OF VENUS,” “CHAU-
CER’S WORDS UNTO ADAM, HIS OWNE SCRIVEYN,” 
“TRUTH,” and “LAK OF STEDFASTNESSE.” Shirley is 
reputed to have traveled widely, and he translated 
a number of French and Latin works into English, 
including an important chronicle (written in Latin) 
that recorded the events surrounding the death of 
King James I of Scotland.

Shoaf, Richard Allen (1948– ) Shoaf re-
ceived his Ph.D. from Cornell University in 1977 
and is currently Professor of English Literature 
at the University of Florida. One of the founding 
editors of the award-winning Exemplaria, A Jour-
nal of Theory in Medieval and Renaissance Stud-
ies, Shoaf’s own scholarship often demonstrates 
the application of contemporary critical theory to 
medieval texts, as in his most recent book, Chau-
cer’s Body: The Anxiety of Circulation in the Can-
terbury Tales (2001). The anxiety referred to here 
is Chaucer’s own, illuminated by the poet’s refer-
ences to the fragmented body and bodily func-
tions, infection, magic, and translation. Shoaf 
also published Chaucer and the Currency of the 
Word: Money, Image, and Reference in Late Medi-
eval Poetry (1983), as well as an edition of Troilus 
and Criseyde (1989), now in its third printing. In 
1986, he served as guest editor of The Chaucer 
Review for a special memorial issue dedicated to 
JUDSON BOYCE ALLEN. This volume, published by 
the University of Pennsylvania Press, features es-
says by a number of luminaries in the field of 
Chaucer studies. With the assistance of Cath-
erine Cox, Shoaf edited the excellent collection 
of essays, Chaucer’s Troilus and Criseyde: “Subgit 
to alle Poesie”: Essays in Criticism (1992).

Shoaf, Richard Allen  567



Sibille Sibille is another name by which Cassan-
dra, Troilus’s prophetess sister, is called in book 5 
of TROILUS AND CRISEYDE (line 1,450). The name 
apparently refers to her ability to see into the 
future.

Sibyl(e) Term that refers to any of the priestesses 
of APOLLO. Drawing from VIRGIL’s Aeneid, Chaucer 
includes the Trojan hero AENEAS’s descent into the 
underworld under the guidance of a Sibyl among 
the scenes depicted in the TEMPLE OF VENUS in The 
HOUSE OF FAME.

Sichaeus The first husband of DIDO, the queen 
of CARTHAGE who was loved and betrayed by 
AENEAS. Sichaeus was a prince of Phoenicia. When 
his brother had him murdered in order to seize his 
wealth, the ghost of Sichaeus appeared to Dido. 
Receiving this warning, she fled to Africa, where 
she founded Carthage. Chaucer refers to Sichaeus 
(“Sytheo”) as Dido’s deceased husband in The LEG-
END OF GOOD WOMEN (line 1,005).

Sicily A large island off the coast of southern 
Italy; for much of its history, it has maintained an 
independent existence. In the BOECE, Chaucer’s 
translation of BOETHIUS’s Consolation of Philosophy, 
Lady Philosophy uses the example of a “kyng of 
Sysile” [king of Sicily] who reminded himself of the 
fearful responsibilities of his position by keeping a 
naked sword hanging over the head of his friend 
Damocles (Book Three, Prosa 5, lines 20–29). The 
Damoclean sword became proverbial for a con-
stantly looming threat.

Sidyngborne See SITTINGBOURNE.

Signifer In book five of TROILUS AND CRISEYDE, 
the narrator states that the “Signifer” used its 
bright candles (stars) to light Criseyde’s way to 
bed after an evening spent with Diomede (lines 
1,020–1,021). Signifer, or “Sign Bearer,” is another 
name for the belt of stars extending across the 
heavens, more familiarly known as the zodiac (see 
ASTROLOGY).

Silla See SCYLLA.

Simois The Simois (the modern Turkish Düm-
berek su) is a tributary of the ancient Scamander 
River, which flowed into the Dardanelles. In TROI-
LUS AND CRISEYDE, Chaucer says, incorrectly, that it 
flowed through TROY (book 4, line 1,504).

Simon, Saint One of Christ’s apostles, called 
Simon the Canaanite to distinguish him from 
Simon PETER. The name could also indicate that he 
was a member of a radical Jewish sect, the Zealots, 
who strenuously opposed Roman rule in Palestine. 
According to tradition, after Christ’s ascension, 
Simon preached the Gospel in Egypt, northern 
Africa, Mesopotamia, and Persia, where he died. In 
“The SUMMONER’S TALE,” trying to avoid obligat-
ing himself to the corrupt friar who is trying to get 
money from him in exchange for hearing his con-
fession, poor sick Thomas swears by Saint Simon 
that he has already been shriven that same day by 
his curate (lines 2,094–2,095).

Simon Magus In the New Testament, Simon 
Magus is a Samaritan magician whose perfor-
mances were so impressive that many Samaritans 
thought he was a god and followed him until Philip 
the evangelist persuaded them to convert to Chris-
tianity. Simon Magus was also baptized. Later, the 
apostles PETER and John (see JOHN, SAINT) visited 
Samaria to make sure that believers there had 
received the power of the Holy Spirit. When Simon 
saw that the Holy Spirit was bestowed by the laying 
on of hands, he attempted to buy this power and 
was rebuked and cursed by Peter for his presump-
tion (the etymological origin of the word Simony, 
which means the buying or selling of sacred or spiri-
tual things). Simon Magus is mentioned along with 
other magicians who dwell in Fame’s palace in The 
HOUSE OF FAME (line 1,274).

Simon the Pharisee In the New Testament, 
Simon the Pharisee was a man in whose house 
Christ ate. When a woman who was a sinner 
anointed Christ’s feet, Simon grew upset, feeling 
that she should not have been allowed near the 
Savior. Jesus responded by saying that people like 
her were the very ones who needed access to him 
and his forgiveness. The story appears in Luke 
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7:36–50. In “The PARSON’S TALE,” Simon’s com-
plaining is given as an example of envy that arises 
out of pride (line 504). The example appears in the 
portion of the Parson’s sermon having to do with 
the Seven Deadly Sins, specifically with the sin of 
envy.

Simplicius Gallus See GALLUS, SULPICIUS.

Sinai See HOREB.

Sinon A cousin of ULYSSES, Sinon fought in the 
TROJAN WAR on the side of the Greeks. When the 
Greeks appeared to have sailed away, he pretended 
to have been abandoned. Out of his supposed hatred 
for those who had deserted him, he told the Trojans 
that the giant wooden horse that the Greeks had 
left behind them had been intended as an offering 
to propitiate PALLAS Athena. It had been built so 
large because of the prophecy that, if it were taken 
inside the walls of Troy, the city would never fall to 
the Greeks. Thus its size was ostensibly intended 
to make its removal difficult. When the Trojans 
succeeded at dragging it into Troy, Sinon released 
the Greek warriors hidden within and the city was 
captured. Sinon’s deeds at Troy are depicted on 
the walls of the TEMPLE OF VENUS in The HOUSE 
OF FAME (lines 151–156). In The LEGEND OF GOOD 
WOMEN, the story of Queen DIDO of CARTHAGE 
and her tragic love affair with the Trojan AENEAS 
begins with a summary of Sinon’s treachery (lines 
930–933). In “The NUN’S PRIEST’S TALE,” Sinon 
is one of the famous traitors with whom Russell, 
the fox who seizes Chaunticleer, is compared (line 
3,228), and in “The SQUIRE’S TALE,” the magical 
bronze horse that King Cambyuskan receives for his 
birthday is compared to the Greek horse of Sinon, 
although there is no indication that this horse is to 
be an instrument of treachery (line 209).

Sirius The brightest star of the constellation 
Canis major, the Greater Dog; it is in fact the 
brightest star in the heavens, best observed in win-
ter and summer. Medieval astronomers believed 
that Sirius displayed characteristics of extreme heat 
and cold, which is how the “dog days” of summer 
got their name. In the BOECE, Chaucer’s translation 

of BOETHIUS’s Consolation of Philosophy, Boethius 
notes that the corn is ready to harvest when it is 
scorched by Sirius (Book One, Metrum 5, lines 
26–28). In Chaucer’s TREATISE ON THE ASTROLABE, 
Sirius is referred to as ALHABOR, the name assigned 
to it by Arab astronomers (part 2, div. 3, line 47).

Sisyphus In classical mythology, Sisyphus was 
the son of AEOLUS the wind god, and the king of 
the city of Corinth. He was known to the ancient 
Greeks as one of the most intelligent and crafty of 
men. When he attempted to thwart the plans of 
Zeus (JUPITER) to abduct a young woman, Zeus sent 
Thanatos (Death) to punish Sisyphus. Aware of 
what was coming, Sisyphus managed to bind Than-
atos in chains, thus preventing him from doing 
any harm. Zeus finally freed Thanatos and gave 
him full control of Sisyphus, but the latter speedily 
crafted another plan to escape death by command-
ing his wife not to make the usual funeral offer-
ings when he died. After Sisyphus’s death, when 
PLUTO learned of his wife’s neglect, he permitted 
Sisyphus to return to earth to settle the matter, 
but, once released, Sisyphus refused to return and 
eventually died of old age. Finally, in Hades, his 
clever attempts to outwit the gods caught up with 
him and he was condemned to the famous pun-
ishment of having to roll a great rock up a steep 
hill. Although he could accomplish the feat with 
tremendous and painful exertion, the rock always 
escaped and rolled to the bottom again, so that 
he had to repeat the task eternally. In The BOOK 
OF THE DUCHESS, the Black Knight compares his 
suffering at the loss of his lady to that of Sisyphus 
in hell, thus suggesting that it is both eternal and 
futile (lines 588–590).

Sittingbourne A town lying southeast of LON-
DON between ROCHESTER and CANTERBURY. Sit-
tingbourne is one of the places mentioned in The 
CANTERBURY TALES to mark the progress of the pil-
grims along the road to the shrine of Saint THOMAS 
À BECKET, their ultimate destination. At the con-
clusion of “The WIFE OF BATH’S PROLOGUE,” the 
Summoner vows to tell two or three tales about 
friars before the group reaches Sittingbourne (lines 
845–847). Throughout The Canterbury Tales there 
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is ongoing hostility between the Summoner and the 
Friar that is most clearly expressed in their respec-
tive tales (see “The SUMMONER’S TALE” and “The 
FRIAR’S TALE”).

Skeat, W. W. (1835–1912) Walter William 
Skeat was one of the greatest of the 19th-century 
editors of Chaucer’s work, as well as of many other 
works of Old and Middle English literature. Edu-
cated at Christ’s College, Cambridge University, 
he first lectured in mathematics, but devoted much 
of his time to the study of Old English. In 1878 his 
career took a dramatic turn when he was appointed 
to the chair of Anglo-Saxon at Cambridge. His 
work on Chaucer includes the important book The 
Chaucer Canon: With a Discussion of Works Associ-
ated with the Name of Geoffrey Chaucer (1900), in 
which he argues for the establishment of Chaucer’s 
canon by applying various tests of grammar and 
rhyme. Modern scholars accept his suggestions with 
minor variations, leaving doubt about several of the 
short lyric poems. Skeat’s greatest accomplishments 
were the editions of WILLIAM LANGLAND’S PIERS 
PLOWMAN and of Chaucer’s collected writings. The 
seven-volume Complete Works of Geoffrey Chaucer, 
published by Oxford’s Clarendon Press from 1894 
to 1897, was the first complete modern edition of 
Chaucer’s poetry and prose based on manuscripts 
rather than earlier editions. Its glossary and exten-
sive scholarly notes are still valued by contempo-
rary scholars.

Skeat’s Oxford Chaucer See SKEAT, W. W.

Socrates Born in ATHENS in 649 B.C., Socrates 
was one of the most important and influential 
philosophers to come out of ancient Greece, even 
though he himself wrote nothing. He is generally 
regarded by scholars as primarily a teacher of eth-
ics who had no interest in abstract philosophy. 
He is reckoned to have been the first person to 
use philosophical methods in order to examine 
the basic assumptions underlying human behav-
ior. Plato, who was his pupil, admits that a large 
part of his famous doctrine of Ideas was really of 
Socratic origin. Socrates’ method of questioning 
his fellow citizens and forcing them to consider 

their behavior from a different point of view made 
him a controversial figure and aroused the anger of 
many prominent Athenians. Accused of corrupt-
ing the youth of Athens and of denying the gods, 
he was condemned to death in 399 B.C. and forced 
to drink a beverage made from hemlock, a poi-
sonous evergreen. Some scholars believe that the 
real reason for his death was the tragic outcome 
of the Peloponnesian War, which Athens lost to 
her rival Sparta. Overwhelmed by their resentment 
and despair, the people may have turned against 
Socrates because of his association with the traitor 
ALCIBIADES and other aristocrats.

Socrates is mentioned several times in Chaucer’s 
work, most often as an example of steadfastness in 
the face of misfortune. In The BOOK OF THE DUCH-
ESS, the narrator encourages the Black Knight to 
remember that Socrates was resilient to FORTUNE’s 
attacks (lines 717–719) as he tries to help the 
knight overcome the sorrow he feels for the loss of 
his queen. In the BOECE, Chaucer’s translation of 
BOETHIUS’s Consolation of Philosophy, Lady Philoso-
phy also uses Socrates’ life and death as an example 
of the way to deal with Fortune’s mutations (Book 
One, Prosa 3, lines 26–28, 29–34, and 53–59; Book 
One, Prosa 4, lines 157–162). “FORTUNE,” a short 
poem dealing with the same issues, begins with 
an apostrophe to Socrates, who is praised as being 
immune to Fortune’s torments (lines 17–24). In 
“The MAN OF LAW’S TALE,” the narrator meditates 
on destiny, noting that the death of many famous 
people, including Socrates, was written in the stars 
before they were even born (lines 197–203). The 
reputation of Socrates’ wife, Xantippe, as a scold 
was proverbial in the Middle Ages, and the Wife of 
Bath alludes to this in her prologue, when she says 
that Xantippe is mentioned in her fifth husband’s 
“Book of Wicked Wives” (lines 727–732).

Soler Hall The name given in “The REEVE’S 
TALE” to one of the colleges of Cambridge Uni-
versity. It is where the two student protagonists of 
the tale are studying. The official name of the col-
lege, which was later merged into Trinity College, 
was King’s Hall. King’s Hall grew out of a society 
of scholars founded by King Edward II. The unof-
ficial name Soler Hall may refer to the number of 
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solars (rooms admitting sunlight) that the college 
contained.

Solomon In the Old Testament, Solomon was 
the son of DAVID, the second king of Israel. Inherit-
ing the throne from his father, Solomon became 
one of Israel’s most successful kings. He was respon-
sible for building the great temple in Jerusalem 
and for establishing profitable trade relations with 
other nations. Renowned for his great wisdom, he 
is the supposed author of three books of the Old 
Testament: Proverbs, the Song of Solomon, and 
Ecclesiastes.

Solomon is mentioned numerous times in 
Chaucer’s work, usually (always in The Canterbury 
Tales) with reference to his exemplary wisdom, but 
occasionally with reference to what was consid-
ered by the Latin church fathers to be a weak-
ness—his numerous marriages. In “The KNIGHT’S 
TALE,” Solomon is among those men whose stories 
are depicted on the walls of the TEMPLE OF VENUS 
because of the folly they committed in the name of 
love (line 1,942). Solomon undoubtedly appears 
here because of his many wives, an attribute that 
also gains him notice in the prologue to “The WIFE 
OF BATH’S TALE.” The Wife uses his bigamy in a 
bid to justify her own multiple (but not simultane-
ous) marriages (line 35).

Most often Solomon is mentioned for the pro-
verbial advice he offers in the works attributed to 
him. In “The MILLER’S TALE,” for example, the 
clever student Nicholas claims to use some words of 
Solomon when he advises John the Carpenter how 
to respond to his prediction concerning a second 
NOAH’s Flood: “Werk al by conseil, and thou shalt 
nat rewe” (line 1,350) [Do everything according to 
good advice, and you won’t be sorry]. In “The MER-
CHANT’S TALE,” January’s brother Placebo gives 
him the same advice when January decides to get 
married (line 1,485). This advice, although com-
monly attributed to Solomon, actually comes from 
the apocryphal Book of Ecclesiasticus attributed to 
JESUS, SON OF SIRACH. The wisdom contained in 
Solomon’s sayings is called upon most often (24 
times, most from the Book of Proverbs) in “The 
TALE OF MELIBEE” as Dame Prudence and her hus-
band try to decide how he will deal with the men 

who have robbed him and injured his family. A 
number of other sayings in this tale are attributed 
to Solomon but actually come from other sources. 
“The PARSON’S TALE” also features some wisdom 
from Proverbs, such as the idea that the fear of God 
causes men to forsake their sins (line 119; cf. Prov-
erbs 16:6). In the prologue to “The CLERK’S TALE,” 
the Host, Harry Bailly, invokes perhaps the most 
famous of Solomon’s verses when he says, “Salomon 
seith ‘every thyng hath tyme’ ” (line 6) [Solomon 
says, “Everything has a time”]. The verse echoed 
here appears in Ecclesiastes 3:1: “To every thing 
there is a season, and a time to every purpose under 
the heavens.” A collection of wise sayings from the 
Book of Proverbs, the “Parables of Solomon,” is 
one of the texts included in the Wife of Bath’s fifth 
husband’s “Book of Wicked Wives” (“The WIFE OF 
BATH’S PROLOGUE,” line 679). These verses include 
some pronouncements praising virtuous women 
and condemning those who reflect poorly on their 
husbands and families. The medieval notion that 
Solomon was adept in magic is alluded to in “The 
SQUIRE’S TALE,” when those who see the magic ring 
given to Canacee say that they have never heard 
of anything like it, save the rings that were reput-
edly possessed by MOSES and King Solomon (lines 
247–251).

Somnium Scipionis See DREAM OF SCIPIO.

Soranas In the BOECE, Chaucer’s translation of 
BOETHIUS’s Consolation of Philosophy, Soranas refers 
to Soranas Barea, a Roman who served as procon-
sul in Asia under the emperor NERO. Soranas was 
already on the emperor’s bad side for his demon-
strations of fairness toward conquered peoples in 
Asia when he was accused of plotting against Nero 
and condemned to death. Lady Philosophy uses 
Soranas as an example of one who was betrayed by 
his friends (Book One, Prosa 3, lines 53–59).

Southwark (Southwerk) A suburb of London 
located south of the Thames River. In Shakespeare’s 
day this locale became known for the entertainments 
that were offered there at least in part because they 
were prohibited within the city. These included bear 
baiting, cockfighting, and theatrical productions. 
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The TABARD inn, an actual 14th-century estab-
lishment at which the pilgrims of The CANTERBURY 
TALES gathered before embarking on their pilgrim-
age to the shrine of Saint THOMAS À BECKET, was 
located in Southwark.

Spain (Spaigne; Spayne) The country that 
occupies most of the Iberian Peninsula in south-
west Europe, Spain is mentioned several times in 
Chaucer’s work. In the GENERAL PROLOGUE TO THE 
CANTERBURY TALES, the Shipman’s navigational 
knowledge is so extensive that he knows every 
creek in Britain and in Spain (lines 407–409). In 
“The PARDONER’S TALE,” the narrator tells how 
innkeepers blend French wine with wines from 
Spain. The result is particularly intoxicating (lines 
565–570). In “The MONK’S TALE,” the narrator 
refers to PEDRO OF CASTILE as the “glorie of Spayne” 
(line 2,375) for his noble deeds. In The HOUSE OF 
FAME, Fame’s palace stands on a rock higher than 
any mountain peak in Spain (lines 1,116–1,117).

Speculum historiale See ESTORYAL MYROUR.

Speght, Thomas Late 16th-century editor of 
Chaucer’s work. See EDITIONS OF CHAUCER’S WORK.

Spurgeon, Caroline F. E. (1869–1942) One of 
the first women to make a serious contribution to 
the field of Chaucer studies, Caroline Spurgeon 
studied at University College London and Oxford 
University before entering the field of academia as 
a lecturer in English. In 1901 she was appointed 
to the staff of Bedford College, University of Lon-
don as an assistant lecturer. Ensuing years saw 
her rise through the ranks to the position of Hil-
dred Carlile Professor of English Literature and 
head of department (1913–29). She received her 
doctorate from the University of Paris where she 
wrote her thesis on Chaucer. In 1929 she was 
made D. Lit. of the University of London for her 
monumental work, Five Hundred Years of Chaucer 
Criticism and Allusion 1357–1900 (3 vols., 1925), 
which surveys critical attitudes toward Chaucer, 
and references to his works, from the time that he 
was still alive and working, to the end of the 19th 
century.

Statius (Stace) Publius Papinius Statius was a 
Roman epic poet of the first century A.D. who 
wrote in the tradition of VIRGIL. His Thebaid, a 
Latin epic in 12 books, relates the story of the 
conflict between POLYNICES and ETEOCLES, the two 
sons of OEDIPUS whose struggle for the Theban 
throne ended with both of them dead. The Italian 
poet BOCCACCIO drew on the Thebaid for Il FILOS-
TRATO, which was in turn Chaucer’s source for his 
TROILUS AND CRISEYDE. The Thebaid was not trans-
lated into English until 1648, but Statius’s work 
was widely studied by medieval readers of Latin. 
The major events of the work are summarized by 
Cassandra in book 5 of Troilus and Criseyde (lines 
1,485–1,510). At the end of Troilus and Criseyde, 
Chaucer directs his book to go and follow in the 
foosteps of Virgil, OVID, HOMER, LUCAN, and Sta-
tius (“Stace”), paying tribute to its classical heri-
tage (book 5, lines 1,786–1,792). Chaucer hints 
at the ultimate origin of “The KNIGHT’S TALE” 
within that narrative when he directs those read-
ers who would like to learn more about Emily’s 
prayers and sacrifices to DIANA to look in “Stace 
of Thebes” (lines 2,294–2,295). Lines 22–42 of the 
fragment “ANELIDA AND ARCITE” are a paraphrase 
of some lines from the Thebaid and constitute the 
same series of events with which “The Knight’s 
Tale” opens (i.e., Theseus’s homecoming from 
the Scythian wars, in which he has conquered 
the AMAZONS). In The HOUSE OF FAME, Statius’s 
image stands on a pillar of iron (the metal symbol-
izing MARS (1), the god of war), where he bears up 
the fame of THEBES and of “cruel Achilles” (lines 
1,456–1,463). In addition to the Thebaid and sev-
eral minor works, Statius also wrote an unfinished 
epic, the Achilleid, about the life of the Greek hero 
ACHILLES.

Stilboun In “The PARDONER’S TALE,” Stilboun is 
the Greek ambassador sent by the Lacedaemonians 
(Spartans) to the city of CORINTH for the purpose 
of forging an alliance between the two city-states. 
He changes his mind when he finds so many of the 
Corinthians engaged in gambling. The anecdote 
forms part of the Pardoner’s disquisition on the tav-
ern vices of gambling, gluttony, and swearing. It has 
been suggested that Stilboun is actually Chilon of 
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Sparta, a philosopher of the sixth century who was 
known as one of the seven wise men of Greece.

Stix See STYX.

Stoics (Stoyciens) Followers of the philosopher 
Zeno, who founded the philosophical school of 
thought known as stoicism around 300 B.C. Sto-
icism taught that the cosmos is an ordered whole 
in which all contradictions are resolved for the ulti-
mate good. Evil, therefore, is relative. The particu-
lar misfortunes which fall to individuals are seen as 
necessary to the final perfection of the universe, and 
everything that happens is determined according to 
a rational purpose. The destiny of an individual is 
predetermined, and he can only accept his fate or 
rebel against it. By accepting fate and submitting 
to the order of the universe in the knowledge that 
that order is good, human beings may attain to 
the highest happiness, which consists of a tranquil 
mind untainted by bitterness toward events, which 
anyway are beyond one’s control. In the BOECE, 
Chaucer’s translation of BOETHIUS’s Consolation of 
Philosophy, Lady Philosophy mentions the Stoics 
several times in her dialogue with Boethius. The 
attitude that she wishes him to adopt toward the 
vicissitudes of FORTUNE is similar to that of Zeno 
and his followers.

Stow, John (c. 1525–1605) John Stow was a tai-
lor by profession but is remembered for his literary 
contributions as a chronicler and antiquarian. Ini-
tially interested in English poetry, Stow published 
an edition of Chaucer, The Workes of Geoffrey 
Chaucer, in 1561. Regarding the latter, he claimed 
that Chaucer’s works were “corrected and twice 
increased through mine owne painefull labours, in 
the reigne of Queene Elizabeth, to wit in the yeare 
1561, and again beautified with noates [notes], by 
me collected out of divers Recordes and Monu-
mentes, which I delivered to my loving friende 
Thomas Speight” for his edition of 1597. Although 
Stow was the first to print several of Chaucer’s 
short poems, including “CHAUCER’S WORDES UNTO 
ADAM, HIS OWNE SCRIVEYN,” most of the poems 
newly attributed to Chaucer were not actually his, 
but came from a miscellany of various poets’ works 

previously published by William Thynne. Stow is 
believed, however, to have provided important new 
material for Speght’s use in his biographical writ-
ings on Chaucer. Today Stow is primarily valued 
for his historical works, Summarie of English Chron-
icles (1565); The Chronicles of England (1580), later 
retitled The Annales of England; and A Survey of 
London (1598 and 1603), which is prized for the 
detailed information it gives about the city and its 
customs. Like many scholars, Stow did not find his 
chosen profession particularly profitable. Records 
show that, as an old man, after years of hard work 
upon the chronicles of London, he was granted, by 
the government, a license to beg and collect volun-
tary contributions in the city streets.

Stratford atte Bowe (Stratford at Bow) A town 
about three miles from London in Chaucer’s day. It 
now lies in Middlesex County in the metropolitan 
borough of Poplar in the Limehouse district. In 
the description of the Prioress that appears in the 
GENERAL PROLOGUE TO THE CANTERBURY TALES, 
we are told that she speaks very elegant French, 
though her accent is “after the scole of Stratford 
atte Bowe” (line 125) [in the style of the school of 
Stratford at Bow] rather than Parisian. The refer-
ence may indicate that the Prioress was a mem-
ber of the Benedictine nunnery of Saint Leonard’s, 
which was located there.

Strode, Ralph (fl. 1350–1400) A scholastic 
philosopher and logician, Ralph Strode was Chau-
cer’s contemporary. Educated at Merton College, 
Oxford, he became a fellow there around 1360. 
JOHN WYCLIFFE was also there at this time, and 
an antagonistic debate developed between the two 
men because Strode opposed Wycliffe’s doctrine of 
predestination. Two of Strode’s philosophical trea-
tises, both in Latin, survive. He was also known to 
have composed some love lyrics. Strode moved to 
London in November 1373, when he was elected 
Common Pleader (a legal position) for the City 
of London. Some scholars believe that Strode and 
Chaucer were friends, because Chaucer dedicated 
TROILUS AND CRISEYDE to Strode and another 
writer, JOHN GOWER, trusting that they would, if 
need be, correct any errors found within (book 5, 
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lines 1,856–1,862). Chaucer and Strode also served 
as guarantors for a rich London draper who was 
having legal problems over his acquisition of some 
estates in Essex. This latter incident suggests that 
the men were at least acquainted.

Strother The northern English town from which 
the two students in “The REEVE’S TALE” come (line 
4,014). Although no such town exists today, it could 
have been a small village that has since disappeared. 
According to DOUGLAS GRAY’s notes to “The 
Reeve’s Tale” in The RIVERSIDE CHAUCER, the name 
means “a place overgrown with brushwood.” Gray 
also refers to a “Lange Strother” recorded in the 
13th century, which could have been the location 
of which Chaucer was thinking. Or he could have 
just chosen the name because of its rustic associa-
tions, since, in Chaucer’s day, people from the north 
of England were typically considered to be uncouth 
bumpkins by those living in the more urban and 
urbane south, near the metropolis of London.

Studies in the Age of Chaucer The yearbook of 
the New Chaucer Society, which publishes articles 
and reviews on Chaucer, his contemporaries and the 
historical, religious, intellectual, and literary back-
ground of their works. Although most of the articles 
are on Chaucer, the reviews cover books on other 
authors and topics. The yearbook also publishes an 
annual “Annotated Chaucer Bibliography.”

Stymphalis (Stymphalides) According to leg-
end, Stymphalis was a virgin who was wooed by 
Aristoclides of Orchomenos. When the tyrant 
murdered her father, Stymphalis took refuge in the 
temple of DIANA, where Aristoclides stabbed her to 
death as she clung to the altar. In “The FRANKLIN’S 
TALE,” Stymphalis is one of the virtuous women 
whose example Dorigen considers when she is 
debating whether to break her promise to the squire 
Aurelius or to be unfaithful to her husband (lines 
1,387–1,394). Dorigen had previously promised to 
become Aurelius’s lover if he could remove some 
rocks lining the coast of BRITTANY.

Styx In classical mythology, Styx is the chief river 
that flowed in Hades, or the realm of the dead (the 

underworld). The river was considered sacred to 
the gods, whose most binding oaths might be given 
in the name of the Styx. For the taking of such 
an oath, Iris, JUNO’s messenger, would bring water 
from the stream, and the god who was to swear 
would pour it out. If the swearer broke such an 
oath, he would fall and lie as if dead for one year. 
The Styx is mentioned once in Chaucer’s work, in 
book five of TROILUS AND CRISEYDE when Criseyde 
swears that if she does not return from the Greek 
camp to be with her lover, may she be sent by the 
gods to dwell eternally in Styx, which she calls the 
“put” [pit] of hell (line 1,540).

Suetonius Gaius Suetonius Tranquilus, com-
monly known as Suetonius, was a Roman imperial 
secretary under the emperor Trajan in the sec-
ond century A.D. His principal surviving work is 
De vita Caesarum (“The Lives of the Caesars”). 
The narrator of “The MONK’S TALE” claims that 
Suetonius is the source for his tale of NERO (lines 
2,463–2,465), but source studies have revealed 
that Chaucer actually drew upon BOCCACCIO’s De 
casibus virorum illustrium (Concerning the misfor-
tunes of famous men) and BOETHIUS’s Consolation 
of Philosophy.

Sulpicius Gallus See GALLUS, SULPICIUS.

Surreye See SYRIA.

Susanna (Susanne) Susanna, the heroine of the 
apocryphal Book of Susanna, was accused of adul-
tery by some lecherous Elders but was defended 
by the prophet DANIEL. When her innocence was 
clearly established, her accusers were put to death. 
In “The MAN OF LAW’S TALE,” Constance prays to 
God, who saved Susanna from false blame, when 
she is accused of having killed Hermengild, the 
woman who provided her with lodging when she 
landed in Northumberland (lines 639–640). In 
“The PARSON’S TALE,” Susanna is mentioned as 
an example of one who suffered great sorrow and 
pain when others bore false witness against her 
(line 797).

Swetonius (Swetoun) See SUETONIUS.
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Swynford, Katherine Katherine Swynford was a 
favored mistress of JOHN OF GAUNT, one of the sons 
of King EDWARD III and England’s most powerful 
nobleman during the reign of his nephew RICH-
ARD II. Katherine was originally the daughter of Sir 
Paon de Roet of Hainault. If PHILIPPA CHAUCER, 
Geoffrey’s wife, was, as many scholars believe, origi-
nally Philippa de Roet, the two women were sisters. 
Katherine married a knight, Sir Hugh de Swynford, 
who was one of Gaunt’s retainers, and when she 
was widowed became first John of Gaunt’s mistress 
and later his third wife. She and Gaunt had four 
children, who were legitimized after their marriage.

Symmachus (Symacus) Aurelius Memmius 
Symmachus was the father-in-law of BOETHIUS, 
author of the Consolation of Philosophy, which 
Chaucer translated under the title BOECE. He 
served as Roman consul in 485 under Odoacer. 
Like his son-in-law, Symmachus was to fall under 
suspicion of plotting against the government of 
King THEODORIC. He was executed soon after 
Boethius. In the Boece, Lady Philosophy, pointing 
out to Boethius all the many things he has had 
to be thankful for, refers to Symmachus as a man 
of wisdom and virtue (Book two, Prosa 4, lines 
25–29).

Symoun, Seint See SIMON, SAINT.

Symplicius Gallus See GALLUS, SULPICIUS.

Synay Synay is Chaucer’s spelling of Sinai (see 
HOREB).

Synon (Synoun) See SINON.

Syria In ancient times, the term Syria denoted 
a region at the eastern end of the Mediterranean, 
bordered by Egypt and Arabia to the south and 
west and by Mesopotamia to the north. It forms 
part of the setting for “The MAN OF LAW’S TALE,” 
in which the heroine of the tale, the Roman emper-
or’s daughter Constance, embarks upon a long 
series of adventures following her marriage to the 
Sultan of Syria, a Muslim prince who converted to 
Christianity in order to marry her.

Syrius See SIRIUS.

Sysile See SICILY.

Sytheo See SICHAEUS.

Sytho, stream of The stream of Sytho is the 
name Chaucer gives to the Sea of Thrace in the 
story of PHYLLIS and DEMOPHON in his LEGEND OF 
GOOD WOMEN. After promising to marry Phyllis, 
Demophon sails home for ATHENS, saying that he 
goes to prepare for their wedding day. Phyllis waits 
for him patiently, but the stream of Sytho does not 
carry him back (line 2,508), and she eventually 
commits suicide.
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Tabard The inn where Chaucer claims to have 
met the pilgrims whose stories as they traveled 
together he recorded in The CANTERBURY TALES. 
Records show that an inn of this name actually 
existed in 14th-century SOUTHWARK (a district 
on the south bank of the Thames, opposite the 
City of LONDON). The inn’s name derives from its 
sign, which would either have borne a picture of, 
or been shaped like, a tabard, a sleeveless smock 
embroidered with armorial symbols.

Tagus The Tagus (Spanish, Tajo) River flows 
west across central Spain and Portugal, empty-
ing into the Atlantic through a broad estuary. In 
Book Three, Metrum 10 of the BOECE (Chaucer’s 
translation of BOETHIUS’s Consolation of Philosophy), 
Lady Philosophy mentions the Tagus along with 
several other rivers; she informs the narrator that 
all of the riches these rivers could bring him would 
only cloud his mind rather than clear it, by encour-
aging an attachment to worldly goods. The image 
of the rivers’ running water causing the mind to be 
troubled rather than cleared plays ingeniously on 
the common symbolic association between running 
water and cleanliness or clarity, to illustrate the 
point that, in man’s limited perception, things are 
not always what they seem.

tail-rhyme A stanza form containing among lon-
ger lines two or more short lines that, although 

they are separated from each other by some of the 
long lines, rhyme. They appear in the middle and 
at the end of a stanza, marking its division into two 
or more parts and serving as “tails” to those parts. 
The form is derived from French verse where it had 
the name rime couée, which translates precisely into 
the English name, tail-rhyme. Chaucer’s metrical 
romance, “The TALE OF SIR THOPAS,” is written in 
tail-rhyme stanzas in which the longer lines have 
four metrical feet (stressed units) and the shorter 
ones, three. The effect of this combination is to 
give the poem a kind of galloping pace that empha-
sizes the tale’s silliness, as can be appreciated by 
reading the following stanza aloud:

Sire Thopas wax a doghty swayne; 
Whit was his face as paynedemayn, 
His lippes rede as rose; 
His rode is lyke scarlet in grayn, 
And I yow telle in good certayn 
He hadde a semely nose.

[Sir Thopas grew a doughty swain; 
His face as white as fine white bread, 
His lips as red as rose; 
His cheeks the color of rich scarlet cloth, 
And I tell you for certain sure 
He had a lovely nose.] 
(lines 724–729)
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It is believed that Chaucer intended “The Tale 
of Sir Thopas” to serve as a parody of metrical 
romances, which were quite popular in England 
during the latter part of the 14th century.

Tajo See TAGUS.

Tantalus (Tantale) In classical mythology, Tan-
talus was a son of Jove (JUPITER) who became king 
of Lydia. He achieved great power and wealth 
and was invited to the councils and banquets of 
the gods. He betrayed their kindness, however, 
by revealing their secrets and by stealing nectar 
and ambrosia, which he gave to his mortal friends. 
When he cut his son, Pelops, into pieces that he 
offered to the gods to test their powers, they rec-
ognized the boy and restored him to life. To punish 
Tantalus, Jove suspended above his head a stone 
that was likely to fall at any moment. In Hades, he 
was condemned to stand in water but suffer eter-
nal thirst: whenever he bowed his head to drink 
it, it would flow away. Likewise, branches full of 
fruit hung over his head, always just out of his 
reach. In The BOOK OF THE DUCHESS, the Black 
Knight claims that since the loss of his queen, he 
suffers more than Tantalus (line 709). In TROILUS 
AND CRISEYDE, Pandarus swears that if anything 
untoward would happen to Criseyde for accepting 
his dinner invitation, he should suffer in hell with 
Tantalus (book 3, lines 589–593). In the BOECE, 
when Lady Philosophy tells the story of ORPHEUS’s 
descent into the underworld and the music he per-
formed there. She says that all of its denizens forgot 
their suffering, including Tantalus, who despised 
the stream for which he had thirsted so long (Book 
Three, Metrum 12, lines 38–40).

