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R' S wovr 



I 

CH.A T ER • 1 0 1E • 

au er has given us an array of femininit y un 

e1rpassed by any ot er oet. From every alk i life he 

d re ,. hi heroines and in every conceivable color he ain-

t ed them. From Alison , the 1ellberately unfait hf .1, sen-

. ual , ercenary ·dfe of t e "Hller' s Tale," t roug .. 

Cr:aeyde of doubtful virtues in his Tr6il a and 0ri ee e ," 

to cnst~nce , the _erfect creation of the "Tale of the 

Man of Law," Chaucer takes ua with a akill and a consum

mate art lackin i 11 ~ny other En - lish poet . A compre·J.e si 11e 

stt y of al l of C aucer's · er i nes ,ould be an e less 

task, an yet ho can Jve say t hat one of t he is more 

.eservin of our attenti on t _ .n anot er? o one oft e 

is ·.vi t out merit, and th ... s , rho . u ld rove i , eres ti ncr' 

to some mi e t prove l ees so ~ others . Unfait hf 1, yout -

f u 1 ·ay, 1 obedient Vir
0

i . a,2 faithful Prudenoe,3 the 

l "The · rchantes Tale . " 

2 "T .e Phieiciens Tale." 

3 "T le of lelibeus . " 
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unnamed, vulCJar , . il'"'. r' a Wife, l and even don.estic Per

telvte ,a Chauntecleer's aithful s pouse, are all worthy 

of our mos t careful attention, for i _ each o f t,~em ve 

see C _au er's sill as a li t erary artist. There are five, 

_o v ever, · at are l."!'eneral 1., conoe¢ e to di lay best 

ha er' a abillt t . J:ortray c haracter, and it is to 

t hese that I s all c onfine myself h ere. 

Crise 1 de ·,as chosen •ecau se s, e . s t .e ero i e f 

t he 'Troil s and ,..,ri seyde" wh ich r of a'""o r Roo t so a t ly 

terms C auce r' a "onl.. wor o f l arse dimensions, re u tri g 

a suet ai ne f fort of t he pce tical i a i nat ion," tiv:b ich h 

_r ough t t o completi on .3 Alt ou h l e oea no menti on Bo

oe ccio .. n .e , Che.uc er' s 1>r inc · ple e roe was n oubte 

l y Boccaccio ' a "Fil strato .. •4-5 The e n t i. e story is one of 

amatic , e. ot ·cna character i zat i o i rater t a n ac ion, 

a ... f ~r 1 eason is ~a r · ula 1 · ntere ti ng t o us. 

1 eves Tale . " 

Z "i: onne ee st s Te.le . " 

o t: ' e 1?oetr f a u r , " ,.- . 7 • 3 

4 f~i - ure t menti B ca ci b 
ace· n the oman Poet s, ' 

F r otler r ks inf l enci ng 
ce tion oft e c~ ract er of 

1 Cha er and ,_e ~ n a P e 

a. cer i n form·n~ 
ee: • F. 

57- .... 8 . 

a .. e se 
5 7, 

is con
Shan on: 

a 

te . 



.mi l y is o r best i 11 st a tio of Chau e 's 

· 11ty t o :or ray character y su~ _est1 on . 1 er e ~ai 

C a oer e fr o ooc ....,oci , i s ti ie fr 

For t _e ori zi al f C nst a nc e, Chauc e 

is " e seide.rr 

et tote 

n .. r .. glo- om n . r nic le " y icholas Tr· \re t. Thro 1 0-h e ,. 

ve s <ia t Ch ucer 8 c a.,_•a e of, i .::ort.r .... . no- t at 

nio st d i ic u t t e - t he .. er fect, .... assi ve v man. 

cordinc;r I"\ haucer , et arc f urnis e t e or · 0 i-

na of Gr·s da, but e kn y t a e rarc h i tra 

la i on fr:) I h .L.ent story of t ,. e t t y f ccaccic' s 

n ecw eron , r, an is 0 t hi t a t 1' e e;o f e r th r · ~i na ) 

of n~t i nt lac y . e r e, au e r uses bot a~ esti on 

d ~ t:on t gi ve ~ c r ac ter ; a t o t hese 

sel~-reve ation an ~•r "u s hi 2:'re at, orifYi nal creation, 

B t h . 

It is no able t t auc er h s odern · zed each of 

these C r cters so t hat t,.ey 01 l , r ove more n .e sta r ab le 

a nd C n e ... uent 1 .. · re intere tin t hi medi a e val ea era . 

I n doin this e viol ed cer i n conventionalities , sue ~ 

s t_.L e 1 se f me i ev 1 tit le s of no i lit in tead of the 



1 v r n ea , u t I t ink re can s 

in _o ¼ y et r cteC r m i st re a 

;;rreater a .i. ea fr . 1 .L. he vi e , poi t o 

ssurance t __ this 

cert inly 
O 

v t Lem 

is ea er 1 

here is ne ot her t h i -.::. worti. r no e ere - the 

various attitudes t ~var 1 ve is ,a ed t .:.ro h t h es o a

t er • I n ris J e , t_ rou. ·h t _ e very ac t t __ at we are 

m ea· re tat she i bre •ing its nventio_s, we are 

e iven ~n excellent vie ~ of love as it N s conceived y 

t_e our c Loe i n m · ~dle a c,-ee . n ave 

t t vi w o 1 v e ~, i c .J. ·v s ra A y .:,)ass i n o- a ~ /, t _e 

lo e of t he a ge c ivalry. I n C ns t ne e n in Gr i sel a, 

have sinilar vie ws, 1it 1
1 t' e a ed ttracticn t , t Gr ' eel-

i . . an f t he _eo~ e althou~ 

ki • Int e i i fe o ath, we ave a f r 

e is t .e ·re of a 

ex 1-- r es e i on of 

t _e sez u , 1, ni ial _ass i n l hie c o st · t u te 1 ,re n the 

c n e pt i o .P f a 'f o .. an f 

as t his a ~e .L. o Chaucer ' s 

e 1 ~r lasses . ~1 4 s c variety 

eat skill as a nar rative. et, 

a u y a.1. y r ... 1 f i o la acters c ot e ot her 

han el· ~h u • 

tt· n i e: t ' s T le, " T _e seus is s ken o.c t=1 s t .. e 
"'" ens. L • , "' - ~1. 
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C I SEYD 



CRISEYDE 

Professor Root begins his discussion of the 

Crisey e of Chaucer by atati g hat s .e .resents some

.hat t he aame puzzle as does the 1ona Lisa of Da Vinci 

wi th her "unfathomable smile of tenders eetnesa or of 

cunning cruelty." 1 I agree vi th thi statement rt. thout 

reservation, for in spite of his almost irrefutable 

proof that Chaucer has not ennobled the c haracter of 

Boccaccio' a heroine I and that she i a "t e same lightly

loving lady, careful of he~ reputation, but careless of 

he r honor," it i .s as difficult for me to accept Professor 

Root 's ver ict that, figuratively speaking, Criaeyae'a 

smile is that of "cunnin cru lty," as it was for hira t.o 

acce ·t the decision of Ten Brin that her smile is that 

o ~tender sweetnes. 2 Professor oot states t hat one 

looks in vain for the innocence and inexperience postu

lated by Ten Brink, an cites ae ore of hia first and, 

aa I inte pret i t , what he consi era one of is most 

l R. K. Root; ttThe P etry of Chaucer," p. 105. 
a R. K. Root: "The Poetry of Chaucer," pp. 105 and 114. 
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convinoin6 nrocfs of Criaeyde's cunning, hero m state-

me nt :-

"It nedeth ne fu l sleyly f or to pley . " 1 

He states that t his line sums up the lady's character 

c om letely. a It is undoubtedly evid nee of her cunning 

and of he r experience, fo r Criaeyde is not an ignorant, 

stupid, vi r ginal creature . But is it evidence cf a 

cunning born of a kno vle_dge of the arts of love ? I think 

that its application is more linited than Professor Root 

ould have us believe . andarus has appealed to Criseyde ' s 

sympat hy to such an extent t hats e believes tat he and 

Troilus rlll take their lives i f she refuses to grant 

roilus her friendship. hat is the result? 

"Crisey e, vhich t hat wel nei gh starf f or fere , 

So as she ~as tie ferful leat e i g t 

Tat 1i ghte be , and herde eek with hir ere , 

And a w t e sorwful ernest of the _night , 

And in his preyere eer sa noon unr i ght , 

And fr t e harm t .at mighte ee fallen more , 

She ga. to re we, an~ to dradde hi r wonder sore; 

'Troilu s and Cr~eeyde , ' l. 462~ ook II. 
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And thought e t hua ,' unha ppee fal l en t i kke 

Alday for l ove, and i n s.ich maner c as, 

As men ben cruel in hem-self and wik e ; 

And if t his rean slee ere him- self, allas! 

In my nresence , it wol be no solas. 

What men wolde of hit deme I can nat seye; 

It nedet h me f ul sleylv 

And d th a sor wful eyk she seyde t hrye , 

'Al lord ! ·rhat me i s tid a s ory chaunce 1 . 

For myn estat no w lyth i n j u partye, 

And e ek myn e es lyf yth in balau~ ; 

ut nat heleee , Ni t h god es gov ernaunce, 

I shal so doon, myn honour shal I kepe, 

!nd eek his l f •' and st int e f.9.!_Jo ~e Je. 

' Of _armes t v, the lease is for to c hese ; 

Yet have I l ever ia en him ood che re 

I n honour emee 1 f t o le se ; 

e s eyn , ye no-t hing e les me r e ue r e? ' 

' c , ,ris, 1 quod he , ' myn own e nece .ere .' 

' .N w re 1, ' quod s e , 'a.'11.d I 1-l!O 1 doon rr.y eyne ; 

I shal myn perte aye i ns my l ust constreyne , 

7 



But t . hat I nil ot holden hi in hon de, 

e love a nan, ne can I not, ne ay 

Ayeins n y vvil; but ellea rol I fcnde, 

,. yn honour sauf, lese hi fro day to day; 

Ther-to no lde I nought ones have seyd nay, 

But that I dred"e, as in my fantasye; 

But cesee cause, ay ceaset . maladye. 