Tarquinius (Tarquinus the yonge; Tarquinius 
Sextus; Tarquyn; Tarquyny) Tarquinius Sex-
tus was the son of TARQUINIUS SUPERBUS, and the 
cousin of Lucretia’s (see LUCRECE) husband, COL-
LATINUS. According to the Roman writer Livy, the 
two men, Tarquinius and Collatinus, were sta-
tioned together at the siege of Ardea. During a lull 
in the fighting, Collatinus boasted that his wife was 
both beautiful and virtuous, and he took a group 
of officers to spy on her to prove it. Just a glimpse 

of Lucretia caused Tarquinius to become inflamed 
with desire for her. He returned to the house in 
secret and threatened to kill Lucretia if she would 
not become his lover. Then he raped her. The next 
day, after telling her husband and father what had 
happened, Lucretia committed suicide. The story 
of Tarquinius and Lucretia is narrated in Chaucer’s 
LEGEND OF GOOD WOMEN (lines 1,680–1,885). In 
“The FRANKLIN’S TALE,” Lucretia is one of the vir-
tuous women Dorigen recalls when she is faced 
with the decision of whether to keep her promise 
to the squire Aurelius or to remain faithful to her 
husband (lines 1,405–1,408).

Tarquinius Superbus The Tarquinius mentioned 
as the last king of ROME at the beginning of the 
story of LUCRECE in Chaucer’s LEGEND OF GOOD 
WOMEN (line 1,682) is Tarquinius Superbus, who 
ruled from 534 to 510 B.C. His son, TARQUINIUS 
SEXTUS, raped Lucretia (Lucrece), the wife of the 
king’s nephew and his own cousin, COLLATINUS. 
Lucretia committed suicide. When the people of 
Rome learned what had happened, Tarquinius and 
his son were driven out of Rome.

Tarsia (Tars) In “The KNIGHT’S TALE,” the noble 
Emetreus, king of India, who comes to support 
Arcite in the battle for Emily’s hand in marriage, 
wears a surcoat (“cote-armure”) made of cloth from 
Tarsia (line 2,160), a city in Chinese Turkestan 
known for its export of fine silk.

Tartary(e) Region in present-day southern Rus-
sia. SARRAY (Tsarev) in Tartarye is the exotic set-
ting of “The SQUIRE’S TALE.” In the Middle Ages, 
Tartary (or Tatary) was the name given to those 
regions in eastern Europe and central and western 
Asia that fell under the control of invading Mon-
golian and Turkic tribes. Cambyuskan, the king in 
whose court the events of “The Squire’s Tale” take 
place, was a Mongolian conqueror. Tartary is also 
mentioned in The BOOK OF THE DUCHESS by the 
Black Knight, who says that his beloved lady was 
not one of those disdainful women who send their 
lovers off to perform impossible deeds in faraway 
places like PRUSSIA, ALEXANDRIA, or Tartary (line 
1,024).
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Tatlock, John S. P. (1876–1948) A prolific 
medieval scholar, J. S. P. Tatlock taught at the 
University of Michigan, Stanford University, 
and the University of California at Los Angeles. 
Among his numerous contributions to Chaucer 
scholarship, the most outstanding is certainly A 
Concordance to the Complete Works of Geoffrey 
Chaucer and to the Romaunt of the Rose (1927; 
rpt. 1963), coauthored with Arthur G. Kennedy. 
This huge book provides an alphabetical list of 
all but the most common words (such as and, 
but, his) in all of Chaucer’s works with the excep-
tion of the TREATISE ON THE ASTROLABE. Each 
entry mentions every occurrence of a word in the 
body of Chaucer’s work, with quotation of the 
whole line for each instance, including the cita-
tion of line numbers. Although it is based on the 
outdated Globe edition of Chaucer’s works pub-
lished in 1913, this remains a standard reference 
for those who do not yet have access to the new 
computer-generated concordance edited by Akio 
Oizumi (see CONCORDANCES TO CHAUCER). Tat-
lock also wrote The Development and Chronology 
of Chaucer’s Works (1907; rpt. 1963), which used 
various kinds of internal (textual) and external 
evidence in the attempt to establish a chronology 
for most of Chaucer’s writings. His last book, The 
Mind and Art of Chaucer (1950; rpt. 1966) empha-
sizes the impact of Chaucer’s personality upon his 
literary creations, also considering his political, 
intellectual, and social environment.

Taurus (Taur; Tawr) One of the 12 divisions 
of the zodiac, an imaginary belt in the heavens 
extending for about eight degrees on either side 
of the apparent path of the Sun and including 
the paths of the moon and the principal planets. 
The zodiac is divided into 12 equal parts, or signs, 
each named for a different constellation. Taurus is 
the second sign (see diagram under ASTROLOGY), 
which, in Chaucer’s day, the sun entered around 
April 12. The constellation of Taurus, which is 
supposed to represent a bull, appears in the North-
ern Hemisphere sky between ARIES and GEMINI, 
near ORION. Chaucer most often uses such astro-
logical terms to indicate the approximate date of 
a narrative event, to show the passage of time, or 

to show their influence over people and events. 
An example of the latter appears in the Wife of 
Bath’s prologue, when she says that she was born 
when Taurus was in the ascendant (lines 609–
613), something that, according to W. C. CURRY’s 
Chaucer and the Medieval Sciences, helps to explain 
her appearance. Chaucer’s use of Taurus as a 
time marker occurs in “The MERCHANT’S TALE,” 
when the narrator notes that the aged January and 
young May are married as the moon passes from 
the second degree of Taurus into CANCER (lines 
1,885–1,889). Similarly, in “The NUN’S PRIEST’S 
TALE,” Chaunticleer crows when the sun is 21 
degrees in the sign of Taurus (lines 3,187–3,197). 
In his TREATISE ON THE ASTROLABE, Chaucer notes 
that Taurus controls the neck and throat of those 
born under the sign (part 1, division 21, line 74) 
and describes its position in the sky (part 2, divi-
sion six, line 16).

Telephus According to classical mythology, Tele-
phus was a son of HERCULES who became, through 
his adopted father, king of Mysia. When the Greeks 
landed in Mysia on their way to the TROJAN WAR, 
a battle ensued in which Telephus was wounded 
by the spear of ACHILLES. Informed by the oracle at 
DELPHI that his wound could be healed only by the 
man who made it, Telephus disguised himself as a 
beggar and followed the Greeks. Achilles agreed to 
the cure after Calkas advised him that without the 
help of a son of Hercules, Troy could not be taken. 
In “The SQUIRE’S TALE,” the magic sword that King 
Cambyuskan receives for his birthday reminds peo-
ple of Achilles’ spear, because it also has the ability 
to hurt and to heal (lines 236–242).

Temple of Love See TEMPLE OF VENUS.

Temple of Venus The Temple of Venus, or 
Temple of Love, is a recurring image in Chaucer’s 
poetry. In The HOUSE OF FAME, when the narrator 
begins telling the story of the marvelous dream 
that he has had, he first describes visiting a tem-
ple made of glass filled with golden images set on 
pedestals or in jewel-adorned niches. He perceives 
that it is a temple of VENUS, the goddess of love, 
because he sees her there, floating naked on the 

578  Tatlock, John S. P. 



sea, accompanied by doves and her son CUPID. 
Also within the temple, he finds a brass tablet upon 
which is engraved the story of AENEAS, the Trojan 
adventurer who, after surviving the fall of TROY, 
sailed to Italy, where he founded the city that was 
to become the capital of the Roman Empire. On 
the way to this glorious destiny, Aeneas landed 
on the coast of northern Africa, where he was 
received by DIDO, queen of CARTHAGE, who fell in 
love with him and became his mistress. Dido’s love 
for Aeneas and his betrayal of her are the focus of 
the story related on the brass tablet.

The temple’s appearance in the dream and the 
poem would seem to stem from the narrator’s pre-
occupation with the theme of love. He has, as the 
eagle who carries him to Fame’s palace informs 
us, hitherto devoted his creative energies to writ-
ing about love. His efforts thus far have not been 
particularly successful, at least not in gaining him 
the reward of love. The purpose of his visit to 
Fame is to give him other types of material to write 
about. Ironically, once there, his attention is never 
fully engaged until, in the HOUSE OF RUMOR, he 
approaches a corner of the hall where men speak of 
love tidings and anxiously await the approach of a 
man of great authority.

Another Temple of Venus appears in The PAR-
LIAMENT OF FOWLS, also within the context of a 
dream. This temple is located within a garden sim-
ilar to the Garden of Mirth in The ROMAUNT OF 
THE ROSE. Its walls are made of brass rather than 
glass and it stands supported by huge pillars of jas-
per, its doors flanked by allegorical representations 
of Peace and Patience, two attributes necessary for 
the successful practice of love. Inside the temple 
the dreamer sees Venus and other gods associated 
with her, such as BACCHUS, the god of wine, and 
PRIAPUS, the god of gardens and fertility. One wall 
is lined with broken bows betokening mortals who 
tried to remain faithful to DIANA, goddess of the 
moon and virginity. The state of the bows indicates 
their failure to remain chaste. Others are painted 
with the stories of those who, like Dido, TROILUS, 
and THISBE, died for love. The appearance of the 
temple in this poem is again related to the theme 
of love, which is played out in the rest of the 
poem as the dreamer reenters the garden and finds 

the goddess Nature helping the birds choose their 
mates. Yet another Temple of Venus appears in 
“The KNIGHT’S TALE,” where it is one of three (the 
others are dedicated to Diana and MARS [1]) set 
within the walls of the arena where Palamon and 
Arcite will do battle to determine which of them 
shall marry Emily. This temple, which consists of 
an altar and oratory, is located in the eastward 
portion of the wall surrounding the battle arena. 
The narrator does not reveal what kind of material 
it is made of, but states that the walls are painted 
with a portrait of Venus almost identical to the 
one that appears in The House of Fame, along with 
representations of love’s torments, and allegori-
cal figures, such as Hope, Desire, Foolhardiness, 
Beauty, and Youth, who serve as attendants to 
Venus. This Temple of Venus is taken directly 
from BOCCACCIO’s TESEIDA, which was Chaucer’s 
source for “The Knight’s Tale.” Of the three works 
discussed here, this tale may have been the last 
to be written; but there is evidence that Chau-
cer had read the Teseida much earlier (and prob-
ably penned an earlier version of “The Knight’s 
Tale” also), which means that the Italian poem 
was probably the source of the temple’s description 
in all three works.

ten Brink, Bernhard (1841–1892) One of the 
great German scholars of Chaucer, Bernhard ten 
Brink was born in Amsterdam, the Netherlands, 
but received his education in Germany and held 
academic appointments there. In 1873 he became 
a professor at the University of Strassburg where he 
was appointed to the first chair for English philol-
ogy. His scholarly work includes Chaucer Studien 
zur Geschichte seiner Entwickung und zur Chronolo-
gie seiner Schriften (1870), the first in-depth study 
of Chaucer’s development as a writer, including 
the establishment of a chronology for his texts. 
Chaucers Sprache und Verkunst (1884, translated as 
The Language and Meter of Chaucer in 1901), is 
considered by some to be the first truly academic 
investigation of this topic. He expanded his interest 
in language and meter by creating critical editions 
of the GENERAL PROLOGUE TO THE CANTERBURY 
TALES, and of the “COMPLAINT UNTO PITY.” Ten 
Brink was the first scholar to link the mysterious 
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old man in “The PARDONER’S TALE” to the mytho-
logical figure of the Wandering Jew. According to 
popular tradition, the Wandering Jew was a man 
who offended Jesus on the road to his crucifixion, 
and he was therefore cursed to wander the earth 
alone until the world ends. Ten Brink’s Geschichte 
der englischen Literatur (1889–93; translated as His-
tory of English Literature), unfinished at the time of 
his death, became his best known work.

Ten Brink’s work in this direction stimulated a 
revival of Chaucer study in the United Kingdom as 
well as in Germany, and to him was indirectly due 
the foundation of the English Chaucer Society.

Tereus In classical mythology, Tereus was the son 
of MARS (1) who became king of Phocis or THRACE. 
PANDION, king of ATHENS, gave Tereus his daughter 
PROCNE in marriage. When Procne asked to see her 
sister, Philomela, Pandion, despite of misgivings, let 
her depart in Tereus’s keeping. But Tereus did not 
take Philomela to Procne. Instead, seized by uncon-
trollable desire for her, he took her to some woods 
in Thrace, where he raped her and cut out her 
tongue to keep her from telling anyone. Then he 
shut her away in another dwelling to keep her from 
contacting Procne. Philomela communicated her 
plight to her sister by weaving the story of her rape 
into a tapestry. The women avenged themselves on 
Tereus by killing his son Itys and feeding him to 
his father. When Tereus discovered what they had 
done, he tried to kill the two women, but the gods 
intervened, changing all three of them into birds. 
Procne became a swallow; Philomela, a nightingale; 
and Tereus, a hawk. In another version, Philomela 
became the swallow and Procne, the nightingale. 
The story of these three is narrated in Chaucer’s 
LEGEND OF GOOD WOMEN (lines 2,228–2,393).

Termagant (Termagaunt) In various medieval 
romances, Termagant is the name of an idol wor-
shipped by the Saracens (Muslims), though there is 
no basis for this in historical fact. In “The TALE OF 
SIR THOPAS,” the giant whom Sir Thopas encoun-
ters as he rides forth on his adventures swears by 
Termagant that he will slay Thopas’s steed with a 
mace unless Thopas leaves his lands immediately 
(lines 810–813).

Tertullian (Tertulan) Quintus Septimus Flo-
rens Tertullian, born in the first century A.D., was 
the son of a centurion who served in Africa. After 
converting to Christianity he wrote a number of 
treatises on the conduct of a Christian life. He 
continues to be regarded as the greatest Christian 
writer in western Europe before Saint AUGUSTINE. 
One of his treatises, De monogamia (“On Monog-
amy”), claims that all marriages after the first 
constitute adultery. When the Wife of Bath says 
that her fifth husband’s “Book of Wicked Wives” 
contains something by Tertullian, she may well be 
referring to this tract, which would reflect nega-
tively on her own marital history (Wife of Bath’s 
Prologue, line 676).

Tesbee See THISBE.

Teseida The Teseida was the poem by the Ital-
ian writer BOCCACCIO that served as the primary 
source for Chaucer’s “KNIGHT’S TALE.” It is actually 
an abbreviated title for the following: Il Teseida 
delle nozze d’Emelia (“The Story of Theseus con-
cerning the Nuptials of Emily”), written around 
1339–41. Chaucer probably obtained a manuscript 
of the poem during one of his trips to Italy. For 
a discussion of the relationship between the two 
works, see the Commentary section of the entry on 
“The Knight’s Tale.”

Tessalie (Tessaly) See THESSALY.

Teuta Teuta was the wife of an Illyrian king who, 
on her husband’s death in 231 B.C., assumed the 
throne. She came into conflict with Rome when 
she refused to punish Illyrian pirates who had 
attacked some Roman merchants before her reign. 
The conflict escalated into war which ended in 
228, when Teuta sued for peace and was stripped 
of most of her dominions. Teuta was remembered 
for her chastity as well as her strong rule. In “The 
FRANKLIN’S TALE,” Teuta is one of the women Dori-
gen thinks of when she is faced with the question of 
whether to become the lover of the squire Aurelius, 
or to remain faithful to her husband (lines 1,453–
1,454). She is faced with this dilemma because she 
had rashly promised to give in to Aurelius if he 
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could remove some rocks from the coast of BRIT-
TANY, a seemingly impossible task.

Tewnes See TUNIS.

Thebes Two cities of the ancient world bore 
the name Thebes. The one most often mentioned 
in Chaucer’s work was the chief city of Boetia in 
east-central Greece. The city looms large in Greek 
mythology as the home of OEDIPUS, the Theban 
king who had unknowingly killed his father and 
married his mother. Oedipus was driven out of 
the city by his two sons, POLYNICES and ETEOCLES, 
who initially agreed to take turns governing the 
city. However, Eteocles violated that agreement 
by refusing to surrender the throne when his time 
was up, and Polynices raised an army and invaded. 
This conflict became known as the SEVEN AGAINST 
THEBES and is frequently alluded to in Chaucer’s 
poetry, particularly in TROILUS AND CRISEYDE. In 
“The KNIGHT’S TALE,” Thebes is the home of the 
two knights, Palamon and Arcite who are taken 
prisoner after THESEUS of ATHENS attacks the city 
on his way home from his war with the AMAZONS.

Another city named Thebes was the ancient 
capital city of Upper Egypt (modern Luxor or Kar-
nak). In “The Knight’s Tale,” Palamon escapes 
from prison by giving his jailer some wine spiced 
with opium from this city (lines 1,470–1,472).

Thelophus See TELEPHUS.

Theodamus See THIODAMUS.

Theodoric (Theodorik) (c. 454–526) The Os-
trogothic king who conquered the Italian Peninsula 
in 493 A.D. Theodoric ruled for 33 years, and some 
scholars believe, gave Italy a more enlightened rule 
that it had known under many of the Caesars. A 
patron of learning and an enforcer of religious tol-
eration, he fostered agriculture and commerce and 
directed the repair of public buildings and roads. 
But in the final years of his life he grew suspicious 
of those around him and accused some of his faith-
ful subordinates, including BOETHIUS, of plotting 
with the Roman aristocracy to overthrow him. Bo-
ethius wrote his De consolatione philosophiae (Con-

solation of Philosophy), which Chaucer translated as 
BOECE, after having been accused and forced into 
exile by Theodoric. Although Boethius does not 
mention Theodoric by name in his work, Chau-
cer includes in his translation two glosses (com-
ments on the text), both of which state instances in 
which Boethius opposed Theodoric’s policies when 
those policies were unjust. On one occasion (Book 
One, Prosa 4, lines 72–84) he canceled Theodor-
ic’s restrictions on the sale of grain during a year 
of famine, and on another (Book Three, Prosa 4, 
lines 23–26) he refused to serve as a colleague with 
DECORAT, a man he knew to be an informer.

Theophrastus (Theophraste) The supposed Greek 
author of the Liber aureolus de nuptiis (“The Golden 
Book of Marriage”), a work abstracted in the Epistola 
adversus Jovinianum (“Letter against Jovinianum”) 
of Saint JEROME. “Valerye and Theophraste” is the 
name by which the Wife of Bath’s fifth husband 
calls his “Book of Wicked Wives,” a collection of 
antifeminist writings from which he reads to her 
each evening (Wife of Bath’s Prologue, line 671). 
At the beginning of “The MERCHANT’S TALE,” the 
narrator states that a wife ought to gladly serve her 
husband, but he notes that Theophrastus and some 
other clerks do not believe that this will happen 
(lines 1,293–1,294). Considering the Merchant’s 
own experience of marriage, which he discusses in 
his prologue, his ensuing comment that Theophras-
tus must be a liar should be taken ironically.

Thesbe(e) See THISBE.

Theseus The greatest king and hero of ATHENS, 
Theseus was the son of King Aegeas, for whom the 
Aegean Sea was named. Theseus achieved early 
fame by destroying a number of notorious bandits 
who plagued travelers in Greece. His most famous 
feat was to kill the MINOTAUR, the legendary half-
man, half-bull monster who lived in the Labyrinth 
beneath the island of Crete. Theseus accomplished 
this with the help of MINOS’s daughter ARIADNE, 
who told him how to use a ball of thread to find his 
way back out of the Labyrinth. Theseus promised 
to marry her for saving his life, but he abandoned 
her on his way back home. His second wife was the 
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queen of the AMAZONS, HIPPOLYTA, with whom he 
had a son named Hippolytus. Like HERCULES and 
ULYSSES, two other outstanding Greek heroes, The-
seus had many adventures. He sailed with JASON 
and the Argonauts to find the Golden Fleece and 
took part in the great Calydonian Boar Hunt, 
where he saved the life of his rash friend, Pirithous. 
When the latter announced his plan to kidnap 
Persephone, the queen of Hades, Theseus, not to 
be outdone, first kidnapped the famously beautiful 
daughter of Leda and Zeus (JUPITER), Helen, and 
then joined his friend in his descent to the under-
world. When they arrived, PLUTO tricked the two 
men into sitting down in the Chair of Forgetful-
ness, but Theseus was eventually rescued by Her-
cules. For his third wife Theseus chose Ariadne’s 
sister PHAEDRA, a decision he would live to regret. 
Because Theseus’s son Hippolytus despised love, 
Aphrodite (VENUS) caused Phaedra to fall madly 
in love with him. Driven to despair by her emo-
tions, Phaedra committed suicide but condemned 
the man she loved by leaving a note, in which 
she claimed that he had raped her. Believing what 
she had written, Theseus cursed his son, who was 
shortly afterward killed in an accident caused by 
Poseidon, lord of the sea. Although he was ban-
ished from Athens and died in exile, Theseus was 
later recognized as the greatest ruler of that city pri-
marily because, shortly after ascending the throne, 
he had abolished the monarchy and established a 
democracy, retaining for himself the role of com-
mander in chief. Theseus plays an important role in 
“The KNIGHT’S TALE,” where, as ruler of Athens, he 
largely determines the fate of the two protagonists, 
Palamon and Arcite. (See THESEUS under the head-
ing of “Characters” within “The Knight’s Tale,” 
located in Part II: Works.) Theseus also appears as 
the faithless lover of Anelida in Chaucer’s “ANEL-
IDA AND ARCITE,” and the story of his abandon-
ment of Ariadne appears in The LEGEND OF GOOD 
WOMEN (lines 1,886–2,227).

Thesiphone One of the Furies. Also known as 
Tisiphone. (See ERINYES.)

Thessaly An ancient region of eastern Greece, 
between the Pindus Mountains and the Aegean 

Sea. In the life of JULIUS CAESAR that appears in 
“The MONK’S TALE,” the narrator mentions Thes-
saly as the place where Caesar overtook and fought 
POMPEY, with whom he had formerly shared power 
during the period of the first triumvirate (lines 
2,678–2,686). Thessaly is also the kingdom that the 
Greek adventurer JASON ought to have inherited 
from his father, AESON, whose throne was usurped 
by his brother, PELIAS. When Jason grew up and 
went to reassert his father’s claim, Pelias sent him 
on his famous quest for the Golden Fleece. The 
story of Jason and the two women he betrayed, 
HYPSIPYLE and MEDEA, is narrated in Chaucer’s 
LEGEND OF GOOD WOMEN (lines 1,368–1,679).

Thetis In classical mythology, Thetis was a 
Nereid, or sea nymph, who became the mother of 
the famous warrior ACHILLES. PELIAS, one of the 
men sailing on the expedition with JASON and the 
Argonauts, fell in love with her while she was guid-
ing the Argonauts safely through some of the perils 
that they encountered at sea. The Centaur CHIRON 
told him that to win her he had to hold her tight, 
even though she would assume many forms, until 
she would promise to marry him. Pelias was suc-
cessful and the two were married. When Achilles 
was born, Thetis dipped him into the river STYX 
to make his body invulnerable to mortal weapons, 
but the heel by which she held him remained vul-
nerable and would later receive a mortal wound. 
This story is the source of the proverbial “Achilles’ 
heel.” Thetis is mentioned in Chaucer’s LEGEND OF 
GOOD WOMEN, where she rescues DEMOPHON from 
drowning, casting him upon a beach in Thrace 
(line 2422).

Thimotheum See TIMOTHY, SAINT.

Thiodamus In classical mythology, Thiodamus 
was a famous prophet who encouraged the troops 
at the siege of Thebes with invocations followed 
by the blasting of trumpets. In “The MERCHANT’S 
TALE,” the trumpet music that announces each of 
the courses at January’s wedding feast is described 
as being clearer than that played by Thiodamus. 
In The HOUSE OF FAME, Thiodamus appears with 
other musicians in Fame’s palace (line 1,246).
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Thisbe In classical mythology, Thisbe was the ill-
fated lover of PYRAMUS, revered as one of the most 
beautiful young men of the ancient world. The 
two young people lived in ancient BABYLON, on 
estates with adjoining properties. They fell in love 
but their parents forbade them to marry. Decid-
ing to elope, the two arranged to slip away from 
their homes in the dark of night. They planned to 
meet at the tomb of King NINUS. Thisbe arrived 
first but a hungry lioness frightened her into taking 
refuge in a cave. She dropped her cloak, which the 
animal attacked with bloody claws. When Pyra-
mus arrived and found the cloak, but not Thisbe, 
he assumed the worst and stabbed himself. When 
Thisbe returned and found her lover dead, she also 
committed suicide. Thisbe is mentioned as one of 
the martyrs in the TEMPLE OF VENUS in Chaucer’s 
PARLIAMENT OF FOWLS (line 289). She is mentioned 
briefly in “The MERCHANT’S TALE,” where the nar-
rator remarks that, in the case of May and Damian, 
love will find a way, just as it did for Pyramus and 
Thisbe (lines 2,125–2,128). A complete version of 
the story of Pyramus and his lover is told in The 
LEGEND OF GOOD WOMEN (lines 706–923). The 
introduction to “The MAN OF LAW’S TALE” notes 
that the story of Thisbe appears among Chaucer’s 
works (line 63).

Thoas In classical mythology, Thoas was the 
son of Dionysus and ARIADNE who became king of 
Lemnos. When the women of Lemnos conspired 
to kill all the men on the island, Thoas escaped 
through the assistance of his daughter HYPSIPYLE. 
After concealing him in Dionysus’s shrine, she later 
conducted him, disguised as a statue of the god, to 
the coast, from where a ship carried him to safety. 
Thoas is mentioned in the story of Hypsipyle and 
JASON that appears in Chaucer’s LEGEND OF GOOD 
WOMEN (lines 1,465–1,468).

Thobie See TOBIAS.

Tholome See PTOLEMY.

Thomas à Becket, Saint Thomas à Becket was 
born around 1118 into a middle-class family in Lon-
don. After receiving a good education, he entered 

into service in the household of Theobald, the 
archbishop of Canterbury. After being employed by 
Theobald on missions to Rome, his emerging talent 
for diplomatic service caused Henry II, when newly 
crowned, to appoint him to the powerful office of 
chancellor (chief administrator) of the realm, a 
post in which he performed admirably from 1154 to 
1162. Contemporary reports reveal the personality 
of a courtier—he dressed handsomely, was fond of 
hunting and other courtly entertainments, and soon 
became the constant companion of the king. Dur-
ing this period he was instrumental in supporting 
the interests of the king against those of the church 
whenever the two came into conflict, which is one 
reason why Henry advocated his appointment to 
the archbishopric of Canterbury following Theo-
bald’s death. But instead of continuing to favor 
the interests of the Crown, Becket’s attitudes and 
policies suddenly and drastically changed. Upon his 
appointment in 1162, he devoted himself to pre-
serving and advancing the interests of the church, 
even when they brought him into conflict with the 
king. It was his unbending and often ostentatious 
resistance to the king’s wishes that eventually led 
to his murder, before the altar of Canterbury cathe-
dral, by four of the king’s knights who, according to 
tradition, were responding to the king’s despairing 
cry, “Will no one rid me of this troublesome priest?” 
This murder of the head of the church in England, 
at the supposed instigation of the English king, sent 
shock waves throughout western Europe. Although 
attempts were made to suppress the rumors of mira-
cles that grew up surrounding his memory, Thomas 
was canonized in 1173, three years after his death. 
He was especially associated with miracles of heal-
ing, an association that is noted in the GENERAL 
PROLOGUE TO THE CANTERBURY TALES when the 
narrator states that English pilgrims often journey 
to CANTERBURY in the spring to pay homage to the 
“hooly blisful martir” who “hem hath holpen whan 
that they were seeke” (lines 17–18). In the Middle 
Ages, the cult of Saint Thomas grew and prospered 
until visits to the shrine of Canterbury became the 
most popular of English pilgrimages. Perhaps this is 
why Chaucer chose it as the occasion for the tale-
telling contest that provides the framework for his 
Canterbury Tales.
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Thomas of India (Ynde) The man whom Chau-
cer refers to as Thomas of India was one of the 
12 apostles of Jesus. Thomas is probably most well 
known for his inability to believe that Jesus had 
risen from the dead until he had touched the holes 
made by the nails in Christ’s palms. For that reason 
he earned the name “doubting Thomas.” Thomas 
appears three times in the Gospel of John (see JOHN, 
SAINT), but is absent from the other three Gospels, 
excepting lists of the 12. Later in his life, Thomas 
was known for spreading the Gospel to parts of Par-
thia and PERSIA. In later tradition, he also went to 
India, where he was martyred.

In “The SUMMONER’S TALE,” the corrupt monk 
directs poor sick Thomas to read the life of Saint 
Thomas of India to learn about the importance of 
building churches (line 1,980). The monk is hint-
ing that he needs Thomas to make a contribution 
so that he and his brothers may build a church. He 
may also be attempting to suggest some relationship 
between the skepticism of his audience and that 
formerly expressed by the saint. In the prologue to 
“The MERCHANT’S TALE,” the Merchant swears by 
Saint Thomas of India that “we wedded men lyven 
in sorwe and care” (lines 1,228–1,230) [we wedded 
men live in sorrow and care]. There is no particular 
reason why he should name this particular saint in 
this instance.

Thomas of Kent, Saint See THOMAS À BECKETT, 
SAINT.

Thomas of Woodstock (d. 1397) Thomas of 
Woodstock, the duke of Gloucester, was the young-
est son of King EDWARD III. Thomas was in his early 
30s when RICHARD II, Edward’s grandson, began to 
arouse serious opposition among the nobility with 
some of the favors he bestowed upon his friends. 
In the absence of JOHN OF GAUNT, Edward’s old-
est living son, who had managed to keep peace 
between Richard and the magnates for a long 
while, but was now living in France, Woodstock 
organized an opposition party. In 1386, at the urg-
ing of this group of men, Parliament demanded and 
obtained the removal of one of Richard’s friends, 
Michael de la Pole, from the chancellorship, then 
impeached him and condemned him to prison. Fol-

lowing this event a council, known as the Commis-
sion of Government, was set up to advise the young 
king. It was led by Gloucester, by now Richard’s 
most hated uncle. When Richard challenged their 
authority the following year by restoring de la Pole, 
an explosion followed in which the advisory coun-
cil accused Richard and his followers of treason 
before Parliament. Since this council was made up 
of the most powerful magnates in England, Richard 
could only give way. Because of their alliance with 
Richard some of Chaucer’s friends and acquain-
tances were executed in the “Merciless Parliament” 
of 1388. Among those who lost their lives was the 
poet THOMAS USK.

After this blowup, relations between Richard 
and Woodstock remained peaceful, at least on the 
surface, for nearly 10 years. But in 1397 Richard 
suddenly lashed out at his foes, having Wood-
stock and others who had opposed him arrested 
and accused in Parliament just as they had done 
to the king’s friends in 1388. Two of the most 
powerful, the earl of Arundel and the earl of War-
wick, were, respectively, executed and banished. 
Woodstock was murdered in prison shortly after 
his arrest.

Chaucer would have been a firsthand witness to 
many of these happenings because he was a mem-
ber of Parliament in 1386. Unfortunately there 
exists no record of his thoughts or reactions to these 
events. Whatever they were, after this 1397 meet-
ing of Parliament, a number of minor officials were 
dismissed from the government. Since Chaucer’s 
service as Controller of Customs ended this same 
year, it is assumed that either he was dismissed as 
part of the political shake-up that was taking place 
or he resigned to avoid being dismissed.

Thomas of Ynde See THOMAS OF INDIA.

Thorus In The LEGEND OF GOOD WOMEN, Chau-
cer lists Thorus with NEPTUNE, Thetis, and TRITON, 
sea deities who rescue DEMOPHON after his ship is 
destroyed on the way home from the TROJAN WAR 
(lines 2,421–2,423). It is assumed that Chaucer 
intended the name to represent another god of the 
sea but none by this name is known to have existed 
in classical mythology.
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Thrace An ancient region in the eastern Bal-
kan peninsula of Greece. The modern region of 
Thrace is divided between Greece and Turkey. 
Thrace is mentioned several times in Chaucer’s 
poetry. In “The KNIGHT’S TALE,” the temple of 
Mars (1) that THESEUS has constructed as part of 
the arena where Palamon and Arcite are to fight 
for the hand of Emily is compared to the great 
temple of Mars in Thrace (line 1,972). PHYLLIS, 
who was betrayed by DEMOPHON, was the daugh-
ter of the king of Thrace. Her story is recounted 
briefly in The HOUSE OF FAME (lines 388–396), 
where her situation is compared to that of DIDO, 
queen of CARTHAGE, who was similarly betrayed by 
AENEAS. A longer version appears in The LEGEND 
OF GOOD WOMEN (lines 2,394–2,561). TEREUS, 
the man who married PROCNE and raped her sister 
PHILOMELA, was also king of Thrace. Their story 
is likewise narrated in The Legend of Good Women 
(lines 2,228–2,393). Thrace is also the home of 
AEOLUS, the god of wind, according to The House 
of Fame (lines 1,571–1,572).

Thymalao See TIMOLAUS.

Thymeo See PLATO.

Thymothee See TIMOTHEUS.

Thynne, William. See EDITIONS OF CHAUCER’S 
WORK.

Tiber River in central Italy that flows from the 
Apennine Mountains south through Rome, emp-
tying into the Tyrrhenian Sea. In “The MONK’S 
TALE,” the narrator states that the emperor NERO 
made a pastime of fishing in the Tiber River with 
nets made of gold (lines 2,475–2,476).

Ticius See TITYUS.

Tigris River in the ancient region of Mesopota-
mia. See EUPHRATES for a discussion of the reference 
to this river that appears in the BOECE, Chaucer’s 
translation of BOETHIUS’s Consolation of Philosophy.

Timaeus See PLATO.

Timolaus The son of Queen ZENOBIA of PAL-
MYRA and her husband Odenathus. The story of 
Zenobia’s rise and fall is told in Chaucer’s “MONK’S 
TALE” (lines 2,247–2,374). Following the Italian 
writer BOCCACCIO’s version of the story, Chaucer 
supplies the detail that Zenobia dressed her two 
sons after the manner of kings (lines 2,343–2,345).

Timotheus Syrian general who was defeated by 
JUDAS MACCABEUS in the conflict between the Jews 
and King ANTIOCHUS (1) of SYRIA. His role in the 
conflict is mentioned in the story of Antiochus that 
appears in “The MONK’S TALE” (lines 2,591–2,598). 
The source of the story is the apocryphal book of 
2 Maccabees, which was included in the Vulgate 
(Latin) Bible of Chaucer’s time.

Timothy, Saint One of the apostle PAUL’s disci-
ples. With Paul he was the coauthor of the Epistles 
(Letters) to the Thessalonians, the second Epistle 
to the Corinthians, and the Epistles to the Phi-
lippians, Colossians, and Philemon, all of which 
appear in the New Testament. Two of Paul’s epis-
tles are addressed to Timothy. They are primar-
ily concerned with instructing Timothy on how to 
establish sound doctrine in the churches that he 
ministered to. According to the historian Eusebius, 
Timothy was the first bishop of Ephesus. Paul’s 
Epistles to Timothy are mentioned in the prologue 
to “The PARSON’S TALE” when the Parson refuses 
to tell a story or fable because of Paul’s warnings 
to Timothy regarding the dangers of such stories 
(line 32).

Tiresias In classical mythology, Tiresias was 
a blind Theban seer who gained his powers in a 
bizarre fashion. Once when walking on MOUNT 
CITHAERON he encountered two snakes embrac-
ing and struck them with his walking staff. He was 
immediately changed into a woman. Seven years 
later he had a similar experience and was changed 
back into a man. Because he had experience as 
both a man and a woman, Zeus asked him to settle 
a dispute with Hera over whether men or women 
enjoyed love more. When Tiresias supported Zeus’s 
opinion that women did, Hera punished him with 
blindness, a condition Zeus attempted to alleviate 
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by giving him the gift of prophecy as well. Other 
stories give alternate reasons for his blindness, but 
this is the most interesting. Tiresias is best known 
to modern readers for his role in Sophocles’ Oedi-
pus Rex, in which he helps OEDIPUS discover his 
fate and later prophesizes the death of CREON and 
the destruction of THEBES. In the BOECE, BOETHIUS 
refers to Tiresias’s powers as “japeworthi” [trickery] 
(Book Five, Prosa 13, line 134).

Tisbe See THISBE.

Tisiphone See ERINYES.

Titan The name given to the sun by OVID in 
his Metamorphoses. Chaucer uses this name for the 
sun in TROILUS AND CRISEYDE when Troilus, after 
spending the night with Criseyde for the first time, 
chides Titan for allowing the dawn to come so soon 
(book three, line 1,464).

Titus (Livius) See LIVY.

Tityus In classical mythology, Tityus was a giant 
son of Gaea (Earth). He was killed and condemned 
to eternal suffering in Hades because of an attack 
he made against Latona, the mother of APOLLO and 
DIANA. His punishment in the underworld was to 
lie stretched out over the pit of hell while vultures 
forever fed on his liver. In TROILUS AND CRISEYDE, 
Pandarus says that even if Troilus suffers as much 
as Tityus, he ought to tell his friend the source of 
his woe and perhaps, in doing so, relieve it (book 
1, lines 785–791). In the BOECE, Chaucer’s transla-
tion of BOETHIUS’s Consolation of Philosophy, Lady 
Philosophy tells the story of how the vultures who 
gnawed at Tityus’s liver were so enthralled by the 
music of ORPHEUS that they ceased to torment the 
giant while Orpheus played (Book Three, Metrum 
12, line 42).

Tlemcen Rendered as “Tramyssene” in The RIV-
ERSIDE CHAUCER, Tlemcen, near Morocco in north-
ern Africa, is one of the places which the Knight, 
who is described in the GENERAL PROLOGUE TO THE 
CANTERBURY TALES, has visited on military cam-
paign (line 62).