And ere I make a roteatacioun, 

That in this roces if ye epper go, 

That certaynly, for no savacioun 

Of yow, though t hat ye sterve bothe t wo , 

Thou h al the world on o day be my fo, 

·ahal I never on bi ban other rout he .'-

' I raunte we l, ' quod Pandare, 'by y trouthe. 'tt l 

Int 1 e li ht oft e circumstances surroundin
0 

its utterance , is this statement by Criseyde to be con

s ued as an indicat i on t hat she possesses t he wiles of 

t - c o rte san, or t hat she even remotely contem lates 

"Troi lua and Criseyde ," Ll. 449-490 • . ook II. 
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any f/I'ong doing? Can it not be construed as readily as 

an indication of her innocence, her modesty, and her 

tender sympathy, all cf whio i stinctively urge her to 

avoid such a catastrophe if she ca do it in an honora le 

way? I shall not furt her atte~ t to refute rofessor 

Root's arguments for is view of Criseyde's character. 

This one argtunent is advanced merely to sho hov subtle 

is Chaucer's characterization of this fair lady, and 

ho \ difficult , even · ossible , it is to reach a defi

nite conclusion as to Nhat Chaucer intended to make of 

B ccaccio 's heroine. 

I know of no be tter 1ra.y to set forth what Chau

cer has done it Criseyde than to state in f ull the 

rldely divergent concl_sions of Ten Brink, R. K. Root, 

ad r • Griffin and A. B. yrick. 

"The En 6 l iah Cri e de i mo re innocent, 

leas experienced, leas sensual, more modest than 

her Italian protype. hat a ulti tude cf a enc ies 

·ere needed to inflame er love for Troil .s; w at 

a cQncate ation cf circumst ances, ~hat a display 

f t ricKery and intri 1 e, to bring her at last 

9 



to his a r ms ! e see the t ead of t he web in 

vhic she is entangled drawing ever closer around 

er; er fall ap ears to us excusable, indeed un

avoidable. And if afterwards, after the separation, 

she does not resist the t emptation of Diomedes -

how is s ~e accountable, if er mi nd is leas true 

and deep t han that of Troilus? ho, is s· ea count

able, en that f irst fall re ed her of her .oral 

s t ay?" l 

"There is but one conclusion to be drawn 

from all t .is . Chaucer has not rea y, as the cri-

ios tell us, ennobled t he character of Boccaccio's 

heroine. She i the same li gh tly-loving lady, care

ful of her reputation, but careless cf er honor. 

She is merely a li ttle ,ore clever in deceiving 

he r riends. It is Pandarua t hat c ·aucer .as changed 

and de velo ed . it a osi ti ve 0 e i us or ntrigue, 

nd - mi ta ~en belief i hi s n e v · rtue or 

r dence, he devises an elaborate scheme to bri .tig 

Ten Br ink : "Hi story of En 0 l sh 1· t era ure,' 

( ng . t r~ns .), a. 92 . in R. K. Root's" oet ry of 

--auer , " p. 105 . 
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a_out a seres of eetin 0 e hich she desires as 

strcn0 ly as eit r Troilue or Pandar s. he has 

no object·vn t o laying the role o~ be raJed . 

innoc ence; and ;vi th just sufficj_ent reluc tance 

efore h ac, and re r eac h after it is accom

p lished (cf. 3 . 1564-1570), t o carry out the 

illusion, she .~lk ith a hid en enile i to the 

trap set y andaru s rl Jh such need ess craft. 

It is Pandarus, and not Criseyde, ,mo ·s the 

e - an effect , i ch adds im ensely t o the 

c n1edy f his aracter. 

If so much be ~ranted, Criseyde'a actions 

in the t wo r maini g boos offer no serio, s 

diff c 1 ltie i interiretation . Though li ht of 

ove I s _.e is far fro~ bein eartleas; and her 

0 ef at leavi g roy nd Troilua to rejoin er 

at her i the Grecian c am is e tirely si cere. 

he is reallv very fond of Troilua; for who can 

_e l li .. n 0 th brave , handsome, ~ree- apirited 

boy? r o s ahe - a.t a ll ob'ect to his idea 1-

z tion of her, untrue tho 
0

h she knows it to be. 
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n t 1at won er ul_y .vro uc,- t scene i n w ic the a-

die one t i he r f a- { 1 t r her by t 1 eir ', 0-

lite ratt l e , s e rea ly f ers , a e re ri ~ ' in 

pi i n"' 1.er . Bu t t t _er he rt is n t r e lly r i J... at , v 

h love r Tro 1- .S is 0 ~ t he l ove f ~ Juliet f or Romeo, 

i ho -m by r ref s 1 t o asse nt to any of roi u ' s ..,..1 lans 

or R ertin.o- t .1.e e ar t ' n, an h er ractical ac ,.u i es e e 

i n t e .. oy 1 cree. 

V en s e i de ~rm r 1 1 It i n r e3.l y 

eans t ke _ her I e e t Tr i., s an~ r tur o t he te t _ 

d ut s e h :, no re..,kone e .. ~ersona . t "I' vf i o-

.ede . a i s no reamy I i "eali.z i g boy, bu n 

the vor . e 0 s not ... c a :s _eart; ~e me ely im~roves 

a coo o . .l.: '"' r unit t 'i a ' s he-rt . 1 t e _reater 

.,• 1 be h i n n 1est if, as h S U S ect she has a love i V J 

Troy . TJ.e needs n intri uinrr ndarus, rlo l o .::, ela of 
,., r s i ')_. :. e ens no lee _ l e s s ni _. t n td.nt 1 he ts 

n efore the Grecia n camp is ~ache , e has 

nae an im r e ssi n . at in e heart of a ro 2-n like 

ris yet e 

a er onali 

sen Tr i us sho 1 f ade efore so com ellin_ · 

as tat o e is i evi ble . Her poten-



tially sens· ~a nat re has inevitably 1 eterioro..te i n her 

rel t~ on s 1it_ Troi l s, so that to io .ede he f a s a 

0 he as not ceas 4_ to are f r hi • ventu.a y , ~e t i , s ., 

I l y 

fal se 

.mn 

.. roof 

fvay i 

ha 

and 

er r 

keep n r o ise an eturn . er lette r h l d"ng out~ 

f 1 lie. But risey e's ho .1e is not r:ec ess · rily 

ti n i om lete. 

If .. . 
L, 11 i nter .: retation 

.s::' C UC ' s c on s , m'"' te 

hie J. has co re red a 

his eroine s a v Jr 0 s 

as t hen i e se ue l sho 

y yie i D t o Di n1 e, 

s 

0 

il 

Crisey e is correct, 

dl e f oun i the 

upe r ic ' a l m ressi on 

·O an s uce b trea hery, 

e and su r prise u s b y 

al t e w le g ivin in 

his narr t ive the true i te r ,retati on of .er ch racter, 

v i 1 s all resolve al seen1in . i o si t ency . ,.1ne s 

temute ~ t o as ,. _ wever , -v et · er t is artistic du li-

i t is not t oo successf ·l i ! i s ttempt to is l ea , 

an , hether in c onse iuence Crise de has n t _rov t 

any r ers o: e l es s eni .m • 1 l 

l oot: "The oet y f C1 a oer , ' . 113-115. 
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tTn is ""' rtr Ja r i e . e h h 

et de .... s t to t e tra iti nal ...,once ion f 

her i s abi it an~ l-" n :.. e le ess 8 size 

e o ·t n ret~ ne Bo a i o . u t is 

u " r no r i on l c anoe tion . e, li e Booe 

cio ef o e h ' m, n1 i fies a n er i r l 

i s .-n • ,o l a an ' Ier ice.. lt isti - ish th 

nicer i fferen es bet ~een he Fre h, e alian, 

n t .e no-l i sh h r oines b re a r i hat in 

oit's ans r e s s ida is ' al ve girl, 1 the 

ha f cio s ecomes 'a co r esan,' a 

i n .. _e h ds f uce r so eh t of ' a la 

t o ,;.th st 1 \ i th ' r· ces f er ncestors i he r 

e · sin ion t in y 

1 r~e mea s re of t r uth . True t ~ t e 

h r y t n ar a 

Be oit cc ceive 

t e senses, ~11 

an a ge s t il 1 J ely heroic 

f r sei a a a ure c il f 

ut ra r nsi ility, t o be 

an ie about as a ie r e c a t te l fro .. warrior to 

r r · r i 

ce ·Ni 

omeri f as i on . occacci , in acco r 

t e r ore luxuri ous an lees virile 

14 



tastes of hi s own day , transfor ms the French hero

ine i nt o t he t y e of t he sophi sticat ed Nea olitan 

l ady of pleasure . Hi s Criseida is in no sense n

conscious of t he moral i ssue ; she deliberate l y 
' 

cherishes i dul~ent t heorie s an sins rlt her 

eyes o en ; she is not seducea ut se uces he r self. 

i nally Chaucer , hile forced t o admit t he damaging 

evidence of his authoriti es , does so it h reluct ance ; 

he ould spare Crieeyde if he coul • 1 As vre have 

s een, he oea ~vhat h e can t make er a pear more 

sinned against than ainning.n2 

eyon this point th re is litt le t be said . It 

seems that haucer has quite deliberately l eft us in doubt 

as t o his o,m opini n of Crise yde, a parently refe r ring 

t c le t is rea·ers choose f or t hemselve the inter r etat ion 

tha t ·s to be placed upon er c aracter . He as as Profe s-

r ,oot s ys , t raneforr ied the spi r it of t he s cry fro r.a 

at etic sentimentalit y to half-ironical humor, and t is 

same thing m· y e sai d f his e ict ion of Criseyde ' s 
.., 

"Tr ilus , , 1 3- 8 9 . 

ri in an ~yrick: 11 The Filostrat o of Gio vanni 
Boccac io, 11 p . 105-106 . 
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oharaoter . 

ere is one ot her di f re noe ; rt h f n te . 

a uc c r i s not , s . s , " li at d sf r as the tr~ns lation 

f i s "au .... t r " ·~ o u l 1 

p e rn i t , _ e s ~l oed no em has is 

on t i s si e Criseyde's nat re . Likewise , we m st be r 

in n in ls , in .a i . er- esti n~ te Cr ' s yde ' s ch r c-

t r , t a a cor ~in9' t the r, rt of Love i::..ea , rise., ,. e 
I V 

n t sin n her re at i nshi. wi t _ Tr ilus . It wa s . er-

ctly legi i ma.te f A m n t ave a lover n gr n t 

h av rs t o h. fr ee . He r cri e s l ere y tl at f 

ese~ti g ,im . Ve m t j de her b y the , rtee. t cen t ury 

t ... n a de ... t Court f Love n n t y t et ntieth 

oe: tur eta ... lards o ... r a l i ty . For thee r e a I am in-

t e vi~ t. at t he appare t ~nn 1 · of s Y-

c1a"acter, v-1 ic r. any o t he cr.iti s f ee l , is :, e 

s ely t aucer ' r~ ct~ncJ t - let sensuali t y become 

'e mi n .t _ te in his heroi e .' e c rat r , and not , 

s r · fi ..... n .. ~yri K say, to te f ct that he has elibei1:-

a Y one . at he can t o make ar .. ore sinne 

an si i nc,. _ n t other _ an fo r t e ad i t ir'lnal I 

r :i· t ('f, uce r fail t lac e ny em h sis r i se y-V n 
' .., r i f Tr s , e lly --· s reluo ~ant t o 



acce t Pr f eseor Root 's c nclueio t hat Criseyde'e s, ile 

is that f 'c nnin cruelty ." 