Tobias The Book of Tobit is an apocryphal book 
of the Bible that was included in the Vulgate 
(Latin) Bible of Chaucer’s day. The book tells the 
story of Tobit, a Jew who was taken in captivity to 
NINEVAH after the defeat of Israel by the Assyrians 
in 722 B.C. He was blinded when the droppings of 
a swallow fell into his eyes. Tobit’s son, Tobias, 
married a devout Jewish woman, Sara, whom he 
saved from a demon by the assistance of the angel 
Raphael. In “The TALE OF MELIBEE,” Dame Pru-
dence quotes from the Book of Tobit when she 
reminds her husband of how Tobit taught his son 
to bless God at all times and to always look to 
him for counsel in everything (line 1,118). In “The 
PARSON’S TALE,” in the section of his sermon deal-
ing with the sin of lechery, the Parson notes that 
in the Book of Tobit, the angel Raphael told Tobit 
that the devil has power over people who, even 
though they are married, enjoy the pleasures of the 
flesh (lines 905–906).

Tolletanes In “The FRANKLIN’S TALE,” the magi-
cian hired by Aurelius consults his “tables Tolle-
tanes” [tables of Toledo] in order to determine 
when will be the most propitious time to perform 
the “natural magic” that will cause some rocks lin-
ing the coast of BRITTANY to magically disappear 
beneath the waters (line 1,273). The tables referred 
to here were astrological tables corrected for a spe-
cific latitude (that of Toledo in Spain). Aurelius 
wants the magician to perform this feat because 
Dorigen, the married lady with whom he is infatu-
ated, has promised to become his lover if he can 
effect the rocks’ removal.

Trace See THRACE.

Tramyssene See TLEMCEN.

Trismegistus, Hermes See HERMES TRISMEGISTUS.

Tristram (Tristam; Tristan) Heroic charac-
ter who was a central figure in the popular medi-
eval romance of Tristram (or Tristan) and Isolde 
(also spelled Isoude and Iseult). Three early ver-
sions of the Tristram story survive: one French, 
one Welsh, and one German, all of them penned 
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in the 12th century. The version of the romance 
most often read today was written by Gottfried von 
Strassburg early in the 13th century. The son of 
Blanchefleur of Cornwall and Rivalen of Lyonesse 
(a legendary island country), Tristram was born 
in BRITTANY shortly after his father’s death. It was 
because of her loss that the widow Blanchefleur 
named him Tristram, which meant “child of sad-
ness.” Tristram grew to manhood at the court of 
his uncle, King Mark of Cornwall; he was hand-
some, an accomplished musician, and the brav-
est of knights. When Mark decided to marry, he 
sent his nephew to Ireland to fetch Isolde, whom 
he intended to make his wife. During their voy-
age back to Cornwall, Tristram and ISOLDE unwit-
tingly drank a love potion that Isolde’s mother had 
prepared for her daughter and King Mark, and 
fell hopelessly in love. Even though circumstances 
demanded that she be married to Mark, the two 
continued their famous love affair, always having 
to circumvent Mark’s suspicions and jealousy, until 
Tristram’s tragic death. Tristram is mentioned in 
The PARLIAMENT OF FOWLS as one of those who 
died for love. His story is portrayed on the walls of 
the TEMPLE OF VENUS (lines 290–294). Also, the 
narrator of the BALLADE “TO ROSEMOUNDE” refers 
to himself as “trewe Tristram the secounde” (line 
20) [true Tristram the second]. In his Passion and 
Society (1934), the French literary theorist Denis 
de Rougement (1906–85) claimed that Tristram 
was the prototype of the courtly lover and cites 
repeated references to him in courtly love lyrics 
such as Chaucer’s.

Triton In classical mythology, Triton was a son 
of the sea god NEPTUNE. He was depicted as a man 
to the hips, but in place of legs he had a single or 
double fish tail. He sometimes carried a trident, 
which he could use to raise rocks from the sea to 
make islands, and a conch, which he used to create 
winds upon the surface of the sea. In The HOUSE 
OF FAME, Triton is called upon to accompany AEO-
LUS to Fame’s palace, carrying his two trumpets, 
which are named “Sklaundre” (Slander) and “Clere 
Laude” (Pure Praise) (lines 1,583–1,605). In The 
LEGEND OF GOOD WOMEN, Triton is one of the 
sea deities who rescues DEMOPHON, causing him to 

be washed up on the shore of RHODOPE, where he 
meets PHYLLIS (lines 2,417–2,424).

Trivet, Nicholas (c. 1258–1334) An English 
Dominican who studied at Oxford and Paris, Nich-
olas Trivet wrote commentaries on a number of 
classical texts, including one on BOETHIUS’s Con-
solation of Philosophy, which provided numerous 
glosses (explanatory passages) that Chaucer used 
in his own translation of the Consolation, entitled 
BOECE. Modern editions of the Boece usually set 
these glosses in italics and/or parentheses. Trivet 
is best remembered, however, as a historian. His 
Anglo-Norman Chronicle, claiming to recount the 
history of the world from the Creation to 1285, 
was Chaucer’s source for the story of Constance in 
“The MAN OF LAW’S TALE.” The title of this work 

Triton, the son of Neptune, who rescues Demophon 
from drowning in the sea.
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derives from the language in which it was written, 
ANGLO-NORMAN, a French dialect that had been 
spoken in England since the invasion of William 
the Conqueror in 1066.

Trojan War The Trojan War forms the historical 
backdrop for one of Chaucer’s most famous poems, 
TROILUS AND CRISEYDE. For many years this war 
was thought to have been a fictional occurrence, 
existing only in the imagination of such writers as 
HOMER and VIRGIL. Archeological digs organized 
by Heinrich Schliemann in the late 19th century 
have provided surprising evidence that the war 
may have indeed taken place, although we have no 
existing written record of them apart from the liter-
ary ones. According to those accounts, this war was 
fought over the love of a woman, the famous HELEN 
OF TROY. Reported in legend to have been the most 
beautiful woman of ancient Greece, Helen, who was 
married to the Greek MENELAUS, was kidnapped 
by PARIS (1), a prince of the city of TROY. The 
Greeks attacked Troy not only to retrieve Helen 
but also to avenge their honor, which had been 
violated by Paris’ behavior. The lengthy war that 
followed, and which led to the fall of Trojan civili-
zation, was the subject of the classical Greek epic 
the Iliad. Versions of the story that circulated dur-
ing the medieval period include Latin versions by 
DARES the Phrygian and DICTYS of Crete, along with 
BENOÎT DE SAINTE-MAURE’s French Roman de Troie 
(Romance of Troy). The Trojan War was a popular 
subject in Chaucer’s day, at least partly because 
the Trojans were believed to have brought classi-
cal culture to western Europe when they migrated 
to Italy after the fall of Troy. Chaucer’s Troilus 
and Criseyde is a love story set in Troy during the 
siege of the Greeks, which ended when the Trojans 
accepted the Greeks’ gift of a large wooden horse. 
The horse was filled with Greek soldiers, who, once 
the people of Troy had gone to sleep for the night, 
left their hiding place and easily overcame the city’s 
resistance.

Trophee In “The MONK’S TALE,” the Monk’s life 
of HERCULES refers to a writer named Trophee as a 
source for the story about Hercules setting up pil-
lars at either boundary of the world to hold up the 

sky (lines 2,117–2,118). The identity of this source 
remains uncertain, though LYMAN KITTREDGE sug-
gested that the Latin noun tropaea, or trophea, 
which could mean “pillars,” may have been misun-
derstood as the name of a book or an author.

Trotula Trotula di Ruggiero, also known simply 
as Trota, was a woman who practiced and taught 
medicine at Salerno, Italy, in the 12th century. 
She is believed to have written a handbook of 
general medical care, which was lost. Around 
1200, however, three medical treatises appeared 
that circulated under the name of Trotula, all of 
which concentrate on the subjects of gynecology 
and obstetrics. These three texts, none of which 
was actually written by Trotula, exhibit a negative 
view of women and the female body that was typi-
cal of the Middle Ages. As a matter of fact, what 
little we do know of Trotula’s practice shows that 
her approach to women’s medicine was far more 
sympathetic and enlightened than that of her 
male contemporaries. For example, unlike most 
physicians of her day, she did not prescribe phle-
botomy (bleeding) for such disorders as excessive 
menstruation. The Wife of Bath says that Trotula 
(i.e., one of the antifeminist treatises attributed to 
her) appears in the “Book of Wicked Wives” from 
which her fifth husband used to read aloud (line 
677). The apparent purpose of this entertainment 
was to mortify the Wife’s pride in being female.

Troy (Troye) An ancient city that was situated 
near the Dardanelles in what is now Turkey. For 
centuries it was thought to have been a mythical 
city, existing only in ancient Greek and Roman 
literature. In the 19th century it was excavated 
by the German millionaire adventurer Heinrich 
Schliemann. Excavations revealed that there had 
been nine distinct settlements on the site, includ-
ing the realm of King PRIAM that was engaged 
in the TROJAN WAR. The Trojan War forms the 
background for Chaucer’s poem TROILUS AND CRI-
SEYDE, and is alluded to in many of his other works, 
including The BOOK OF THE DUCHESS, The HOUSE 
OF FAME, the story of AENEAS and DIDO as related 
in The LEGEND OF GOOD WOMEN and a number of 
stories told in The CANTERBURY TALES.
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Trumpington (Trumpyngton) A village near 
the town of CAMBRIDGE in England. In “The 
REEVE’S TALE,” some students who are attending 
Cambridge University travel to Trumpington to 
oversee the grinding of some grain for their college 
by the miller who lives in this village. DOUGLAS 
GRAY’s notes to the tale in The RIVERSIDE CHAU-
CER suggest that Chaucer’s accurate description of 
the place and its location could have derived from 
local knowledge imparted by Sir Roger of Trump-
ington, a knight who served in King EDWARD III’s 
household and who was responsible for the last 
of the annuities granted by the king to PHILIPPA 
CHAUCER. DEREK BREWER, in A New Introduction 
to Chaucer (rev. ed., 1998), notes that the village 
remains to this day, and the probably site of the 
mill is known. Although the fen (marsh) to which 
the students’ horse runs away has been drained, the 
“mists still rise at evening from the damp meadows 
by the slowly flowing river” (p. 287).

Tubal See AURORA (2).

Tullius See CICERO, MARCUS TULLIUS.

Tullius Hostillius A legendary king of Rome who 
supposedly ruled from 673 to 642 B.C. The Loathly 
Hag in “The WIFE OF BATH’S TALE” cites Tullius 
Hostillius as an example of a man who rose from 
poverty to nobility and wealth, as she argues against 
the idea that being poor is inherently ignoble (lines 
1,165–1,170). According to the Roman historian 
VALERIUS Maximus, this legendary king started out 
as a herdsman but rose to become the third king of 
Rome and, in his old age, enjoyed great honors and 
dignities.

Tully See CICERO, MARCUS TULLIUS.

Tunis A town in northern Africa near ancient 
CARTHAGE. In The BOOK OF THE DUCHESS, the nar-
rator dreams that he wakes up in a beautiful cham-
ber to hear the birds sing “so mery a soun, so swete 
entewnes, / That certes, for the toun of Tewnes / I 
nolde but I had herd hem synge” (lines 309–311) 
[so merry a sound, such sweet tunes, / That cer-
tainly, not even for the town of Tunis / Would I 

have given up hearing them sing]. Since “Tewnes” 
rhymes with “entewnes,” the town was probably 
chosen for that reason and not because of its riches 
or other features.

Turkey (Turkye) In Chaucer’s day, Turkey com-
prised the present-day part of Turkey that is in Asia 
Minor, an area that mostly fell under the rule of 
Ottoman and Seljuk Turks. In the GENERAL PRO-
LOGUE TO THE CANTERBURY TALES, we are told that 
the Knight has been on military campaign in Tur-
key, fighting alongside the lord of “Palatye” (Balat) 
against another pagan king (lines 64–66). In The 
BOOK OF THE DUCHESS, the Black Knight tells the 
dreamer-narrator that the lady with whom he was 
in love would never do silly, frivolous things like 
demand that her suitors should travel to faraway 
lands, like Turkey, ALEXANDRIA, and other exotic 
locations or perform impossible deeds to prove their 
love for her (lines 1,015–1,032).

Turnus According to classical mythology, Tur-
nus was king of the Rutuli in the region of Ardea 
in Latium (modern Italy). LAVINIA, the daughter 
of King LATINUS, had been promised to Turnus 
in marriage, but Latinus reneged on his vow and 
gave his daughter to the Trojan AENEAS because of 
a prophecy that their children would become the 
founders of a great nation. The outraged Turnus 
declared war on the Trojans and was successful 
for a time, but eventually he was killed by Aeneas, 
bringing the conflict to an end. In “The KNIGHT’S 
TALE,” Turnus is depicted on the walls of the TEM-
PLE OF VENUS along with others who died for love 
(line 1,945). In “The MAN OF LAW’S TALE,” the 
narrator notes that the fate of all men, including 
Turnus, was written in the stars before they were 
even born (lines 190–203). In The HOUSE OF FAME, 
the death of Turnus is portrayed on the brass tablet 
that relates the story of how Aeneas established 
himself in Italy (line 457).

Tuve, Rosemond (1903–1964) American scholar, 
perhaps best remembered for her innovative and bril-
liant critical work on the literature of the English 
Renaissance. Tuve received her Ph.D. from Bryn 
Mawr and went on to teach at Connecticut College 
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for most of her career, although she obtained visiting 
lectureships at the University of Minnesota, Harvard, 
and Princeton. The year before her death she joined 
the faculty of the University of Pennsylvania. Tuve’s 
most significant work relevant to Chaucer studies is 
the book Seasons and Months: Studies in a Tradition of 
Middle English Poetry (1933). In the part of the book 
devoted to Chaucer, Tuve traces the poet’s use of 
seasonal description back to the ancient Greeks and 
forward to the end of the Middle English period. Per-
haps the only surprise in what seems a cut-and-dried 
description of straight-line influence is the realiza-
tion that the famous April description that opens 
the GENERAL PROLOGUE TO THE CANTERBURY TALES 
reflects Chaucer’s development of a long tradition, 
one that, until Tuve’s work, had not been explained 
or catalogued. A later article, “Spring in Chaucer and 
Before Him” (Modern Language Notes, 1937) expands 
further on the lineage of these opening lines.

Tybre See TIBER.

Tydeus In classical mythology, Tydeus was the 
king of CALYDON and Periboea who, because of 
some crime he committed (perhaps killing his own 
brother), was exiled from his home. He was taken 
in by ADRASTUS, the king of ARGOS, who gave him 
his daughter, Deipyle, in marriage. Their son, DIO-
MEDE, became a hero in the TROJAN WAR. Tydeus 
accompanied Adrastus on the expedition of the 
SEVEN AGAINST THEBES and was killed in battle. 
His death at THEBES is mentioned in “ANELIDA AND 
ARCITE,” (line 57). In TROILUS AND CRISEYDE, Cas-
sandra includes him in her summary of the Theban 
conflict that she gives as a prelude to telling Troi-
lus that Criseyde has betrayed him with Tydeus’s 
son, Diomede (book 5, lines 1,480–1,515). The lat-
ter is her interpretation of a dream that Troilus 
had in which he saw Criseyde embraced by a boar. 
Diomede’s ancestor, MELEAGER, participated in the 
famous hunt of the Calydonian boar.

Tyle See ULTIMA THULE.

Tyler, Wat The leader of a group of peasants, 
artisans, craftsmen, and yeoman from the county of 
Kent who converged on London in the PEASANTS’ 

REVOLT OF 1381. Almost nothing is known of Tyler 
outside his participation in the revolt. DONALD 
HOWARD’s biography of Chaucer suggests that he 
may have been a skilled worker—an artisan, or 
a former soldier, or even the rebellious younger 
son of a respectable and propertied Kentish fam-
ily. What is certain is that he was a powerful ora-
tor and a determined leader, who is likely to have 
been responsible for the ideology of the revolt—the 
belief that the nobility was responsible for many of 
the ills the peasantry suffered in society, and that 
King RICHARD II, if he could be freed from the 
influence of these magnates, would take their side 
and see justice done.

To bring an end to the revolt, Tyler insisted 
upon, and was granted, a meeting with the king 
that took place at Smithfield near the Tower of 
London, just north of the city wall. At this meeting 
he informed the king of the peasants’ grievances 
and demands, which included the abolition of vil-
leinage (whereby peasants were legally bound to 
the land and unable to leave) and the revolution-
ary concept that there should be no lord in the land 
save the king, and no bishop save the archbishop 
of Canterbury. The lands of the wealthy nobility 
and clergy, he argued, should be confiscated and 
divided among the peasantry. Richard initially 
declared that all their demands would be met, but 
then an argument arose between Tyler and the 
mayor of London, who accompanied the king, and 
Tyler was suddenly pulled off his horse and killed. 
When the peasants appeared on the verge of riot, 
the king rode forward and shouted that he would 
be their captain. He then led them away from 
the city and ordered them to disperse, which they 
immediately did, believing, perhaps, that all their 
aims had been accomplished, or perhaps just at a 
loss for what to do without the guidance of their 
former leader. Within a month the king’s promises 
were rescinded, the peasants were punished, and 
the revolt had come to nothing.

typology A method of literary interpretation that 
early Christian theologians applied to the Old Tes-
tament. According to this method, certain motifs, 
people, and events belonging to the period of his-
tory before the birth of Christ could be understood 
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as “types” or “figures” foreshadowing the life of the 
Savior. The tree of knowledge from which Adam and 
Eve ate the forbidden fruit, for example, was consid-
ered a type or forerunner of the cross upon which 
Christ was crucified. By the time Chaucer was writ-
ing, a complicated system of typology had been cre-
ated that divided the meaning of anything in the Old 
Testament into four levels: the literal; the allegorical 
(referring to the New Testament or the church); the 
moral or tropological (referring to the fate of the indi-
vidual soul); and the anagogical (referring to univer-
sal history and eschatology). The city of JERUSALEM, 
for example, allegorically symbolized the church; 
tropologically, the soul of the individual Christian; 
and anagogically, the heavenly city of God, the New 
Jerusalem spoken of in Revelation. This system of 
interpretation has often been applied to literary 
works written during the medieval period, with vary-
ing degrees of success. Some medieval scholars, such 
as D. W. ROBERTSON in his Preface to Chaucer, have 
argued for interpreting Chaucer’s poetry using typol-
ogy. Reading The CANTERBURY TALES as an allegory 
of the soul’s pilgrimage to heaven is a good example 
of such an interpretation.

Tyre A seaport in southwestern Lebanon, on 
the Mediterranean Sea. In ancient times it was 
the center of Phoenician culture and known for 
its cloth, which was dyed a brilliant purple derived 
from shellfish. This dye is mentioned in the BOECE, 
Chaucer’s translation of BOETHIUS’s Consolation of 
Philosophy. In Book Two, Metrum 5, Lady Philoso-

phy describes the “first age” of man, a time when 
human beings coexisted peacefully without build-
ing cities or even tilling the soil, but by simply 
gathering the fruits of the earth. The dye manu-
factured in Tyre and used to make beautiful cloth-
ing is referred to as one of the luxurious trappings 
of modern civilization, which, the implication is, 
we could easily do without (lines 10–15). In Book 
Three, Metrum 4, Lady Philosophy describes the 
emperor NERO appareled with white pearls and the 
beautiful purple of Tyre, both signifying his royalty 
and magnificence, in spite of which he was still 
hated by the Roman people (lines 1–8).

Tyrene Tyrene is the name that Chaucer uses in 
the BOECE, his translation of BOETHIUS’s Consola-
tion of Philosophy, to refer to the Tyrrhenian, or 
Tuscan, Sea off the coast of Italy. Lady Philoso-
phy tells Boethius that just as men do not look for 
gold in the trees or for diamonds on the vine, or 
seek deer in the Tyrhene waters, they also ought 
to know better than to seek on earth the Sover-
eign God who properly lies in heaven (Book Three, 
Metrum 8, lines 1–24).

Tyresie See TIRESIAS.

Tyrie (Tyro) See TYRE.

Tytus See DICTYS CRETENSIS.

Tzarev See SARRAY.
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Ugolino of Pisa Ugolino della Gherardesca, also 
known as Ugolino of Pisa, conspired with his grand-
son, and later with the archbishop of Pisa, to sieze 
control of the Italian city of PISA in 1288. In 1299 
he was arrested by the citizens of Pisa on charges of 
betraying the city’s interests and thrown into prison, 
together with his two sons and grandsons. They 
all died of starvation. The story of Ugolino’s death 
appears in Chaucer’s “MONK’S TALE,” where it is told 
with considerable emphasis on the pathetic suffering 
of the children (lines 2,407–2,462). This account of 
the tale is based primarily on DANTE’s Inferno, where 
Ugolino appears in the lowest circle of hell because he 
was a traitor to his country. The emotional power of 
Chaucer’s rendition has led many critics to proclaim it 
the finest of the 17 tragedies narrated by the Monk.

Ulixes See ULYSSES.

Ultima Thule (Thule) A legendary island thought 
to exist to the west and north of Britain. In the 
BOECE, Chaucer’s translation of BOETHIUS’s Conso-
lation of Philosophy, Lady Philosophy tells Boethius 
that even if a man was lord over all lands from India 
in the east to Thule (“Tyle”) in the west, his power 
would count for nothing if he were unable to control 
his lust (Book Three, Metrum 5, lines 1–11).

Ulysses In classical mythology, Ulysses (also 
known as Odysseus) was the son of Laertes, king 

of Ithaca. After succeeding to the throne of Ithaca, 
Ulysses became one of the suitors of Helen (HELEN 
OF TROY), acclaimed as the most beautiful woman 
in the world. It was he who proposed the idea that 
the suitors allow Helen the freedom to make her 
choice with the promise that the claim of who-
ever she chose would henceforth be defended by 
all of the other men who had wanted to marry 
her. Helen chose another man, MENELAUS, for her 
husband, and Ulysses married the prudent PENEL-
OPE. Together they had one child, Telemachus; but 
despite his happiness, Ulysses was unable to remain 
aloof from the affairs of Helen. When she was kid-
napped by PARIS of TROY, Menelaus invoked the 
suitors’ promise to raise a fighting force to attack 
the Trojans. At first Ulysses feigned madness to 
avoid taking part in the expedition, but eventually 
he agreed to participate and brought 12 vessels 
of fighting men. In addition to being a successful 
warrior, he was most highly valued for his ability 
to formulate strategy and for his eloquent and per-
suasive speaking ability, which helped settle differ-
ences among the Greeks. He was also responsible 
for finding ACHILLES, the warrior without whose 
presence the Greeks could not have won the war, 
and bringing him to Troy. Another crucial feat he 
performed was to steal the statue of PALLAS Athena 
from the PALLADIUM in Troy; a prophecy insisted 
that the city could never be taken as long as the 
statue remained intact. Finally, he was said to have 
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planned the stratagem of the wooden horse by 
which Troy was invaded, and to have led the band 
of warriors who were hidden inside its body. His 
10-year return trip from the Trojan conflict formed 
the subject of HOMER’s Odyssey, one of the earliest 
and greatest epic poems.

His adventures are too lengthy to narrate here, but 
his encounter with the sorceress CIRCE is recounted 
by Lady Philosophy in the BOECE, Chaucer’s trans-
lation of BOETHIUS’s Consolation of Philosophy. She 
says that Ulysses’ men were transformed by Circe 
into a boar, a lion, a tiger, and a wolf. (Homer only 
mentions pigs.) When Lady Philosophy describes the 
transformation of Ulysses’ men into different ani-
mals, she points out that Circe’s power over those 
men was negligible compared to the power of vice, 
because while Circe transformed their appearance, 
their hearts and minds remained human. Those who 
are corrupted by vice, though they look the same 
on the outside, are destroyed within (Book Four, 
Metrum 3, lines 1–47). Ulysses is not mentioned 
in Chaucer’s TROILUS AND CRISEYDE, in spite of the 
important role he played in the TROJAN WAR.

Urban Pope and martyr of the third century. 
Urban appears briefly in “The SECOND NUN’S 
TALE,” where he receives the confessions and per-
forms the baptisms of Valerian and Tiburtius, who 
are sent to him by Cecilia, the heroine of the tale. 
Urban died a martyr in A.D. 230, and virtually any-
thing else that is known about him comes from the 
Life of Saint Cecilia, which itself is considered of 
doubtful authenticity.

Ursa Ursa and Bere (Bear) are the names by 
which Lady Philosophy refers to the constellation 
Ursa Major, Latin for “Great Bear,” in the BOECE, 

Chaucer’s translation of BOETHIUS’s Consolation of 
Philosophy. The most conspicuous constellation in 
the northern sky (it contains the Big Dipper), Ursa 
Major never dips below the horizon. Lady Philoso-
phy uses its stability in the skies as an example of 
how the stars abide peacefully by the rules of the 
universe (Book Four, Metrum 6, lines 1–18).

Usk, Thomas A contemporary of Chaucer’s who 
served as private secretary to John of Northamp-
ton, mayor of London after the PEASANTS’ REVOLT 
OF 1381, and then as undersheriff of London. After 
becoming closely identified with those citizens who 
supported the interests of the king against those 
of the nobility, Usk became a victim of the politi-
cal shake-up that occurred between King RICHARD 
II and his magnates, and was executed by order 
of the “Merciless Parliament” of 1388. Accused of 
treason, Usk was hanged, cut down while still alive, 
and then beheaded. During his imprisonment prior 
to his death, Usk wrote an allegorical debate poem 
called “The Testament of Love,” which borrows 
heavily from Chaucer’s TROILUS AND CRISEYDE and 
from his BOECE (a Middle English translation of the 
Consolation of Philosophy by BOETHIUS). The latter 
seems to have provided Usk with the form for his 
work and was itself written while Boethius was in 
exile for supposed political crimes. Much of Usk’s 
poem, which features a debate between the narra-
tor and “Lady Love,” seems aimed at exculpating 
Usk from the plots and intrigues with which he had 
been associated during the reign of King Richard. 
Some 19th-century editors believed that the “Tes-
tament” was written by Chaucer because of its bor-
rowings. It was printed in the appendix to W. W. 
SKEAT’s edition of Chaucer, titled Chaucerian and 
Other Pieces (1897).
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Vache The man whom Chaucer addresses as 
“Vache” in the envoy of the short poem “TRUTH” 
is probably Sir Philip de la Vache, who married 
the daughter of one of Chaucer’s closest friends, 
Sir Lewis Clifford. The poem advises its addressee 
to avoid conflict and striving, but to trust in 
steadfastness and truth to deliver him from pres-
ent trouble. The final stanza, the envoy, speaks 
directly to Vache and advises him further to seek 
assistance from God as an escape from “thyn old 
wrecchednesse” (line 22) [thine old wretchedness]. 
EDITH RICKERT originally made the argument for 
interpreting “vache” as a personal name instead of 
assigning the word its French meaning of “cow.” 
Laila Gross’s notes to the poem in The RIVERSIDE 
CHAUCER suggest that the poem may date from a 
period when Vache was in disfavor with the gov-
ernment, between 1386 and 1389. He regained his 
position in 1390 and was made a Knight of the 
Garter (see GARTER, ORDER OF THE) in 1399. Rick-
ert also suggested that Vache may have been the 
model for the Franklin in the GENERAL PROLOGUE 
TO THE CANTERBURY TALES because of his reputa-
tion for generous hospitality.

Valence A town on the Rhône River near Lyon, 
France. In The PARLIAMENT OF FOWLS, the narra-
tor observes the goddess VENUS in her temple (see 
TEMPLE OF VENUS) wearing nothing but a “subtyl 
coverchef of Valence” (line 272) [thin swatch of 

cloth from Valence]. A textile center in the Middle 
Ages, Valence remains competitive in the manu-
facture of fine cloth to this day.

Valentine, Saint (Valentyne) There are three 
Saint Valentines whose deaths are commemorated 
on February 14. The first is believed to have been a 
Roman priest of the third century who, with Saint 
Marius and his family, assisted the Christian mar-
tyrs during the persecution that occurred under the 
Roman emperor Claudius II. He was beheaded for 
his faith around A.D. 270. The second was a bishop 
of Terni in Italy who suffered martyrdom during 
the same persecution of Christians two or three 
years later. The third was Valentine of Rhetie, a 
seventh-century itinerant bishop. There was origi-
nally no connection between any of these saints 
and the celebration of love that has come to be 
associated with February 14. In fact, some scholars 
believe that the tradition of Saint Valentine as the 
patron of lovers may have originated with Chaucer, 
since there is no strong evidence of a prior popular 
cult, or of another relationship between these or 
any other Saint Valentines (there are traditionally 
about seven—the exact number is uncertain) and 
the subject of erotic love. The association may have 
come about serendipitously because February 14 
falls just after a traditional date for the beginning 
of spring. So it would seem that Chaucer began 
this literary and social tradition when he wrote, 
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in The PARLIAMENT OF FOWLS, that the events of 
his dream took place “on Seynt Valentynes day, / 
Whan every foul cometh there to chese his make” 
(lines 309–310) [on Saint Valentine’s day, / When 
every bird comes there to choose its mate]. Another 
reference to the saint appears in “The COMPLAINT 
OF MARS,” which, according to the narrator, is sung 
by a bird on Saint Valentine’s Day (lines 13–14). 
In The LEGEND OF GOOD WOMEN, the narrator 
notes that the birds all sing to Saint Valentine on 
the first day of May, which is also, here, considered 
the first day of spring (prologue F, lines 108–146). 
In CHAUCER’S RETRACTION, which appears at the 
end of “The PARSON’S TALE” in The CANTERBURY 
TALES, the poet mentions The Parliament of Fowls, 
referring to it as “The book of Seint Valentynes day 
of the Parlement of Briddes” (line 1,086).

Valeria In “The FRANKLIN’S TALE,” Valeria is 
one of the virtuous women whose example Dori-
gen would like to follow when she must choose 
between keeping her promise to the squire Aurelius 
or remaining faithful to her marriage vows (line 
1,456). Valeria is mentioned by Saint JEROME in his 
Epistola adversus Jovinianum (“Letter against Jovini-
anum”) as a woman who refused to remarry after 
the death of her husband, Servius.

Valerie In the prologue to “The WIFE OF BATH’S 
TALE,” “Valerye and Theophrastus” is the name 
by which the Wife refers to her husband’s “Book 
of Wicked Wives” (line 671), from which he reads 
to her every night until she cannot stand it any-
more and burns some of the book’s pages. “Val-
erie” is actually an abbreviation for the title of an 
antifeminist treatise, “Dissuasio Valerii ad Rufinum 
philosophum ne uxorem ducat” (“Valerie’s advice 
to the philosopher Rufino against taking a wife”) 
by Walter Map, a 12th-century Welshman. Con-
taining many details and examples of the trials 
and tribulations of the married man, its presence 
in Jankin’s anthology is unsurprising. During the 
Middle Ages some scholars believed the treatise to 
have been written by the Roman historian VALE-
RIUS Maximus, who was the source for two other 
stories of reprobate women mentioned in the Wife’s 
prologue. The treatise also contained examples of 

virtuous wives, which must be what the god of love 
(CUPID) is referring to in The LEGEND OF GOOD 
WOMEN when he directs Chaucer’s attention to 
works by writers such as “Valerye” that tell stories 
of “clene maydenes” and “trewe wyves” (prologue 
G, lines 280–282) [clean maidens and true wives].

Valerius Valerius Maximus, whom Chaucer refers 
to simply as “Valerius,” was a Roman historian of the 
first century A.D. In addition to his historical writ-
ings, he created a handbook of rhetoric entitled Fac-
torum dictorumque memorabilium libri novem (“Nine 
books of memorable deeds and sayings”), which con-
sisted primarily of stories with a moral or philosophi-
cal point. The Wife of Bath’s prologue mentions two 
stories found in this collection. The first is that of 
Metellius, who beat his wife for drinking wine (lines 
460–462). The other tells about Sulpicius (Simpli-
cius) GALLUS, who divorced his wife for appearing 
bareheaded in the street (lines 643–646). Within 
“The WIFE OF BATH’S TALE” proper, Dame Alice 
also mentions Valerius’s story of TULLIUS HOSTIL-
LIUS, the king of Rome who began life as a pauper 
(lines 1,165–1,167). In “The MONK’S TALE,” the 
narrator mentions the Roman author as one of his 
sources for the life of JULIUS CAESAR (line 2,720).

Variorum Chaucer, The The Variorum Chaucer 
Project was begun in 1967 by founder and gen-
eral editor PAUL G. RUGGIERS of the University of 
Oklahoma. The project’s twofold mission was “to 
provide an analysis of the textual history of Chau-
cer’s individual works,” and “to offer a comprehen-
sive overview of all facts of critical commentary 
on each work.” The first goal would be accom-
plished through a new “collation,” or word-by-word 
comparison of important manuscripts and printed 
editions of each work. Sometimes this means that 
upwards of 30 copies of an individual work will 
need to be examined. This process facilitates under-
standing of how copyists and editors, from the 15th 
century to the late 20th, understood, revised, pre-
sented, and explained the language of Chaucer’s 
works. The second goal, the survey of critical com-
mentary, seeks to provide a historical survey of all 
commentary on a given work in the following areas: 
sources and analogues, date, relationship to other 
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Chaucerian works, thematic considerations, and 
individual passages, phrases, and words. The result 
of these efforts would be, in each case, the publica-
tion of a “Variorum Edition” of the work. So far, 
the following volumes have been completed and 
published by the University of Oklahoma Press: 
The Canterbury Tales: A Facsimile and Transcription 
of the Hengwrt Manuscript, with Variants from the 
Ellesmere Manuscript (1979, edited by Paul Rug-
giers), The Minor Poems, Part One (1982, edited by 
George B. Pace and ALFRED DAVID), The Miller’s 
Tale (1983, edited by Thomas W. Ross), The Man-
ciple’s Tale (1984, edited by Donald C. Baker), The 
Nun’s Priest’s Tale (1984, edited by DEREK PEAR-
SALL), The Prioress’ Tale (1987, edited by Beverly 
Boyd), The Physician’s Tale (1987, edited by Helen 
S. Corsa), The Squire’s Tale (1990, edited by Don-
ald C. Baker), The General Prologue (1993, edited 
by Malcolm Andrew, Charles Moorman, and Dan-
iel J. Ransom), The Summoner’s Tale (1995, edited 
by John F. Plummer III), The Romaunt of the Rose 
(1999, edited by Charles Dahlberg), and A Treatise 
on the Astrolabe (2002, edited by Sigmund Eisner). 
With Paul Ruggiers’s death in 1988, Daniel J. Ran-
som took over as director of the Variorum Chaucer 
Project. Lynne Hunt Levy is currently managing 
editor.

Venice Venice, the seaport in northern Italy that 
is built upon more than 100 small islands in the 
lagoon of Venice, is mentioned twice in Chaucer’s 
poetry. In The HOUSE OF FAME, the narrator says 
that the walls, floors, and roof of Fame’s palace are 
all plated in gold half a foot thick and “as fyn as 
ducat in Venyse” (lines 1,342–1,348) [as fine as a 
ducat in Venice]. A ducat was a gold coin so named 
because it bore the image of a duke. The city is also 
mentioned in the prologue to “The CLERK’S TALE” 
(line 51), where the narrator describes the geogra-
phy of the PIEDMONT region of Italy that forms the 
setting for his tale of patient Griselda.

Venus The Roman goddess of love, Venus, is 
mentioned more often in Chaucer’s work than any 
other mythological figure. Originally a goddess of 
gardens, identified with the productivity of nature, 
she became identified with the Greek Aphrodite, 

taking on all of Aphrodite’s myths and attributes, 
in addition to possessing a plentiful supply of her 
own. Her parentage was uncertain. According to 
some traditions she was the daughter of Jove (JUPI-
TER). In other stories of her origin, SATURN was her 
father, and she was born of the foam from his sev-
ered testicles after his son, Jupiter, cut them off and 
threw them into the sea. In “The KNIGHT’S TALE” 
(lines 2,438–2,482), Chaucer represents her as the 
daughter of Saturn. At any rate, her birth from 
the waves was a common image in medieval art 
and literature. Chaucer uses it in his descriptions 
of the TEMPLE OF VENUS in both “The Knight’s 
Tale” (lines 1,955–1,958) and The HOUSE OF FAME 
(lines 131–139). In Roman tradition, Venus was 
the mother of AENEAS by ANCHISES, which made 
her, by extension, the mother of the Roman peo-
ple. She plays an important role in the AENEID, 
assisting Aeneas and his followers on their long and 
adventurous voyages from Troy to Latium, saving 
them from the wrath of JUNO. Venus was married 
to VULCAN, the god of fire and blacksmiths, but she 
had many lovers, including MARS (1), the god of 
war, by whom she was CUPID’s mother. In the Mid-
dle Ages, Venus had two aspects or faces, which are 
reflected by the two inscriptions on the gates lead-
ing into the GARDEN OF LOVE in The PARLIAMENT 
OF FOWLS. One of the gates speaks of love as a bliss-
ful place of grace and healing influences; the other 
describes it as a barren and sorrowful prison (lines 
127–140). As this example illustrates, the two faces 
of Venus corresponded to the two possible experi-
ences of love. The goddess also possessed a dual 
nature, comprising both charitable love and physi-
cal love, or lust. Although she is mentioned many 
times throughout Chaucer’s work, Venus plays her 
most prominent role in “The Knight’s Tale” where 
Palamon prays to her to help him win the hand of 
Emily. A number of characters in Chaucer’s poetry 
are dominated by Venus, including the Wife of 
Bath (see her prologue, lines 609–610), the squires 
Damian (“The MERCHANT’S TALE”) and Aurelius 
(“The FRANKLIN’S TALE”), the rooster Chaunti-
cleer (“The NUN’S PRIEST’S TALE”), the aged knight 
January (“The MERCHANT’S TALE”), and Troilus as 
well as Palamon. In “The COMPLAINT OF MARS,” 
Venus appears as both goddess and planet as the 
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poet uses the movements of the planets as a vehi-
cle for describing how APOLLO (Phoebus) caught 
Venus and Mars embracing.