1h t,. then , id Chaucer i ntend to make f 

risey e? It ink the re are . oss ible as many vie.s f 

her characte r as t ere are thou htf 1 rea ere f hi s 

em. 

17 



E I LY 



.l!ILY 

Probably the most difficu~t of Cha~e 's char ac

ters to analyse is Emily in the 11 Knio-ht ' s Tale . " Emily i e 

not an ori ginal creation of Chaucer , but is dra wn from the 

character of the same name in Boccaccio 's 11 Teseide, 11 and it 

i s to t his story that Chaucer is indebted for the entire 

o tline of the 11 Kni ht 1 s ale . " This story is not , as was 

his 11 Troilus and Criseyde , 11 one of characte rization , but 

is fundamental ly one of de sc r i tion, and it is due to this 

that e encounter such difficul ty in determining Emily 's 

character . She performs no ac t that is in any •ay indic9.tive 

of her character , and only once i n the co rse of the story 

oes she s~eak - in her prayer to i na . Chaucer's charac

terization of Emily is entirely by su~gestion, t hrough her 

effeot upon Palamon , Arcite , and Theseus. 

The folloving c r iticism and sync sis cf Boccacci 's 

"Te se i de 11 , repared by rofessor Root, ·nll furnish an 

excellent background for an examination of the character of 

mily . 

18 



11 Co .. aring Chaucer ' s ve r s ion of t he story 

with that f Bo ace , t e mo s t s r ikin fac t is 

thei r disparity i length . Exel sive of the rimed 

argoment i 1 i ch precede each of t he t welv books, 

the 11 Teseide11 com ri se s 98 ... 6 lines, or 18 7 s t anzas 

of ottava rima, 1hi le the 11 Knight ' s Tale" cont ains - ·· - ~----

but 8850 l ines - little more t han a f ifth the bulk 

of its or i~i nal . Be s ides t his r ut hless use of the 

pruning- kni f e , one no tice s the abandonment by Chau

cer of the ivi si on into t re lve books, an wi t h it 

t _e conventional inv cati ne of the Juses, of much 

of the myt_ol gi cal mac hine ry , and , in short, of all 

t he conventiona l ear-marks of t he Vir~ilian e ic . 

But mor e signi f icant t i an thee external changes are 

t e mod i f ications and oru issions nhic h Chaucer has 

m de in the story itself . These can be es t shown by 

iv ing a bri ef syno sis of Boccacci o ' s po em as it 

unf olds itself book b y book . 

Book I narrates i n 11 4 lines w_ at ChaD.c e.r sum

mar izes in a doz en;-

' H w wonnen w s t e 1~e~ne f Femenye 

By T e se ue , an by his ohivalr ye .' 
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2 

0 ¥ II ev tes 7 ? lines 0 the ome- omin of m ... e-

a u., an t his X edi on a ainst ebes , .rh. 

r ee ts t e C ture of ne an _r it I 

the'r ,.J n n ti l ife lon i . ri onn ""nt. I th 

t ·r book t he re 1 acti n oft e . try b gin . 

ter a year f i risonm nt , t et vc kinsman at h 

fatal si o-' t f r. . i is, as : e ha lk s in er .o-ar en , 

t i th cc a cio ~ is J1y,c-tt 

ot alemone; e t Tr il a ,,_f t 

sees ier first, 

It'"' l i a is 

not , ik h 11 un n c icus 

t 1 e., t s e a the ttention f t h T Jan ca. 

ti v e s • s A r i t a , a.f +. er h i s re 1 e s e i r 1 e ~ a y 

fr _: At 1 e s , ,mi lia. tan' n b lcvn d rece ive 

_ is i m assj_ ne re re 1 . 

T_e 1tt le f Bok I is dev ed t Arcita, is 

. ve-lo in i n exile, i ret , rn to e 's 80 rt 

, 
- er t as me - ... e i..: enteo. Th rr ·S f t e 

ve rn kn i h lauc r - sses ver half um -I 

, slv ., I are detai le, B ccaco with is ative 

ent i 1L ent . ery c ract eri at ic is stanza 3 , i .;v .. ich 

Jl. re it , o a c ome in hi .an · er·n s t o A in 



stands on the seas ore all alone , and ~a comf orted 

by the br eeze which blows fro thens , t he br eeze 
t 

~v. ic . as been very near to Emilia. ook V, which 

brings the action up to the po·nt of Theseus 's in

tervention and the or aining of · the tourna ent, 

differs only sli 0 htly fr om Cha cer 'a story, save 

tat the escape of Pa emone i a nar rated in detail ~ 

In t he fo l io rin bock the to kinenen collec t their 

c.ampions ; but instead of the two vivid descriptions 

of Emetrius a nd Lyg rge, Boccaccio devotes four hun

dred lines t a catalogue of he heroes who take 

• art on t he t wo sides . ook VI I is given u. to the 

rayera of Arc:ta, Palemone, an milia , and to the 
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descri tion of the amphitheatre . In the escri~tion 

of the tournament, thich f ills ook VIII , haucer 1 a 

supe r iority to his original is again evident. I nstead 
A , 

of his brie f but vi gorous pic t ure of t he mele~, the 

Italian furnishes a series of single c ombats bet en 

tb.e champions of t e t wo sides, ~arri ors i n whom the 

reade r has no di r ect interest w atever. t:eanmile 

Emilia looks on , and feels her love go out no t o t he 



ins 

f 

ow t 1 e t er , ac v • in as the for-

+., ne e batt le s.c:a.y no Y this Y, n t t. In 

ook IX t 1e vict r Ar cita is h rt dea t h thr UrYh 

the devi e f enus an her ~-e 1-aent f ury . In ace 

of the ri f, dee· l y r t etic s .ee hi nhic_ Cha 

c r's Arc te ta es l eare cf frien a d loved one , 

cc ace io , i co x, ~-r~ s a l on 0 
deat - e ene , 

1 ss effec t i ve becaus 0 · ta rea t er len'""" h . 

728 v erse s 0 00 re e1rot to the .t!' eral J. 

A .a 

afte1 

inte 

I i is e brat 1:ith ela. orate ame a 

iro-i ia node 1 . n t _e 

val of only a ... e , wee ' s, 

f p~ e one and umilia . 

T e ' es i e " i s r 
.,) 

cl" s n . boo 
' 

fte 

is aole .. mize t . 

means a cc t ri, t i 

e 

.f 

an 

,ved-

e 

co . oeiti n ; 

lot, it is . UC, t r- 1 n 0 • - · 

ss f ·ts 

is t h es s nt i a y 

r n antic , senti ental C or C er of he tale n eeP-
I 

in ··vi th i,s e l rate e- ic ma inery. In hi r at 

C n e ea i o. ' i n h i s si. 1 ... i ioatio., i a is 

C an es of e t i 1 , Chaucer 's su.erior literary 

cer ent is a.inly evi e .L. l _ at a · cer has - ·' I. • 
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bor ro, _ .:.a t he ou i e th tale; t e .... xec ti· 

i n in v h. s v • ••• 

t t uteet oe c onvin s us f ,mily ' s 

e~c e ti nal eaut ,. 

+- n elye., fairer s t o e· e 0. ~ 

an s lille u .... on i s t lke gr ne , 

nd f re ssLer ha· t e .1 y wi th o, re LeV; 

F r a: t - t e r ose colour etroof ir . ewe ., 

I noot v'hic) wa t ra·re of em t wo - ff l 

c_.au er f rt er arn . li f · .,s hi , ,?.. .:.nd · tes \V at 

hi s tre t e J. rn . ly is lan ' s i a 

· hen he ~irst aw her fr t to rer . 

u fair es se f at lady tat I see 

toa d fr, 

I c se f a .y ry n 

l "Th i:_t!s Tale , " Ll . 1035-1 3. 



I no t w er she be wom an or o ess ; 

ut Venus ie it, soothly , as I geese .' " 1 

h ffe tu on Arc it e ia even or pro o nc d 

~vh n he sees Emily, and e are left wit no other course 

t han o believe that her beauty is unsurpassable. 

It is not, hovever, until Theseus and the ladies 

come upon Palamon and Arcite fi ~hting, after thei r escape 

from prison, that rve are ""i ven any clue t o Emily' a ohe .. rac-

ter . 

"The q ene anon, f or ver ay wommanhede, 

Gan for o ,epe, and so di de Eme lye, 

And alle the ladies i t e com anye." 8 

It i a true t i at E ily has ca sed this str fe bet :veen Pala

mon and Ar t e but 1- er beauty alo·ne was s 1ffi ie ~t to do 

ti, ad even 1 t 1 is bit of oharacterizat on C aucer 

generalizes so pointedly, "for verray wommanhede, n that we 

do not feel that we are better acquainted vith her. 

l "Knight ' s Tale, " LL 1098-1102 

2 "Knight'a Tale," Ll. 1748-1750 
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nat is tle im.ort oft e fol~ow n~ passage? as 

Eri ily so fine and i ntelligent that T se s res· ec ted her 

·u ~em nt and granted her re~uest to for~ive Palamon and 

rcite, or vas J_e erely fol l owing his o i cl nation 

n c c _ ider ino- his own and his kingdom' a ·. e lfare? I am 

r at her~ clined o the latter view. 

' ' nd ther~ore, sin I knowe of love s neyne, 

And woot ho sore it can a man distreyne, 

As ~e that hath ben caught cfte in his las, 

I yow foryeve al hoolly this tres -a s, 

At re uest e of the quene that kneleth ere, 

nd eek ~f Emelve m suster dere. 

And ye shul bo+he anon un-to me suere, 

Tat never-mo ye shul my cont ree dere, 

.r e make werre u"'-on me night ne day, 

But been m: freendes i n a that ye may; 

I yow fo ryeve this tresias every el.'" l 

1 ' Kni 0 ht 'a Tale," Ll. 1815-1825. 



It a not until we hear Emily herself s eak t hat 

e obtain one sin~le definite clue to her real nature. 

Her rayer to Diana sums up so cle rly all of the vague 

suggestions that have ca aed such violent r eac tions in 

1alamon and Arcite, that it is q .cted here i full. 

•no chaste goddesse of the wcdes grene, 

To ,ho _ bot e heven and ert e a 1 see is sene, 

o.uene of the regne of Pluto derk an lor1e, 

Goddess cf maydens, that myn herte hast kno¥e 

Ful many a yeer, and roost what I des re, 

As keep me fro t y vengeaunce and thyn ire, 

That Attheon aboug te c r uelly. 

Chaste godesse, wel · oatow that I 

Desi re to been a . ayde ~ al my lyf, 

e never ,ol I be no love e wyf. 

I am, t J.. ou woo st, yet of t . y companye, 

mayd, and love J.U ting and venerye., 

And f or t o ~a en i t 1e wodes · i lde, 

And no~ht t o been a ~yf, ~nd be vi t ch"lde. 
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oght wol I knowe companye of ! an. 

Ne be lp me, lady, sit ye mav ad can, 

For tho hre f or nes t hat to hast n the • 

nd Pala on , t hat hat · swich l ove to me , 

Andee Arc ➔ te, that 1 veth e so sor e, 

Tis 0 race _ re ye thee wit oute more, 

r..d sende love and pees bit ·ixe heri t wo; 

n fro me turne a wey ir herte s so, 

That al hir hote love, and hr desyr, 

And al hir isy crment, a . hir fyr 

Be quey.t , or turned in ot her lace; 

And if so be t hou ·olt not do me grace, 

Or i f my destinee be hapen so, 

T~at I shal nedes have oon of heri to, 

Aa ende me him t hat oa t deaireth me . 

Bihold, goddesse of clene chastitee, 

The bittre terea that on my cheke s fal l e. 

Sin t hou are ayde, and keper of us alle, 

· y maydenhede thou ke e an ·el conserve, 
l And hyl I live a mayde , I wol thee serve.'" 

1 ":night's Tale," Ll • . 8297~2330. 
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In spite of this nointed recital by Emily herself, 

I think tat we ray well say in the 

cot: 

r a of Professor 

"We see er beauty and reco~nize her 1 ort1, 

realizing that the love of er .ay well be strong 

enou0 h to break the friendahi of a life; and yet 

we know her not at al1.nl 

But a we criticize C aucer for leavin~ us so 

slightly ac uainted nth her? Is she not the typical 

heroine of the romances, ornamental and 1 spirational, 

and is this not the type of story hich he ie ivriting? 

Homer did the same thin~ · it elen , and ho can say 

tat he was not successful? It seems t o me that C auc er 

id all that he intended t o dt Emily, and intentionally 

left her as ahe is. 

l R. K. Root: "Te oetry of Chaucer," • 171. 
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CO JSTA \J CE 

I a . . e s t ance f t e "Tale f the .1.v an of 

La·ve ," we ave .erha ,a our best i l l ust r at ion of C au

ce r' s ski l~ i c 1ar acter i zati on. In attempt i to , or

t ray t is erfec t ~ man, c· aucer ~as ,~ dertaken crhat 

f e w t.her writers before him ad dared, and in succeed-

i ng in hi rtraya, he h a acco .• 1·e ed . hat nc ot hers, 

before or after hl . , 1 ave ao com l i shed. He has succeeded 

L e;i vi g u s i Dante Cc stance, t rou~h er role as the 

ca lumniat e vife a t t e s _bol of nerfecti on , not only 

hese t . es, but also a o~arac t er as clear a _d as indivi

ual, t hou h er bap e not a s ent ertai ni ~ and oompell 'ng, 

a t e ryre~test o_ all hi s c r eat i o s, t he \ ife of a ~h . 

i lton tri ed, and fa' le , i a si n: ilar attern t in "Para

d ' se Lost." The very erfection of t he ature of God was 

t oo gr eat for iilton's capabilities, nd no t only as he 

nab e t o give us more t han a ystica, s~ . bolic repre-

s ent at i on of God., bu t also he ias unab e to ~ re,rent the 

e,;.r i , 0 oause of his i . erfec 1at u r , fr o . a ssun1i n g 

t le a ~ing ro le i is oem. The ~evil r emai e f or u s a 
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creature cf f es .. a d b ood, an individual, as real and 

as convincing ae our next-door neighbor. 

Wherein lay Chaucer's ability t o succeed · e e 

others failed? To ns er this question we must o to the 

rinc iral; :rnn ediate source cf -Chaucer's story, the "An

glo- or an Chronicle" of icholas Tr'vet, and see ~ at 

he had o or k with i dra ving his p icture of Constance. 

In s ubstance, Chs, cer has fo llo e Trivet's story faith

f u lly, nd f or thi, reason t he followin stmmary y Pro

fesso r French, of Trivet's story of " la pucele Constance, " 

ill suff:ce for the ver sion of both aut hors. 

"The Emper r T' erius Constant:nus ha a 

dauo-n ter, na med Constance, vv-ho e caused to be 

inst r cted i t ~e Cristian ~it and in t h e seven 

scie ces. In her t . ir eenth year, she converted 

certain heathen merchants out oft e r eat Sar acen 

land, , o had com e to ome, beari g ric_ werchan-

dise. Ont Jeir etu rn to t ~eir c countr-, they 

Qere accuse to t he hi gh ultan concerni their 

conversion. r ou=l t before ,.im , t hey defended 

t heir faith an 1 s oke in praise f t ~ e maid Con- ·. 

stance., /1/ho had converted them. T e Su l tan, smi t-
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ten rith love t b r ou b t i eir wozds, sent the 1er

chants bac - t o Borne, it . rich ifts, t , ask 

Constanc e in n.arr iage. Tiberius gave his consen~, 

on condition t hat the Su ltan ecome a Cristian 

and receive bapt ism. Tb e ultan acce ted the 

conditions, ~ave osta6es for t he securiti of 

Constance, and ceded Je salem t the c· r i stians. 

T1 e eu on, amid t h e gr ef of t e 71hole city of, 

Rome, Constance 1Nas ent from l er father's house 

among strange barba r ians. 

The Sul · n ' e ot her, ~v>~10 se. 'I her religion 

~enaced, l ot ted evil an ,reason , enteri ~ i to 

secret coven:~nt ~ i th t 9~ hundred Sa acens, who 

s wo re to su . )ort her in her quarrel. Feigning t:o 

become a Christian, she arran~ed .rlth her son 

tha.t she s hould hold a fea_st be fore t ne wed ing. 

In t J. e midst of t e feast, the t wo hundred Sara

n ens fell upon the guests and kille~ t hem all, 

male and fen1ale, save only Constance, and three 

young men, ho bore t he tidi 1~s to Rome. 

Thus Co stance remaine~ a~one, t .e 
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h 0 nds of her ene ies. As no pronisee and no 

threat s cold ake er deny her faith, t he 

Sultaness anned a .... e , t or . 1ent f or her. She 

cause~ a shi- to be stored vith victuals, 

suffi cien to aus ain t he l i fe oft e maiden 

f or thr e ears; ad~ en Const ance had been 

place t erei , the bo~t as take out to the 

i ~ l seas and t urned adrift, ; i t ho t sail or 

ar. 

But God, w_ o steered t he s . i f oa· .1 , 

sent a. favorab e ijVind, which drove the ship 

ashore i Torthumbe:rland, near a c astle, on 

Christ mas ve , in the ei -ht h ont h of t he fourth 

year. Elda, 7;ar en of t e castle, ame dovvn to 

Constance an asked her of her condition. 

Speaki n~ to i _ in his native ton ue, she made 

such ans ers as satisfied h i m, though she did 

not tell him who she i s; and he received her 

i nto the ca stle. Hermin_ ild, hi s ,vife, ... ercei

ving her noble and virtue s life, was rr.uch 

smitten vdth love of her and v18.s onvert ed to 
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Christianity t . r ou~ _er teac hin . 

One ay , a olind ri ton r et ermen 0 ild an 

Conata ce., as they dal'-ed besi de he sea, and be

sou ht ,. ermL . i .. d t o make t he sign of t_ e cross 

u~ n his e es . Enc ouraged by C nstance, she c om-

lied w:th . i ent reaty, and he a s immediately 

enli;htened .and s a ell and clea rly. T is 1ira-

cle ea to the onvereion of ~lda, and t _e man 

o e si~ht l a d been restore a s sent i nto ,ales, 

t fetch a bisho t o ~a~ti ze t he house old, t o 

t he nurrbe r of f our sc ore an~ leven. hort l y a fter, 

El o/ent to his l ord, Ki r o- Alle., an tol h i m of 

Co stance; ti,•'hereupon t ~.:. e kin ::, 1as ver desirous of 

seeing her. 