Vergil See VIRGIL.

Verona (Verone) The ancient city of Verona, 
located in northern Italy, is mentioned once in 
Chaucer’s work, in the BOECE, Chaucer’s trans-
lation of BOETHIUS’s Consolation of Philosophy. As 
Boethius narrates the trials that he has endured 
under the rule of THEODORIC the Ostrogoth, he 
mentions an occasion that occurred in the city of 
Verona when the king accused the entire Senate 
of plotting against him, and Boethius imperiled his 
own safety by defending the Senate. Verona was 
one of the alternate cities in which Theodoric held 
court. His main palace, at which he conducted 
most of his affairs, was in RAVENNA.

Vesulus, Mount See MONTE VISO.

Vesuvius A famous volcano in southern Italy, on 
the Bay of Naples. Its eruption in A.D. 79 destroyed 
Pompeii and Herculaneum. Vesuvius is mentioned 
in the BOECE, Chaucer’s translation of BOETHIUS’s 
Consolation of Philosophy. In Book One, Metrum 4, 
Lady Philosophy tells Boethius that if a man is vir-
tuous, steadfast, and exercises self-control, he will 
not be moved by either a raging sea or the smoking 
fire and brimstone of Vesuvius (lines 1–12).

Via Appia See APPIAN WAY.

Vincent The man whom Chaucer refers to as 
Vincent in prologue G of his LEGEND OF GOOD 
WOMEN was Vincent of Beauvais, the 13th-century 
Dominican who authored Speculum naturale, histo-
riale, doctrinale, a huge compendium of all knowl-
edge supposed to be in existence at the time. It 
contained works by PLATO, Pliny, and ISIDORE OF 
SEVILLE, and dealt with natural history, the his-
tory of civilization, theology, art, and the history of 
learning. The Loathly Hag in “The WIFE OF BATH’S 
TALE” quotes from the Speculum historiale when 
she lectures her young husband on the benefits 
of poverty, saying that it encourages industry and 

improves wisdom (lines 1,195–1,198). In prologue 
G of The Legend of Good Women, the god of love 
mentions the “Estoryal Myrour” (Speculum histo-
rial) as a source of stories about good and faithful 
women (line 307).

Virgil Virgil, full name Publius Vergilius Maro, is 
generally acknowledged to be the greatest Roman 
poet. Born October 15, 70 B.C., near Mantua, Italy, 
he is best known for his epic the AENEID, which he 
began writing around 29 B.C. and never completed. 
Virgil was the son of a prosperous Roman farmer 
and received a thorough education. Although his 
own life was relatively untouched by civil distur-
bances that rocked Italy during his lifetime, that 
turbulence did find its way into his poetry, as 
did the sense of stability that followed the rise of 
OCTAVIAN to power in 31–30 B.C. Virgil became 
a member of the emperor’s court circle and was 
patronized by the imperial minister Maecenas, one 
of the most famous supporters of the arts in impe-
rial Rome. Virgil’s first major work was a collection 
of 10 pastoral poems called Eclogues. These poems, 
which are often read as a visionary prophecy of 
the tranquility that he would see imposed in the 
final years of his life, under the reign of AUGUS-
TUS, enjoyed considerable popularity during the 
Middle Ages. His Georgics provides the recipe for 
a Golden Age in the form of practical goals such 
as the repopulation of rural Italy and the rehabili-
tation of its agriculture. The 12 completed books 
of the Aeneid celebrate the founding of Rome by 
AENEAS of TROY and the Roman unification of the 
world by Augustus.

Virgil’s poetry was studied extensively during the 
medieval period. Several writers composed com-
mentaries and interpretations of his work, which 
easily lent itself to the medieval penchant for moral 
philosophy that made PLATO so popular among 
Christian scholars. The Aeneid also provided mate-
rial that could be readily adapted to the romance 
form. In the 12th century, a Norman poet composed 
a romance called Eneas, based on the adventures of 
Aeneas, which was almost immediately imitated by 
a Flemish poet in a German version of the story. 
Out of all the material he found in the Aeneid, 
Chaucer seems to have been most fascinated by the 
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story of Aeneas and DIDO, queen of CARTHAGE, 
which he relates twice, first in The HOUSE OF FAME 
(lines 219–382), then in an even longer version in 
The LEGEND OF GOOD WOMEN (lines 924–1,367). 
Twice Chaucer refers to Virgil as an authority on 
the torments of hell. In “The FRIAR’S TALE,” the 
devil tells the corrupt summoner that, once he has 
experienced hell, he will be more of an authority 
on the subject than either Virgil or DANTE (lines 
1,517–1,520); and in The HOUSE OF FAME, the nar-
rator states that whoever wants to learn about hell 
should read Virgil, Claudian, or Dante (lines 445–
450). An image of the Roman poet actually appears 
in Fame’s palace, standing on a pillar made of tin 
and iron where he supports the fame of Troy (lines 
1,481–1,485) through his poetry. Finally, at the end 
of TROILUS AND CRISEYDE, the narrator bids his little 
tragedy to follow in the footsteps of five classical 
poets, the first of whom is Virgil (lines 1,786–1,792), 
thus indicating his own wish to take his place as a 
poet of their standing, one whose work would be 
remembered and honored throughout history.

Virgo One of the 12 divisions of the zodiac, an 
imaginary belt in the heavens extending for about 
eight degrees on either side of the apparent path of 
the sun and including the paths of the moon and 
the principal planets. The zodiac is divided into 12 
equal parts, or signs, each named for a different 
constellation. Virgo is the sixth sign (see diagram 
under ASTROLOGY), which, in Chaucer’s day, the sun 
entered on August 12. The constellation of Virgo, 
which is supposed to represent a virgin, appears in 
the Northern Hemisphere between LEO and LIBRA. 
Chaucer uses such astrological terms most often to 
indicate the approximate date of a narrative event 
or to show the passage of time. This is not the case 
with Virgo, however, which is only mentioned in his 
TREATISE ON THE ASTROLABE, where he describes its 
position in the sky (part 2, division 6, lines 17–18) 
and its influence over the other astrological signs 
(part 2, division 28, line 37).

Visconti, Bernabò Bernabò Visconti, with his 
brother Galeazzo, ruled the Italian province of Lom-
bardy during Chaucer’s lifetime. His niece, Violante, 
married the English prince Lionel, duke of Clarence, 

in whose household Chaucer served, and Chaucer 
himself was later involved in marriage negotiations 
between King RICHARD II and Bernabò for the hand 
of Bernabò’s daughter Catherine in 1378. One of 
the most powerful and ostentatious of Italian rul-
ers, Bernabò was constantly provoking the anger of 
the papacy by proclaiming himself the head of the 
church in Milan and was known, on one occasion, 
to force some Vatican emissaries to eat the offi-
cial papal document of excommunication they had 
brought him. He also possessed an extensive library 
and may have given Chaucer copies of BOCCACCIO’s 
FILOSTRATO and TESEIDA, which provided Chaucer 
with the source material for his TROILUS AND CRI-
SEYDE and for “The KNIGHT’S TALE.” This seems 
likely because Bernabò was known for displaying 
great generosity when it came to gifts, and Chaucer 
began working on Troilus and possibly “The Knight’s 
Tale” shortly after his trip to Milan in 1378. Bern-
abò fell from power in 1385 when he was captured 
by his nephew, Gian Galeazzo. In December of the 
same year he died suddenly in prison, possibly hav-
ing been poisoned. He is one of the four contem-
porary rulers whose biography Chaucer included as 
one of the tragedies in “The MONK’S TALE.” In that 
portrait Chaucer refers to him as the “God of delit 
and scourge of Lumbardye” (line 2,400) [God of 
delight and scourge of Lombardy], describing his 
downfall as yet another example of a man who pos-
sessed great power and was then brought low by the 
turning of FORTUNE’s wheel.

Visconti, Galeazzo Galeazzo Visconti, with 
his brother Bernabò, ruled the Italian province of 
Lombardy during Chaucer’s lifetime. In 1368 his 
daughter Violante married the English prince Lio-
nel, duke of Clarence, under whom Chaucer had 
served during the war with France.

Viscounte, Barnabò See VISCONTI, BERNABÒ.

Visevus See VESUVIUS.

Vitulon See WITELO.

Vulcan (Vulcano; Vulcanus) In classical mythol-
ogy, Vulcan was the Roman god of fire and of black-

598  Virgo



smiths who was invoked to keep fire from home and 
city. Vulcan was lame, the result of having been 
thrown down from Mount Olympus. In some versions 
of the legend he was thrown by JUNO because he was 
so ugly. In others, Jove (JUPITER) threw him down 
because he sided with Juno in an argument. Vul-
can was married to VENUS, the goddess of love, who 
betrayed him with many lovers. When he discovered 
that she was having an affair with MARS (1), he forged 
a golden net to trap the two lovers together. Then, 

after they had been caught, he called the other gods 
to witness their embarrassment. In “The KNIGHT’S 
TALE,” Palamon addresses Venus as the spouse of 
Vulcan when he prays to her to grant him success in 
the battle for Emily’s hand in marriage (line 2,222). 
His opponent, Arcite mentions Vulcan in his prayer 
to Mars, comparing his own situation to that of Mars, 
caught in Vulcan’s net (lines 2,383–2,391). In The 
HOUSE OF FAME, Vulcan appears as a golden image in 
the TEMPLE OF VENUS (lines 119–139).
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Wade According to Jacqueline de Weever’s 
Chaucer Dictionary, Wade is a figure from Norse 
legend. The son of a king and a sea woman, Wade 
was a giant who became the father of Weyland, 
whom he took to some dwarves to be educated as a 
smith. He made arrangements to return for the boy 
one year later, but Weyland displayed such talent 
and skill that the dwarves decided to kill his father 
and keep him for themselves. The dwarves mur-
dered Wade in a landslide, but Weyland discovered 
their treachery and killed them, escaping from their 
country in a marvelous boat that he made himself. 
In “The MERCHANT’S TALE,” the aged knight Janu-
ary says that he does not want to marry a woman 
nearer his own age because older women are crafty 
like Wade’s boat (lines 1,421–1,424). De Weever 
suggests that “Wade” has come to be substituted 
for “Weyland,” who escaped from the dwarves 
in his magical boat. Another reference to Wade 
appears in TROILUS AND CRISEYDE when Pandarus 
tells the story of Wade after Criseyde has dinner at 
his house (book 3, lines 610–615).

Wales Wales, the division of the United King-
dom that occupies a hilly region to the west of 
central England, and that, like Scotland, has main-
tained a distinct identity apart from the rest of 
Great Britain, is mentioned once in Chaucer’s 
work. In “The MAN OF LAW’S TALE,” the narra-
tor relates that NORTHUMBERLAND, the part of En-

gland where Constance lands after drifting through 
the Mediterranean and out into the ocean, is now 
pagan. The Christians who were there before the 
pagan invasion have all fled to Wales, he says (lines 
541–546). Since the historical framework provided 
by NICHOLAS TRIVET places the tale’s (fictional) 
events at the end of the sixth and beginning of 
the seventh centuries, the narrator could be refer-
ring to the Anglo-Saxon invasions that occurred 
around that period and which did indeed see some 
of Britain’s Christian inhabitants fleeing toward the 
western parts of the island (and even south to BRIT-
TANY), where they eventually settled.

Wallace, David (1954– ) The recipient of 
numerous awards for his scholarship and teaching 
excellence, David Wallace is currently (in 2005) 
Judith Rodin Professor of English at the Univer-
sity of Pennsylvania and president of the CHAUCER 
SOCIETY. Wallace was educated at the University 
of York and St. Edmund’s College, Cambridge 
University where he received his Ph.D. in 1983. 
He has published widely in the area of medieval 
studies with particular attention to Chaucer, BOC-
CACCIO, and the intersection of literature and his-
tory. His Chaucer and the Early Writings of Boccaccio 
(1985) examines the aims and literary traditions 
of Boccaccio’s early writings in order to contex-
tualize Chaucer’s use of the Italian poet. Wallace 
notes that both writers loved and used Latin and 
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French writers, as well as DANTE. Both also drew 
from a wide range of both popular and authorita-
tive literary forms and styles. Selections from this 
important study are reprinted in Chaucer’s Troilus 
and Criseyde: “Subgit to alle Poesye”—Essays in Criti-
cism, edited by R. A. SHOAF (1992) and in Essays 
on the Art of Chaucer’s Verse, edited by ALAN GAY-
LORD (2001). Wallace further explores Chaucer’s 
Italian connection in Chaucerian Polity: Absolutist 
Lineages and Associational Forms in England and Italy 
(1999), in which he reads Chaucer’s works as the 
poet’s responses to and imaginings of the politics 
of his age, politics he experienced at home, on his 
journeys to Italy, and in his readings of Italian lit-
erature—especially that of PETRARCH, Boccaccio, 
Dante, and ALBERTANO OF BRESCIA. With CAROLYN 
DINSHAW, Wallace edited The Cambridge Compan-
ion to Medieval Studies (2003), and The Cambridge 
History of Medieval English Literature (1999; revised 
paperback edition, 2002).

Wallachia (Walakye) A region in eastern 
Europe, south of the Transylvanian Alps, and since 
1859 part of Romania. According to F. P. MAGOUN, 
in Chaucer’s day Wallachia was an independent 
Romanic-speaking kingdom which under Vladislav 
Bassarab (1364–74) accepted Hungarian lordship. 
In The BOOK OF THE DUCHESS, the Black Knight 
says that his lady was too noble and generous to 
play games with her suitors by sending them on 
impossible quests to faraway places like Wallachia, 
ALEXANDRIA, and TURKEY (lines 1,024–1,032).

Walys See WALES.

Ware A town in England, Ware is mentioned 
in the GENERAL PROLOGUE TO THE CANTERBURY 
TALES to define one limit of the territory in which 
the Pardoner has jurisdiction. It is also home to 
Roger Hogge, the Cook who participates in the 
tale-telling. According to F. P. MAGOUN’s CHAU-
CER GAZETTEER, there are three Wares that Chau-
cer could have had in mind. The most likely would 
be “Ware on the Lea” in Hertfordshire, which in 
the 14th century was the site of a Franciscan mon-
astery. There are also two hamlets of this name, 
one near Sandwich in Kent and one by Kingsteign-

ton in the county of Devonshire. After conclud-
ing that it is impossible to determine which one 
Chaucer meant, Magoun suggests that the one in 
Hertfordshire makes the most sense, at least in the 
case of the Pardoner, presumably because it seems 
probable that he would choose a well-known loca-
tion to define geographical boundaries.

Watering of Saint Thomas A spring or brook 
named for Saint THOMAS À BECKET, located about 
two miles south of London on the Old Kent Road 
to CANTERBURY. It is the first of the geographi-
cal markers used by Chaucer in The CANTERBURY 
TALES to indicate the passage of time and to pro-
vide an element of realism to the pilgrimage that 
provides the framework for the tales. The place is 
mentioned in the GENERAL PROLOGUE, where the 
poet notes that the Host, Harry Bailly, called for 
the tale-telling to begin when they had reached this 
landmark (lines 825–831).

Watling Street (Watlyng Strete) See MILKY 
WAY.

Watte This name is a diminutive of Walter. 
In the GENERAL PROLOGUE TO THE CANTERBURY 
TALES, the narrator says that the Summoner, after 
hearing Latin spoken in court all day, can speak it 
himself, even though he does not know what the 
words mean. He is thus like a jay, who can squawk 
“Watte” as well as the pope can (lines 642–643).

Wetherbee, Winthrop III (1938–1989) Weth-
erbee received his Ph.D. from the University of Cal-
ifornia at Berkeley and taught at Cornell University 
and the University of Chicago. He contributed two 
important books to contemporary Chaucer criti-
cism. The first is Chaucer and the Poets: An Essay 
on Troilus and Criseyde (1984), which interprets 
this poem as Chaucer’s response to previous poetry, 
especially classical poetry such as DANTE’s Divine 
Comedy. Wetherbee argues that through the expe-
rience of Troilus, the narrator of TROILUS AND CRI-
SEYDE rejects the idea of medieval courtly love in 
favor of a more profound Boethian (see BOETHIUS) 
philosophy. In a later book, Geoffrey Chaucer: 
The Canterbury Tales (1989), Wetherbee sees The 
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CANTERBURY TALES as a fundamental break with 
Chaucer’s earlier poetry. Rather than introducing a 
“courtly idyll” or spiritual quest, this work’s opening 
movement engages directly with the reality of life 
in the 14th century. Wetherbee puzzles over the 
fact that while the work itself was popular, it was 
not widely imitated, nor did other authors take the 
opportunity to supply the missing tales (finishing 
or elaborating upon finished works being common 
during the medieval period). This was the result, 
Wetherbee believes, of the 15th-century audience’s 
inability to appreciate Chaucer’s realism and comic 
irony.

Wheel of Fortune See FORTUNE under the head-
ing of “Characters” in The HOUSE OF FAME, located 
in Part II: Works.

William, King The king William mentioned in 
the Sergeant of the Law’s portrait in the GENERAL 
PROLOGUE TO THE CANTERBURY TALES is William 
the Conqueror, the Norman duke who successfully 
invaded England in 1066, defeating the Anglo-
Saxon forces led by King Harold. The battle is con-
sidered a turning point in English history because it 
ended the period of Anglo-Saxon supremacy and 
paved the way for the establishment of a nation-
state under William’s successors. It was the last 
successful invasion of the country to date. In Chau-
cer’s description of the Sergeant of the Law (the 
highest rank of lawyer), he says that the man has 
committed to memory all the cases and judgments 
made in England since the time of William (lines 
323–324).

Wimsatt, James I(rving) (1927– ) A Duke 
University Ph.D. who has taught at a number of 
universities, Wimsatt rose to the rank of professor 
of English at the University of Texas at Austin. He 
has written a number of articles and several books 
on Chaucer, including Chaucer and the Poems of 
“Ch” in University of Pennsylvania Manuscript French 
15 (1982), which features an edited portion of the 
above-named manuscript containing the 15 French 
love poems signed “Ch” and believed by some 
scholars to have been written by Chaucer. Wimsatt 
suggests that if they were not actually written by 

Chaucer, the poems do exhibit the “poetic mode” 
of his early career. Although the latter work filled 
an important gap in Chaucer studies, Wimsatt is 
perhaps better known for Chaucer and the French 
Love Poets: The Literary Background of the Book 
of the Duchess (1968). Here Wimsatt traces the 
development of French courtly love poetry from 
GUILLAUME DE LORRIS’s portion of the 13th-century 
ROMAN DE LA ROSE to Chaucer’s day, concentrat-
ing specifically on the way it influenced Chaucer’s 
BOOK OF THE DUCHESS. Wimsatt also shows how 
four love poems by GUILLAUME DE MACHAUT served 
as sources or models for different parts of Chaucer’s 
poem, while FROISSART’s Paradys d’amours (“Par-
adise of Love”) provided the inspiration for the 
DREAM VISION with which it opens.

Windeatt, Barry (1950– ) A professor of 
English at Cambridge University and a fellow of 
Emmanuel College, Barry Windeatt is best known 
among Chaucerians for his scholarship on Chau-
cer’s long narrative poem, TROILUS AND CRISEYDE, 
and for his book Chaucer’s Dream Poetry (1982), 
which brought together, for the first time, the 
chief French sources and analogues of Chaucer’s 
four dream poems, the BOOK OF THE DUCHESS, the 
PARLIAMENT OF FOWLS, the HOUSE OF FAME, and 
the LEGEND OF GOOD WOMEN. Windeatt’s Troilus 
and Criseyde (Oxford, 1992), part of the Oxford 
Guides to Chaucer series, provides a critical intro-
duction to major issues in the study of the poem, 
arranged according to the following topics: date, 
text, sources, genre, structure, themes, style, imita-
tion, and allusion before 1700. Discursive studies 
of each topic are linked by reference to a bibliogra-
phy of critical response. Other publications on the 
topic of Troilus and Criseyde include “The Manu-
script Glosses to Chaucer’s ‘Troilus and Criseyde,’ ” 
authored with C. DAVID BENSON (Chaucer Review, 
1990); “Classical and Medieval Elements in Chau-
cer’s ‘Troilus’ ” (in The European Tragedy of Troilus, 
1989); and “ ‘Troilus’ and the Disenchantment of 
Romance” (in Studies in Medieval English Romances: 
Some New Approaches, 1988). Windeatt’s inter-
est in comparative studies of the poem informs 
his edition Geoffrey Chaucer: Troilus and Criseyde 
(1984), which places Chaucer’s text side by side 
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with its main source, BOCCACCIO’s FILOSTRATO, in 
order to demonstrate how the poet worked with 
his sources. The article “Chaucer and the ‘Filos-
trato’ ” (in Chaucer and the Italian Trecento, 1983) 
also focuses on Chaucer’s use of Boccaccio’s poem, 
demonstrating three major kinds of creative trans-
lation. Those who are interested in the MYSTERY 
PLAYS that were an important part of medieval cul-
ture and that inform the plot, characterization, and 
symbolism of the “MILLER’S TALE,” might wish to 
consult Windeatt’s Web site “Medieval Imagina-
tions” (http://www.english.cam.ac.uk/mi-sampler/), 
which provides images corresponding to the main 
episodes dramatized in the plays.

Wirdes Name for the Fates derived from the 
Anglo-Saxon wyrd, the ancestor of Modern English 
weird. See PARCAE.

Witelo A 13th-century Polish scientist and 
scholar, Witelo translated from Arabic an impor-
tant treatise on perspective and optics, which 
contains information about the uses of concave 
mirrors. In “The SQUIRE’S TALE, ” King Cambyus-
kan receives a magic mirror that has the ability to 
reveal, like a crystal ball, any trouble looming in 
the future, and to distinguish the king’s true friends 
from his foes. The people attending the birthday 
feast believe that the mirror’s powers might be 
explained by the work of an authority on optics 
such as Witelo (lines 228–235).

Wood, Chauncey Professor emeritus of English 
at McMaster University in Ontario, Chauncey 
Wood is most well known for his important book 
Chaucer and the Country of the Stars: Poetical Uses 
of Astrological Imagery (1970). This volume surveys 
medieval attitudes toward astronomy and astrol-
ogy, which were not, at that time, considered to 
be distinct disciplines. Wood describes Chaucer 
as “high among the skeptics on the medieval scale 
of belief in astrology” and identifies DANTE and 
BOCCACCIO as the sources for much of his astro-
logical imagery. Yet, despite Chaucer’s skepticism, 
Wood’s analysis of Chaucer’s work demonstrates 
many ways in which the poet uses astrological 
imagery and theory to characterize his speakers 

or lend depth to his narratives. The “COMPLAINT 
OF MARS,” the opening lines of the CANTERBURY 
TALES, TROILUS’s ascent through the spheres at 
the end of TROILUS AND CRISEYDE, the Wife of 
Bath’s horoscope as it is delivered in her prologue, 
the Parson’s prologue, and the tales and characters 
of the Franklin and Man of Law all receive special 
attention in this volume. Wood provides an intro-
duction to the subject of Chaucer and astrology 
in the popular Companion to Chaucer Studies (rev. 
ed. 1979), edited by BERYL ROWLAND. Wood also 
wrote The Elements of Chaucer’s Troilus (1984), 
which argues for a reading of the poem seen 
through the moral lens of another 14th-century 
writer, JOHN GOWER, and the moralist tradition 
to which he belongs. In such a reading, Criseyde 
is blameworthy, not for her infidelity to Troilus, 
but because she engaged in extramarital relations 
in the first place. Troilus is not ennobled by his 
love for her, but is destroyed by it. Wood’s other 
published work includes essays on Chaucer’s style 
and methods of characterization.

Woodstock, Thomas of See THOMAS OF 
WOODSTOCK.

Wretched Engendering of Mankind, Of the (Of 
the Wrecched Engendrynge of Mankynde) See 
OF THE WRETCHED ENGENDERING OF MANKIND.

Wycliffe, John (c. 1330–1384) The Oxford 
theologian John Wycliffe was Chaucer’s contem-
porary. Trained as a scholastic, Wycliffe lectured 
and wrote on logic during the early part of his 
career. As a royal chaplain, he became acquainted 
with JOHN OF GAUNT and got involved in national 
politics when he supported (probably at Gaunt’s 
instigation) Parliament’s rejection of Pope Urban 
V’s claim to suzerainty over England. Wycliffe gave 
the official defense of Parliament’s position. Later, 
when Wycliffe supported Gaunt against Parliament 
and was condemned by a group of bishops for doing 
so, Gaunt came to his defense with four doctors 
of divinity. Toward the end of his life, Wycliffe 
became more and more radical in his opposition 
to the Catholic Church, launching an attack on 
the church that anticipated many of the charges 
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made by Martin Luther and John Calvin. Wycliffe 
denounced the immorality of the clergy, con-
demned indulgences and the temporal power of the 
church, argued for marriage among the clergy, and 
insisted upon the supreme authority of the Bible as 
the source of belief. He also denied transubstan-
tiation, the idea that the bread and wine of the 
Eucharist actually become the body and blood of 
Christ during the Mass. Beginning in 1378, there 
were repeated attempts to condemn him as a here-
tic. Many of his followers, who were known as LOL-

LARDS, were executed in the early years of the 15th 
century. Chaucer does not mention Wycliffe by 
name in his work, but he was certainly aware of his 
ideas and influence. In the epilogue to “The MAN 
OF LAW’S TALE,” the Host (Harry Bailly) makes a 
joke about the Parson being a “Lollere” (line 1,173) 
because of his opposition to swearing. The Parson’s 
condemnation of fables and his decision to preach 
instead of telling a tale at the end of The CANTER-
BURY TALES also suggest that the portrait of this 
man was influenced by Wycliffe.
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Xantippe (Xantippa) See SOCRATES.

Xristus Xristus is the name Chaucer uses for 
Christ in the short poem “An ABC” to the Virgin. 
In this poem where each stanza begins with a differ-
ent, successive letter of the alphabet, Xristus begins 
the stanza for the letter X. In the Greek alphabet, 
X (the letter chi) is the first symbol of the word for 
Christ. This is where we get our abbreviation for 
Christmas: Xmas.

Yarbas See IARBUS.

Ycarus See ICARUS.

Ymeneus See HYMEN.

Yole See IOLE.

Yorkshire A traditional county of northern 
England. Originally comprised of three “ridings” 
(“thirds”), the county was formally abolished in 
the early 1970s and replaced by four administra-
tive units: North Yorkshire, South Yorkshire, West 
Yorkshire, and Humberside. Chaucer’s “SUMMON-
ER’S TALE” is set in the town of HOLDERNESSE, 
which lay in the southeast corner of the county.

Ypermnestra See HYPERMNESTRA.

Ypocras See HIPPOCRATES.

Ypomedoun See HIPPOMEDON.

Ypotis The hero of a Middle English verse leg-
end in which the Roman emperor Hadrian receives 
instruction in the Christian religion from a pious 
child. Chaucer mentions Ypotis in a catalogue 
of heroes that appears in his “TALE OF SIR THO-
PAS.” The reference to this pious hero is perhaps 
included to mirror Thopas’s evident confusion over 
the proper subject matter of romance, as revealed 
when he calls for his minstrels to sing romances “of 
popes and of cardinales.”

Ypres In Chaucer’s day, Ypres, the town that 
is currently located in Belgium, was part of the 
country of FLANDERS. In the portrait of the Wife 
of Bath that appears in the GENERAL PROLOGUE 
TO THE CANTERBURY TALES, we are told that she 
is as accomplished at making cloth (which would 
involve spinning thread and then weaving it on 
a loom) as anyone in Ypres or GHENT (lines 447–
448), both of which were famous for their textiles 
in the Middle Ages. In his notes to The Canterbury 
Tales by Geoffrey Chaucer (1928), JOHN MANLY 
suggests that Chaucer’s praise of the Wife’s weav-
ing may be ironical, since weavers from Bath and 
surrounding areas in western England were not 
held in good repute during the latter part of the 
14th century. As evidence, he cites a statute of 
Richard II stating that some of their cloth was so 
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bad as to endanger the lives of English merchants 
who traded abroad.

Ysaye See ISAIAH.

Ysidis See ISIS.

Ysidre, Saint See ISIDORE OF SEVILLE.

Ysoude See ISOLDE.

Ytaille (Ytayle) See ITALY.

Ytakus See ULYSSES.

Yves, Saint See IVES, SAINT.
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Zacharie (Zakarie) See ZECHARIAH.

Zanzis See ZEUXIS.

Zechariah In the Bible, Zechariah is an Old Tes-
tament prophet who may also have been a priest. A 
leader in the restoration of the nation of Israel fol-
lowing the period known as the Babylonian Captiv-
ity, Zechariah is credited with having written the Old 
Testament book that bears his name. Many scholars 
describe this book as the most Messianic of the Old 
Testament because it contains eight specific refer-
ences to the coming Messiah in its brief 14 chapters. 
In “The PARSON’S TALE,” the narrator refers to a 
quote from Zechariah in which God says that He 
will confound the horses of those who are enemies 
of the nation of Israel (Zechariah 10:5). The Parson 
uses the quote in the part of his sermon having to do 
with the sin of pride, describing those who take great 
pride in owning many horses which they adorn with 
intricate harness and saddles. These, according to 
the Parson, are the men whom God will strike down 
(lines 431–434). In the short poem, “An ABC” 
to the Virgin, Chaucer uses Zechariah as the first 
word of the last stanza to preserve the organizational 
scheme of the poem, which has each stanza begin-
ning with a successive letter of the alphabet. Here 
he says that Zechariah referred to the Virgin (Saint 
MARY) as an open well that could wash the guilt 
from the souls of the sinful (lines 177–178). The 

reference is to Zechariah 13:1, where Mary is not 
mentioned specifically, but the verse does describe a 
fountain opened from the house (genealogical line) 
of DAVID, wherein all the inhabitants of Jerusalem 
may be cleansed from sin. Mary was, according to 
Christian tradition, descended from David.

Zeno See STOICS.

Zenobia A queen of Palmyra, a city in the desert 
just east of Syria, in the third century A.D. Chaucer 
tells the story of her life in “The MONK’S TALE” 
(lines 2,247–2,374). “The Monk’s Tale” is actually 
a series of tales, or brief biographies, each of which 
is intended to serve as an example of someone who 
achieved much but was then brought low by the 
turning of FORTUNE’s wheel. Zenobia is the only 
woman whose life appears in the series, and her tale 
is considered one of the best. Chaucer’s source for 
his account of Zenobia’s life was BOCCACCIO’s De 
claris mulieribus (Of virtuous women).

Zephyrus (Zepherus; Zephirus) In classical 
mythology, Zephyrus was the name of the west 
wind. He was the son of AURORA (1), goddess of 
the dawn, and AEOLUS, the chief god of the winds. 
Known in both ancient and modern literature as 
a gentle, balmy wind (hence our word zephyr), he 
wafted VENUS to shore after her birth in the waves 
of the sea. Chaucer refers to the west wind by this 
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name in the famous first lines of The Canterbury 
Tales: “Whan that Aprill with his shoures soote / 
The droghte of March hath perced to the roote, / 
And bathed every veyne in swich licour / Of which 
vertue engendred is the flour; / Whan Zepirus eek 
with his sweete breeth / Inspired hath in every holt 
and heeth / The tendre croppes, . . .” [When April 
with its sweet showers / Has pierced the drought 
of March to the root, / And bathed every vein (of 
every leaf) in such liquor / Of which virtue the 
flower is engendered; / When Zephirus also with 
his sweet breath / Has inspired in every grove and 
field / The tender shoots . . . ]. In TROILUS AND 
CRISEYDE, this gentle wind heralds a more somber 
event, encouraging the green leaves to sprout just as 
Troilus must say good-bye to Criseyde as she departs 
for the Greek camp (book 5, lines 10–14). The nar-
rator of The BOOK OF THE DUCHESS dreams of a 
forest so full of springtime bloom that both FLORA 
and Zephyrus seem to have made their home there 
(lines 397–404). Similarly, in The LEGEND OF GOOD 

WOMEN, Prologue F, Zephyrus and Flora are cred-
ited with giving the flowers their sweet scent (line 
171). In the story of HYPERMNESTRA that appears in 
the same work, Hypermnestra quivers like a branch 
shaken by Zephyrus when she observes her sleeping 
husband and remembers her father’s command that 
she must kill him (lines 2,680–2,689).

Zeuxis An Athenian painter who flourished in the 
fourth century B.C. and whose method of portray-
ing feminine beauty was noted by CICERO. In “The 
PHYSICIAN’S TALE,” Nature says that neither the 
great sculptor APPELLES nor “Zanzis” (Zeuxis) could 
create a woman as beautiful as Virginia, the heroine 
of the tale (lines 15–18). In TROILUS AND CRISEYDE, 
Pandarus encourages Troilus to seek a new love to 
help him forget about Criseyde, saying “The newe 
love out chaceth ofte the olde” (book 4, lines 415) 
[The new love often chases out the old]. The quote 
is attributed to Zeuxis but probably derives from 
OVID’s Remedia amoris (“Remedy of love”).
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1327–77
Reign of King Edward III

Early 1340s
Geoffrey Chaucer born in London, England, to 

John and Agnes Chaucer. John was a vintner 
(wine merchant) by profession.

1348–49
The Black Death (Bubonic Plague) ravages London.

1357
Around the age of 14, Geoffrey Chaucer becomes a 

page in the household of Elizabeth, countess of 
Ulster, and her husband Lionel, the second son 
of Edward III. This marks the beginning of his 
career as a courtier.

1359–60
Chaucer serves as a soldier in the retinue of Lio-

nel at the siege of Reims (one of the battles of 
the Hundred Years’ War between England and 
France). He is taken prisoner and released on 
ransom. He later returns to France to participate 
in peace negotiations.

1360
The Treaty of Brétigny establishes peace with 

France.

1361
Another outbreak of plague in London.

1360–65
Not much is known about Chaucer’s life during 

this period. It is believed that he continued to 

serve in the household of Prince Lionel. Chau-
cer may also have studied law at the Inns of 
Court in preparation for his later service to the 
crown as a diplomat.

1365–66
Chaucer marries Philippa, daughter of Paon de 

Roet. Philippa serves in the household of Edward 
III’s queen, also named Philippa. Chaucer may, 
at this point, be serving as an esquire in the 
household of Edward III.

1366
John Chaucer dies; Agnes remarries.

Feb.–May, 1366
Chaucer participates in a diplomatic mission to 

Spain.

Jan. 1367
Richard of Bordeaux, who later becomes Richard 

II, is born. He is the son of Edward the Black 
Prince, Edward III’s first son.

June 1367
Chaucer granted an annuity of 20 marks as an 

esquire in the household of Edward III.

1367
Thomas Chaucer, the first son of Geoffrey and 

Philippa, is born. Chaucer makes two diplomatic 
journeys to Milan, Italy.

Late 1360s
Chaucer has begun his translation of Le Roman de 

la Rose.

CHRONOLOGY OF CHAUCER’S LIFE  
WITH SIGNIFICANT HISTORICAL  

AND LITERARY EVENTS
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1368
Blanche, duchess of Lancaster (wife to John of 

Gaunt) dies. Chaucer writes The Book of the 
Duchess within one year of her death.

Aug. 1369
Queen Philippa dies.

1369
England’s war with France resumes.

1370
Chaucer travels to the Continent, possibly on a 

diplomatic mission concerning the war with 
France.

1372
Philippa Chaucer receives an annuity of £10 from 

John of Gaunt, duke of Lancaster, the third son 
of Edward III.

Dec. 1372–May 1373
Chaucer travels to Genoa and Florence, Italy, to 

participate in trade negotiations and diplomatic 
correspondence. His poetry will be heavily influ-
enced by his encounters with the work of Italian 
writers such as Dante, Petrarch, and Boccaccio.

1374
Edward III grants Chaucer a pitcher of wine a day 

for life and a lifetime lease, rent-free, for a house 
situated above Aldgate, one of the gates in Lon-
don’s city wall. This same year Chaucer is also 
appointed to the office of Controller of Customs 
(export taxes) on wools, hides, and skins for the 
port of London, and he receives a lifetime annu-
ity of £10 from John of Gaunt.

June 1376
Edward the Black Prince, Edward III’s heir, dies.

1376–77
Chaucer travels to France on several occasions, 

serving on commissions to negotiate for peace. 
A deputy is appointed to fulfill his duties in the 
customs.

June 1377
Edward III dies.

1377–99
Reign of King Richard II.

Late 1370s
Chaucer composes “Anelida and Arcite” 

(unfinished).

Mar.–Apr. 1378
King Richard confirms Chaucer’s annuities and 

offices. The pitcher of wine a day is converted to 
an annuity of 20 marks.

May–Sept. 1378
Chaucer travels to Italy on diplomatic business. The 

House of Fame probably completed by this time.

May 1380
Chaucer released by Cecily Champaign from any 

legal action regarding her “raptus” (could mean 
“rape” or “abduction”).

1380
Chaucer’s son Lewis is born. The Parliament of 

Fowls, probably written for the occasion of 
King Richard’s engagement to Anne of Bohe-
mia, is completed during the year-long nego-
tiations preceding the official engagement on 
May 3, 1381. Chaucer may also have been 
working on “Palamon and Arcite,” which was 
to become “The Knight’s Tale” of The Canter-
bury Tales.

June 1381
The Peasants’ Revolt.