D r in:::i Elda. ' s absence , Saxon kni ht., om 

he l ad left in c . ar ; e of t he castle, te ffi1 ted 

Ccnsta oe t o sin. e ulsea f ,rte thi r time, he 

sought reve n 0 e. At ~a.break, 'hen Hermin ~ild an 

Co tan e :~re s oun l y aslee., e cut the t · roat 

o f ~-e r i n -=-:, il , h i 1 d y, as s _ ... e lay e side 

nstance , slee · i n i n t he same be~; an hen he 
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a co li e , e r i , _.:. i the bloody 

kni fe be i d re nst ce's ill t he " etch 'v 

en e vore .. to lay he ri n:e i; Oil Cc s a Ve; an 

0 ~ 1 a efe 'ed er, e S No r e U .; On - e 

Ge 0 t .at S 1 e ".Jr the mur e r ess . ar ly ad he \,J 

S •O en hen an , liK a .an's f ist, 

e red .. efore E e.. an 11 'iV 0 ere r sent , 

a...n r smot sue b l on t he na e of t he .t:'e llo ~1 ' s 

neck, t a t ot h i s es fle out of his head, 

and the teeth out f is out , !"" n:, he fell a it-

ten 0 the eart h . An there I a voic ~ s id in 

t e 1earino of al t 
I 

C ur 1 t : o , c.. st 

i.one , nd I ,. ave el 

oa i 

n 

st the d u~_ ter of other 

scan al ; this ast thou . 

e e.' 
So e a lat r, ! ina A e arriv at t e 

c st., e a sse sentence of ea on t e ello 

1 !Ve for ,.. ai tance, t ,--.. e 

• __,.....,.e t e n: a iarried er.Ten, after half 

a re r, e s c 1e t o l le t h t . e Sc ts h 

1arre~ u~on his la s , an he ~at ered is ost 

and t oo his e a rture for Seo land , gi v·n_ his 
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ife in ,ard t o · lda, c n et ble f _e cast le, 

an to L n i s, Bish f . n _j r. _i ld., t e 

kin 's .uther , ha great iis ain tat · er s n 

ha ors en his religi n for the 1 ve of a 

stran~e ~.., ~ian, iv: se linea"" he di n .t 'n i • 

hen - an nat re · o ld., C stance wa del · -

v re of a .. ale c hi ld, beaut iful c· ild and 

great, n at his b tis he v~s r me uaurice • 

. Ll and Lois sent or to the king, ut their 

~es~ Jn~er ~ent y BY f K ares rou ~h , ~ ere 

omild liv , tnat he might tell er the news. 

She f eigned rery 0 r at joy i n he si 0 t oft e 

le; u t tat ni g t, s e ma e t he ruessen er 

so run vit_ an evil drink a t he lay as if 

nsensible nd as a ead ma. T n she o ened 

the ·messen0 er's box and su st.i t te o nte r fe it 

letters, in ·~ ich C stance 1-as dee lared to be 

an evils i rit., and t he son bor f her body t o 

be nster ., · e and o leful. On t he morro w, 

the 1i e ssenger ent is "ay., bei ·J. g c 1ar ., e to 

ret r y t _e same rad. 
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Vi e t e 1ess n . er • s come to the _ .. ing , h .... 

told hi. t he true n jo f 1 ne · s; ut the co ' 

terfeit tt rs cave is ti in s t .i. e 1 e , a d the 

i ng ba e i m say no more of h 's dfe or of the 

C ild . In is r~ ply to t he l etters of r l I: l a 

an is Lucius, t e ' . Kln . b e t er~ ee is 

~ .. v· fe a e ill hi s re + r · . T e .. essenf'l'er , re-

t r ni to 0" i d , va s a gain , a ~e .run , an 

once t r ~ e uee o e e -n rea d the letters 

e · as arr i _ . Il lease ith t e · r content s , 

t he r letters , nder t e k n .. ' e 

se 1 , i ,hie E da n t e isho ere o om anded , 

n ai f deat to re re shi and st re · t 

. it ~r visi .sf r f i ve e rs , a t banish 

Consta _ce a n er son t erei • 

T e e 1.,., tters sa,~den e F! a and the 1-

sho t at l"'I nstance , :rerc ei vino- t .. ei r m ner v 

~ed , f eare t 1 t er 1 r s · e d and 

beg("\•ed t hem to ell her all t he tr th . t when 

t ey J. e •re 1 er t e k "ng 's etter, s e acce te 

er lor 's ·e r e :.·dth resi nat ·on , bei g f 11 



0 rea 1 His i 1 an r i ns.noes. 

Ont e ~ r ' h ay , he .a· xi e, it - a rice, 

er t 

.I.- r s w 6 0 i e by G- i 0 t he .a. i h 

ea and cane land der t he cast e n a i-

ra f .I.; e ""ayni e . , he :rae br g-ht from her 

shi t t he C tle and e l refreshed it · eat 

an drink; after whic h , t e A iral ~ave her in 

ohar~e t o his aenesohal, Thelou ; , who •ra s a re

ne o-ade r n the Chri tian faith. Thelou , on~ ·. 

fe s se t o Constance his in in renounc ing his 

faith an . e 0 e;ed to 0 0 ~,i th her to so:. e Chr at ian 

land . But when t ey re u o t _e h i gh seas , be-

i ng tem te t _ dev · 1, he en eav red t entice 

her t sin . aving, t ur ed asi e his ur 4 ~se for 

t he o ent, by rem·n i ~ him f t he r r senoe of 

.er ch i , she ~reseitly oeg
0

ed hi ru to l ook ou t 

f r la. d; an ·rhe he ;as .o t i tent , she came 

rivily e i d i s back an • shed him i nto t he 

ea. 

l . .. 1 n tr fro Sc tland, 

37 



le~rned that ha ife had been ba1ished, for ~hich 

he n his men ·vere treated · ith re t isdain by 

all they met . Arrived at his cast le, he sunFnoned 

El a and Lu~i s nd asked them fhat m .de them 

,rite s , C
1 t r eas· n'"'ble letters. They showed him 

t e counterfeit lette s ihich t ey ad .received 

under _is seal. r hereunon, the messen,;-r.er nas - ' 

exami ned and aokno ledged his drunkenness at 

Domi ld' a court. The ing went strai g_.:. t way t o hia 

rr ther and comma ded he r t o s ov the letters 

,hich s~e had treacherous ly counterfeited . Over

taken wi th sudden f ear , she be g :_,ed f r mercy and 

confe ssed er c ri .e; but the King would have no 

me rcy u on _er, but t e ·ed her to ieces as she 

lay in her bed . 

In t he f ifth year of her exile , onstance 

met ri t h a great o an f l eet, riding at anchor in 

a haven. The arinere br ou~ht the lady and he r 

child to a ~1ace, where she found a senator, 

named Areenius, whom she knew, thou~h 4e did n t 

recognize her. He infor neJ er t hat the fleet ad 
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been sent by the emperor a~ai· at the Saracens , 

ho ad murdered hie daughter.Te senator and 

his host had found t he bodies of all t he murdered 

Christiana, but had not found the body of t he em

neror'a da ghter. Araeniu a t ook her t o ome and 

cm e n ed her to is · ·re, elen, who t a a Const nce 'a 

co sin. Constance and er son r ema i ned t velve years 

v,i t :1 rseniua, and he and hi s wife, ·.m had no 

chi 1 ren f t heir ·m, looked pon _. a .ri e as their 

s© an _eir . 

Then .i ng Alle ade a il rim et e to 

et a solut i n rm the Po~e fr the slayi~ 0 of 

his m the· ; n , en ~e as seven days ' journey 

fr m the c it y , he se nt Elda forward t f in 

hon rable a rtera. rii1 c __ ose t he ast l e of 

Arsenius . ihen Con tance heard he ne , she 

si oned f or s ecret joy . Arseni u s nd the c ivalr y 

of one ient o t to meet t he , i n. Cons ace i n

structed hers n, ho ra.s t _en i his e i
0
hteenth 

year, t hat rvJ. en J. e s: o ld to the fe .ast · i th 

his l ord t he senator, he sho d leave al, ot her 
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thin~ and · ut i m elf before th e kin of England , 

r he 
0
re tly rese , bled i s. ot her. King Alle , 

tru k i;{lith t b e lad 's re sen bl nee to hi a vvife, 

eked him h e s on he wa . When he heard th· t 

t he lad's name wast uri e, he sked ~mether he 

n i ght see t hey ut h's mother. So hen he was co e 

to t he senator' a . ala,ce, his wife a p eared; and 

Alle embraced, er ad cried ut, 'I have fond my 

ife.' 

Fo ty ·ays t erea fter, Co stance beaou~ht 

her husband to invite the em~eror t o a feast, and 

l1!auricc vas char ged • i th t he ..: e.ssage. At first, 

the emperor .ould not cons : nt to come , ut •~en 

!aurice esought h i ~. by the 1 ve h e bo re t he soul 

of his daug ter Const ance, he yielded . Ki ng Alle 

and h is co· • a ny vent f ort h to me et t 1 e em eror; 

and C natance ade herself kn irn to her f a t her, 

vvh o was ac overwhelmed wi th joy t .t a t he ~vell nirrh 

fel frv his h rse . Then, ni t h o-ood ri ht , they 

made rea t joy, a d Conata ce old her f ather al 

· er adve nt ures . 
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Trivet Cvncludes his narrat i ve by relati 

1 o Tiberi a, on accou t of hi great a e, made 

uric e co-em~eror .i h i self, and ho ~ Alle 

d· e d En7land , n~ne . on ha after his return, 

and o Co stance . ied a year later, 'in t he 

year oft e incarnati n five hundred ei hty 
l 

f .ur, on t. Clement's Y•'" 

An exa i tion of Chaucer~a additions t o the 
2 

st ry reveals t o us two i~portant fact s. Wherever 

Constance a.eaks , s he rays or ex 1resaes er· pli c t 

fait ~n God ; ad where he neit~ er s eaks nor acts , 

c . ~ucer t akes the occaai n to i us 1 · tt le hUJ11an 

to c hes _ich irectly o ' ndirectly a 1 e Constance 

aPr eal to s as n ndividua 6 

1 R . D. Freno h : "A C a c er Hand boo~, " pp . 224-30. 

2 The : assages r e: Ll . 190-2 3 , 270- 7, ~95-315, 
33 -43 , 351-71, 4 0-10 , 4 1-27, 449- 2 , 470-5 4, 

31- 8 , ?Cl-14, 77 -84, 1 -1 -, 825-6 , 925-45, 
1037-43 , 1052-78, 1 32-41 ( r oe . ) R. D. Fre oh; 
"A Chaucer Handboo , n • 23L 
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·he o st nee take le ve f he father to a rt 

f r t he "Barbre naci n,' bot .er hys · a l n si i r i t--w.l 

,.. tu.r r e a p r t in her last ~ r s to hi . 
fl ' der, f a.L e say e , 't y ecc _ ed child Cust 

Thy yonQ'e dog~ ter, f ostre u 0 softe, 

And ye, y mo er, my soverayn • les nee 

Over alle t ~ing, c t-t en Crist n- ofte, 

Custance , y ur ch i , hir eco 

n-to your grace , f r I shal to rrye, 

Ne shal I never seen yo i mor e wit ye. 

A as1 un-to ~1 e arbre nac i ou 

fte 

I oste an , sin that it is y ur wille ; 

t ri t , tiat starf f or or ede.pc i un, 

o yeve me grac e, his este t f ulfi lle ; 

I, ecc 1 e worr.man, o f or e t h u 0 h I s ille. 

VJom .en are rn to t hra l dom and penance, 
l 

ncl to .e11 ncler n a nes overnanc e .' '' 

And again hen t he ultan's .o er . as caused 

Constance to e e . t t sea al ne , her ~r _er reveal s 

h r i rn lici t faith i n divi e r t ec t· n at t e same 

l"Tale of the an of Lawe, 11 Ll. 874-887 

n~e, 
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time that i t lets ua see tat Constance i~ hc rta-, And 

t hat t_e se~ h 1~s fr er t_ose s me dangers that it 

h lds f e r al f us . 

'She blesset1 hir, and vit_ f, 1 lit u s voys 

Un-to t he oroye of Crist t us seyde she, 

' 0 clere , o we lfu l aut er, oly er ya, 

_eed cf the l ambes l od f 11 of pite , 

That resh the ,orld fro the ode iniquitee, 

e fro the feend, a fro his cla·~s ke e, 

That da that I shal drenchen in t he dee . 

~i tori u s tree , r oteocioun of tre ~e, 

That only ~~rt Ly ere for t o er 

Te kin cf h even ~ith i s · •ndes ne r e, 

T e v byte .J.amb, t hat hurt vas wit h the s "'ere, 

Flener of f ..,en e ut of hi an here 

On hich t _y lime feithful y extenden, 

li e kee_ .... , an yif fi e mi g't my lyf t' amenden .'" l 

It is unne ess ry for us to exami ne more of 

l "Tale of tt e Man of Lawe ," Ll. 449-462. 
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nst anc e'a s ,eecle s, for all of the are of a imilar 

n ur e , revealin to u t n, er ,erfection as t ty .e 

~nd her und rlying 1 a ity. 

,hen Chv..ucer ta _ s i u ... n imself to co_ . . e t 

u on on stance' e p i s.r t, . e a r e m e further a \ve.re of 

er human nature by hi s reali a .. in _ is reference to a 

c an ion; but e 11en , ... re, t he real.:.s .. is te ... ered by 

h · s allu.ai n to h r i st as t he unfailino- chem i on . 

"Allast Cust ance t t h u hast no c~ ampioun, 

:r fi gJ. t e a st o no o-ht , so veylaway t 

But he , tat starf f or our redemncioun 

And bond Sathan (and yit -Yth t her he lay) 

So bet st r n ~·e c harn ioun th i s dayl 

For, ut-if Cristo en mi r acle kythe, 

WitLouten gilt t hou s halt be sl~yn as srvythe." 

and Alla thro va a ditiona. light t he er perao al 

1 

~slee t of her car cter, but even here his di gression 

is ao terse t hat it 1 no way detracts from the perfec-

l "Tale of the Man of Lawe," 11. 631- 637. 
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t·on 1th vhich she as .revi ualy been drawn. 

"Me list nat oft e c haf nor oft e stree 

f. aken sc l ong a tale, as f the corn. 

·.hat aholde I tel l en of the royaltee 

At mariage, or . thicb cours gooth biforn, 

Who bloweth in a trompe or in an horn? 

Tne fruit cf every tale is for to aeye; 

They ete, and drinke, and daunoe, ad singe, 

and pleye. 

They goon to bedde, as it was skile and right; 

For, thogh that wyves been ful holy thi nges, 

They moste take in pacience at ni~ht 

Swich maner necessaries as been pleain~es 

To folk that han y-wedded hem it rin~ea, 

And leye a lyte hir hclineeae asyde 
1 

.Aa for the tyme; it may no bet bi tyde." 

And .mat could be more human t han Conetance'a 

reaction when she is to meet Alla again after eo many 

years of separation? 

l "Tale of the an of Lawe," Ll. 701-714. 

45 



"And, after noon, hcom with the senatour 

Goth .Alla, for to seen this wonder cbaunce. 

This senatour dooth Alla greet honour, 

And hastifly he sente after Cuataunce. 

But tr steth weel, hr liste nat to daunce 

Whan that she wi ate wherefor was that son.de. 

Unnethe UP-On hir feet she mi hte atonde. 1 

It is unnecessary tc carry the exa~ination fur~ 

ther for we can reach but one conclueicn. Chaucer's 

success in the depiction of this perfect woman is due 

to the fact that he did not tell us too much, or let 

Constance do or say enough, to make her so human that 

she ceased to be perfect; and at the same time, those 

things which ahe was permitted to say and do, or which 

were said about her, were of such a. na+.ure that they 

au.geest ed the type cf the .. erfect woman, faithful, 

lov ng, kind, hopeful, ~nd tclerant, while revealing 

to us the heart and mind of a creature of flesh and 

bleed. It is i possible tc analyse this character of 

Constance in any way otber t .an to say that sb.e is 

1 "Tale of the Man of Lawe, n Ll. 1044-1050. 
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perfect . It is because oft is perfection and the conse

quent lack of com lexity that Chauce had such a .roblem 

in creating a character and avoiding the it into wh ich 

Milt c fell. 
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GR I SE LDA 



GRISELDA 

"' ut I beseech you, as most I ay, tat you 

infl ct not on her those an~s w h you in

flicted hilere on her no ~s son etime yo ,rs.*" l 

"'0 t h ing biseke I yoN and ·rarne also, 

That ye ne rikke ith no tormentin~e 

This tendre mayden, as ye han don mo;" 2 

Although e do not possess evidence that Chaucer 

ever read the Deaa~eron" of occaJ cio, and critica are 

a~reed t hat, as t he Clerk of Oxenford is made to say, the 

immedi ate source of his ta l e is a Latin version by Petrarch, 

we do know tat t e source of Petrarch's version is t_e 

tenth story of the tenth day oft e Decamero , ' and it is 

1 John ayne: 'Te ec~ eron · f i vanni Boccaccio,' p. 522. 

The Italian is,"ia quanto posso vi rie o-o , c ... e quelle 

nture, le ~uali all'altra che voatra f, 0 ia deste, 

non diate a questa.' 

3 "Cl erk's Tale," LlL. 1037-103 .. . 
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to this that \ego fr the ori~inal co ce tion oft e cha

racter of Grisel • 

As for t he story itself, it is sufficient to note 

, e e that ins ite of the freedo· of Petrarch's Latin ver

sion and Chaucer's some~hat free renderin~ of this, Cha'

cer ade no essential changes in the theme of t.e story. 

It is mainly in the character of Griselda that Chaucer 

displays hie art, and it ie into her character that we 

w·ah to examine. I thi nk t hat the essential developement 
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hich Chaucer makes in his heroine hinges upon the itali

c ized portion of the quotations given above, if this 

translation of the Ital~an is c orrect as I believe it is, 

and if we are to acce t t_e co monly acce ted meaning of 

"mo" as "more" or "others." Chaucer's Griselda is infinite

ly more atient and ess egoistic t han is Boccaccio 's. A 

contrast of these two ideas wi ll be made later. 

The central narrative of both his and Chaucer's 

version is ~iven by Boccaccio in the introduction to his 

story. 

"The ~arquesa of Saluzzo, constrained by the 

prayers of his vassals to marr y, but determi ed to 



do it after his own fashion, taketh t o ife the 

dau
0
hter of a easant -and hath of her to chil

dren, whom he maketh believe to he r to put to 

death; after which, f eign.inc:> ·to e gro · veary 

of her and to have ta_en another ·ife, he let

teth bring his own daughter home to his house, 

as she ere his ne ~ bride, and turneth his v ife 

away in her shift; but, finding her patient under 

everythi ~, he fetoheth her home again, dearer 

than ever, and shovdng her her children rown 

great, honoureth and letteth honour her as mar
chioness." l 

There are certain very evident traits of charac

ter which bot h Boccaccio an· Chaucer have beato ed u. on 

their heroine. On t he occasion of t he Marquis calling to 

claim his bride, we are struck iith Griselda's humility 

and reverence in the presence of t he lord of her country. 

"When t he marquess sa her, e called her by name, 
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1 J hn Payne: "The Decameron of G· ovanni B ccaccio ," p. 516. 



to mt, Griael·a, and asKed he ~ ere, er t er 

as; t o hie a .e answered bashf lly,' y Lord, e 

is 1 1thin the house .' " l 

"An as she olde over ir thre hfold goon, 

The mark is cam and gan hir for t o calle; 

And she set doun hir \ater- ot anoon 

Bisyde the three fold, in an oxes atal l e, 

And doun - n hir knees she 0 an to falle, 

And nth sa 3 contenance kneleth stille 

Til she had herd hat as the lordes ille. 

This t oghtful ... arkis apak u,n-to this mayde 

Ful aobrely, and seyde i n this anere, 

' Vher is your fader , Griseldis?' he sayde, 

And she !Vi th reverence, in J. umble chere, 

Answerde, 'lord, he is al redy here.• 

And i n she ooth ith-outen lenger lette, 

And to t he markia she hir fader fette." a 

51 

l John Pay _e : "The Decameron of Giovanni B ccaccio," p .517 . 

2 "Clerk's ale;• Ll. 288-3 1. 



In this instance alone we can see a heightening of 

color and an i ncrease i nt e de th of this phase of 

Griselda's character which is not evident in Boccaccio ' s 

heroine . 

reviou s tot is , hen Gualti eri (Walter f Chau

ce r's story) , decided u on riselda f or his 1ife , Bocca

ccio is ve r y matter of fact·and tels us little or no thin 

about her. 

"01 the fashions of a poor girl, ho s of 

a vi 1 a.("J'e near to :t:rie house , had l ong . leased Gual

tieri, and himse enin~ she was fair enou~h , he judged 

that he ight lead a very comf ortable life wi t er; 

wherefo r e, ith ut seekin~ fart her, he determi ned 
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t o marry her and sendi ng f or her father, who was a 

very poor man , agreed it, him to take her to wife ." 1 

Chaucer takes this same op ort unity t o tell us 

not only of he r poor estate and of her fairness, but also 

of her lac k of ro r l dly appetites, her steadfastness, her 

indust r y, and her devotion t f ilial duty. 