1381
Chaucer’s mother, Agnes, dies.

Early 1380s
Chaucer probably begins working on Troilus and 

Criseyde, his longest single poem, in addition to 
embarking on his translation of Boethius’s Con-
solation of Philosophy.



Jan. 1382
Richard II marries Anne of Bohemia.

1382
Chaucer is appointed Controller of Petty Customs 

on wine and other merchandise in the port of 
London, in addition to the position he already 
held as controller of wool, hides, and skins.

1385
Chaucer is appointed justice of the peace in Kent 

and moves to Greenwich, southeast of London.

Oct. 1386
Chaucer testifies in the Scrope-Grosvenor trial, 

which incidentally provides us with information 
regarding his age.

Oct.–Nov. 1386
Chaucer elected Member of Parliament for Kent 

and serves at one session, the “Wonderful Par-
liament” where the political opposition launches 
its attempts to curb the king’s power.

Oct.–Dec. 1386
Chaucer gives up his lease on the house over 

Aldgate and resigns from the customs. He has 
probably begun work on The Legend of Good 
Women and The Canterbury Tales.

1387
Philippa Chaucer dies.

1388
Some of Chaucer’s friends and acquaintances are 

executed by order of the “Merciless Parliament” 
because of their partisan activities on behalf of 
King Richard, whose power is on the wane.

1389
Richard II declares himself independent of the pro-

tectorship and takes on the full powers of king-
ship. He appoints Chaucer as Clerk of the King’s 
Works, an important administrative office.

1390
Chaucer is assigned a royal commission for 

the repair of walls and ditches after a flood. 

Twice this year he is robbed of public funds by 
highwaymen.

1391
Chaucer resigns from his post as Clerk of the King’s 

Works. Chaucer writes the Treatise on the Astro-
labe for his 11-year-old son Lewis, and continues 
working on The Canterbury Tales.

1394
Queen Anne dies. Chaucer is granted an annuity 

of £20 by King Richard.

1395/6
Chaucer is given a costly gown by Henry, earl of 

Derby, who will soon become King Henry IV.

1396
In the short poem “Envoy to Bukton,” Chaucer 

indicates a disparaging attitude toward marriage.

Dec. 1397
Chaucer receives a royal grant of a tun (a large 

cask) of wine per year.

Feb. 1399
John of Gaunt dies.

Sept. 1399
Richard II deposed; Henry IV succeeds him.

1399–1413
Reign of King Henry IV.

Dec. 1399
Chaucer takes a long-term lease on a house near 

Westminster Abbey in London. His poem “The 
Complaint of Chaucer to His Purse,” addressed 
to Henry IV, suggests that his financial situa-
tion is not good. Within a short time, Henry IV 
renews payment of Chaucer’s annuities, increas-
ing them by 40 marks.

1400
Chaucer dies and is buried in Westminster Abbey. 

He is later moved to the portion of the abbey 
now known as Poets’ Corner.
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Major Works
(These are in approximate chronological order; 
exact dates of composition are, in many cases, 
unknown.)
The Romaunt of the Rose
The Book of the Duchess
The House of Fame
“Anelida and Arcite” (unfinished)
The Parliament of Fowls
Boece
Troilus and Criseyde
The Legend of Good Women
A Treatise on the Astrolabe
The Canterbury Tales (listed in the order in which 
they appear in the Ellesmere Manuscript)

The General Prologue
“The Knight’s Tale”
“The Miller’s Tale”
“The Reeve’s Tale”
“The Cook’s Tale”
“The Man of Law’s Tale”
“The Wife of Bath’s Tale”
“The Friar’s Tale”
“The Summoner’s Tale”
“The Clerk’s Tale”
“The Merchant’s Tale”
“The Squire’s Tale”
“The Franklin’s Tale”
“The Physician’s Tale”
“The Pardoner’s Tale”
“The Shipman’s Tale”
“The Prioress’ Tale”
“The Tale of Sir Thopas”
“The Tale of Melibee”

“The Monk’s Tale”
“The Nun’s Priest’s Tale”
“The Second Nun’s Tale”
“The Canon’s Yeoman’s Tale”
“The Manciple’s Tale”
“The Parson’s Tale”
Chaucer’s Retraction

The Short Poems  
(in approximate chronological order)

“An ABC”
“The Complaint unto Pity”
“A Complaint to His Lady”
“The Complaint of Mars”
“The Complaint of Venus”
“To Rosemounde”
“Womanly Noblesse”
“Chaucer’s Words unto Adam, His Own Scriveyn”
“The Former Age”
“Fortune”
“Truth”
“Gentilesse”
“Lak of Stedfastnesse”
“Lenvoy de Chaucer à Scogan”
“Lenvoy de Chaucer à Bukton”
“The Complaint of Chaucer to His Purse”
“Proverbs”

Poems of Uncertain Authorship  
(probably Chaucer’s)

“Against Women Unconstant”
“Complaynt d’Amours”
“Merciless Beauty”
“A Balade of Complaint”

LIST OF WORKS BY CHAUCER
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Although it is uncertain that Chaucer himself ever 
made the 56-mile pilgrimage to Canterbury, he 
would have been familiar with the route because 
of his departures from Dover (see map) en route to 
the European continent.

The General Prologue and the links among 
the individual stories within The Canterbury Tales 
allude to the passing of time and mention the pil-
grims’ approach to certain towns, suggesting that a 
single day passes as the pilgrims travel and tell their 
stories. It would in fact have been next to impossi-
ble to make the journey in one day (without gallop-
ing headlong on a horse) but would actually have 
taken three to five days one way. Some scholars, 
including J. S. P. Tatlock, Charles Owen, and F. J. 
Furnivall, go into great detail listing the specific 

route, alternative routes, distances between towns, 
and the availability of overnight accommodations. 
The work of such scholars is fascinating and makes 
it quite easy for modern-day pilgrims to retrace the 
steps of Chaucer’s group, but it also seems impor-
tant to keep in mind that The Canterbury Tales is 
an unfinished story of a fictional journey. No one 
knows how many tales there would have been or 
what order they ultimately would have taken had 
Chaucer been able to finish and polish the work. 
Perhaps he was not so concerned with the actual 
timetable of the journey but was using the single-
day idea to help unify his innovative framing device 
of the pilgrimage, which has often been seen as a 
metaphor for the journey of life, with its ultimate 
destination the New Jerusalem.

THE CANTERBURY HIGHWAY
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The following bibliography is not meant to be com-
plete in any sense. There are a number of books 
(yes, whole books!) devoted to cataloging what has 
been written by and about Chaucer over the last 
500-plus years. The list presented here is intended 
primarily as a starting place for those who wish to 
pursue more in-depth study of the poet and his 
work. To limit potential reader frustration, I have 
listed works that would be likely to appear only in 
a well-stocked city or college library. Many of the 
works listed have their own bibliographies. The Riv-
erside Chaucer, in addition to its other merits, fea-
tures a selection of critical studies including works 
from the late 19th century up to 1987. Internet 
sources have also been listed. Regarding the fol-
lowing bibliographical entries, an asterisk preced-
ing the author’s name indicates the existence of an 
entry in Part III for that author.

Editions
(See also EDITIONS OF CHAUCER’S WORK, in Part 3.)
*Benson, Larry, ed. The Riverside Chaucer. Boston: 

Houghton Mifflin Co., 1987.
*Blake, N. F., ed. The “Canterbury Tales” by Geof-

frey Chaucer: Edited from the Hengwrt Manuscript. 
York Medieval Texts, 2nd series. London: Edward 
Arnold, 1980.

*Donaldson, E. Talbot, ed. Chaucer’s Poetry: An 
Anthology for the Modern Reader. 2nd ed. New York: 
Ronald Press Co., 1975.

*Fisher, John H. The Complete Poetry and Prose of 
Geoffrey Chaucer. New York: Holt, Rinehart and 
Winston, 1989.

Gunther, R. T. Chaucer and Messahalla on the Astrolabe. 
Early Science in Oxford, no. 5. Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 1929.

*Koch, John, ed. Geoffrey Chaucer: Kleinere Dichtun-
gen: nebst Einleitung Lesarten, Anmerkungen und 
einem Worterverzeichnis. Englische Textbibliothek, 
no. 18. Heidelberg: Carl Winter, 1928. (Introduc-
tion and Critical Apparatus in German)

Price, Derek J., ed. The Equatorie of the Plantis: Edited 
from Peterhouse MS.75.I. Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1955.

*Robinson, F. N., ed. The Works of Geoffrey Chau-
cer. The New Cambridge Edition. 2nd ed. Boston: 
Houghton Mifflin Co., 1957. Revised as The River-
side Chaucer, edited by Larry D. *Benson (Boston: 
Houghton Mifflin Co., 1987).

*Root, Robert K., ed. The Book of Troilus and Criseyde, 
by Geoffrey Chaucer. Princeton, N.J.: Princeton 
University Press, 1926.

*Ruggiers, Paul G., ed. A Variorum Edition of the Works 
of Geoffrey Chaucer. Norman: University of Okla-
homa Press, 1979– .

*Skeat, Walter W., ed. The Complete Works of Geoffrey 
Chaucer: Edited, from Numerous Manuscripts. 2nd 
ed. 7 vols. Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1899–1900.

Windeatt, Barry A. Troilus & Criseyde: A New Edition 
of “The Book of Troilus.” London: Longman, 1984.

Bibliographies and Bibliographical Manuals
Online
Chaucer Bibliography Online. New Chaucer Society, 

University of Texas (San Antonio) Library: http://
uchaucer.utsa. This database includes materials 
from the Annotated Chaucer Bibliography pub-
lished in Studies in the Age of Chaucer, volumes 
1–24 (1979–2002).

The Chaucer Review: An Indexed Bibliography. North-
west University Hurst (Kirkland, WA) Library. 
http://library.northwestu.edu/chaucer. This database 
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provides an index, with abstracts, of articles that 
appeared in the first 30 years of The Chaucer Review 
between 1966 and 1996.

General (in chronological order)
Hammond, Eleanor P. Chaucer, A Bibliographical Man-

ual. New York: MacMillan, 1908.
Griffith, Dudley Daniel. Bibliography of Chaucer, 

1908–1953. Seattle: University of Washington 
Press, 1955.

*Spurgeon, Caroline F. E. Five Hundred Years of Chau-
cer Criticism and Allusion, 1357–1900. 3 vols. New 
York: Russell and Russell, 1960.

Crawford, William R. Bibliography of Chaucer, 1954–
63. Seattle: University of Washington Press, 1967.

Baugh, Albert C. Chaucer: Goldentree Bibliographies. 
New York: Appleton, 1968.

Baird-Lange, Lorrayne Y. A Bibliography of Chaucer, 
1964–1973. Boston: G. K. Hall, 1977.

Leyerle, John, and Anne Quick. Chaucer: A Bib-
liographical Introduction. Toronto: University of 
Toronto Press, 1986.

Allen, Mark, and John H. Fisher. The Essential Chau-
cer: An Annotated Bibliography of Major Modern 
Studies. Boston: G. K. Hall, 1987.

Baird-Lange, Lorrayne Y., and Hildegard Schnuttgen. 
A Bibliography of Chaucer, 1974–1985. Hamden, 
Conn.: Shoe String Press, 1988.

Bowers, Bege K., and Mark Allen. Annotated Chaucer 
Bibliography, 1986–1996. Notre Dame, Ind.: Uni-
versity of Notre Dame Press, 2002.

See also annual bibliographies published by the New 
Chaucer Society in Studies in the Age of Chaucer.

Specialized (in chronological order)
Peck, Russell A. Chaucer’s Lyrics and “Anelida and 

Arcite”: An Annotated Bibliography. Toronto: Uni-
versity of Toronto Press, 1983.

Morris, Lynn King. Chaucer Source and Analogue Criti-
cism: A Cross-Referenced Guide. New York: Gar-
land, 1985.

Eckhardt, Caroline. Chaucer’s General Prologue to the 
Canterbury Tales: An Annotated Bibliography, 1900–
1982. Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1990.

McAlpine, Monica. Chaucer’s Knight’s Tale: An Anno-
tated Bibliography, 1900–1985. Toronto: University 
of Toronto Press, 1991.

Burton, T. L., and Rosemary Greentree, eds.; anno-
tations by David Briggs, et al. Chaucer’s Miller’s, 
Reeve’s, and Cook’s Tales. Toronto: Published in 
association with the University of Rochester by 
University of Toronto Press, 1997.

Beidler, Peter G., and Elizabeth M. Biebel. Chaucer’s 
Wife of Bath’s Prologue and Tale: An Annotated Bibli-
ography, 1900–1995. Toronto: Published in associa-
tion with the University of Rochester by University 
of Toronto Press, 1998.

Dictionaries
*Davis, Norman, et al. A Chaucer Glossary. Oxford: 

Clarendon Press, 1979.
De Weever, Jacqueline. Chaucer Name Dictionary. 

New York and London: Garland Publishing, 1996.
*Magoun, Francis P., Jr. A Chaucer Gazeteer. Chicago: 

University of Chicago Press, 1961.
Ross, Thomas. Chaucer’s Bawdy. New York: E. P. Dut-

ton, 1972.
Scott, A. F. Who’s Who in Chaucer. New York: Taplinger 

Publishing, 1974.
*Tatlock, John S. P., and Arthur Kennedy. Concordance 

to the Complete Works of Chaucer and to the “Romaunt 
of the Rose.” Gloucester, Mass.: Peter Smith, 1963.

Translations and Adaptations
(Note: As of this writing, there are no available 
single translations of The Book of the Duchess, The 
House of Fame, or The Parliament of Fowls.)

The Canterbury Tales
Becker, Ronald, and Eugene Crook, trans. The Can-

terbury Tales Translated into Modern English. Pal-
atka, Fla.: Hodge and Braddock, 1993.

Coghill, Neville, trans. The Canterbury Tales. Harmonds-
worth, U.K.: Penguin Books, 1977. Rpt. 1994.

Donohue, James J. Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales Com-
plete, in Present-Day English. Dubuque, Iowa: Loras 
College Press, 1979.

Matsushita, Tomonori, ed. The Knight’s Tale, with 
Modern English Translation, Phonetic Transcription 
and Annotation. Tokyo: Eihosha, 2002.

Murphy, Michael, ed. The Canterbury Tales: The Gen-
eral Prologue and Twelve Major Tales in Modern Spell-
ing. Lanham, Md.: University Presses of America, 
1991.
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Troilus and Criseyde
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Donohue, James J., trans. Chaucer’s ‘Troilus and Cres-

sida’: Five Books in Present-Day English. Dubuque, 
Iowa: Loras College Press, 1975.

*Windeatt, Barry, trans. Troilus and Criseyde: A New 
Translation. Oxford and New York: Oxford Univer-
sity Press, 1998.

The Legend of Good Women
McMillan, Ann, trans. The Legend of Good Women. 

Houston: Rice University Press, 1987.
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Translated and Adapted by Barbara Cohen. New 
York: Lothrop, Lee and Shepard Books, 1988.

Darton, F. J. Harvey. The Story of the Canterbury Pil-
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Boldface page numbers 
denote extensive treatment 
of a topic. The letter c after 
a page number denotes an 
entry in the chronology.

A
abbreviato  309
“ABC, An”  15–16

Dante Alighieri  400
Gabriel  437
Isaac  464
Longinus  491
Mary, Saint  500–501
Moses  508
V. J. Scattergood  561
Xristus  605
Zechariah  607

Abel (Biblical figure)  359
Abigail (Abigayl)  309
Abradate (Habradates)  

309
Abraham  309–310, 361, 

412, 441, 463, 491
Absalom  182, 310, 311, 

402, 472
Academics  310
Achates  310
Achelous (Acheloys, 

Acheleous)  310, 404
Achemenye  310
Achilles  310–311

Agamemnon  316
Andromache  325
Antilochus  327
Aurora (1) (Roman 

goddess of dawn)  342
Briseis  355
Hector  450
Hermione  454
Pallas  522

Polixena  541
Pyrrhus  545
Statius  572
Telephus  578
Thetis  582
Ulysses  592

Achitophel (Achitofel)  
310, 311

Actaeon (Attheon)  311, 
311, 408, 438

Adam  311, 311, 359, 397, 
429, 492, 513

Adam Scriveyne  311, 417
Admetus  311–312, 318, 

453
Adonis  312, 509
Adrastus  312

Diomede  411
Eriphyle  426
Eteocles  427
Maeon  497
Polyhymnia  541
Seven against Thebes  

566
Tydeus  590

Adriane. See Ariadne
Aeëtes  312, 468, 502
Aegeus  312–313, 325, 502
Aegyptus  313, 461
Aeneas  313–314

abbreviato  309
Achates  310
Aeneid  314
Aeolus  314
Africa  316
Anchises  324
Anne  326
Ardea  331
Ascanius  336
Creusa  394
Dido  409

“Episteles of Ovyde”  
425

Evander  429
Iarbus  462
Juno  477
Latinus  485
Lavinia  485
Libya  489
Palinurus  521
Phaedra  533
Priam  543
Romulus  555
Sibyl  568
Sichaeus  568
Sinon  569
Temple of Venus  579
Troy  588
Turnus  589
Venus  596
Virgil  597

Aeneid  314
Aeneas  313
Aeolus  314
Anne  326
House of Fame, The  123
Latinus  485
Lavinia  485
Venus  596
Virgil  597

Aeolus  314
Alcyone  320
Athamas  338
Canacee  362
Sisyphus  569
Thrace  585
Triton  587
Zephyrus  607

Aers, David  314–315
Aesculapius (Asclepius)  

315
Aeson  315, 468, 530, 582

Aesop  315, 315, 347, 498
Affrican. See Scipio 

Africanus The Elder
Africa  316
“Against Women 

Unconstant”  16–17, 363, 
405, 417

Agamemnon  28, 310, 316, 
366, 388, 454, 503

Agaton (Agathon)  316, 
316

Agenore’s daughter. See 
Europa

Aglauros (Aglawros)  316, 
455

Ahasuerus  316–317, 426, 
507

Alain de Lille  317
Croesus  394
Cuthbert, Saint  395
House of Fame, The  130
C. S. Lewis  488
John Lowes  492
Parliament of Fowls, The  

201, 206
Pleynt of Kynde  540

Alan (character)  227–228
Alanus de Insulis. See Alain 

de Lille
Albertano of Brescia  174, 

262, 317, 601
Albion  317
Albon, Daun  317–318
Alcathoe  318
Alcebiades. See Alcibiades
Alceone. See Alcyone
Alcestis  311, 316, 318, 493
alchemy  39–40, 114, 

318–319, 494, 513
Alcibiades  319, 319, 570
Alcione. See Alcyone

INDEX
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Alcmena  319
Alcyone (Halcyone)  320, 

338, 369
Alcypiades. See Alcibiades
Aldebaran  320
Aldgate  8, 320, 371, 467, 

491, 529, 613c
Alecto/Alete. See Erinyes
Alexander the Great  320

Alexandria  321
Candace  363
Daris (Daryus) (1) (king 

of Persia)  400
Darius (2) (Darius the 

Mede)  401
Macedonia  496
Nicanor (2) (officer of 

Alexander the Great)  
512

Philip  534
Alexandria  320, 321, 501, 

513, 577, 589, 601
Aleyn. See Alain de Lille
Algarsif (Algarsyf)  321
Algeciras (Algazir)  321
Algus  321
Alhabor  321, 569
Alhazen  321
alidade  270
Alisandre/Alisaundre. See 

Alexander the Great; 
Alexandria

Alison (character)  182, 
302

Alixandre Macedo. See 
Alexander the Great

allegory  321–322, 508
Allen, Judson B.  322, 567
Almageste  322, 545
Alnath  323
Amazons  323

Creon  393
Femenye  432
“Knight’s Tale, The”  

135
occupatio  515
Scythia  564
Statius  572
Thebes  581
Theseus  582

Ambrose, Saint  323
Amete. See Admetus
Amphiaraus  323–324, 

426, 566
Amphion (Amphioun)  

324, 513
Anaxagoras  20, 324

Anchises  313, 314, 324–
325, 596

Androgeus  325, 506, 524
Andromache 

(Andromacha)  325
“Anelida and Arcite”  

17–19, 612c
Adrastus  312
Amphiaraus  324
Armenia  334
Albert C. Baugh  346
Bellona  347
Capaneus  364
Cirra  386
Corynne  392
Creon  393
Dante Alighieri  400
editions of Chaucer’s 

work  416
Helicon, Mount  452
Hippomedon  456
Juno  477
“Knight’s Tale, The”  

138
John August Hermann 

Koch  481
Lamech  483
Mars (1) (Roman god)  

499
John Norton-Smith  514
Pallas  522
Parnassus  524
Parthenopaeus  524
Penelope  530
Polyhymnia  541
Scythia  564
Seven against Thebes  

567
“Squire’s Tale, The”  

253
Statius  572
Theseus  582
Tydeus  590

Angelus ad virginem  325
Anglo-Norman  325

Book of the Duchess, 
The  34

Chaucer’s language—
pronunciation  377

France  434
John Gower  444
Guy of Warwick  447
Marie de France  498
Nicholas Trivet  588

Anglo-Norman Chronicle  
167, 325–326

Anne (Anna)  326

Anne, Saint  326
Anne of Bohemia  326, 

612c, 613c
audience  340
Geoffrey Chaucer  9
House of Fame, The  131
Parliament of Fowls, The  

204
Richard II  551
Sheen  567

Anselm, Saint  326–327
Antaeus  327
Antenor  327
Antichrist  327
Anticlaudianus  130
Antigone  290, 427
Antilochus  327
Antiochus (Antiochus IV, 

king of Syria)  327–328, 
329, 450, 471, 475, 512, 
585

Antiochus (king in story of 
Appollonius of Tyre)  328

Antiocus. See Antiochus
anti-Semitism  221–222
Antoninus, Marus Aurelius. 

See Caracalla
Antony, Marc  328, 385, 

387, 514, 515, 542, 555
Apelles. See Antilochus; 

Appelles
Apennines, the  328
Apollo

“Complaint of Mars”  92
Delphi  405
Diana  407
Laomedon  484
“Manciple’s Tale, The”  

161–162
Midas  504
Neptune  511
Niobe  513
Parnassus  524
Peneus  530
Phaeton  533
Polixena  541
Pyrois  545
Python  546
Sibyl  568
Tityus  586

Apollo (Phoebus)  328–
329

Admetus  311
Aesculapius  315
Amphion  324
aube  339–340
Cassandra  366

Chiron  381
Daphne  400

Appelles  329, 608
Appian Way  329
Appollonius  328, 329–330
Aquarius  330
Aquilo (Aquilon)  330
Arabia (Arabe, Arabye)  

330
Aragon  330
Arcadia (Arcadye)  330, 

337–338, 429
Archemorus (Archymoris)  

330
Arcite (character)  141–

142
Arcturus  330–331
Ardea  331, 389
Arge. See Argos
Argia  331
Argives  331
Argonautica  331
Argos  331, 590
Argus (builder of the ship 

Argo)  331
Argus (hundred-eyed, 

all-seeing guardian)  
331–332

Argyve  290. See also Argia
Ariadne  332

Aegeus  313
Aegina  313
Daedalus  397
Legend of Good Women, 

The  153–154
Minos  506
Minotaur  506
Ovid  519
Pasiphae  524
Phaedra  533
Scylla  564
Theseus  581
Thoas  583

Aries  332–333, 578
Arion (Orion)  333, 338
Aristotle  320, 321, 333, 

333–334, 342–343, 427, 
538–539

Armenia  17, 18, 334, 343, 
567

Armorica (Armorika)  100, 
334

Arnaldus of Villanova  334
Arpies/Arpiis. See Erinyes
Arras  334
Arrius  334
Artemesia  334–335
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Arthur, King  335
Breton  355
Britain  356
Fairie  431
Garter, Order of the  

439
Geoffrey of Monmouth  

441
Lancelot  483
Libeaus Desconus  488

Artois (Artoys)  335, 537
Artour. See Arthur, King
Arveragus (character)  

105–106
Arzachel  335
Ascalaphus  335–336
Ascanius  336, 394, 555
Asclepius. See Aesculapius
Asia  336, 472
astrology  336–337

Aquarius  330
Aries  332
Cancer  362
Capricorn  365
Gemini  440
General Prologue to the 

Canterbury Tales  116
Leo  487
Libra  488
Sagittarius  558

Atalanta  337–338, 503, 
524

Athamas  338
Athens  338

Actaeon  311
Creon  393
Crete  394
Hercules  453
“Knight’s Tale, The”  

135
Lycurgus  494
Medea  502
Mercury (1) (Roman 

god of trade)  503
Pallas  522
Pandion  522
Phyllis  536–537
Procne  544
Reynard  549
Scythia  564
Seven against Thebes  

566
Socrates  570
Sytho, stream of  575
Tereus  580
Thebes  581
Theseus  581

Atila (Attilla)  339
Atiteris  338
Atlas’s daughters  338
Atropos  338–339
Attaleia  339
Attalus Philometor (Attalus 

III)  339
Atthalante. See Atalanta
Atthenes. See Athens
Attheon. See Actaeon
Attrides. See Agamemnon
Aube (aubade)  319, 

339–340
audience  340
Augustine of Hippo, Saint  

340–341
Saint Ambrose  323
Saint Anselm  327
astrology  337
Cassiodorus  366
Civitate, De  386
Gregory, Saint (Pope 

Gregory the Great)  
446

Jovinian  475
“Reeve’s Tale, The”  

227
Tertullian  580

Augustus Caesar  341, 490, 
515, 597

Aurelian (Aurelianus)  
342, 387, 555

Aurora (1) (Roman goddess 
of dawn)  342, 607

Aurora (2) (character in 
The Book of the Duchess)  
342

Auster  342
Austyn. See Augustine of 

Hippo, Saint
Averroës (Averrois)  

342–343
Avicenna  343
Ayash  343

B
Babylon  344, 398, 447, 

464, 496, 513, 583
Bacchus (Bacus)  332, 

344–345, 494, 504, 543, 
579

“Balade of Complaint, 
A”  19

Baldeswell. See Bawdeswell
Baldwin, Ralph  345
Ball, John  315, 345, 528
ballade  345

“Against Women 
Unconstant”  16

chivalry  382
“Complaint of Chaucer 

to His Purse, The”  
90–91

Guillaume de Machaut  
447

Hero  454
Jonathan  474
“Lak of Stedfastnesse  

145–146
Oton de Grandson  519
Polixena  541
Henry Scogan  563
“To Rosemounde”  268
Tristram  587
“Womanly Noblesse”  

305
Balthasar. See Belshazzar
Barberie (Barbary, Barbery)  

345
Barnabo de Lumbardia. See 

Visconti, Bernabò
Basil, Saint (Basil the 

Great)  346
Bath (Bathe)  346, 491
Baugh, Albert C.  346
Baum, Paull  346
Bawdeswell  118, 346–347, 

514
beast fable  44, 191, 192, 

204, 347, 508, 554
Becket, Saint Thomas à. 

See Thomas à Becket, 
Saint

Belial  347
Belinous  347
Belle, the  347
Bellona  347, 522
Belmarin (Banu Merin)  

347
Belshazzar  347–348, 400, 

471, 502, 532
Benedict, Saint  120, 348, 

502
Bennett, J(ack) A(rthur) 

W(alter)  348, 394
Benoît de Sainte-Maure  

285, 348, 348, 446, 588
Benson, C. David  349, 

602
Benson, Larry D(ean)  349, 

349
Chaucer MetaPage  373
editions of Chaucer’s 

work  419

Equatorie of the Planets  
425

House of Fame, The  131
Maudelayne  501
“Merchant’s Tale, The”  

174
“Prioress’ Tale, The”  

222
“Reeve’s Tale, The”  229
Riverside Chaucer, The  

552
Bernard  349
Bernard, Saint  349–350, 

383
Berwick (Berwyk)  350
Bethulia (Bethulie)  350, 

350, 476
Bevis  350
Biblis  350
Bilia (Bilyea)  350
Black Death, the  350–

352, 611c
David Aers  315
astrology  337
Blanche of Lancaster  

352
Giovanni Boccaccio  353
Agnes Chaucer  370
“Nun’s Priest’s Tale”  

198
Black Knight (character)  

36–37
Blake, Norman (Francis)  

352
Blanche of Lancaster  16, 

37, 340, 352, 474, 535
Blee  352
Bobbe-up-and-down  161, 

352, 352–353
Boccaccio, Giovanni  353, 

612c
Adrastus  312
Aurelian  342
Bellona  347
Belmarin  347
Benoît de Sainte-Maure  

348
Black Death, the  351
Canterbury Tales, The  

44
Canticus Troili  364
chanson de geste  369
Geoffrey Chaucer  7
Damascene  397
Dante Alighieri  399
Dares Phrygius (Darius 

the Phrygian)  400
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Boccaccio, Giovanni 
(continued)

Decameron  402
Dictys Cretensis  408
editions of Chaucer’s 

work  417
Estoral Myrour  427
Femenye  432
Filostrato, Il  432
Florence  434
“Franklin’s Tale, The”  

102–103
Guido delle Colonne  

446
Hecuba  451
Heremianus  453
Italy  465
“Knight’s Tale, The”  

138, 143, 144
John August Hermann 

Koch  480
Lollius  490
John Lowes  492
“Merchant’s Tale, The”  

174
“Miller’s Prologue, The”  

179
“Monk’s Tale, The”  186
Francis Petrarch  533
“Reeve’s Tale, The”  226
Robert K. Root  556
Semiramus  565
“Shipman’s Tale, The”  

247
Statius  572
Suetonius  574
Temple of Venus  579
Teseida  580
Timolaus  585
Troilus and Criseyde  

285, 291–293
Bernabò Visconti  598
David Wallace  600
Barry Windeatt  603
Chauncey Wood  603
Zenobia  607

Boece  19–33. See also 
Consolacione, Boece de

Absalom  319
Academics  310
Achelous  310
Anaxagoras  324
Arcturus  331
Aristotle  333
Auster  342
Bacchus  345
Busirus  358

Caligula  360
Campania  361
Canyos  364
Marus Aurelius 

Antonius Caracalla  
365

Cato the Censor  367
Cato the Orator  367
Caurus  368
Centaurs  368
Cerberus  369
characters  31–32
“Chaucer’s Words unto 

Adam, His Owne 
Scriveyn”  81

Christianity  384
Circe  385–386
commentary  29–31
Conigastus  390
Consolacione, Boece de  

390
Cybele  396
Cyrus the Great  396
Daedalus  397
Decorat  403
Diomedes  411
editions of Chaucer’s 

work  416
Epicureans  424
Epicurus  424
Euphrates  427
Euripides  428
Euripus  428
Eurus  428
Evander  429
Gaius Luscinus Fabricius  

431
Fortune  434
Germanicus  441–442
Goths  444
Ralph Hanna III  449
Hermus  454
Hesperus  455
Hydra, the  461
Indus  463
Ixion  466
Julius Canius  477
Juvenal  477
“Knight’s Tale, The”  

138
Livy  490
John Lowes  492
Lucan  492
Lucifer  492, 493
Marmarica  498–499
Menelaus  503
Neritos, Mount  511

Nero  511
Nonius  514
Nothus  514
Occian  515
Orpheus  518
Parmenides  524
Parthians  524
Paulus  526
Phisic  536
Plato  538
Polyphemus  542
Pythagoras  546
Ravenna  548
Red Sea  548
Seneca  565
Senecciens  565
Septemtryones  566
Sicily  568
Sirius  569
Socrates  570
Soranas  571
Stoics  573
summary  19–29
Symmachus  575
Tagus  576
Tantalus  577
Theodoric  581
Tigris  585
Tiresias  586
Tityus  586
Nicholas Trivet  587
Troilus and Criseyde  285
Tyre  591
Tyrene  591
Ultima Thule  592
Ulysses  593
Ursa  593
Thomas Usk  593
Verona  597
Vesuvius  597

Boetes  353
Boethius  353, 612c. See 

also Boece
Absalom  319
Achemenye  310
Agamemnon  316
allegory  322
Anaxagoras  324
Antaeus  327
Aquilo  330
Arcadia  330
Aristotle  333
Auster  342
Black Death, the  351
Boreas  354
Busirus  358
Caligula  360

Canticus Troili  364
Canyos  364
Marus Aurelius 

Antonius Caracalla  
365

Cassiodorus  366
Gaius Valerius Catullus  

367
Centaurs  368
Geoffrey Chaucer  9
Conigastus  390
Consolacione, Boece de  

390
Cybele  396
Cyprian  396
Decorat  403
Epicureans  424
Euripides  428
Eurus  428
Evander  429
Gaius Luscinus Fabricius  

431
“Former Age, The”  98
Fortune  434
“Fortune”  99
“Gentilesse”  122
Germanicus  442
Goths  444
Ralph Hanna III  449
Hermus  454
Hesperus  455
Homer  457
Indus  463
Ixion  466
Jean de Meun  469
Julius Canius  477
“Knight’s Tale, The”  

138, 145
John Lowes  492
Lucifer  493
Marmarica 

(Marymoryke)  499
Menelaus  503
“Monk’s Tale, The”  186
Nothus  514
Ostrogoths  519
Parliament of Fowls, The  

208
Parthians  524
Phisic  536
Plato  538
Pythagoras  546
Ravenna  547–548
Romaunt of the Rose, 

The  236
Rome  555
Seneca  565
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Senecciens  565
Septemtryones  566
Sicily  568
Sirius  569
Socrates  570
Soranas  571
Stoics  573
Suetonius  574
Symmachus  575
Tagus  576
Theodoric  581
Tigris  585
Tiresias  586
Tityus  586
Nicholas Trivet  587
“Truth”  295
Tyre  591
Tyrene  591
Ultima Thule  592
Ulysses  593
Ursa  593
Thomas Usk  593
Verona  597
Vesuvius  597

Boghton under Blee  38, 
353

Boitani, Piero  353–354, 
361, 498

Bologna  354, 522
Book of the Duchess, The  

33–38, 612c
Absalom  319
Achilles  311
Achitofel  311
Achitophel  311
Aeneas  313
Alcestis  318
Alcyone  320
Alexander the Great  

320
Algus  321
allegory  322
Antenor  327
Antilochus  327
Arabia  330
Attalus Philometor  339
audience  340
Aurora (2) (character 

in The Book of the 
Duchess)  342

Babylon  344
Blanche of Lancaster  

352
Cambridge Companion to 

Chaucer, The  361
Carthage  366
Cassandra  366

Ceyx  369
Geoffrey Chaucer  4, 6
Marcus Tullius Cicero  

385
Wolfgang Herman 

Clemen  387
Confessio Amantis  390
courtly love  392
Walter C. Curry  395
Daedalus  397
Dante Alighieri  399
Delilah  405
Demophon  406
Dido  409
Dream of Scipio  413
dream vision  414
Echo  416
editions of Chaucer’s 

work  417
Esther  427
Flora  434
Fortune  434
Jean Froissart  436
Galen  437–438
Ganelon  438
General Prologue to the 

Canterbury Tales  120
Gobi Desert  443
Great Sea  445
Guillaume de Lorris  447
Guillaume de Machaut  

447
Hector  450
Hereos, Lover’s Malady 

of  453
Hippocrates  456
Jason  469
Jean de Meun  469
John of Gaunt  474
Joseph  474–475
Juno  477
Kara-Nor  478
Laomedon  484–485
Lavinia  485
Legend of Good Women, 

The  148
Livy  490
Lucrece  493
John Lydgate  494
Macedonia  496
Medea  502
Mediterranean Sea  

502–503
Minerva  505
Morpheus  507
Narcissis  510
Ninevah  513

Gaius Julius Caesar 
Octavian  516

octosyllabic couplet  
516

Oliver  517
Orpheus  519
Ovid  520
Pan  522
Paris (1) (mythological 

figure)  523
Parliament of Fowls, The  

203
Pharaoh  534
Polixena  541
Priam  543
Prussia  545
Pythagoras  546
Rennes  549
Roland  553
Roman de la Rose, Le  

554
Rome  555
Samson  560
Sisyphus  569
Socrates  570
Tantalus  577
Tartary  577
Troy  588
Tunis  589
Turkey  589
Wallachia  601
James I. Wimsatt  602
Barry Windeatt  602
Zephyrus  608

Bordeaux  116, 354, 443
Boreas  330, 354
Boughton-under-Blean. See 

Boghton under Blee
Boulogne  117, 354
Bowden, Muriel  354, 446, 

458, 548
Bradshaw Shift, the  

354–355
Bradwardine, Thomas  355
Bradwardyn, Bishop  355
Breseyda. See Briseis
Breton  355
Breton lays  355, 355, 492
Brewer, D(erek) S(tanley)  

355, 370, 508, 589
Briseis  311, 316, 355–356, 

483
Britain  356
Briton (Britoun)  356, 356
Brittany  356

Alnath  323
Armorica  334

Arzachel  335
Biblis  350
Breton  355
Brutus  357
Delphi  405
“Franklin’s Tale, The”  

106–107
Gironde  442–443
Hasdrubal’s wife  450
Judocus, Saint  476
Kayrudd  478
Miletus  505
Orléans  518
Stymphalis  574
Teuta  581
Tolletanes  586
Tristram  587
Wales  600

Brixseyde. See Briseis
Brok (character)  110–111
Bromeholm  356
Bronson, Bertrand Harris  

356–357
Bruges  246, 357, 490
Brusendorff, Aage  357
Brutus  357, 431, 542
Bubonic Plague. See Black 

Death
Bukton  357
Burgundy (Burgoyne)  357
Burnel the Ass  357–358
Burnley, (John) David  

358
Burrow, John A(nthony)  

358
Busirus  358

C
Cacus  359, 429
Cadmus  359
Cain  359–360, 483
Caligula  360, 441–442, 

476–477, 565
Calliope (Callyope)  360, 

388, 518
Callisto  360
Calydon  360, 360, 590
Calypso  360
Cambalo (character)  

254–255
Cambises. See Cambyses
Cambridge (Canterbregge)  

225, 361, 589
Cambridge Companion to 

Chaucer, The  361, 498
Cambyses (Cambises)  361, 

396
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Campaneus. See Capaneus
Campania (Campayne)  

361
Cana  361, 500
Canaan  361, 508, 535
Canaanite woman  362
Canacee  255, 362, 390
Cancer  362, 440, 487, 

561, 578
Candace  363
Cane. See Cana
Canius, Julius. See Julius 

Canius
Canon (character)  42, 49
Canon’s Yeoman, the 

(character)  49–50
“Canon’s Yeoman’s Tale, 

The”  43
alchemy  319
Alexandria  321
Arnaldus of Villanova  

334
Boghton under Blee  

353
Dionysius Cato  412
Giles, Saint  442
Hermes Trismegistus  

454
Judas  475
London  491
luna  494
Ninevah  512–513
Rome  555
V. J. Scattergood  562
“Second Nun’s Tale, 

The”  243
Senior  566

Canterbury  363
Saint Ambrose  323
Augustine, Saint  340
John Ball  345
Belle, the  347
Blee  352
Bobbe-up-and-down  

352
Boghton under Blee  

353
Bradshaw Shift, the  355
childhood in the Middle 

Ages  381
diet in the Middle Ages  

410
Goodelief  444
Jesus Christ  471
Kent  480
“Knight’s Tale, The”  

135, 138

pilgrimage  538
Rochester  553
Rome  554
Sittingbourne  569
Thomas à Becket, Saint  

583
Watering of Saint 

Thomas  601
Canterbury Highway  615
Canterbury Tales, The  

43–79, 78–79, 613c. See 
also General Prologue 
to The Canterbury Tales; 
individual tales

Saint Ambrose  323
audience  340
Bacchus  344–345
Bath  346
Albert C. Baugh  346
Larry D. Benson  349
Berwick  350
Giovanni Boccaccio  

353
Boece  30
Boghton under Blee  

353
Muriel Bowden  354
Bradshaw Shift, the  354
Cambridge Companion to 

Chaucer, The  361
“Canon’s Yeoman’s Tale, 

The”  40
Canterbury  363
Canterbury Highway  

615
Canterbury Tales 

Project, The  363
Chaucer’s language—

pronunciation  377
Chaucer’s language—

versification  378
Chaucer’s Retraction  

80–81
James Francis Child  380
Christianity  384
Marcus Tullius Cicero  

385
Wolfgang Herman 

Clemen  387
Confessio Amantis  390
Consolacione, Boece de  

390
courtly love  393
Walter C. Curry  395
Decameron  402
Germaine Dempster  

406

Deptford  407
editions of Chaucer’s 

work  416
Ellesmere Manuscript  

423
Eve  429
fabliau  431
Alan T. Gaylord  440
Goodelief  444
Hengwrt Manuscript  

452
Hercules  453
Hogge  456
Hugh of Lincoln  458
humanism  459
Ilion  462
Inns of Court  463
Ives, Saint  466
Jean de Meun  469
Jesus Christ  471
John August Hermann 

Koch  481
Ladies, Book of the 

XXV  483
Legend of Good Women, 

The  156–157
Leonard, Saint  487
C. S. Lewis  488
Libra  489
London  491
Luke, Saint  493
John Mathews Manly  

498
Alastair J. Minnis  506
Miracles of the Virgin  

506
Charles Muscatine  508
Palamon and Arcite  521
Paris (2) (city)  523
Paul, Saint  526
“Paul’s”  526
Robert O. Payne  526
Peter, Saint  532
pilgrimage  538
Robert A. Pratt  543
Reader’s Guide to 

Geoffrey Chaucer  548
Rochester  553
Ronyan, Saint  556
Paul G. Ruggiers  557
Saint Paul’s Cathedral  

558
saint’s lives  558
V. J. Scattergood  562
Sittingbourne  569
Southwark  572
Tabard  576

Troy  588
typology  591
Valentine, Saint  595
Watering of Saint 

Thomas  601
Winthrop Wetherbee, 

III  602
Chauncey Wood  603
John Wycliffe  604

Canterbury Tales Project, 
The  363

Cantergrigge. See 
Cambridge

Canticus Troili  363–364
Canyos  364
Canyus. See Julius Canius
Capaneus  364, 566
Cape Finisterre  364
Capellanus, Andreas  286
Capitolie  365
Capricorn  365
Caracalla, Marus Aurelius 

Antonius  365, 523
Caribdis. See Charybdis
Carrenar (Kara-Nor)  478
Cartage (city mentioned in 

General Prologue)  365–
366. See also Carthage

Cartegena. See Cartage
Carthage  366

Augustine of Hippo, 
Saint  340

Dido  408
Dream of Scipio  413
Hannibal  450
Hasdrubal’s wife  450
House of Fame, The  123
Hull  458–459
Macedonia  496
Ninevah  513
“Nun’s Priest’s Tale”  190
Parliament of Fowls, The  

204
Sichaeus  568
Sinon  569
Temple of Venus  579
Thrace  585
Tunis  589
Virgil  598

Cassandra  318, 366, 427, 
451, 541

Cassiodorus  366, 390, 396
Cassius. See Brutus
Castor  366–367, 451
Catallus. See Catullus
Catalonia (Cataloigne)  

367
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Cato the Censor  367, 367, 
431

Cato the Orator  367
Catullus, Gaius Valerius  

367–368
Caucasus  368
Caunterbury. See 

Canterbury
Caurus  368
Caxton, William  295, 368, 

416
Caym. See Cain
Cecilia, Saint (Cecilie)  

323, 383, 555, 558
Cedasus. See Scedasus
Cenelm, Saint. See Kenelm, 

Saint
Cenobia/Cenobie. See 

Zenobia
Centauris/Centauros. See 

Centaurs
Centaurs  368, 381, 404, 

466, 468, 511
Cerberus  369, 518
Cerces. See Circe
Ceres  335, 369, 386, 396, 

540, 544
Ceyx  320, 369
Chaldea (Chaldeye)  369
chanson de geste  350, 369
Charybdis  369–370
Chaucer, Agnes  370, 372, 

611c, 612c
Chaucer, biographies of  

370–371
Chaucer, Elizabeth  7, 371, 

372, 611c
Chaucer, Geoffrey  3, 3–11, 

10, 266, 371, 372
Chaucer, John  370, 371–

372, 372, 531–532, 611c
Chaucer, Katherine  372
Chaucer, Lewis  7, 372, 

372, 492, 520, 612c, 
613c

Chaucer, Mary  372
Chaucer, Philippa Pan  372, 

611c–613c
Elizabeth Chaucer  371
Geoffrey Chaucer  5
Thomas Chaucer  372
Chaucer Life-Records  

373
Costanza of Castile  392
Katherine Swynford  

575
Trumpington  589

Chaucer, Thomas  7, 372, 
372, 611c

Chaucer Gazetteer (F. P. 
Magoun)  443, 601

Chaucer Life-Records  370, 
372–373, 401, 551

Chaucer MetaPage  373, 
402

Chaucernet  373
Chaucer Review  373, 412
Chaucer’s language  

373–377
Chaucer Society  379, 417, 

436, 481, 600
Chaucer’s Retraction  80–

81, 288, 595
“Chaucer’s Words unto 

Adam, His Owne 
Scriveyn”  81, 311, 567, 
573

Chaumpaigne, Cecilia  372, 
379

Cheapside  98, 379–380
Chichevache  380
Child, Francis James  380
childhood in the Middle 

Ages  380–381
Chiron  315, 329, 381, 

468, 582
chivalry  119–120, 381–

382, 392
Chorus. See Caurus
Christendom  383
Christianity  383–384
Chrysostom. See John 

Chrysostom, Saint
Cicero, Marcus Tullius  

384–385
Appelles  329
Arrius  334
Common Profit  389
Dream of Scipio  413
House of Fame, The  130
Latumeus  485
Parliament of Fowls, The  

204
Scipio Africanus the 

Younger  563
Zeuxis  608

Cimmerians  385
Circe  27, 385–386, 428, 

593
Cirra  386
Cirus. See Cyrus the Great
Cithe/Cithia. See Scythia
Citherea (Citheria)  386
cithern  386

Citheron/Citheroun. See 
Mount Cithaeron

Civitate, De  386
Clare, Saint  386
Claudianus, Claudius  

386–387, 544
Claudius, Marcus Aurelius  

387
Clemen, Wolfgang Herman  

203, 387
Clemence  387
Cleomadès  253
Cleopatra  387–388

Marc Antony  328
Albert C. Baugh  346
Estoral Myrour  427
V. A. Kolve  481
Legend of Good Women, 

The  149–150
Gaius Julius Caesar 

Octavian  515
Rome  555

Clere Laude  388
Clerk of Oxford, the 

(character)  51–52
“Clerk’s Tale, The”  81–90

allegory  322
Apennines, the  328
Bologna  354
Chichevache  380
childhood in the Middle 

Ages  381
Common Profit  390
Decameron  403
Echo  416
Ferrara  432
India  463
Italy  465–466
Job  473
George Lyman Kittredge  

480
Giovanni da Lignano  

489
Lombardy  490
Marriage Group  499
Monte Viso  507
Padua  521
Panik  522
Francis Petrarch  533
Piedmont  537
Po River  542
rhyme royal  549
Rome  555
Saluzzo  559
Solomon  571
Venice  596

Clio  388

Clitermystra. See 
Clytemnestra

Clytemnestra  316, 366, 388
Coitu, De  388–389
Colatyn. See Collatinus, 

Lucius Tarquinius
Colchis  312, 389, 461, 

468, 502
Collatinus, Lucius 

Tarquinius  389, 493, 577
Colle Tregetour  389
Cologne  389, 389
Coloigne. See Cologne
Colossians  389
Common Profit  21, 199, 

389–390, 525
“Complaint of Chaucer to 

His Purse, The”  11, 90–
92, 317, 345, 452, 613c

“Complaint of Mars, The”  
92–93

aube  339–340
Mars (1) (Roman god)  

499
V. J. Scattergood  561
John Shirley  567
Valentine, Saint  595
Venus  596–597
Chauncey Wood  603

“Complaint of Venus, The”  
93–94, 345, 519, 567

“Complaint to His Lady, A”  
94–95, 417, 567

“Complaint unto Pity, The”  
95–96, 567, 579

“Complaynt d’Amours”  96
concordances to Chaucer  

390
Confessio amantis  390

Antiochus  328
Appollonius  329–330
concordances to 

Chaucer  390
John Gower  444
“Lak of Stedfastnesse  

146
Legend of Good Women, 

The  157
“Man of Law’s Tale, 

The”  164–165
“Parson’s Tale, The”  

210–211
“Physician’s Tale, The”  

217
“Squire’s Tale, The”  255
“Wife of Bath’s Tale, 

The”  301
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Conigastus (Connigaste)  
390

Consolacione, Boece de  122, 
390. See also Boece

Consolation of Philosophy  
186, 295

Constantine the African  
388–389, 391

Constanza of Castile  6, 
392

continuatio  391
Cook, the (character)  

52–53, 98
“Cook’s Prologue and Tale, 

The”  96–98, 380, 433, 
456, 481, 512

Cooper, Helen  174, 196, 
197–198, 222, 258, 262, 
391

Corinth  391, 482, 508, 572
Corybantes. See Cybele
Corynne  392
Corynthe. See Corinth
Count Ugolino of Pisa. See 

Ugolino of Pisa
courtesy  392
courtly love  286, 300, 392, 

392–393, 469
Crassus, Marcus Licinius  

385, 393, 542
Creon  393, 393

Adrastus  312
Crete  394
Creusa  394
Maeon  497
occupatio  515
Scythia  564
Seven against Thebes  

566
Tiresias  586

Cresus. See Croesus
Crete  394, 506
Creusa  336, 393, 394, 469, 

530
Criseyde  291–292, 411
Crisippus  394
Croesus  394, 396, 495, 534
Cupid (Cupide, Cupido)  

395
courtly love  393
Grisel  446
Origines upon the 

Maudelayn  518
Palamon and Arcite  521
Pluto  540
Temple of Venus  579
Valerie  595

Venus  596
Of the Wretched 

Engendering of 
Mankind  517

Curry, Walter C.  143, 395, 
537, 578

curtesie. See courtesy
Cuthbert, Saint  395
Cybele  395–396
Cynthea/Cynthia. See 

Diana
Cyprian  396
Cypride. See Venus
Cyprus  396
Cyrus the Great  394, 396, 

396, 398, 401, 532

D
Daedalus  397, 412, 462, 

506, 524
Dalida. See Delilah
Damascene  397
Damascien  397–398
Damasus I, Pope (Saint 

Damasus)  398
Danaus  313, 398, 461
Dane. See Daphne
Daniel  348, 369, 398–399, 

400, 437, 502, 517, 574
Dante Alighieri  399–400, 

612c
Agaton  316
allegory  322
Piero Boitani  353
“Canon’s Yeoman’s Tale, 

The”  42
Geoffrey Chaucer  7
“Complaint to His Lady, 

A”  95
Dream of Scipio  413
editions of Chaucer’s 

work  417
Florence  434
“Gentilesse”  122
House of Fame, The  

123, 130
Italy  465
Pisa  537
Plato  539
Ugolino of Pisa  592
Virgil  598
David Wallace  601
Winthrop Wetherbee, 

III  601
Chauncey Wood  603

Danyel. See Daniel
Daphne  400, 530

Dardanus, yate (gate) of  
400

Dares Phrygius (Darius the 
Phrygian)  348, 400, 408, 
457, 588

Darius (Daryus) (1) (king 
of Persia)  329, 400, 549

Darius (Daryus) (2) (Darius 
the Mede)  320, 348, 398, 
400–401

Dartmouth  8, 115, 401, 
491

Daunger (character)  
238–239

David  401–402
Abigail  309
Absalom  310
Achitophel  311, 311
Goliath  443
Joab  472
Jonathan  474
Mary, Saint  500
Solomon  571
Zechariah  607

David, Alfred  402
Davis, Norman  402, 445
Death  351
Decameron  84, 179, 226, 

247, 351, 353, 402–403
de casibus tragedy  403
Decorat (Decoratus)  403
Decrees, Book of  403–

404
Dedalus. See Daedalus
Deianira  310, 404, 463, 

483, 511
Deiphobus  366, 404
Delilah  404–405, 535, 559
Delphi  312, 320, 329, 359, 

369, 405, 454
Delphinus  405
Demetrius  405
Demophon  405–406

Neptune  511
Phyllis  536
Rhodope  549
Sytho, stream of  575
Thetis  582
Thorus  584
Thrace  585
Triton  587

Demotion’s daughter  406
Dempster, Germaine  406
Denis, Saint (Saint 

Dionysius)  406
Denmark  406
Deptford  406

Dertemouthe. See 
Dartmouth

Deschamps, Eustache  38, 
174, 237, 297, 407, 435, 
492

de Vere, Robert  407
Diana  407–408

Actaeon  311
Amphion  324
Atalanta  337–338
Atlas’s daughters  338
Callisto  360
Chiron  381
Clytemnestra  388
Daphne  400
Galgopheye  438
Isis  464
Meleager  503
Niobe  513
Peneus  530
Pluto  540
Statius  572
Stymphalis  574
Temple of Venus  579
Tityus  586

Dianira. See Deianira
Dictis Cretensis (Dictys the 

Cretan)  408
Dictys Cretensis  348, 400, 

457, 588
Didalus. See Daedalus
Dido  408–409

abbreviato  309
Aeneas  313
Aeneid  314
Africa  316
Anchises  325
Anne  326
Ascanius  336
“Episteles of Ovyde”  

425
Iarbus  462
Legend of Good Women, 

The  151–152
Libya  489
Minerva  505
Oenone  517
Ovid  519
Phaedra  533
Sichaeus  568
Sinon  569
Temple of Venus  579
Thrace  585
Troy  588
Virgil  598

diet in the Middle Ages  
409–410
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Dinshaw, Carolyn  168, 
410–411, 601

Diogenes  411
Diomede  292, 358, 411, 

521, 522, 590
Diomedes  411
Dione  411
Dionysius Cato  367, 386, 

411–412
Dioscorides  412
Dite. See Dictys Cretensis
Dives  412
Divine Comedy (Dante)  

123, 130
Doctor of Physic 

(character)  53–54
Domus Dedaly  412
Donaldson, E(thelbert) 

Talbot  412–413
Donegild (character)  

169–170
Dorigen (character)  

106–107
Dream of Scipio  413–414

Africa  316
Marcus Tullius Cicero  

385
Common Profit  389
Galaxye  437
House of Fame, The  

130
Masinissa  501
“Nun’s Priest’s Tale”  

190
Parliament of Fowls, The  

199
Romaunt of the Rose, 

The  231
Scipio Africanus the 

Elder  562
Scipio Africanus the 

Younger  563
dream vision  414

Dante Alighieri  399
Guillaume de Lorris  

447
Robert Henryson  453
House of Fame, The  129
Isaiah  464
Jean de Meun  469
Legend of Good Women, 

The  147
Gaius Julius Caesar 

Octavian  516
Parliament of Fowls, The  

203
Robert O. Payne  526

Reader’s Guide to 
Geoffrey Chaucer  548

Roman de la Rose, Le  
553

Romaunt of the Rose, 
The  236

James I. Wimsatt  602
Duck (character)  205–206
Dun  414
Dunmowe  414
Dunstan, Saint  414
Dyer, the (character)  

54–55

E
Ebraecus, Flavius Josephus  

415, 561
Ecclesiasticus  415, 471
Echo  415–416, 510, 560
Ector. See Hector
Ecuba. See Hecuba
Edippe/Edipus. See Oedipus
editions of Chaucer’s work  

416–419
education in the Middle 

Ages  419
Edward, Saint  419–420
Edward III  420, 611c, 612c

Aldgate  320
audience  340
Book of the Duchess, The  

33, 37
Geoffrey Chaucer  3
John Chaucer  371
Philippa Pan Chaucer  

372
Cyprus  396
education in the Middle 

Ages  419
Edward the Black 

Prince  420
Florence  434
France  435
Garter, Order of the  

439
Henry IV  452
Hundred Years’ War  

460
John of Gaunt  474
Nicholas of Lynn  512
Alice Perrers  531
Philippa of Hainault  

534
Pierre de Lusignan  537
Richard II  550
Katherine Swynford  

575

Thomas of Woodstock  
584

Trumpington  589
Edward the Black Prince  

420–421, 612c
Geoffrey Chaucer  5
Costanza of Castile  392
Edward III  420
Jean Froissart  436
Hundred Years’ War  

460
Pedro of Castile  529
Philippa of Hainault  

535
Richard II  550

Egeus. See Aegeus
Egiste. See Aegyptus
Eleyne. See Helen, Saint; 

Helen of Troy
Eli  421
Eliachim  421
Elicon. See Helicon, Mount
Eligius, Saint  421
Elijah  421–422, 424, 457
Elisha  422
Elisos. See Elysium
Ellesmere Manuscript  423

astrology  337
Larry D. Benson  349
Bradshaw Shift, the  355
Chaucer’s language—

versification  378
Alfred David  402
editions of Chaucer’s 

work  417
Frederick James 

Furnivall  436
Hengwrt Manuscript  

452
House of Fame, The  131
John August Hermann 

Koch  481
“Monk’s Tale, The”  187
Riverside Chaucer, The  

552
Elliott, Ralph W(arren) 

V(ictor)  423
Eloi, Saint. See Eligius, 

Saint
Eltham  423, 567
Elye. See Elijah
Elysium  423–424
Emetreus (character)  

142–143
Eneas/Enee. See Aeneas
Eneyde/Eneydos. See Aeneid
Engelond  424

Englyssh  424
Enoch  422, 424
“Envoy de Chaucer à 

Bukton.” See “Lenvoy de 
Chaucer à Bukton”

“Envoy de Chaucer à 
Scogan. See “Lenvoy de 
Chaucer à Scogan”

Eolus. See Aeolus
Ephesians  424
Epicureans  424
Epicurus  424–425
“Episteles of Ovyde”  425
Equatorie of the Planets  425
Ercules. See Hercules
Erinyes, the  425–426, 516
Eriphyle  324, 426
Ermony. See Armenia
Erro. See Hero
Erudice. See Eurydice
Escaphilo/Esculapius. See 

Ascalaphus
Eson. See Aeson
Esperus. See Hesperus
Essex  426
Esther (Ester)  316, 426–

427, 507
Estoral Myrour  427
Eteocles  427

Amphiaraus  324
Argia  331
Creon  393
Hippomedon  456
Maeon  497
Oedipus  516
Polyhymnia  541
Seven against Thebes  

566
Statius  572
Thebes  581

Ethiocles  427
Etik  427
Euclid/Euclide  427
Euphrates  427–428
Euripides  428
Euripus  428
Europa  359, 428, 506
Eurus  428
Eurydice  26, 330, 369, 428, 

428–429, 452, 518
Evander  429
Evangels, the  429
Eve  359, 429, 492, 513
exemplum  429–430

fabliau  431
“Manciple’s Tale, The”  

162
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exemplum (continued)
“Man of Law’s Tale, 

The”  169
“Merchant’s Tale, The”  

174
“Nun’s Priest’s Tale”  

196
“Physician’s Tale, The”  

217
“Reeve’s Tale, The”  227

Exodus  430
Ezechi. See Hezekiah
Ezekiel (Ezechiel)  430

F
fabliau  431

Black Death, the  351
“Canon’s Yeoman’s Tale, 

The”  40
Canterbury Tales, The  

44
“Cook’s Prologue and 

Tale, The”  96
Decameron  402
“Franklin’s Tale, The”  

105
goliards  443
“Knight’s Tale, The”  

141
“Merchant’s Tale, The”  

174
“Miller’s Tale, The”  180
“Reeve’s Tale, The”  226
Rossell Hope Robbins  

552
“Shipman’s Tale, The”  

247
“Summoner’s Tale, The”  

258
Fabricius, Gaius Luscinus  

431
Fairie (Fairye)  431–432
Fayerye. See Fairie
Femenye  432, 564
Ferrara  432, 542
Filostrato, Il  432

Benoît de Sainte-Maure  
348

Giovanni Boccaccio  
353

Canticus Troili  364
Dares Phrygius  400
Dictys Cretensis  408
Estoral Myrour  427
Hecuba  451
Italy  466
Lollius  490

Robert K. Root  556
Statius  572
Troilus and Criseyde  

285, 291–294
Bernabò Visconti  598
Barry Windeatt  603

Fisher, John H(urt)  432–
433, 463

Fish Street  433
Flanders  433

Alain de Lille  317
Black Death, the  352
Bruges  357
John Chaucer  372
Fleming  433
Ghent  442
Hundred Years’ War  460
Picardy  537
Poperinghe  542
“Shipman’s Tale, The”  

246
“Tale of Sir Thopas, 

The”  265
Ypres  605

Flegitoun. See Phlegethon
Fleming  433
Flora  434, 608
Florence  434
Flymyng. See Fleming
“Former Age, The”  98–99, 

411, 512
“Fortune” (ballades by 

Chaucer)  99–100, 345, 
570

Fortune (Roman goddess of 
chance)  434

Attalus Philometor  339
Belshazzar  348
Boece  21
Geoffrey Chaucer  6
Cyprus  396
Cyrus the Great  396
Delilah  405
Diomedes  411
Edward, Saint  420
Euripus  428
Judith  476
Julius Caesar  476
Howard R. Patch  525
Paulus  526
Peasants’ Revolt of 1381  

529
Pompey the Great  542
Pythagoras  546
Regulus  548
Socrates  570
Stoics  573

Bernabò Visconti  598
Zenobia  607

France  352, 434–435
Frank, Robert Worth, Jr.  

435
Franklin, the (character)  

55–56, 107
“Franklin’s Tale, The”  

100–108
Abradate  309
Alcestis  318
Alcibiades  319
Alnath  323
Apollo  329
Aristoclides  333
Armorica  334
Artemesia  334
Arzachel  335
Barberie  345
Biblis  350
Breton  355
Breton lays  355
Britain  356
Brittany  356
Brutus  357
Capricorn  365
courtly love  393
Delphi  405
Demotion’s daughter  

406
Diana  408
Echo  416
Galatea  437
Gironde  442–443
Hasdrubal’s wife  450
Hereos, Lover’s Malady 

of  453
Janus  468
Kayrudd  478
George Lyman Kittredge  

480
Lacedaemon  482
Laodamia  484
John Lowes  492
Lucrece  493
Macedonia  496
Marriage Group  499
Messene  504
Miletus  505
Narcissis  510
Neptune  511
Nicanor (2) (officer of 

Alexander the Great)  
512

Niceratus’s wife  512
Pamphilus  522
Parnassus  524

Penelope  530
Penmarch  530
Phidon  534
Portia  542
Protesilaus  545
Rhodogune  549
Rome  555
Scedasus  562
Seine  564
Stymphalis  574
Tarquinius  577
Teuta  580
Tolletanes  586
Valeria  595
Venus  596

French, Robert D.  435
Friar, the (character)  

56–57, 111
“Friar’s Tale, The”  108–

112
Anne, Saint  326
Dunstan, Saint  414
Alan T. Gaylord  440
John, Saint  473
Judas  475
Paul, Saint  526
Phitonissa  536
Satan  561
Virgil  598

Frideswide, Saint  435
Frisia (Frise)  435
Froissart, Jean  35, 37, 132, 

435–436, 535, 602
Frydeswyde, Saint. See 

Frideswide, Saint
Furies, the. See Erinyes
Furnivall, Frederick James  

417, 436, 481
Fynystere. See Cape 

Finisterre
Fyssh. See Pisces
Fysshstrete. See Fish Street

G
Gabriel  437
Gaddesden. See John of 

Gaddesden
Gaius Cesar. See Caligula
Galatea (Galathee)  437, 

522
Galaxye  437
Galen  116, 437–438, 449
Galgopheye  438
Galice (Galicia)  438, 468
Galien. See Galen; 

Gallienus, Publicus 
Licinius Egnatius
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Galilee  438
Gallienus, Publicus Licinius 

Egnatius  438
Gallus, Sulpicius  438, 595
Ganelon  438, 517, 553
Ganymede  422, 438–439
Garden of Love  321, 416, 

439, 596
Garter, Order of the  420, 

439
Gatesden. See John of 

Gaddesden
Gaufred. See Geoffrey of 

Vinsauf
Gaufrid. See Geoffrey of 

Monmouth
Gaunt. See Ghent
Gaunt, John of. See John of 

Gaunt
Gawain  432, 488, 494
Gaylord, Alan T.  440, 601
Gaza (Gazan)  440
Geffrey (character)  57, 

133–134
Gemini  367, 440, 578
Genelloun/Genyloun. See 

Ganelon
General Prologue to 

The Canterbury Tales  
112–122

Aesculapius  315
Alexandria  321
Algeciras  321
Aristotle  333
Artois  335
astrology  337
Attaleia  339
Augustine of Hippo, 

Saint  341
Averroës  343
Avicenna  343
Baldwin, Ralph  345
Bawdeswell  346–347
Belle, the  347
Belmarin  347
Benedict, Saint  348
Bernard  349
Berwick  350
Black Death, the  351
Bordeaux  354
Boulogne  354
Muriel Bowden  354
Briseis  355–356
Brittany  356
Cape Finisterre  364
Cartage  365
Geoffrey Chaucer  7

chivalry  382
Cologne  389
Constantine the African  

391
Damascien  397–398
Dartmouth  401
Decameron  403
diet in the Middle Ages  

410
Dioscorides  412
education in the Middle 

Ages  419
Eligius, Saint  421
Ellesmere Manuscript  

423
Epicurus  425
Flanders  433
Galen  437
Galice  438
Ghent  442
Gilbertus Anglicus  442
goliards  443
Gotland  444
Great Sea  445
Grenada  445
Guido delle Colonne  

446
Haly  449
Hippocrates  456
Huberd  458
Hull  458–459
humors  459–460
Inns of Court  463
James of Compostella, 

Saint  468
Jerusalem  471
Jesus Christ  471
John of Gaddesden  

473–474
Julian, Saint  476
Juvenal  477
William Langland  484
Leonard, Saint  487
Lithuania  489
R. M. Lumiansky  494
Jill Mann  498
Maudelayne  501
Maurus, Saint  502
Middleburgh  504
Morocco  507
Norfolk  514
Orwell  519
Oxford  520
Palathia  521
Paris (2) (city)  523
“Paul’s”  526
Peter, Saint  532

physiognomy  537
Picardy  537
Piers Plowman  538
Plato  539
Prussia  545
Rhazes  549
Rome  554
Rouncivale  556
Rufus  557
Russia  557
Saint Paul’s Cathedral  

558
Serapion  566
Spain  572
Stratford atte Bowe  573
Bernhard ten Brink  579
Thomas à Becket, Saint  

583
Tlemcen  586
Turkey  589
Rosemond Tuve  590
Vache  594
Ware  601
Watering of Saint 

Thomas  601
Watte  601
William, King  602
Ypres  605

Genesis  429, 440–441
gentilesse  301, 345, 441
“Gentilesse”  122–123, 

417, 563
Genylon-Olyver. See 

Ganelon
Geoffrey of Monmouth  

441
Geoffrey of Vinsauf  120, 

192, 441, 549–550
Germanicus  441–442
Gernade. See Granada
Gerounde/Geronde. See 

Gironde
Ghent  442, 605
Gibraltar  442, 566
Gilbertus Anglicus  442
Gilbertyn. See Gilbertus 

Anglicus
Giles, Saint  442
Gille (character)  182–183
Gironde  442–443, 564
Glascurion  443
Gloucester, duke of. See 

Thomas of Woodstock
Gobi Desert  443, 478
goliards  443
Goliath (Golias)  401, 443, 

443

Goodelief  444
Gootland. See Gotland
Goths  444
Gotland  444
Gower, John  444–445

David Aers  315
Antiochus  328
Appollonius  329–330
J. A. W. Bennett  348
D. S. Brewer  355
Canacee  362
Clere Laude  388
Confessio Amantis  390
“Lak of Stedfastnesse  

146
Legend of Good Women, 

The  157
“Manciple’s Tale, The”  

162
“Man of Law’s Tale, 

The”  164–165
moral Gower  507
“Physician’s Tale, The”  

217
“Squire’s Tale, The”  

255
Ralph Strode  573
Troilus and Criseyde  

285
“Wife of Bath’s Tale, 

The”  301
Chauncey Wood  603

Granada  433, 445
Graunson. See Oton de 

Grandson
Gray, Douglas  445, 574, 

589
Great Schism, the  9, 445
Great (Grete) Sea  445
Greece  17, 331, 445–446
Greece (Grece), Sea of  446
Greenwich  446
Gregory, Saint (Pope 

Gregory the Great)  446
Grenewych. See Greenwich
Grete Sele. See Great Sea
Grisel  446
Guido delle Colonne  292, 

400, 408, 446, 467–468
Guillaume de Lorris  236, 

446–447, 469, 553, 602
Guillaume de Machaut  

447
Book of the Duchess, 

The  35
Book of the Lion, The  38
House of Fame, The  132
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Guillaume de Machaut 
(continued)

Legend of Good Women, 
The  158

“Manciple’s Tale, The”  
162

Pierre de Lusignan  537
James I. Wimsatt  602

Guydo de Columpnis. See 
Guido delle Colonne

Guy of Warwick  447, 540
Gysen  447–448

H
Haberdasher, the 

(character)  57–58
Habradates (Abradate)  

309
Hailes Abbey  449
Halcyone. See Alcyone
Haly  449
Hanna, Ralph, III  449–

450
Hannibal (Hanybal)  450
Harpies. See Erinyes
Harry Bailly (character)  

47–49
Hasdrubal’s wife  450
Hayles. See Hailes Abbey
Hector (Ector)  450

Achilles  310, 311
Aeneas  313
Andromache  325
Deiphobus  404
Hecuba  451
House of Fame, The  134
Priam  543

Hecuba (Ecuba)  451
Antenor  327
Cassandra  366
Creusa  394
Deiphobus  404
Hector  450
Paris (1) (mythological 

figure)  523
Polixena  541

Helen, Saint  451
Helen of Troy  451

Achilles  310
Agamemnon  316
Antenor  327
Castor  366
Clytemnestra  388
Deiphobus  404
Demophon  405
Hecuba  451
Hermione  454

Ladies, Book of the 
XXV  483

Oenone  516
Paris (1) (mythological 

figure)  523
Trojan War  588
Ulysses  592

Helicon, Mount  386, 
451–452

Helie. See Eli
Heloise (Helowys)  452, 

523
Hengwrt Manuscript  452

“Canon’s Yeoman’s Tale, 
The”  38

“Cook’s Prologue and 
Tale, The”  96

editions of Chaucer’s 
work  417

Ellesmere Manuscript  
423

Frederick James 
Furnivall  436

“Monk’s Tale, The”  187
“Second Nun’s Tale, 

The”  243
Henry IV  452, 613c

Blanche of Lancaster  
352

Geoffrey Chaucer  3
“Complaint of Chaucer 

to His Purse, The”  91
Robert de Vere  407
“Lenvoy de Chaucer à 

Bukton”  160
Philippa of Hainault  535
Richard II  550
Henry Scogan  563

Henryson, Robert  290, 
291–292, 355, 452–453

Hercules (Ercules)  453
Achelous  310
Admetus  311
Alcathoe  318
Alcmena  319
Amazons  323
Antaeus  327
Boece  28
Busirus  358
Cacus  359
Cerberus  369
Charybdis  369–370
Chiron  381
Deianira  404
Diomedes  411
Evander  429
Hydra, the  461

Iole  463
Laomedon  484
Nessus  511
Pallas  522
Telephus  578
Theseus  582
Trophee  588

Heremianus  453
Herenus. See Erinyes
Hereos, Lover’s Malady 

of  453
Hermano. See Heremianus
Hermes Ballenus. See 

Belinous
Hermes Trismegistus  347, 

453–454
Hermione  454, 483
Hermus  454
Hermyon. See Hermione
Hero  454, 483
Herod (Herode) (1) (Herod 

the Great)  454–455, 
455, 509

Herod (Herode) (2) (Herod 
Antipas)  415, 455, 474, 
475

Heroides. See Ovid
Herse  316, 455
Herynes. See Erinyes
Hesperus  455
Hester. See Esther
Hezekiah  455–456
Hierse. See Herse
Hippocrates  116, 437, 449, 

456
Hippolyta  143, 582
Hippomedon  456, 566
Hoccleve, Thomas  131, 

355, 456, 527, 549
Hogge  456
Holdernesse  456–457, 605
Holofernes  350, 457
Homer  457

Dares Phrygius  400
Dictys Cretensis  408
Filostrato, Il  432
Lucan  492
Penelope  530
Statius  572
Trojan War  588
Ulysses  593

Horeb  457
Horne Child  457
House of Fame, The  123–

135
Achates  310
Achilles  311

Aeneas  313
Aeneid  314
Aeolus  314
Alain de Lille  317
Alexander the Great  

320
allegory  322
Anchises  324–325
Anne  326
Apollo  329
Aragon  330
Ariadne  332
Arion  333
Aristotle  333–334
Ascanius  336
Asia  336
Atiteris  338
Atlas’s daughters  338
audience  340
Belinous  347
J. A. W. Bennett  348
Piero Boitani  353–354
Briseis  356
Bertrand Harris 

Bronson  357
Calliope  360
Calypso  360
Cambridge Companion to 

Chaucer, The  361
Carthage  366
Castor  367
Catalonia  367
Geoffrey Chaucer  7
Chiron  381
Marcus Tullius Cicero  

385
Cimmerians  385
Circe  385
Clare, Saint  386
Claudius Claudianus  

386–387
Wolfgang Herman 

Clemen  387
Clere Laude  388
Colle Tregetour  389
Creusa  394
Croesus  394
Cupid  395
Walter C. Curry  395
Daedalus  397
Dante Alighieri  399
Deianira  404
Deiphobus  404
Delphinus  405
Demophon  406
Dictys Cretensis  408
Dido  409
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diet in the Middle Ages  
410

Dream of Scipio  413
dream vision  414
Flavius Josephus 

Ebraecus  415
editions of Chaucer’s 

work  416
Elijah  422
Enoch  424
“Episteles of Ovyde”  

425
Fortune  434
Galaxye  437
Ganymede  439
Geoffrey of Monmout  

441
Giles, Saint  442
Glascurion  443
Guillaume de Lorris  447
Helicon, Mount  452
Homer  457
House of Rumor  457
Hypsipyle  461
Icarus  462
Ilion  462
Iole  463
Isaiah  464
Isis  464
Isolde  465
Italy  466
Jason  469
Jewerye  471
Joab  472
Joseph  475
Julian, Saint  476
Julius Caesar  476
Juno  477
Jupiter  477
Kent  480
John August Hermann 

Koch  481
Lapidarius  485
Latinus  485
Lavinia  485
Legend of Good Women, 

The  148
Leonard, Saint  487
Lethe  488
Libya  489
Lollius  490
Lucan  492
John Lydgate  494
Martianus Capella  500
Medea  502
Mediterranean Sea  

502–503

Mercury (1) (Roman 
god of trade)  503

Milky Way  505
Nebuchadnezzar  510
Oenone  517
Oise  517
Orion’s Harp  518
Orpheus  519
Ovid  519
Palinurus  521
Paris (1) (mythological 

figure)  523
Parliament of Fowls, The  

203
Parnassus  524
Phaedra  533
Phaeton  534
Pharaoh  534
Plato  538
Pluto  540
Polite  541
Pompey the Great  542
Priam  543
Primum Mobile  544
Proserpina  544
Pyrrhus  545
Raven  547
Roman de la Rose, Le  

554
Rome  555
Romulus  555
Saturn (planet)  561
Scipio Africanus the 

Elder  562
Scipio Africanus the 

Younger  563
Scorpio  563
Sibyl  568
Simon Magus  568
Sinon  569
Spain  572
Statius  572
Temple of Venus  578
Thiodamus  582
Thrace  585
Triton  587
Troy  588
Turnus  589
Venice  596
Venus  596
Virgil  598
Vulcan  599
Barry Windeatt  602

House of Rumor  397, 
457–458, 579

Howard, Donald R(oy)  
458

Geoffrey Chaucer  5
John Chaucer  371
Lewis Chaucer  372
Thomas Chaucer  372
Chaucer, biographies 

of  370
Inns of Court  463
“Knight’s Tale, The”  

140
Troilus and Criseyde  289
Wat Tyler  590

Huberd  458
Hugelyn of Pyze. See 

Ugolino of Pisa
Hugh of Lincoln  458, 489
Hull (Hulle)  456–457, 

458–459
humanism  459
humors  115, 192, 459–

460
Hundred Years’ War  4, 

335, 372, 420, 460
Huwe, Sir  460–461
Hydra, the  461
Hymen  461
Hypermnestra  461

Aegyptus  313
Amphiaraus  323
Danaus  398
Ladies, Book of the 

XXV  483
Legend of Good Women, 

The  156
Ovid  519
Zephyrus  608

Hypsipyle  461
Archemorus  330
Argonautica  331
Jason  468
Legend of Good Women, 

The  152
Lemnos  486
Lycurgus  494
Ovid  519
Pelias  530
Thessaly  582
Thoas  583

I
Iarbus  409, 462
Ibn-Serabi. See Serapion
Icarus  397, 462
Idra/Idre. See Hydra
Ikarus. See Icarus
Ilion (Illium, Ilyoun)  462
India (Inde)  142, 462–463
Indus  463

Inns of Court  118, 417, 
419, 444, 463

Iole  463
Ipomedon. See 

Hippomedon
Isaac  310, 441, 463–464, 

467, 548
Isaiah  464, 504
Isaude/Isawde/Iseult. See 

Isolde
Isidore of Seville  464, 597
Isiphile. See Hypsipyle
Isis  464
Isolde  464–465, 587
Isope. See Aesop
Israel  465
Italy  313, 326, 328, 352, 

465–466
Ives, Saint  466
Ixion  466

J
Jack Straw  345, 433, 467. 