1 John _ ayne : "The Deca.me ron cf i vanni Boccaccio , n p. 517. 
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"But for to eke of vertuo s eautee, 

Than ras she oon the faireste , nder aonne; 

For . ovreliche y-fostred up as she, 

o likerous l ust was thur h hir herte y-ronne; 

el ofter of he el e than of the tonne 

She drank, and for she olde vert lese, 

She kne N e 1 labour, but non yde 1 e se. 

Butt ogh tis mayde tendre ivere of age, 

Yet in the brest of hir virginitee 

T er was enclosed rye and sad cora~e, 

An in ~reet reverence and charitee 

. i r olde pcvre fader foetred she; 

A fewe sheep s . i ni O on feeld she ke te, 

She lde noght been ydel til she ale te . 

And •han s e hoomward ca, she iolde brin~e 

~orte s or othere herbee tyme s ofte, 

The hie e s 1e hr id nd seeth for hir .. iv n 

And made hir bed ful harde and no-thing softe; 

An a s .e e •te hir fadres yf on-lofte 

With everi cbeis unc e an dili :;ence 

T at C ild .ay doon to fadres reverence . " l 

"Clerk's Tale," Ll. 211-231. 
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Li ewise, both Bocoaccic and Chaucer speak of 

Griselda 's intelligence and conse uent ability to ful

fill her duties as mar uiae after her marriage. 

"Brief, it s no great hile ere she kne, 

so to do that, not only in her husband 's marqui

sate, but every rher else, she made f elk talk of 

her virtues and her elldoing and turned to the 

contrary hatever ad been aai against her hus

band on her account, whenas he married her .• l 

"Thus Walter lo~ly, nay but royally, 

e ded ith fortunat honeatetee, 

In goddes pees iveth ful esily 

t hoom, and outward grace y-nogh had he ; 

And for he saugh that under lo degree 

Was o te vertu hid, th e le him helde 

A prudent man, and that is seyn ful aelde. 

Nat only this Grisildia thurgh hir wit 

Coude al the fe et of wyfly hoomlinesae, 
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Bute k, han that t e cas re uyr d it, 

The commune refit co,de she redrease, 

Ther nas discor, rancour, ne hevinesse 

In al that lond, that she ne coude a ese , 

And • sly bringe hem alle in reste and ese. 

Though that hir houabonde absent er anoon, 

If gentil men , or oth re of hir contree 

,1 re vrothe, she olde bringen hem atoon; 

So se and rype ijOrdes hadde she, 

And jugements of so areet qi e, 

That she from heven sent as, aa men wende, 

Peple to seve and every wrong t amende" 1 

In t is instance also o we see C auc r ' a tendency o 

emphasize Griselda ' s personality and atren~th of charac

ter. 

Their first e sential difference eccmes evident 

,vhen e see the different react ions of occaccio s an 

haucer's Grisel a tote torments inflicted by the mar

uia as a test of her patie ce and loyalty. Boccaccio is 

1 "Clerk' s Tale,' Ll. 421-441 
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careful to let us see that Griselda i a mere oman and 

that no matter vhat the outward a pearance were , inward

ly she suffered and ,vas robably as resentful of such 

treatment as would be an nor al man under the same 

circumstances . When th servant is sen to take er first 

child from her, pres a ly to ut it to death -

" he lady, hearing this nd seeing the ser

vant ' s as ect and remembering her of her usband a 

vords , concluded that he ha enjoined him ut t e 
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c ild to deat h, whereu on, 1it.out changin 0 c-un

tenance, albeit she felt a sore anguish at heart, 

she straightway took Aer from the cradle and having 

kiss and blessed her , laid er in the servants 

arms, sayin~, ' T ke her an punctually do that 

1/hich thy lor hath enjoined thee; but leave her 

not to be devoured of the beasts and the birds , 

exce t e command it thee .' " l 

In sp te of the evil aa .ec+ and the ill re ort of 

this servant sent for her child, an in spite of th fact 

l John Payne: 'The Decanieron of Giovanni Bo~cncc o," p 519 . 



that ' he vvende e v-olde ban sla.ren it right tho," Chau-

er's Griselda 'neither e ne syked, consenting hir to 

that the markia lyked." Chaucer's eroine was to be a 

super- oman, atient beyond all ere ulity, through her 

two-fold devotion as a fe an as a sub·ect 

"I trowe that to a norice in this cas 

It had e hard thi a re \vthe for to se; 

·e1 mighte woder tan ban cryed allas ' ' 

But natheless so sad stedfast 

That she endured all adversitee , 

s she, 

n tote sargeant me ely she sayde , 

' Have eer aga ·n yo r li tel yonge mayde . " 1 

1hatever the implication ay be, the fact remains that 

Chaucer does not mentior.. her "sor anguish at heart , ' as 

does occe.ccio . 

Throughout tie remainin trials to v ich Walt r 

subjects risel a, haucer has as is keynote, patience 

beyon all understanding, until he reaches its e itome 

in the statement q ote at the beginning of t his chapter . 

1 Clerk's Tale, Ll . 561-567 
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hen Walter , a ter aving put Griseld away, ostensibly 

to take another wife, recalls her to make the arrangements 

for hie ne f bride, as a further trial of her atience he 

as a her , " ' Hor lyketh thee my ~f and hir bea tee?'' The 

differe~ce of one word in her ans er marks the difference 

bet ~en haucer's and Boccacc·o s heroine . 
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"But I beseech you, as most I may, tat you in ict 

not on her those pangs !Vhich you inflicted hile11 e 

on her who . as somet · me yo rs " l 

"0 thing biseke I yo and warne also, 

That ye ne rik e rith no tormentinge 

This te dre mayden , as ye han on fil.Q.•" 2 

The difference is too obvio s to need further comment . 

It is unnece sary to go into greater etail o 

aha hat Chaucer has done with the character of Griselda. 

It is su ficient to say as a final ord that Chaucer ha 

Griselda prove herself in both prosperi y and adversity, 

l John ayne: " he Decamero o Giovanni B ccaccio," p. 5.22. 

2 "Clerk's Tale," Ll. 1037-l03v• 



an tnat never once is s e tainted by the sli 0 teats spi

ion of ebellio. Throug out , s e as re ained er o 

i n vidu lity, and er stren o c aracter is u e , l ed. 

'he t er i n xe ing vi t Ch0. cer ' s o ,m s en ti 1ent e 

r _ t , Gr isel t le s t te 1 o u s t hat -

"A ~y , as o i r-self, no- ing ne s l e 

ii-lei effec t , b ta hir h sban lde ." 1 

As to c er tain cr it "ci sm of Gri selda 's h r cte 

i c rof essor oot sug.;e st s .a co e from de rea-

~ers , I a ~e ,ae f Pro fe sso r Ro t' s staterr.ent of, and 

a s ,er to, thi s cri tic ism . 

"{ha t are .e tot ink of this matchless 

wtienc e? 'i st .odern readers , rt ic r y 

me r a rs , I a u ose, l thin t ri ·culoua, 

if not positively criminal . I. a 0 ine a convention 

of roman' s ri ht s advocate de bat in_ t e conduct 

of Grisel a l ' ise r le, veak-s iri ed creature\ 1 

one hears t e. shriek . ut t se ~e re t he days 

l "ler 's Tale," Ll. 720-721 , 
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fuen omen still pro~ised at the altar to obey 

their lords, an considered the romiae as some

thing more than a ea ingless hrase ~oreover, 

Griselda Yaa not only her sband 1 s vife , but his 

aub~ect as v1ell; and the obligation of the va sal 
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to obey the lord as only less sacred than man ' s obli

gati n to obey his God Griselda merely lives up 

strJctly tote letter and spiri of her obli 0 ation, 

a a., one may add, to the letter and s iri t of the 

comnand that e ' resist not evil,' a command ~hich 

our mo ern word has agreed to ignore . But, some one 

exclaims, is not a oman's first duty to rotect her 

offspring, and is not Griselda virtually an ac~om lice 

before the act to vhat she au poses to be the murder 

of er children? A duty , dou tless , and a sacre one, 

but by what authority do ve call it her ' first duty '? 

others have been known tour e their sons on to al

most cert in death in b ttle ; and the dee has been 

called one of noble atriotism T ere is n old ator1, 

ot yet uite forgotten , of a ather v. o stood ready 

to sacrific an onl: son, at hat he believed to be 



the comm and of his Go . He .ay have been mistaken, 

Gri el rn J have been mistaken, erhaps e shall 

cne day be so civilized that the S artan mother will 

no longe be held u as mo~el . The eaticn of 

rece~ence in morr.l duties is a more trouble ome 

one than any that h s vexed t e 1aster of cererr.oni 
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at a curt 1 v e, d each ag m st be left to settle 

the matter ~or itself . Gri elda merely ut in prac

tice mat all her contempor ri hel in theory 

Petrarch ~s a man o nlig tened vie vs, far in ad

vance of his age; yet it did not occur to hi to 

es ion the rightness of her conduct . He tells , in 

one of hi letters , ho,,r e once gave t ne tale to a 

friend, an ask d him tor a it al ud . e riend 

roke do in the mi dle of t_e readin~, and could 

not continue for his tears . I am not r~ing the 

the uestion on its nerits; I merely insist that 

he .ho uld read the tale ari -ht must imaginatively 

think himsel into the s irit of a tie long pas , 

in ~hie men held rinci les uite other than ours, 

but in which, as ir our own, there ~vere found thos 
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who ,would answer unflinchingly to the stern voice 

of duty. Unquestioning obedience to duty is a quali

ty too noble and too rare in any age to suffer ua to 

question too nicely the occasion which calls it forth. 

The tale is, s Ten Brink calls it, 'the Song of 

Songs of tr e and tender fOmanhood.'" l 

1 R. K. Root: ''The Poetry of Chaucer, 1 P'.P• 259-260. 



ALICE , V IFE OF BATH 



THE , IFF. OF BATH 

Among all of his diverse ancl. highly entertaining 

oharact rs, the Wi fe of Bat h stands forth ae Chaucer' a 

great original reation, and the most entertaining and 

thought provoking of them all. It is true that he is in

debted to the"Roman e la Ros "for the meres ggeetion 

of her type~ but r·t1os are un.animously a.greed that e 

debt goes no f tirther , and that the developement of the 
l 

type into a character is holly Chaucer's own. 