See also Peasants’ Revolt 
of 1381

Jacob  441, 464, 467, 474, 
482, 547, 548

Jaconites  467–468
James, Saint. See James of 

Compostella
James, Saint (the Apostle)  

468
James of Compostella, Saint  

438, 468, 532
Jankin (character)  259–

260, 302
Janus  468
Jason  468–469

Aeëtes  312
Aeson  315
Amphiaraus  323
Argonautica  331
Argus (builder of Argo)  

331
Castor  366
Creon  393
Creusa  394
Greece  445
Hercules  453
Hypsipyle  461
Jaconites  467–468
Lemnos  486
Medea  502
Meleager  503
Orpheus  518
Pelias  530
Philoctetes  535
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Jason (continued)
Theseus  582
Thessaly  582
Thetis  582
Thoas  583

Jean de Meun  469
“Franklin’s Tale, The”  

105
Guillaume de Lorris  

447
Legend of Good Women, 

The  158
John Lowes  492
Lee Patterson  525
“Physician’s Tale, The”  

216
Roman de la Rose, Le  

553
Romaunt of the Rose, 

The  236
Troilus and Criseyde  288
“Wife of Bath’s 

Prologue, The”  297
Jephthah  469–470
Jeremiah  470
Jerome, Saint  470

Abradate  309
Saint Ambrose  323
Aristoclides  333
Crisippus  394
Damasus I, Pope (Saint 

Damasus)  398
Jovinian  475
Laodamia  484
“Merchant’s Tale, The”  

174
Phidon  534
Rome  555
Scedasus  562
Theophrastus  581
Valeria  595
“Wife of Bath’s 

Prologue, The”  297
Jerusalem  117, 357, 471, 

510, 591
Jesus, son of Sirach (Jesus 

ben Eleazar ben Sira)  
471, 571

Jesus Christ (Jesu Christ; 
Jhesus)  361, 471

Jewerye  471
Jews, portrayal of, in 

Chaucer  471–472
Joab  472
Job  472–473
Joesph, Saint  475
John, Saint  327, 473, 532

John Chrysostom, Saint  
473

John of Gaddesden  473–
474

John of Gaunt  474, 612c, 
613c

audience  340
Blanche of Lancaster  

352
Book of the Duchess, The  

33, 37
Elizabeth Chaucer  371
Geoffrey Chaucer  4
Thomas Chaucer  372
Costanza of Castile  392
Robert de Vere  407
Edward III  420
Henry IV  452
London  491
Peasants’ Revolt of 1381  

527
Pedro of Castile  529
Alice Perrers  531
Philippa of Hainault  

535
Pierre de Lusignan  537
Richard II  550
Katherine Swynford  

575
Thomas of Woodstock  

584
John Wycliffe  603

John the Baptist  455, 474, 
532

Jonah (Jonas)  474, 512
Jonathan  401, 474
Joseph  441, 474–475, 500, 

534, 547
Josephus, Ebrayk. See 

Ebraecus, Flavius 
Josephus

jousting. See chivalry
Jove. See Jupiter
Jovinian  475
Jubaltre. See Gibraltar
Judas  360, 475, 501
Judas Maccabeus  475, 

512, 585
Judges, Book of  475
Judith  350, 457, 476
Judocus, Saint  476
Julian, Saint  476
Julius Caesar  476

Augustus Caesar  341
Brutus  357
Caligula  360
Capitolie  365

Cato the Orator  367
Gaius Valerius Catullus  

367
Marcus Tullius Cicero  

384–385
Clemence  387
Cleopatra  387
Lucan  492
Gaius Julius Caesar 

Octavian  515
Pompey the Great  542
Portia  542
Thessaly  582
Valerius  595

Julius Canius  476–477
Juno  477

Aeolus  314
Alcyone  320
Argus  331
Athamas  338
Callisto  360
Echo  415–416
Hercules  453
Hesperus  455
Hymen  461
Ixion  466
Jupiter  477
Mercury (1) (Roman 

god of trade)  503
Paris (1) (mythological 

figure)  523
Styx  574
Venus  596
Vulcan  599

Jupiter (Jove)  477
Adonis  312
Aeneid  314
Alcmena  319
Alcyone  320
Amphion  324
Apollo  328
Archemorus  330
Argus  331
Aurora (1) (Roman 

goddess of dawn)  342
Bacchus  344
Busirus  358
Cadmus  359
Callisto  360
Calypso  360
Castor  366
Charybdis  369–370
Chiron  381
Claudius Claudianus  

386
Diana  407
Dione  411

Echo  416
Helen of Troy  451
Hercules  453
Ixion  466
Juno  477
Laomedon  484
Minos  506
Niobe  513
Phaeton  534
Phanie  534
Proserpina  544
Python  546
Saturn (planet)  561
Scipio Africanus the 

Elder  562
Sisyphus  569
Tantalus  577
Theseus  582
Venus  596
Vulcan  599

Juvenal  477

K
Kakus. See Cacus
Kara-Nor (Carrenar)  478
Karibdous. See Charybdis
Kaske, Robert E.  478
Kaukasous. See Caucasus
Kayrudd  100, 478–479, 

530–531
Kean, Patricia M.  479
Kelly, Henry Ansgar  479
Kelmscott Chaucer  479
Kenelm, Saint  479–480, 

503
Kent  480
Kenulphus Son. See 

Kenelm, Saint
King Antiochus. See 

Antiochus
King Peter of Cyprus. See 

Pierre de Lusignan
King Peter of Spain. See 

Pedro of Castile
Kings, Book of  480
Kings, Second Book of. See 

Kings, Book of
Kittredge, George Lyman  

102, 174, 480, 499, 588
Knelm, Saint  479–480
Knight, the (character)  

58–59, 170, 302–303
“Knight’s Tale, The”  135–

145, 612c
Actaeon  311
Adonis  312
Adrastus  312
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Aegeus  313
Amazons  323
Amphion  324
Marc Antony  328
Argus (hundred-eyed, 

all-seeing guardian)  
332

astrology  337
Atalanta  337–338
Athens  338
Belmarin  347
J. A. W. Bennett  348
Cadmus  359
Callisto  360
Cancer  362
Capaneus  364
chanson de geste  369
Geoffrey Chaucer  6
chivalry  382
Circe  385
Citherea  386
Clemence  387
continuatio  391
Creon  393
Crete  394
Croesus  394
Cupid  395
Daphne  400
Decameron  402
Diana  408
Femenye  432
Galgopheye  438
Alan T. Gaylord  440
Greece  446
Hector  450
Hereos, Lover’s Malady 

of  453
India  462
Italy  466
Julius Caesar  476
Juno  477
Jupiter  477
John August Hermann 

Koch  480
V. A. Kolve  481
Legend of Good Women, 

The  148
Leo  487
Lycurgus  494
Mars (1) (Roman god)  

499
Medea  502
Meleager  503
Mercury (1) (Roman 

god of trade)  503
Minotaur  506
Mount Cithaeron  508

Narcissis  510
Nero  511
occupatio  515
Palamon and Arcite  521
Peneus  530
Pluto  540
Samson  560
Saturn (planet)  561
Saturn (Saturnus)  561
Scythia  564
Seven against Thebes  

566
Solomon  571
Statius  572
Tarsia  577
Temple of Venus  579
Teseida  580
Thebes  581
Theseus  582
Thrace  585
Turnus  589
Venus  596
Bernabò Visconti  598
Vulcan  599

Koch, Joh(an)n August 
Hermann  418, 480–481

Kolve, V. A.  168, 481
Koran  481, 507
Kynges, Book of. See Kings, 

Book of

L
Laban  482, 547
Lacedaemon (Lacedomye; 

Lacidomye)  482
Lachesis  482
Ladies, Book of the XXV  

482–483
Ladomya. See Laodamia
Laius  483, 516
“Lak of Stedfastnesse  145–

147, 345, 567
Lameadoun/Lamedon. See 

Laomedon
Lamech  483
Lamuel. See Lemuel
Lancelot  483–484
Lancelot du Lac, book of  

484
Langland, William  484

David Aers  315
allegory  322
J. A. W. Bennett  348
Canterbury Tales, The  

67
E. Talbot Donaldson  

412

dream vision  414
General Prologue to the 

Canterbury Tales  121
“Lak of Stedfastnesse  

146
Piers Plowman  538
Elizabeth Salter  559
W. W. Skeat  570

language, Chaucer’s  373–
377, 377–378, 378–379

Laodamia  483, 484, 545
Laomedon (Lameadoun)  

484–485
Lapidarius (Lapidaire)  485
Latinus (Latyne)  313, 485, 

485, 589
Latumeus  485
Laude. See Clere Laude
Launcelot. See Lancelot
Lavinia (Lavina)  313, 326, 

331, 485, 485, 589
Lavinium  485
Lawton, David  485–486
Layus. See Laius
Lazar (Lazarus)  486
Legend of Good Women, The  

147–159, 613c
abbreviato  309
Absalom  310
Achates  310
Aeëtes  312
Aegeus  313
Aegina  313
Aegyptus  313
Aeneas  313
Aeneid  314
Aeson  315
Agaton  316
Alcestis  318
Anchises  325
Androgeus  325
“Anelida and Arcite”  

18
Anne  326
Anne of Bohemia  326
Marc Antony  328
Ardea  331
Argonautica  331
Argos  331
Argus (builder of Argo)  

331
Ariadne  332
Ascanius  336
Aurora (1) (Roman 

goddess of dawn)  342
Babylon  344
Albert C. Baugh  346

Giovanni Boccaccio  
353

Canacee  362
Carthage  366
Geoffrey Chaucer  10
Cleopatra  387–388
Colchis  389
Lucius Tarquinius 

Collatinus  389
Confessio Amantis  390
Creon  393
Crete  394
Creusa  394
Cybele  396
Danaus  398
Dante Alighieri  400
Deianira  404
Demophon  406
Dido  409
dream vision  414
editions of Chaucer’s 

work  417
Eltham  423
“Episteles of Ovyde”  

425
Esther  427
Estoral Myrour  427
Etik  427
Euripides  428
Europa  428
Flora  434
Robert Worth Frank, 

Jr.  435
Jean Froissart  436
Greece  446
Guillaume de Lorris  

447
Hercules  453
Hermione  454
Hero  454
Hymen  461
Hypermnestra  461
Hypsipyle  461
Iarbus  462
Ilion  462
Isolde  465
Italy  466
Jaconites  467–468
Jason  469
Jonathan  474
Jupiter  477
John August Hermann 

Koch  481
Ladies, Book of the 

XXV  482–483
Laodamia  484
Lavinia  485
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Lemnos  486
Libya  489
Livy  490
Lucan  492
Lucrece  493
Lycurgus  494
“Man of Law’s Tale, 

The”  164
Mantuan  498
Marcia Cato  498
Mars (1) (Roman god)  

499
Medea  502
Mediterranean Sea  

502–503
Minerva  505
Minos  506
Minotaur  506
Neptune  511
Ninus  513
Nisus  513
occupatio  515
Gaius Julius Caesar 

Octavian  516
Origines upon the 

Maudelayn  518
Ovid  519
Palamon and Arcite  521
Pandion  522
Pelias  530
Penelope  530
Phaedra  533
Philoctetes  535
Philomela  536
Phyllis  537
Polixena  541
Procne  544
Pyramus  545
Reynard  549
Rhodope  549
Roman de la Rose, Le  554
Rome  555
Saints’ Legend of Cupid  

558
Scylla  564
Semiramus  565
Sheen  567
Sichaeus  568
Sinon  569
Sytho, stream of  575
Tarquinius  577
Tarquinius Superbus  577
Tereus  580
Theseus  582
Thessaly  582

Thetis  582
Thisbe  583
Thoas  583
Thorus  584
Thrace  585
Triton  587
Troilus and Criseyde  291
Troy  588
Valentine, Saint  595
Valerie  595
Vincent  597
Virgil  598
Barry Windeatt  602
Of the Wretched 

Engendering of 
Mankind  517

Zephyrus  608
Leland, John  486
Lemnos (Lemnon)  486
Lemuel  486
Lenne, Frere N. See 

Nicholas of Lynn
Lent(e)  486–487
“Lenvoy de Chaucer à 

Bukton”  159–160, 357, 
435, 514, 561, 613c

“Lenvoy de Chaucer à 
Scogan”  160–161, 410, 
446, 514

Leo  487, 598
Leonard, Saint  487–488
Lepe  488
Lethe  385, 488
Lettow. See Lithuania
Lewis, C(live) S(taples)  

488
Libeaus Desconus  488
Liber consolationis et consilii  

261–262
Libra  488–489, 563, 598
Libya  489
Lignano, Giovanni da  489
Lincoln  489
Lithuania (Lettow)  489, 

537, 557
Livia  489
Livy  216, 489–490
Loathly Hag (character)  

303–304
Lollard  354, 490, 604
Lollius  285, 392, 490
Lombards  490
Lombardy  328, 490, 490, 

505, 542
London (Londoun)  3, 98, 

115, 490–491, 538, 569, 
576

Longinus (Longius)  491
Looth. See Lot
Lorraine  491
Lorris, Guillaume de. See 

Guillaume de Lorris
Lot  491–492
Lowes, John  492
Lowys  492
Luc. See Luke, Saint
Lucan  367, 492, 542, 572
Lucifer (Sathan; Sathanas)  

311, 327, 492–493, 560
Lucilia (Lucia)  493
Lucrece (Lucresse; 

Lucretia)  152–153, 389, 
493, 519, 555, 577

Lucye. See Lucilia
Luke, Saint  493–494
Lumbardye. See Lombardy
Lumiansky, R(obert) 

M(ayer)  494
luna  494
Lybeux, Sir  494
Lycurgus  494
Lyde. See Lydia
Lydgate, John  494–495

“Anelida and Arcite”  18
Anne of Bohemia  326
D. S. Brewer  355
Brutus  357
Legend of Good Women, 

The  158
rhyme royal  549
Romaunt of the Rose, 

The  237
John Shirley  567

Lydia  336, 495, 534
Lygurge. See Lycurgus
Lyncoln. See Lincoln
Lynn, Nicholas of. See 

Nicholas of Lynn
Lynyan. See Lignano, 

Giovanni da
Lyvia. See Livia

M
Maccabees, books of  496. 

See also Judas Maccabeus
Macedonia (Macedoyne; 

Macidoyne)  496, 513, 
534, 535

Macedonian, the. See 
Alexander the Great

Machaut, Guillaume de. See 
Guillaume de Machaut

Macrobius (Macrobeus; 
Macrobye)  385, 563

Madrian  496
Maeon  497
Magdelene/Magdeleyne. See 

Mary Magdelene, Saint
Magoun, Francis P.  497

Armenia  334
Asia  336
Barberie  345
Bobbe-up-and-down  

353
Deptford  407
Gironde  443
Northumberland  514
Rochester  553
Wallachia  601
Ware  601

Mahoun/Makomete. See 
Mohammed

Malkyn (character)  192, 
228–229

Malone, Kemp  497
Manciple, the (character)  

59–60
“Manciple’s Tale, The”  

161–164
allegory  322
Apollo  329
Bacchus  344
beast fable  347
Blee  352
Bobbe-up-and-down  

352
Cheapside  380
Confessio Amantis  390
Dun  414
“Lenvoy de Chaucer à 

Scogan”  160
Plato  539
Python  546

Manes  497
Manly, John Mathews  

497–498
Chaucer Life-Records  

372
Chaucer’s language—

versification  378–379
editions of Chaucer’s 

work  418
Holdernesse  457
“Merchant’s Tale, The”  

174
Gerald R. Owst  520
Edith Rickert  551
Ypres  605

Mann, Jill  354, 361, 498
“Man of Law’s Tale, The”  

164–171
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Achilles  310
Alcathoe  318
allegory  322
Anglo-Norman Chronicle  

326
Anne, Saint  326
Antiochus  328
Appollonius  329
Ariadne  332
Bradshaw Shift, the  355
Briseis  355–356
Britain  356
Canacee  362
childhood in the Middle 

Ages  381
Confessio Amantis  390
Daniel  399
David  402
Deianira  404
“Episteles of Ovyde”  

425
Evangels, the  429
Eve  429
Gibralter  442
Goliath  443
Greece (Grece), Sea 

of  446
Hannibal  450
Hector  450
Hermione  454
Hero  454
Hypsipyle  461
Jason  469
Job  473
Jonah  474
Judith  476
V. A. Kolve  481
Koran  481
Laodamia  484
Lollard  490
Lucan  492
Lucrece  493
Mars (2) (planet)  500
Mary, Saint  501
Mary the Egyptian, 

Saint  501
Medea  502
Mediterranean Sea  503
Mohammed  507
Nicholas of Lynn  512
Ninevah  512
Northumberland  514
Occian  515
Penelope  530
Piedmont  537
Pompey the Great  542
Pyrrhus  545

rhyme royal  549
Rome  555
saint’s lives  559
Samson  560
Satan  560
Semiramus  565
Septe  566
Socrates  570
Susanna  574
Syria  575
Thisbe  583
Nicholas Trivet  587
Turnus  589
Wales  600
John Wycliffe  604

Mantuan (Mantoan)  498
Map, Walter  297, 498
Marc Antony. See Antony, 

Marc
Marcia Cato (Catoun)  

498
Marcian. See Martianus 

Capella
Marcus Tulyus. See Cicero, 

Marcus Tullius
Marie, Egyptian. See Mary 

the Egyptian, Saint
Marie, Saint. See Mary, 

Saint
Marie de France  191, 315, 

355, 498, 549, 554
Mark, Saint  498
Marmarica (Marymoryke)  

498–499
Marriage Group  102, 480, 

499
Marrok, Strayte of. See 

Gibraltar
Mars (1) (Roman god)  

499–500
aube  339–340
Bellona  347
Cadmus  359
“Complaint of Mars”  92
Cupid  395
Homer  457
Lucan  492
Mars (2)  500
Pallas  522
Quirinus  547
Romulus  555
Temple of Venus  579
Tereus  580
Venus  596
Vulcan  599

Mars (2) (planet)  500, 
543, 561

Martianus Capella  130, 
500

Martin of Tours, Saint  500
Mary, Saint  15, 219, 500–

501, 559, 561, 607
Mary Magdelene, Saint  

475, 501, 518
Mary the Egyptian, Saint  

501
Masinissa (Massynisse)  

413, 501
Matthew, Saint (Mathew, 

Saint)  454, 501
Maudelayne  116, 501–502
Maure. See Maurus, Saint
Maurus, Saint  502
Maximus  245
May (character)  176–177
Mecene. See Messene
Medea  502

Aeëtes  312
Aeson  315
Argonautica  331
Confessio Amantis  390
Creon  393
Creusa  394
Euripides  428
Greece  445
Jaconites  467–468
Jason  468
Legend of Good Women, 

The  152
Ovid  519
Pelias  530
Philomela  536
Thessaly  582

Medes  502
Mediterranean Sea  502–

503, 535
Megaera. See Erinyes
Melan. See Milan
Meleager (Meleagre)  338, 

503, 590
Meliacin  253
Melibee  263, 402
Menelaus  503

Agamemnon  316
Antenor  327
Clytemnestra  388
Deiphobus  404
Hecuba  451
Helen of Troy  451
Hermione  454
Paris (1) (mythological 

figure)  523
Trojan War  588
Ulysses  592

Mercenrike. See Mercia
Merchant, the (character)  

60–61, 249
“Merchant’s Tale, The”  

171–178
Abigail  309
“Against Women 

Unconstant”  17
Ahasuerus  317
Amphion  324
Argus (hundred-eyed, 

all-seeing guardian)  
332

Bacchus  344
Cancer  362
Claudius Claudianus  

386
Coitu, De  389
Constantine the African  

391
courtly love  393
Dionysius Cato  411–

412
Esther  426–427
Eve  429
Fairie  432
Garden of Love  439
Gemini  440
Helen of Troy  451
Hereos, Lover’s Malady 

of  453
Homer  457
Hymen  461
Jacob  467
Jesus, son of Sirach 

(Jesus ben Eleazar ben 
Sira)  471

Joab  472
Judith  476
George Lyman Kittredge  

480
Lombardy  490
Marriage Group  499
Martianus Capella  500
Mordecai  507
Orléans  518
Orpheus  519
Ovid  520
Paris (1) (mythological 

figure)  523
Pavia  526
Pluto  540
Priapus  543
Proserpina  544
Pyramus  545
Rebecca  548
Seneca  565
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Solomon  571
Taurus  578
Theophrastus  581
Thiodamus  582
Thisbe  583
Thomas of India  584
Venus  596
Wade  600

Merchant’s Wife, the  249
Mercia  503
“Merciless Beauty”  178
Mercury (Mercurius) (1) 

(Roman god of trade)  92, 
429, 454, 455, 503, 504

Mercury (Mercurius) (2) 
(planet)  316, 324, 331, 
385, 504, 543

Messene (Messenia)  482, 
504

Metamorphoses (Ovid)  312, 
315, 320

Metelius  504
Meun, Jean de. See Jean de 

Meun
Micah  504
Midas  504, 520
Middle Ages, the  380–

381, 409–410, 419
Middleburgh  504–505, 

519
Middle English Dictionary  

505
Milan (Milayne)  185, 505
Miletus (Milesie)  505
Milky Way  437, 505, 534, 

558, 563
Miller, the (character)  

61–62
“Miller’s Prologue, The”  

178–179
“Miller’s Tale, The”  

179–184
Absalom  310
Almageste  322
Angelus ad virginem  325
Black Death, the  351
cithern  386
courtly love  393
Dionysius Cato  411
Frideswide, Saint  435
Alan T. Gaylord  440
Herod (1) (Herod the 

Great)  454
Kent  480
V. A. Kolve  481

London  491
mystery plays  509
Neot, Saint  511
Noah  513
Osney  519
Oxford  520
“Paul’s”  526
Peter, Saint  532
Robert K. Root  556
Saint Paul’s Cathedral  

558
Satan  560
Solomon  571
Barry Windeatt  603

Minerva  505, 523
Minnis, Alastair J.  505–

506, 561
Minos  506

Aegeus  312
Androgeus  325
Ariadne  332
Daedalus  397
Europa  428
Icarus  462
Minotaur  506
Nisus  513
Pasiphae  524
Phaedra  533
Scylla  564
Theseus  581

Minotaur  506
Aegina  313
Androgeus  325
Crete  394
Daedalus  397
Domus Dedaly  412
Minos  506
Minotaur  506
Pasiphae  524
Phaedra  533
Theseus  581

Miracles of the Virgin  220, 
506

Mirra. See Myrrah
Mirth (character)  239–240
Mohammed  506–507
Monk, the  62–64, 403
“Monk’s Tale, The”  

184–189
Achelous  310
Adam  311
Daun Albon  317–318
Alexander the Great  

320
Alexandria  321
Antaeus  327
Antiochus  327

Aurelian  342
Babylon  344
Belshazzar  348
Berwick  350
Giovanni Boccaccio  

353
Bradshaw Shift, the  355
Brutus  357
Busirus  358
Cacus  359
Capitolie  365
Centaurs  368
Cerberus  369
Chaldea  369
Geoffrey Chaucer  6
Marcus Aurelius 

Claudius  387
Croesus  394
Cyprus  396
Cyrus the Great  396
Damascene  397
Daniel  399
Darius (2) (Darius the 

Mede)  401
de casibus tragedy  403
Deianira  404
Delilah  404
Edward, Saint  420
Eligius, Saint  421
Fortune  434
Publicus Licinius 

Egnatius Gallienus  
438

Ganelon  438
Gaza  440
Hercules  453
Heremianus  453
Holofernes  457
Jerusalem  471
Judges, Book of  475
Judith  476
Julius Caesar  476
Lucan  492
Lucifer  492
Lydia  495
Maccabees, books of  

496
Macedonia  496
Madrian  496
Medes  502
Milan  505
Nebuchadnezzar  510
Nero  511
Nessus  511
Nicanor (1) (book of 

Maccabees)  512
Odenathus  516

Oliver  517
Palmyra  522
Howard R. Patch  525
Pedro of Castile  529
Persia  532
Persians  532
Francis Petrarch  533
Phanie  534
Philip  534
Philistines  535
Pierre de Lusignan  537
Pisa  537
Pompey the Great  542
Rochester  553
Rome  555
Ruggieri degli Ubaldini  

557
Samson  559, 560
Seneca  565
Shapur  567
Spain  572
Suetonius  574
Thessaly  582
Tiber  585
Timolaus  585
Timotheus  585
Trophee  588
Ugolino of Pisa  592
Valerius  595
Bernabò Visconti  598
Zenobia  607

Monte Viso  507, 542, 559
moral Gower  507
Mordecai  317, 426, 507
Morocco  433, 507
Morpheus  320, 488, 503, 

507, 507
Moses  422, 440, 457, 476, 

507–508, 571
Mount Cithaeron  508, 585
Muscatine, Charles  458, 

508
Myda. See Midas
Mynerva/Mynerve. See 

Minerva
Mynos. See Minos
Myrrah  509, 509
mystery plays  179, 509, 

513, 603

N
Naburgodonosor. See 

Nebuchadnezzar
Narcissis  416, 510, 531, 

554, 560
Narice, country of. See 

Neritos, Mount
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Nature, Dame  206–207
Nebuchadnezzar  510

Babylon  344
Belshazzar  347–348
Chaldea  369
Daniel  398
Holofernes  457
Jerusalem  471
Judith  476

Nembrot. See Nimrod
Neot, Saint  511
Neptune  511

Aegeus  312
Busirus  358
Charybdis  369
Laomedon  484
Minos  506
Minotaur  506
Palinurus  521
Pelias  530
Scipio Africanus the 

Elder  562
Thorus  584
Triton  587

Neritos, Mount  511
Nero  511

Dictys Cretensis  408
Lucan  492
Rome  555
Seneca  565
Soranas  571
Suetonius  574
Tiber  585
Tyre  591

Nessus  404, 511
Newe Town/New Town. See 

Arnaldus of Villanova
Newgate Prison  96, 512
New Testament  327
Nicanor (1) (book of 

Maccabees)  512
Nicanor (2) (officer of 

Alexander the Great)  
512

Niceratus’s wife  512
Nichanore. See Nicanor 

(1) (book of Maccabees); 
Nicanor (2) (officer of 
Alexander the Great)

Nicholas, Saint  512
Nicholas of Lynn  512
Nimrod  512
Ninevah  321, 496, 512–

513, 586
Ninus  513, 545, 583
Niobe  324, 513
Nisus  513, 564

Noah  361, 441, 509, 512, 
513–514, 571

Nonius (Nonyus)  368, 514
Norfolk  118, 356, 491, 514
Northumberland 

(Northhumbreland)  166, 
514, 514, 560, 600

Norton-Smith, John  514
Note, Saint. See Neot, Saint
Nothus  514
Nun’s Priest, the 

(character)  64–65
“Nun’s Priest’s Tale, The”  

189–194
Achilles  310–311
Aeneid  314
Aesop  315
Daun Albon  318
allegory  322
Andromache  325
Aries  332
Augustine of Hippo, 

Saint  341
beast fable  347
Bradshaw Shift, the  

355
Thomas Bradwardine  

355
Burnel the Ass  357
Cancer  362
Capricorn  365
Croesus  394
Walter C. Curry  395
Daniel  399
Dream of Scipio  413
Ecclesiasticus  415
exemplum  430
Fleming  433
Ganelon  438
Geoffrey of Vinsauf  441
Hasdrubal’s wife  450
Hector  450
Huberd  458
Jack Straw  467
Joseph  475
Judas  475
Kenelm, Saint  479–

480, 503
Kemp Malone  497
Marie de France  498
Nero  511
Nicholas of Lynn  512
Old Testament  517
“Paul’s”  526
Peasants’ Revolt of 1381  

529
Pharaoh  534

Physiologus  537
Portugal  542
Pyrrhus  545
Renart le Contrefait  548
Reynard  549
Richard I  550
Roman de Renart  554
Rome  555
Saint Paul’s Cathedral  

558
Sinon  569
Taurus  578
Venus  596

Nynus. See Ninus
Nynyve(e). See Ninevah
Nyobe. See Niobe
Nysus. See Nisus

O
Occian  515
occupatio  391, 515
Octavian, Gaius Julius 

Caesar  341, 385, 388, 
514, 515–516, 597

octosyllabic couplet  516
Octovyan. See Octavian
Odenathus (Odenake)  

516, 567
Oedipus  516

Amphiaraus  323
Argia  331
Creon  393
Erinyes, the  425
Eteocles  427
Laius  483
Maeon  497
Polyhymnia  541
Seven against Thebes  

566
Statius  572
Thebes  581
Tiresias  586

Oenone  516–517, 523
Oetes. See Aeëtes
Of the Wretched Engendering 

of Mankind  517
Oise  517
Old Testament  309, 311, 

316, 517
Oliver  517, 553
Oloferne/Olofernus. See 

Holofernes
Olyver. See Oliver
Orcades. See Orkneys
Order of the Garter. See 

Garter, Order of the
Oreb. See Horeb

Orewelle. See Orwell
Origines upon the Maudelayn  

518
Orion. See Arion
Orion’s Harp  518
Orkneys (Orkades)  518
Orléans (Orliens)  101, 

323, 518
Orpheus  518–519

Boece  26
Cerberus  369
Eurydice  428
Robert Henryson  452
Ixion  466
Tantalus  577
Tityus  586

Orwell  519
Osney (Oseney; Osenay)  

519
Ostrogoths  519
Oton de Grandson  93, 519
Ovid (Ovide)  519–520. 

See also Metamorphoses 
(Ovid)

Adonis  312
Aeson  315
Alcyone  320
aube  339
Book of the Duchess, 

The  33
Busirus  358
Ceyx  369
courtly love  392
“Episteles of Ovyde”  

425
Euripides  428
“Former Age, The”  99
Guillaume de Lorris  

447
House of Rumor  458
Legend of Good Women, 

The  157
Lucan  492
“Manciple’s Tale, The”  

161
Ovid’s art  520
Rhodope  549
Statius  572
Titan  586
Zeuxis  608

Ovid’s art (Ovydes art)  
520

Owst, Gerald R.  520
Oxford (Oxenford)  179, 

435, 509, 520
Oxford Chaucer  520
Oyse. See Oise
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P
Padua (Padowe)  521
Palamon (character)  

143–144
Palamon and Arcite  521, 

612c
Palathia (Palatye)  521
Palinurus  521
Palladium (Palladion)  

521–522, 522, 592
Pallas (Pallas Athena)  522

Antenor  327
Bellona  347
Cadmus  359
Canticus Troili  363
Cassandra  366
Diomede  411
Herse  455
Mars (1) (Roman god)  

499
Palladium  521
Pegasus  530
Sinon  569
Ulysses  592

Palmyra (Palymerie)  522
Aurelian  342
Marcus Aurelius 

Claudius  387
Heremianus  453
“Monk’s Tale, The”  185
Odenathus  516
Persia  532
Timolaus  585

Pamphilus (Pamphilles)  
437, 522

Pan  330, 416, 429, 504, 
522

Pandarus (character)  
292–293

Pandion (Pandyon)  522, 
544, 580

Panik (Panico)  354, 522
Papinian (Papynian)  523
Parables of Solomon  523
Parcae (Parcas)  523
Pardoner, the (character)  

65–66
“Pardoner’s Tale, The”  

194–199
allegory  322
Attila  339
Corinth  391
Demetrius  405
editions of Chaucer’s 

work  418
exemplum  430
Fish Street  433

Flanders  433
Hailes Abbey  449
Helen, Saint  451
Herod (2) (Herod 

Antipas)  455
Jeremiah  470
John the Baptist  474
John August Hermann 

Koch  481
Lacedaemon  482
Lepe  488
Lot  492
Matthew, Saint  501
Maudelayne  501
“Nun’s Priest’s Tale”  

193
Old Testament  517
Parthians  524
Paul, Saint  526
Rochele, the  553
Ronyan, Saint  556
Samson  560
Seneca  565
Spain  572
Stilboun  572
Bernhard ten Brink  

580
Paris (1) (mythological 

figure)  523
Achilles  310
Cassandra  366
Hector  450
Hecuba  451
Helen of Troy  451
Menelaus  503
Oenone  516
Polixena  541
Priam  543
Trojan War  588
Ulysses  592

Paris (2) (city)  490, 523–
524, 564

Parlement of Briddes  524
Parliament of Fowls, The  

199–210, 205, 612c
Aesop  315
Alain de Lille  317
Alcestis  318
allegory  322
Anne of Bohemia  326
audience  340
Bacchus  344
beast fable  347
J. A. W. Bennett  348
Bertrand Harris 

Bronson  357
Callisto  360

Cambridge Companion to 
Chaucer, The  361

Candace  363
Carthage  366
Ceres  369
Geoffrey Chaucer  9
Marcus Tullius Cicero  

385
Citherea  386
Wolfgang Herman 

Clemen  387
Cleopatra  388
Common Profit  390
courtly love  393
Cupid  395
Walter C. Curry  395
Dante Alighieri  400
Diana  408
Dido  409
Dream of Scipio  413
dream vision  414
editions of Chaucer’s 

work  416
Galaxye  437
Garden of Love  439
Guillaume de Lorris  

447
Helen of Troy  451
Isolde  465
John August Hermann 

Koch  480
Legend of Good Women, 

The  148
Livy  490
Lucan  492
John Lydgate  494
Masinissa  501
Paris (1) (mythological 

figure)  523
Priapus  543
Primum Mobile  544
Pyramus  545
rhyme royal  549
Richard II  551
Roman de la Rose, Le  

554
Scipio Africanus the 

Elder  562
Scipio Africanus the 

Younger  563
Scylla  564
Semiramus  565
Temple of Venus  579
Thisbe  583
Tristram  587
Valence  594
Valentine, Saint  595

Venus  596
Barry Windeatt  602

Parmenides (Parmanydes)  
524, 538

Parnassus (Parnaso)  329, 
386, 524

“Parson’s Tale, The”  
210–216

Absalom  310
Achitofel  311
Achitophel  311
Adam  311
Saint Anselm  327
Antichrist  327
Augustine of Hippo, 

Saint  341
Basil, Saint  346
Albert C. Baugh  346
Belial  347
Bernard, Saint  350
Cain  359
Canaan  361
Christendom  383
Christianity  383
Colossians  389
Common Profit  390
Damasus I, Pope (Saint 

Damasus)  398
Daniel  399
David  402
Eli  421
Eve  429
Ezekiel  430
Genesis  441
Gregory, Saint (Pope 

Gregory the Great)  
446

Hezekiah  455–456
humanism  459
Isaiah  464
Isidore of Seville  464
Jacob  467
James, Saint  468
Jeremiah  470
Jerome, Saint  470
Jerusalem  471
Jesus Christ  471
Job  473
John, Saint  473
John Chrysostom, Saint  

473
Joseph  474
Joseph, Saint  475
Judas  475
Kings, Book of  480
Laban  482
Libra  488–489
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Lollard  490
Mary Magdelene, Saint  

501
Micah  504
Moses  508
Nebuchadnezzar  510
Nicholas of Lynn  512
Noah  513–514
Paul, Saint  526
Peter, Saint  532
Pharaoh  534
Philippians  535
Raphael  547
Satan  561
Simon the Pharisee  56
Solomon  571
Susanna  574
Timothy, Saint  585
Tobias  586
Valentine, Saint  595
Of the Wretched 