Chaucer's met od c f character zing the iife of 

Bath is that of self-revelation, in the pr ologue to her 

tale and i the tale itself. 1 o discussion of her charac

ter ould be oomplete,ho ever, ithout the follo·ing 

diaou eion and ~escription of her , found i the eneral 

pr_logue to the"Canterbury Tales . 

"A good iyf as ther of biayde Bathe , 

But she ~as som-del deef, and t hat was scathe . 

Of olooth-making she hadde swiche an haunt, 

She passed hem of Ypres and of Gaunt. 

l 'Roman d.e -a Rose". The character of La Vieille. 
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In al the pariashe wyf ne ~raa ther noon 

That to th' offring bifore hir sholde goon; 

And if ther dide, cert yn, so wrooth was she, 

That she ras out of alle charitee. 

Hir coverchiefs ful fyne were of ground, 

I dorste a· ere t hey weyden ten pound 

That on a Sonday were upon hir heed. 

Hir hosen weren of fy scarlet red, 

Ful streite y-teyd, and shoos ful moiste and nee. 

Bold vas hir face, and fair, and reed of hewe . 

She was a worthy womman al hir lyve, 

Housbondes at chirche-dore ahe hadde fyve, 

Withouten other companye in youthe, 

But therof nedeth nat to speke as nouthe. 

nd thry a hadde she been at Jerusalem; 

She hadde passed many a straunge streem; 

At Rome she hadde been, and at Boloigne, 

In Galice at saint Jame, and at Coloigne. 

She coude muche of wandring by the weye; 

Gat-to hed was she, soothly for to seye. 
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UP-On an amblere esily ehe sat, 

Y-wimpled wel, and on hir heed an hat 

As brood as is a bokeler or a targe; 

A foot-mantel aboute hir hipes large, 

And on hir feet a paire of a ores sharpe. 

In felawschip el coude she laughe and carpe. 

Of remedyes of love she kne · perchaunce, 
l 

For she coude of that art the olde aunce. 

To quote all of the passages from the ife of 

Bath's rologue, hich reveal her character, · uld ne

cessitate quoting this rologue almost in its entirety. 

I shall confine myself ere to certain es ential passages 

and to conclueions reached on t e basis of the rologue 

as a whole. 

This prologue reveals the Wife of Bath to us at 

first glance as being fundamentally and thoroughly a 

sensualist. In her own ~orda, after having had at ohir

che-dore" five husbands, "wi thouten (as well as) other 

companye in youthe," the sixth husband ill be iielcomed 

"han that ever he shal n Undoubtedly Dame Alice is a 

l "The Prologue," Ll. 445-476. 
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sensualist, an we can expect her every act to be colored, 

1 not governed, by this basic p ssion. But are we to 

assume that Chaucer intended to ent rtain us th a little 

coarseness and nothing more? This assu~ption ould be as 

distorted as would be the good ~ife's character had hau

oer portrayed it nth this one side alone . 

What, then, as Chaucer's purpose in giving us 

a c haracter ao essentially animal? Because mania physi

cally animal, an trough this t p of charact r he could 

discuss freely certain general ides relative to the su

premacy of the sexes, and apeci ically the quest_on of 

mating, both of hich uestions ere utterly taboo to the 

layman from the viewpoint of the church. haucer is 

attempting to prove ~_ -·~- through the Wife of Bath the 

thesis hich was in direct opposition to the dictates 

of the churc -, namely, that marriage is as honorable 

an estate as virginity, and that in the arried state, 

since one of the tro must be subordinate, the oman 

shoul be in authority and the husband should yield to 

her, Whether these were Chaucer a Offll views or not it 

would be impossible to say, but it is certain that he 
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enjoyed the portrayal of this character immensely. Like

wise, hether Chaucer succeeds in proving his thesis 

ill not bear ued here, since we are interested rima

rily in a discussion of the character of the ife of 

Bath. 

We must admit without question t hat Chaucer 

attributes to azne Alice a great deal of wisdom to 

compensate for her lack of v irtu . Other iae, how 

could she have held successfully five husbands? Physi

cal attraction alone would not have been sufficient to 

balanc her many infidelities. An innate kno ledge of 

human nature must certainly have be n a part of her 

e ui.ment. And that her marriages · r su8ceasful 

have her om state ent. 

"'I governed hem so wel, after my lawe, 

That ech of hem ful blisful was and fa e : 

To bringe me gaye thinges fro the fayre '" l 

Through her explanation of how she managed her 

husbands we have her bared to us as a consummate liar , 

and a cheat. 

1 "The rife of ath's Prologue," LL 219-221 
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"No herkneth, how I bar me proprely, 

Ye wyae wyvea, that can understonde. 

Thus shu l y e speke and bere hem wrong on h~mde; 

For half so boldely can ther no man 

Sere and lyen as a womman can. 

I aey n t this by wyves that ben wyse, 

But-i it be whan they hem misavyse 

A wys wyf , if that she can hir good, 

Shal beren him on hand the co, is wood, 

And take itnesse of hi r owne mayde 

Of hir assent; but herkneth ho I sayde . " l 

We may ad to t his her selfishness and greed as 

evidenced by t he extremes to which she goes to obtain 

from her husbands, or others, clothing and jewels. 

"And thus of o thing avaunte me, 

Atte ende I hadde the bettre in ech degree, 

By sleighte, or force, or by som maner th i ng, 

As by continuel murmur or grucchin~, 

l "The Wife of Bath's Prologue," Ll. 224-234. 
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Nam ly a-bedde hadden they meachaunce , 

Ther olde I chyde and do hem no plesaunce; 

I wolde no len er in the bed abyde, 

If that I felte his arm over my syde, 

Til he had maad his raunaon un-to me, 

Than olde I suffre him do his nycetee. 

And ther-fore every man this tale I telle, 

Winne ho-ao may, for al is for to selle. 

For winning ·:volde I al hi a lust ndure, 

And make me a feyned appetyt; 

And yet in bacon ha de I never delyt; 

That made me that ever I wolde hem chyde . " l 

But are we to leave Dame Alice with this 

feelin that there is nothing admirable in he cha

racter, that she i wholly reprehensible? Chaucer 

did not intend this, for he has let us see in many 

ya that she was not satisfied with her lascivious 

life. Her own interpretation of her horoscope is one 

convincing proof of this. 

1 ' The ,ife of Bath 's Prologue," Ll. 403-419. 
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"For certes, I am al Venerien 

In felinge, and myn herte is 1 arci n. 

Venus me yaf my lust, my likerousnesse, 

And rare yaf me my sturdy hardinesse. 

Myn ascendent was Taur, and are therinne. 

Allae. all'as. that ever love was sinne ! 

I folwed ay myn inclinacioun 

By vertu of my conatellacioun; 

That made me I coude noght vvi thdra~:e 

•y chambre cf Venus from a good felawe 

Yet have I ~artes mark UP-On my face, 

A.nd also in another pri vee lace. 

For, god so ns be my savacioun., 

I ne love •. ever by no discrecioun, 

But ver folwede myn appetyt, 

Al were he short or long., or blak or 1hyt, 

I took no kepe, so t hat he lyked me, 

Ho\ pore e was, ne eek of 1hat degree.' 1 

Our most convincing proof of this, however, lies 

in the story 1iliich t he Wife of Bath chooses to tell. hen 

1 "The Wife of Bath's Prologue ," Ll. 609-626. 
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she has the opportunity to give free rein to her emotions, 

to be freed under the guise of a story, of all of the in

hibitions and restrictions iliich she aay have felt encom

passing her in her personal conduct, e are struck rl.th 

the freedom frorn coarseness and the si gular delicacy 

by which her narration is marked . Through the central 

theme of the tory, the aovereig_ty of woman over man, 

the tale is unquest·onab y suited to the ife cf Bath, 

and throueh her manner of narration, we are -given our 

final clue to her character Se is a on erful, hu~an 

creation hich baffles and puzzles us as does an actual 

h an ersonality with mich e come in contact. In 

Hamlet, an again in Falstaff, Shakespeare has giv nus 

this same enigniatic sort of character. The ife of Bath 

has in her character, as do these two, that st nge flux 

and contr diction which renders· an analysis of them all 

eternally ba li g . Ho ver, I think that in the final 

analysi Professor ·oot '& inter retation of her cha ac

ter is as good as any at hich Vie may arriv 

"This ap arently incongruous coexistence cf 

coarseness and delicacy furnishes us, I think , 
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with the key to her ~hole character. I conceive 

of the Wife of Bath as endowed originally with 

strong passions and vivid imagination, with hat 

we are wont to call the poetic temperament. Had 

she been born in a palace, she mig t have become 

your ty ical heroine of romance, her inevitable 

lapses from virtue gilded over with the romantic 

adornments of mconligh serenades and secret 

trysts . But born heiress to a weaver's bench, 

there was no chance for her poetic imaginativeness 

to develor. Laughed at by others for her fine

spun fancies , she ,ould certainly gro, ashamed 

of them herself . I can believe that her exc esive 

coarseness of speecb as originally an affectation 

assumed to conceal the natural fineness of her 

nature , an affectation hich easily became a 

second nature to her . Per strong passions deman

ded expression; and denied a more poetical grati

fication, and quite unrestrained by moral charac

ter , they e pressed themselves in coarse vulgarity . 

It ia only hen called upon to tell a story, to 
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leave the prn.c ,ical every-day 1orld, in \Vhich she 

is fore to live, for the ct .er 1orl of fantasy, 

that the original imaginativeness of her nature 

finds o portunity to reveal itself . If t his con

ception of the iife of Bath be correct, her charac

ter becomes almost a tragic one, or at any ate 

belongs to that higher realm of comed which 

borders on tears. l 

-it regard to hat Chaucer has accom liehed 

through this character, I think that e ay say that he 

has given us our first modern oman , and if these vies 

are to be accepted as Chaucer ' s own, he vas among the 

first in mediaeval England to acknowledge the fact that 

man and ~oman are not ent'rely monog ous, and that so e 

relaxation, if not a radical chan~e, was necessary in 

the rigid views held by the churc 1 1 if the institution 

of marriage was to continue its existence. 

1 R. K. Rcot: "The Poetry of Chaucer," pp . 239-240. 
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