Engendering of 
Mankind  517

Zechariah  607
Parthenopaeus  524, 566
Parthians  524
Pasiphae  332, 394, 397, 

506, 524, 533
Patch, Howard R.  524–

525
Patmos (Pathmos)  525
Patterson, Lee  525
Paul, Saint (Paul the 

Apostle)  389, 473, 493, 
525–526, 585

“Paul’s” (St. Paul’s 
Cathedral)  526

Paulus  526
Pavia (Pavye)  526
Payne, Robert O.  526–

527
Pearsall, Derek (Albert)  

16, 132, 370, 423, 452, 
522, 527

Peasants’ Revolt of 1381  
527–529, 612c

David Aers  315
John Ball  345
Geoffrey Chaucer  9
Fleming  433
John Gower  444
Jack Straw  467
Parliament of Fowls, The  

204
Wat Tyler  590
Thomas Usk  593

Pedmark. See Penmarch

Pedro of Castile  5, 384, 
392, 529–530, 572

Pegasus (Pegasee)  530
Pelias  315, 318, 381, 502, 

530, 582
Pemond. See Piedmont
Penelope  457, 483, 530, 

530, 592
Peneus (Penneus)  400, 

530, 530
Penmarch  530–531
Pepin (Pepyn)  531
Perce. See Persia
Percival (Perceval)  531
Percyvell. See Percival 

(Perceval)
Pernaso. See Parnassus
Perrers, Alice  320, 531–

532
Perses. See Persians
Persia  394, 532, 532, 567, 

584
Persians (Persiens)  532
Peter, Saint (Petre)  383, 

532, 568
Peter Alfonce. See Petrus 

Alphonse
Petrarch, Francis 

(Francesco Petrarcs)  
532–533, 612c

Apennines, the  328
Canticus Troili  364
Geoffrey Chaucer  7
“Clerk’s Tale, The”  84
Decameron  403
Ferrara  432
Florence  434
Italy  465
Giovanni da Lignano  

489
Lombardy  490
Monte Viso  507
Padua  521
David Wallace  601

Petro, King of Cipre. See 
Pierre de Lusignan

Petrus Alphonse  533
Phaedra  405, 506, 524, 

533, 582
Phaeton  533–534, 563
Phanie (Phanye)  534
Pharaoh (Pharoa; Pharoo)  

534
Phasipha. See Pasiphae
Phebus. See Apollo
Phedra. See Phaedra
Pheton. See Phaeton

Phidon  234
Phiilomene. See Philomela
Philip (Philippe)  234, 320, 

496
Philippa of Hainault  234–

235, 372, 474, 531
Philippians (Philipenses)  

235
Philistines (Philistiens)  

235, 536, 559
Philoctetes  235, 516, 517
Philomela  154–155, 235–

236, 522, 544, 585
Philotetes. See Philoctetes
Phisic  536
Phitonissa  536
Phitoun. See Python
Phlegethon  536
Phyllis  536–537

Demophon  405–406
Legend of Good Women, 

The  155–156
Neptune  511
Ovid  519
Sytho, stream of  575
Thrace  585
Triton  587

“Physician’s Tale, The”  
216–219

Appelles  329
Bacchus  344
Jephthah  470
Livy  490
Pallas  522
Pygmalion  545
saint’s lives  559
Zeuxis  608

Physics. See Phisic
physiognomy  119, 143, 

395, 537
Physiologus  537
Picardy  537
Pictagoras/Pictigoras. See 

Pythagoras
Piedmont  537, 596
Pierides  537
Pierre de Lusignan  321, 

339, 343, 396, 537
Piers Alfonce. See Petrus 

Alphonse
Piers Plowman  146, 412, 

414, 484, 537–538, 570
Pigmalion. See Pygmalion
Pilate  415
pilgrimage  538, 538
Piramus. See Pyramus
Pirois/Piros. See Pyrois

Pirrus. See Pyrrhus
Pisa  538, 557, 592
Pisces  538–539
Pize. See Pisa
Placebo (character)  

176–177
Plague. See Black Death
Plato (Platon)  539, 

539–540
Academics  310
Alain de Lille  317
Aristotle  333
Boece  21
Senior  566
Vincent  597
Virgil  597

Pleiades  338
Pleyndamour  540
Pleynt of Kynd  540
Plowman, the  67
Pluto  540

Aesculapius  315
Ascalaphus  336
Claudius Claudianus  

386
Fairie  432
Hercules  453
Jesus, son of Sirach 

(Jesus ben Eleazar ben 
Sira)  471

Orpheus  518
Proserpina  544
Saturn (Saturnus)  561
Sisyphus  569
Theseus  582

Poets’ Corner  540–541
Poilleys  541
Poliphemus. See 

Polyphemus
Polite(s)  541, 543
Polixena  327, 541
Pollux  366–367, 451
Polyhymnia  17, 386, 388, 

541
Polymya. See Polyhymnia
Polynices  541

Argia  331
Capaneus  364
Creon  393
Eriphyle  426
Eteocles  427
Hippomedon  456
Maeon  497
Oedipus  516
Polyhymnia  541
Seven against Thebes  

566
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Polynices (continued)
Statius  572
Thebes  581

Polyphemus  541–542
Pompeus (Pompe; Pompei; 

Pompeye)  542
Pompey the Great  367, 

385, 492, 542, 582
Poperinghe (Poperyng)  

542
Porcia. See Portia
Po River  432, 542
Portia  357, 542, 542
Portugal (Portynagle)  542
Poul. See Paul, Saint
Poules. See Saint Paul’s 

Cathedral
Pratt, Robert A.  542–543, 

552
Priam (Priamus)  543

Achilles  310
Aeneid  314
Aurora (1) (Roman 

goddess of dawn)  342
Cassandra  366
Creusa  394
Deiphobus  404
Hector  450
Hecuba  451
Laomedon  484
Neptune  511
Paris (1) (mythological 

figure)  523
Polite  541
Polixena  541
Pyrrhus  545
Troy  588

Priapus  543, 579
Primum Mobile  543–544
Prioress, the (character)  

67–69
“Prioress’ Tale, The”  

219–224
Bradshaw Shift, the  355
childhood in the Middle 

Ages  381
Herod (1) (Herod the 

Great)  455
Herod (2) (Herod 

Antipas)  455
Hugh of Lincoln  458
Jewerye  471
Jews, portrayal of in 

Chaucer  472
John, Saint  473
Lincoln  489
Mary, Saint  501

Miracles of the Virgin  
506

Moses  508
Nicholas, Saint  512
Patmos  525
Rachel  547
rhyme royal  549
saint’s lives  559
Satan  561

Procne  522, 535, 544, 580, 
585

pronunciation of Chaucer’s 
language  377–378

Proserpina (Proserpyne)  
386, 540, 544

Protesilaus  484, 544–545
“Proverbs”  224–225, 417
Pruce. See Prussia
Prussia  537, 545, 577
Ptolemy  321, 322, 427, 

543, 561
Pycardie. See Picardy
Pygmalion  545
Pyramus  344, 390, 513, 

520, 545, 583
Pyrois  546
Pyrrhus  454, 541, 543, 546
Pythagoras  342, 546
Python  161, 329, 546

Q
Quirinus (Quyryne)  547

R
Rachel  474, 482, 547
Raphael  547
Raven  547
Ravenna (Ravenne)  547–

548, 597
Razis. See Rhazes
Reader’s Guide to Geoffrey 

Chaucer  548
Rebecca (Rebekka)  464, 

467, 548
Red Sea (Rede Sea)  548
Reeve, the (character)  

69–70
“Reeve’s Tale, The”  

225–231
aube  339
Bromeholm  356
Cambridge  361
Cuthbert, Saint  395
Deptford  406
Greenwich  446
V. A. Kolve  481
Sheffield  567

Soler Hall  570
Strother  574
Trumpington  589

Regulus (Marcus Atilius 
Regulus)  548

Remedie of Love  548
Renart le Contrefait  548–

549
Renaud de Louens  261
Rennes  549
Reynard  549
Reynes. See Rennes
Rhazes  549
Rhodogune  549
Rhodope  405, 549, 587
rhyme royal  549

“Against Women 
Unconstant”  16

“Complaint to His Lady, 
A”  94

“Complaint unto Pity, 
the”  95

“Complaynt d’Amours”  
95

Robert Henryson  453
Parliament of Fowls, The  

203
Richard I  190, 549–550
Richard II  550–551, 

611c–613c
Albertano of Brescia  317
Anne of Bohemia  326
audience  340
Blanche of Lancaster  

352
Boece  30
John A. Burrow  358
Geoffrey Chaucer  3
“Complaint of Chaucer 

to His Purse, The”  91
Robert de Vere  407
education in the Middle 

Ages  419
Edward the Black 

Prince  421
Eltham  423
John Gower  444
Great Schism, the  445
Henry IV  452
Italy  465
John of Gaunt  474
“Lak of Stedfastnesse  

146
Legend of Good Women, 

The  158
“Lenvoy de Chaucer à 

Bukton”  159–160

“Lenvoy de Chaucer à 
Scogan”  160

Parliament of Fowls, The  
204

Peasants’ Revolt of 1381  
527

Philippa of Hainault  535
Scrope-Grosvenor trial  

564
Sheen  567
Katherine Swynford  

575
Thomas of Woodstock  

584
Wat Tyler  590
Thomas Usk  593
Bernabò Visconti  598

Rickert, Edith  551
Chaucer Life-Records  

372
Chaucer’s language—

versification  378–379
editions of Chaucer’s 

work  418
Hogge  456
Inns of Court  463
John Mathews Manly  

497
Vache  594

Rising of 1381. See 
Peasants’ Revolt of 1381

Riverside Chaucer, The  552
Bradshaw Shift, the  354
Chaucer MetaPage  373
Chaucer’s language—

pronunciation  377
concordances to 

Chaucer  390
Dun  414
editions of Chaucer’s 

work  419
Equatorie of the Planets  

425
Filostrato, Il  432
Ralph Hanna III  449
Lithuania  489
Madrian  496
Maudelayne  501
Robert A. Pratt  543
F. N. Robinson  553
Russia  557
V. J. Scattergood  561
Senior  566
Strother  574
Tlemcen  586
Trumpington  589
Vache  594
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Robbins, Rossell Hope  552
Robertson, D(urant) 

W(aite), Jr.  227, 440, 
552, 591

Robinson, F(red) N(orris)  
418, 425, 552, 552–553

Robyn  70, 183, 553
Rochele, the  553
Rochester  355, 553, 569
Rodogone. See Rhodogune
Rodopeya/Rodopeye. See 

Rhodope
Roger. See Ruggieri degli 

Ubaldini
Roland  517, 553
Roman de la Rose, Le  

553–554, 611c. See also 
Romaunt of the Rose, The

Book of the Duchess, 
The  33

Burgundy  357
Geoffrey Chaucer  5
“Complaint unto Pity, 

the”  95
Cupid  395
de casibus tragedy  403
Eustache Deschamps  

407
dream vision  414
Echo  416
editions of Chaucer’s 

work  417
“Episteles of Ovyde”  

425
Estoral Myrour  427
“Former Age, The”  99
Garden of Love  439
“Gentilesse”  122
John Gower  444
Guillaume de Lorris  

446
Jean de Meun  469
Legend of Good Women, 

The  148
Leonard, Saint  487
Livy  490
Longinus  491
“Merchant’s Tale, The”  

174
“Monk’s Tale, The”  186
“Nun’s Priest’s Tale”  

195
Parliament of Fowls, The  

203
Pepin  531
“Physician’s Tale, The”  

216

Seine  564
Troilus and Criseyde  

288
James I. Wimsatt  602

Roman de Renart  191, 554
Romaunt of the Rose, The  

231–241
Alcestis  318
allegory  321, 322
Appelles  329
Arras  334
Albert C. Baugh  346
Britain  356
Burgundy  357
Chaucer’s language  

375
Cupid  395
Echo  416
editions of Chaucer’s 

work  417
Garden of Love  439
John August Hermann 

Koch  481
Pepin  531
Temple of Venus  579

Rome  554–555
Alexandria  321
Ceres  369
Marcus Tullius Cicero  

385
General Prologue to the 

Canterbury Tales  117
Gibralter  442
Hannibal  450
Macedonia  496
“Man of Law’s Tale, 

The”  165, 170
Ninevah  513
Oise  517
Seneca  565

Romulus  422, 547, 555
Ronyan, Saint (Saint 

Ronyon)  556
Root, Robert K  418, 556
Rouncivale  556
Rowland. See Roland
Rowland, Beryl  556, 557, 

603
Ruce. See Russia
Rufus  557
Ruggieri degli Ubaldini  

557
Ruggiers, Paul G(eorge)  

557, 595
Russell (character)  192–

193
Russia (Russye)  433, 557

S
Sagittarius (Sagittarie)  

381, 558
Saint Paul’s Cathedral  526, 

558
Saints’ Legend of Cupid  318, 

558
saints’ lives  168, 220, 243, 

447, 558–559
Salamon/Salomon. See 

Solomon
Salter, Elizabeth  559
Saluzzo  81, 432, 490, 537, 

559
Samaritan, the  559
Samson (Sampson; 

Sampsoun)  404, 440, 
475, 535, 559–560

Samuel  536, 560
Sapor. See Shapur
Sarah  309, 463, 560
Sarra. See Sarah
Sarray  250, 560, 577
Satan  421, 560–561. See 

also Lucifer
Saturn(e) (1) (Saturnus) 

(Roman god)  138, 561, 
596

Saturn(e) (2) (planet)  477, 
487, 543, 561, 561

Sayne. See Seine
Scattergood, V(incent) 

J(ohn)  561–562
Scedasus  496, 562
Scipio Africanus the Elder  

208, 367, 413, 562, 562
Scipio Africanus the 

Younger  413, 437, 501, 
562, 562–563

Scipioun, Drem of. See 
Dream of Scipio

Scithero, Marcus Tullius. 
See Cicero, Marcus 
Tullius

Scithia. See Scythia
Scogan, Henry  160, 563
Scorpio (Scorpioun)  488–

489, 558, 563, 564
Scot (character)  70, 111
Scriveyne, Adam. See 

Adam Scriveyne
Scrope-Grosvenor trial  3, 

370, 373, 564, 613c
Scylla  513, 564
Scythia  135, 432, 564
Second Nun, the 

(character)  70–71

“Second Nun’s Tale, The”  
241–246

Saint Ambrose  323
Anne, Saint  326
Appian Way  329
Bernard, Saint  350
Canaanite woman  362
Christendom  383
rhyme royal  549
Rome  555
saint’s lives  558
V. J. Scattergood  562
Urban  593

Seine  443, 564
Seint-Denys  246, 524, 

564
Seint-James. See James of 

Compostella, Saint
Seint Thomas, Wateryng 

of. See Watering of Saint 
Thomas

Semiramus (Semyrame; 
Semyramis; Semyramus)  
565

Seneca (Senec; Senek; 
Senekke)  492, 511, 565, 
565

Senecciens  565
Senior  565
Septe  565
Septemtryones  565
Serapion  398, 565
Sergeant of the Law, the 

(character)  71–72
Seven against Thebes  

565–566
Archemorus  330
Argia  331
Capaneus  364
Clemence  387
Eriphyle  426
Eteocles  427
Hippomedon  456
John Lydgate  494
Maeon  497
Parthenopaeus  524
Polyhymnia  541
Thebes  581
Tydeus  590

Seven Deadly Sins  211
Seyne. See Seine
Seys. See Ceyx
Shapur  567
Sheen(e)  567
Sheffield (Sheffeld)  567
Shipman, the (character)  

72–73
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“Shipman’s Tale, The”  
246–250

Bradshaw Shift, the  355
Bruges  357
Decameron  403
Denis, Saint (Saint 

Dionysius)  406
France  435
Ganelon  438
goliards  443
Ives, Saint  466
Lombards  490
Martin of Tours, Saint  

500
Paris (2) (city)  523–524
Seint-Denys  564

Shirley, John  146, 225, 
295, 567

Shoaf, Richard Allen  567, 
601

Sibille  568
Sibyl(e)  568
Sichaeus  568
Sicily  568
Sidyngborne. See 

Sittingbourne
Silla. See Scylla
Simois  568
Simon, Saint  568
Simon Magus  568
Simon the Pharisee  

568–569
Simplicius Gallus. See 

Gallus, Sulpicius
Sinon  569
Sirius  321, 569
Sisyphus  569
Sittingbourne  355, 

569–570
Skeat, W. W.  570

“Against Women 
Unconstant”  16

Agaton  316
“Balade of Complaint, 

A”  19
James Francis Child  380
“Complaynt d’Amours”  

95
editions of Chaucer’s 

work  417, 418
Etik  427
“Gentilesse”  122
Isis  464
Kelmscott Chaucer  479
Libra  489
Riverside Chaucer, The  

552

F. N. Robinson  553
“Squire’s Tale, The”  

254
“To Rosemounde”  268
Thomas Usk  593
“Womanly Noblesse”  

305
Slisium. See Elysium
Socrates  20, 99, 319, 424, 

538, 570
Soler Hall  225, 229, 361, 

570–571
Solomon  415, 421, 559, 

571
Somnium Scipionis. See 

Dream of Scipio
Sophocles  290
Soranas  571
Southwark (Southwerk)  

347, 491, 553, 571–572, 
576

Spain (Spaigne; Spayne)  
572

Speght, Thomas  6, 572
Squire, the (character)  

73–74
“Squire’s Tale, The”  

250–256
Achilles  310
Algarsif  321
Alhazen  321
allegory  322
“Anelida and Arcite”  

18
Arabia  330
Aries  332
Aristotle  333
Fairie  432
Gawain  439
India  462
Jason  469
Lamech  483
Lancelot  484
Lombardy  490
Moses  508
Paris (1) (mythological 

figure)  523
Pegasus  530
Pisces  537
Poilleys  541
Rome  555
Samuel  560
Sinon  569
Solomon  571
Tartary  577
Telephus  578
Witelo  603

Statius (Stace)  572
Adrastus  312
“Anelida and Arcite”  

17, 18
Clio  388
Corynne  392
“Knight’s Tale, The”  

138
Lollius  490
Lucan  492
Oedipus  516

Stilboun  572–573
Stix. See Styx
Stoics (Stoyciens)  424, 573
Stow, John  417, 573
Stratford atte Bowe 

(Stratford at Bow)  487, 
573

Strode, Ralph  285, 320, 
444, 573–574

Strother  228, 574
Studies in the Age of Chaucer  

574
Stymphalis (Stymphalides)  

574
Styx  310, 574, 582
Suetonius  574
Sulpicius Gallus. See Gallus, 

Sulpicius
Summoner, the (character)  

74–76
“Summoner’s Tale, The”  

256–261
Cambyses  361
Cyrus the Great  396
David  402
Dives  412
Elijah  422
Elisha  422
Euclid/Euclide  427
goliards  443
Gysen  447
Holdernesse  457
Horeb  457
Ives, Saint  466
Lazarus  486
Moses  508
Paul, Saint  526
Persians  532
Peter, Saint  532
Seneca  565
Simon, Saint  568
Thomas of India  584
Yorkshire  605

Susanna (Susanne)  574
Swetonius/Swetoun. See 

Suetonius

Swynford, Katherine  575
Symmachus (Symacus)  

575
Symplicius Gallus. See 

Gallus, Sulpicius
Synay  575
Synon/Synoun. See Sinon
Syria  166, 465, 514, 522, 

542, 575, 575, 585
Syrius. See Sirius
Sysile. See Sicily
Sytheo. See Sichaeus
Sytho, stream of  575

T
Tabard  347, 348, 491, 572, 

576
Tagus  576
tail-rhyme  265, 457, 488, 

531, 576–577
Tajo. See Tagus
“Tale of Melibee, The”  

261–265
Abigail  309
Ahasuerus  317
Albertano of Brescia  

317
allegory  322
Augustine of Hippo, 

Saint  341
Albert C. Baugh  346
Berwick  350
Bradshaw Shift, the  355
Cassiodorus  366
Marcus Tullius Cicero  

385
David  402
Decrees, Book of  

403–404
Dionysius Cato  412
Esther  427
Goodelief  444
Gregory, Saint (Pope 

Gregory the Great)  
446

Isaac  464
Jacob  467
James, Saint  468
Jerome, Saint  470
Jesus, son of Sirach 

(Jesus ben Eleazar ben 
Sira)  471

Job  473
Judas Maccabeus  475
Judith  476
Lazarus  486
Madrian  496
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Mark, Saint  498
“Merchant’s Tale, The”  

174
Ovid  520
Pamphilus  522
Peter, Saint  532
Petrus Alphonse  533
Rebecca  548
Remedie of Love  548
Seneca  565
Solomon  571
Tobias  586

“Tale of Sir Thopas, The”  
265–268

Bevis  350
Bradshaw Shift, the  355
Fairie  432
Flanders  433
Guy of Warwick  447
Horne Child  457
Libeaus Desconus  488
Percival  531
Pleyndamour  540
Poperinghe  542
tail-rhyme  576
Termagant  580
Ypotis  605

Tantalus (Tantale)  513, 
540, 577

Tarquinius (Tarquinus the 
yonge; Tarquinius Sextus; 
Tarquyn; Tarquyny)  389, 
555, 577, 577

Tarquinius Superbus  577, 
577

Tarsia (Tars)  577
Tartary(e)  577
Tatlock, John S. P.  390, 

578
Taurus (Taur; Tawr)  191, 

428, 440, 578
Telephus  578
Temple of Venus  578–579

Callisto  360
Candace  363
Croesus  394
Cupid  395
Diana  408
House of Fame, The  

130, 133
Isolde  465
Juno  477
Palinurus  521
Polite  541
Priam  543
Priapus  543
Pyrrhus  545

Semiramus  565
Sibyl  568
Sinon  569
Solomon  571
Thisbe  583
Tristram  587
Turnus  589
Venus  596
Vulcan  599

ten Brink, Bernhard  
579–580

Tercelet (character)  
208–209

Tereus  522, 535–536, 544, 
580, 585

Termagant (Termagaunt)  
580

Tertullian (Tertulan)  473, 
580

Tesbee. See Thisbe
Teseida  580

Adrastus  312
“Anelida and Arcite”  

17, 18
Belmarin  347
Giovanni Boccaccio  

353
chanson de geste  369
Femenye  432
Italy  466
“Knight’s Tale, The”  

138, 143, 144
Parliament of Fowls, The  

203
Temple of Venus  579
Bernabò Visconti  598

Tessalie/Tessaly. See 
Thessaly

Teuta  580–581
Tewnes. See Tunis
Tharbe (character)  

293–294
Thebes  581

Amphiaraus  323–324
“Anelida and Arcite”  

17
Archemorus  330
Armenia  334
Cadmus  359
Capaneus  364
Eriphyle  426
Hippomedon  456
“Knight’s Tale, The”  

135
Maeon  497
Mount Cithaeron  508
Oedipus  516

Parthenopaeus  524
Polyhymnia  541
Scythia  564
Seven against Thebes  

566
Statius  572
Tiresias  586
Tydeus  590

Thelophus. See Telephus
Theodamus. See Thiodamus
Theodoric (Theodorik)  

581
Cassiodorus  366
Cyprian  396
Decorat  403
Fortune  434
Germanicus  442
Goths  444
Ostrogoths  519
Ravenna  547
Symmachus  575
Verona  597

Theophrastus 
(Theophraste)  581

Thesbe(e). See Thisbe
Theseus  581–582

Adrastus  312
Aegeus  312–313
Aegina  313
Androgeus  325
Ariadne  332
Creon  393
Crete  394
Daedalus  397
Demophon  405
Femenye  432
Helen of Troy  451
Hercules  453
“Knight’s Tale, The”  

144–145
Medea  502
Minos  506
Minotaur  506
occupatio  515
Oedipus  516
Phaedra  533
Scythia  564
Seven against Thebes  

566
Thebes  581
Thrace  585

Thesiphone  582
Thessaly  582
Thetis  381, 582
Thimotheum. See Timothy, 

Saint
Thiodamus  582

Thisbe  583
Aurora (1) (Roman 

goddess of dawn)  342
Babylon  344
Confessio Amantis  390
Legend of Good Women, 

The  150–151
Ninus  513
Ovid  520
Temple of Venus  579

Thoas  583
Thobie. See Tobias
Tholome. See Ptolemy
Thomas (character)  260, 

422
Thomas à Becket, Saint

Canterbury  363
Canterbury Tales, The  

43
Deptford  406
Elisha  422
General Prologue to the 

Canterbury Tales  119
Greenwich  446
Kent  480
pilgrimage  538
Rochester  553
Sittingbourne  569
Southwark  572
Watering of Saint 

Thomas  601
Thomas of India (Ynde)  

584
Thomas of Woodstock  407, 

420, 535, 584
Thopas, Sir (character)  

266–267
Thorus  584
Thrace  536, 544, 580, 585
Thymalao. See Timolaus
Thymothee. See Timotheus
Tiber  585
Ticius. See Tityus
Tigris  585
Timolaus  585
Timotheus  585
Timothy, Saint  585
Tiresias  585–586
Tisbe. See Thisbe
Tital  586
Titus (Livius). See Livy
Tityus  586
Tlemcen  586
Tobias  586
Tolletanes  586
“To Rosemounde”  268–

269, 345, 587
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Trace. See Thrace
Treatise on the Astrolabe, A  

269–271, 613c
Aldebaran  320
Alhabor  321
Aquarius  330
Aries  332–333
Arzachel  335
astrology  337
Augustus Caesar  341
Capricorn  365
Geoffrey Chaucer  7
Lewis Chaucer  372
editions of Chaucer’s 

work  417
Equatorie of the Planets  

425
Gemini  440
Julius Caesar  476
Lowys  492
Mars (2) (planet)  500
Mercury (2) (planet)  

504
Nicholas of Lynn  512
Oxford  520
Sagittarius  558
Scorpio  563
Sirius  569
Tatlock, John S. P.  578
Taurus  578
Virgo  598

Trismegistus, Hermes. See 
Hermes Trismegistus

Tristram (Tristam; Tristan)  
586–587

Triton  584, 587
Trivet, Nicholas  167, 325, 

587–588, 600
Troilus  294, 411, 429, 450, 

451, 543, 579
Troilus and Criseyde  271–

295, 612c
Admetus  311
Adonis  312
Aeneas  313–314
Agamemnon  316
Aglauros  316
Alcestis  318
Alcmena  319
Amphiaraus  324
Antenor  327
Apollo  329
Archemorus  330
Argia  331
Argos  331
Argus (hundred-eyed, 

all-seeing guardian)  
332

Ascalaphus  336
Athamas  338
Athens  338
Atropos  339
aube  339
audience  340
Benoît de Sainte-Maure  

348
Giovanni Boccaccio  

353
Boece  29–30
Calliope  360
Calydon  360
Cambridge Companion to 

Chaucer, The  361
Canticus Troili  363–364
Capaneus  364
Cassandra  366
Ceres  369
Charybdis  370
Geoffrey Chaucer  9
“Chaucer’s Words unto 

Adam, His Owne 
Scriveyn”  81

Christianity  384
Citherea  386
Clio  388
Common Profit  390
courtly love  393
Marcus Licinius Crassus  

393
Dante Alighieri  400
Daphne  400
Dardanus, yate (gate) 

of  400
Dares Phrygius  400
Decameron  402
Deiphobus  404
Delphi  405
Diana  408
Dictys Cretensis  408
Diomede  411
Dione  411
Dream of Scipio  414
editions of Chaucer’s 

work  416
Elysium  423–424
“Episteles of Ovyde”  

425
Erinyes, the  426
Eteocles  427
Europa  428
Eurydice  429
Filostrato, Il  432
John H. Fisher  432
Frederick James 

Furnivall  436
Alan T. Gaylord  440

John Gower  444
Greece  446
Guido delle Colonne  

446
Hector  450
Hecuba  451
Helen of Troy  451
Helicon, Mount  452
Robert Henryson  452
Hereos, Lover’s Malady 

of  453
Herse  455
Hippomedon  456
Homer  457
Donald R. Howard  458
Hymen  461
Italy  465–466
Ixion  466
Janus  468
Juno  477
Jupiter  477
Juvenal  477
Lachesis  482
Laius  483
Laomedon  484–485
Legend of Good Women, 

The  148
Leo  487
Lollius  490
Lucan  492
John Lydgate  494
Maeon  497
Manes  497
Meleager  503
Menelaus  503
Minerva  505
Alastair J. Minnis  506
Minos  506
Charles Muscatine  508
Myrrah  509
Neptune  511
Niobe  513
John Norton-Smith  514
Oedipus  516
Oenone  517
Orkneys  518
Orpheus  518
Ovid  520
Palladium  521–522
Pallas  522
Pamphilus  522
Parcae  523
Paris (1) (mythological 

figure)  523
Parnassus  524
Parthenopaeus  524
Howard R. Patch  525
Lee Patterson  525

Robert O. Payne  526
Phaeton  534
Philomela  536
Phlegethon  536
Pluto  540
Polite  541
Polixena  541
Polyhymnia  541
Priam  543
Primum Mobile  544
Procne  544
Proserpina  544
Pyrois  545
Quirinus  547
Reader’s Guide to 

Geoffrey Chaucer  548
rhyme royal  549
Robyn  553
Robert K. Root  556
Elizabeth Salter  559
Saturn (planet)  561
Saturn (Saturnus)  561
Scipio Africanus the 

Elder  562
Scipio Africanus the 

Younger  563
Seven against Thebes  

567
Sibille  568
Signifer  568
Simois  568
Statius  572
Ralph Strode  573
Styx  574
Tantalus  577
Thebes  581
Titan  586
Tityus  586
Trojan War  588
Troy  588
Tydeus  590
Ulysses  593
Thomas Usk  593
Virgil  598
Bernabò Visconti  598
Wade  600
Winthrop Wetherbee, 

III  601
Barry Windeatt  602
Chauncey Wood  603
Zephyrus  608
Zeuxis  608

Trojan War  588
Achates  310
Achilles  310
Aeneas  313
Agamemnon  316
Andromache  325
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Antilochus  327
Aurora (1) (Roman 

goddess of dawn)  342
Benoît de Sainte-Maure  

348
Book of the Duchess, 

The  33
Briseis  355
Creusa  394
Dares Phrygius  400
Deiphobus  404
Demophon  405
Dictys Cretensis  408
Dido  409
Diomede  411
Filostrato, Il  432
Geoffrey of Vinsauf  441
Hector  450
Hecuba  451
Helen of Troy  451
Hermione  454
Homer  457
House of Fame, The  134
Laodamia  484
Laomedon  484
Lavinia  485
Lollius  490
John Lydgate  494
Mars (1) (Roman god)  

499
Menelaus  503
Palladium  521
Paris (1) (mythological 

figure)  523
Penelope  530
Phyllis  536
Polixena  541
Priam  543
Protesilaus  545
Pyrrhus  545
Sinon  569
Telephus  578
Thorus  584
Troilus and Criseyde  

271, 291
Troy  588
Tydeus  590
Ulysses  593

Trophee  588
Trotula  588
Troy (Troye)  588. See also 

Trojan War
Alexandria  321
Anchises  324
Antenor  327
Ascanius  336
Athens  338
Atropos  339

Calydon  360
Canticus Troili  364
Ceres  369
Clytemnestra  388
Dardanus, yate (gate) 

of  400
Delphi  405
Dictys Cretensis  408
Dido  409
Geoffrey of Monmout  

441
Geoffrey of Vinsauf  441
Hector  450
Hecuba  451
Homer  457
Ilion  462
Lavinia  485
Libya  489
Manes  497
Minerva  505
Neptune  511
Ninevah  513
“Nun’s Priest’s Tale”  190
Oenone  517
Orkneys  518
Palinurus  521
Palladium  521
Pallas  522
Paris (1) (mythological 

figure)  523
Priam  543
Protesilaus  545
Simois  568
Temple of Venus  579
Troilus and Criseyde  271
Trojan War  588
Ulysses  592
Virgil  597

Trumpington 
(Trumpyngton)  225, 229, 
361, 589

“Truth”  295–296, 567, 594
Tullius. See Cicero, Marcus 

Tullius
Tullius Hostillius  589, 595
Tully. See Cicero, Marcus 

Tullius
Tunis  589
Turkey (Turkye)  537, 589, 

601
Turnus  429, 485, 589
Tuscany  434, 537
Tuve, Rosemond  589–590
Tybre. See Tiber
Tydeus  360, 497, 566, 590
Tyle. See Ultima Thule
Tyler, Wat  345, 527, 590
typology  590–591

Tyre  591
Tyrene  591
Tyresie. See Tiresias

U
Ugolino of Pisa  537, 592
Ultima Thule (Thule)  592
Ulysses  592–593

Boece  27, 28
Book of the Duchess, 

The  36
Calypso  360
Charybdis  370
Circe  385
Diomede  411
Eurus  428
Hecuba  451
Homer  457
Marmarica  499
Neritos, Mount  511
Palladium  521
Pallas  522
Penelope  530
Polyphemus  542
Sinon  569
Theseus  582

Urban  593
Ursa  593
Usk, Thomas  285, 584, 593

V
Vache  594
Valence  594
Valentine, Saint 

(Valentyne)  92, 95, 199, 
201, 204, 594–595

Valeria  595
Valerian  245
Valerie  595
Valerius  589, 595, 595
Variorum Chaucer, The  

419, 527, 552, 595–596
Venice  596
Venus  596–597

abbreviato  309
Adonis  312
Aeneas  313
Anchises  324
Apollo  597
aube  339–340
Citherea  386
“Complaint of Mars”  92
Confessio Amantis  390
Cupid  395
Dione  411
John Gower  444
Helen of Troy  451
Hero  454

Hymen  461
Hypsipyle  461
Mars (1) (Roman god)  

499
Medea  502
Mercury (2) (planet)  

504
Mount Cithaeron  508
Myrrah  509
Paris (1) (mythological 

figure)  523
Pisces  537
Pluto  540
Priapus  543
Pygmalion  545
Roman de la Rose, Le  

554
Saturn (planet)  561
Temple of Venus  

578–579
Valence  594
Vulcan  599
Zephyrus  607

Vergil. See Virgil
Verona (Verone)  597
versification of Chaucer’s 

language  378–379
Vesulus, Mount. See Monte 

Viso
Vesuvius  597
Via Appia. See Appian Way
Vincent  597
Vincent of Beauvais  427
Virgil  597–598

Aeneas  313
Aeneid  314
Aeolus  314
Anne  326
Arcadia  330
Atiteris  338
Geoffrey Chaucer  7
“Episteles of Ovyde”  

425
House of Fame, The  123
Iarbus  462
Lavinia  485
Lucan  492
Mantuan  498
Polite  541
Pyrrhus  545
Sibyl  568
Statius  572
Trojan War  588

Virgo  487, 488–489, 598, 
598

Visconti, Bernabò  505, 598
Visconti, Galeazzo  598
Visevus. See Vesuvius
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Vitulon. See Witelo
Vulcan (Vulcano; Vulcanus)  

499, 596, 598–599

W
Wade  600
Wales  600
Wallace, David  411, 

600–601
Wallachia (Walakye)  601
Walter (character)  89–90
Walys. See Wales
Ware  350, 601
Watering of Saint Thomas  

601
Watte  601
Weaver, the (character)  

76–77
Wetherbee, Winthrop, III  

601–602
Wheel of Fortune  602
Wife of Bath, the 

(character)  77–78
“Wife of Bath’s Prologue, 

The”  296–298, 324, 438, 
560, 569, 571

“Wife of Bath’s Tale, The”  
298–305

Abraham  310

Arthur, King  335
Caucasus  368
Crete  394
Deianira  404
Essex  426
Florence  434
“Friar’s Tale, The”  108
gentilesse  441
George Lyman Kittredge  

480
Lamech  483
Latumeus  485
Lent  486–487
“Lenvoy de Chaucer à 

Bukton”  159
Livia  489
John Lowes  492
Walter Map  498
Marriage Group  499
Rome  555
Seneca  565
Solomon  571
Tullius Hostillius  589
Valerie  595
Valerius  595
Vincent  597

William, King  602
Wimsatt, James I(rving)  602
Windeatt, Barry  602–603

Wirdes  603
Witelo  321, 603
“Womanly Noblesse”  305–

306, 345
Wood, Chauncey  603
Woodstock, Thomas of. See 

Thomas of Woodstock
Wycliffe, John  132, 315, 

430, 490, 573, 603–604

X
Xristus  605

Y
Yarbas. See Iarbus
Ycarus. See Icarus
Yeoman, the (character)  

78–79
Ymeneus. See Hymen
Yole. See Iole
Yorkshire  457, 567, 605
Ypermnestra. See 

Hypermnestra
Ypocras. See Hippocrates
Ypomedoun. See 

Hippomedon
Ypotis  605
Ypres  442, 605, 605–606
Ysaye. See Isaiah

Ysidis. See Isis
Ysidre, Saint. See Isidore of 

Seville
Ysoude. See Isolde
Ytaille/Ytayle. See Italy
Yves, Saint. See Ives, Saint

Z
Zacharie/Zakarie. See 

Zechariah
Zechariah  607
Zenobia  607

Marcus Aurelius 
Claudius  387

Publicus Licinius 
Egnatius Gallienus  
438

Heremianus  453
Odenathus  516
Palmyra  522
Persia  532
Persians  532
Francis Petrarch  533
Rome  555
Shapur  567
Timolaus  585

Zephyrus (Zepherus; 
Zephirus)  434, 607–608

Zeuxis  608


