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Roasting a Friar, Mis-taking a Wife, and
Other Acts of Textual Harassment in
Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales

R. W. Hanning
Columbia University

ne of the most characteristic, and remarkable, features of Chau-
cer's Canterbury Tales is its penchant for what can perhaps best be called
textual harassment. The Canterbury pilgrims—and indeed the characters
within their tales— harass texts almost as frequently, and enthusiastically,
as they harass each other. That is, they misquote, quote out of context,
misinterpret, vulgarize, and generally abuse textual “auctoritee.” Various
hypotheses can be advanced to explain this constant mistreatment of
established wisdom. For example, Stewart Justman has argued persuasively
that Chaucer’s habitual abuse of authority in his poetry accurately reflects a
basic tension in medieval intellectual culture between an impulse to take
absolutist, monistic positions (buttressed by inherited “auctoritees”) and a
need to restrain absolutism (by invoking the same, or equivalent, au-
thoritative texts) in the face of complex reality. Because Chaucer under-
stood this tension, Justman claims, “authority [in the CT] is there for the
abusing, and received materialsare. . .abundantly liable to abuse.”! Or we
can assume that the pilgrims’ infidelities to the letter and spirit of textual
authority dramatize Chaucer’s recognition of the inevitable distortion that
befalls written texts in a pre-print, only partly literate culture. (We recall
the poet’s evocation, in book 5 of Troi/us and Criseyde and in the verses to
Adam Scriveyn, of the hazards his own works face in the process of scribal
transmission. )

! Stewart Justman, “Medieval Monism and Abuse of Authority in Chaucer,” ChauR 11
(1976):95-111; the quotation is from p. 108.

2See TC'5.1793-96: “And for ther is sogret dyversite / In Englyssh and yn wrytyng of oure
tonge, / So prey I God thar noon myswryte the [i.e., the poem], / Ne the mysmetre for
defaute of tonge.” All references to and quotations from Chaucer’s poetry are taken from John
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In my opinion we can best see textual harassment in CT as but one
among many verbal tricks that the pilgrims play on each other to put
themselves in the best (and their rivals in the worst) light or to express an
idiosyncratic opinion or pet peeve without incurring rebuke. That is,
authoritative texts offer prime occasions for the conscious manipulation of
language that links poetic and social discourse in Chaucer’s basic concep-
tion of his framed tale collection. As I have articulated this conception
elsewhere:

In CT Chaucer propounds a fundamental kinship between poetty and the verbal
systems generated by very real personal needs and social competition. The ...
paradigm can be summarized thus: poetry is social strategy applied to language;
society is poetic strategy applied to experience. Linking the two enterprises is the
verbal strategy, or language game, a universal human tendency to transform our
capacity for communication into an instrument of self-presentation, competition,
or mastery.3

The specific language game I am calling textual harassment occurred, as
Justman and others remind us, whenever medieval exegetes, scholars, and
preachersselected from or imposed special meanings on their considerable
legacy of canonic or authoritative texts with a view to buttressing a particu-
lar—and especially a new or possibly subversive—argument. Chaucer
understood that this strategy carried with it considerable potential for
distortion in the cause of intellectual self-aggrandizement or successful
competition. (He also doubtless recognized its close relationship to tech-
niques— his own and others’ — for appropriating or subverting poetic tradi-
tions in the pursuit of a poetic vocation.) When, in CT, he presents the
members of his storytelling, socially competitive “felaweship” as experts in
textual harassment, he both exposes and celebrates this culturally sanc-
tioned, widely played language game, while concurrently giving himself
scope for new displays of artistic virtuosity.

H. Fisher, ed., The Complete Poetry and Prose of Geoffrey Chaucer (New York: Holt,
Rinehart, and Winston, 1977; hereafter cited as Chaucer). See also Alfted David, “How
Marcia Lost Her Skin: A Note on Chaucer’s Mythology,” in Larry D. Benson, ed., The Lerned
and the Lewed: Studies in Honor of Bartlett Jere Whiting (Cambridge, Mass., Harvard
University Press, 1974), pp. 19-29, for an instance of how Chaucer perpetuates a mistaken
reading of an Ovidian tale from the Mezamorp hoses, by which the satyr Marsyas becomes a
man!
3 “Chaucer and the Dangers of Poetty,” CEA Critic 46, nos. 3, 4 (1984):20.
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In at least two places, however, Chaucer goes farther, using the phe-
nomenon of abused “auctoritee” as an occasion for making a profound
statement about how, in our dealings with our fellow beings, we can
actually transform them into “human texts.” That is, we can, by our adroit
handling of received wisdom, not only control, manipulate, vilify, or
discredit people but actually depersonalize them — turn them into stereo-
types ot quasi-allegorical parodies —and thus express with great effect our
fear or hatred of them. Friar John in The Summoner’s Tale and the Wife of
Bath in her own Prologue are expert glossers (i.e., interpreters) of received
wisdom for their own peculiar advantage; furthermore, they manipulate
other persons with a freedom, and a lack of concern for the object’s actual
intentions, analogous to that with which they manipulate texts. Finally,
and with different poetic effect—vicious satire in the case of the Sum-
moner’s friar, something closer to tragedy in the case of the Wife— these
two consummate text-torturers are themselves reduced, both by characters
within their worlds and by their poetic creators outside it, to the status of
texts (or text collections) and thus “glossed” into submission or disrepute.

The following discussion, after establishing a general context of textual
harassment on the road to Canterbury, turns its attention to Friar John and
goodwife Alison as Chaucer’s supreme accomplishment in, and most
profound meditation on, this omnipresent medieval word game.

I

A complete list of crimes against the text by Canterbuty pilgrims, and by
the characters in their tales, lies beyond the scope of this article; a few
examples must suffice. To begin with two uncomplicated instances:
Chauntecler, the erudite rooster, offers an egregious, self-serving mis-
translation of “Mulier est hominis confusio” as “Womman is mannes joye
and al his blis” (NPT 3164-65). And the Summoner, corrupt of skin and
soul, is as corrupt in his degradation of legal “auctoritee” (GP 637-43):

And whan that he wel dronken hadde the wyn,
Thanne wolde he speke no word but Latyn.

A fewe termes hadde he, two or thre,

That he had lerned out of some decree —

No wonder is, he herde it al the day,

And eke ye knowen wel how that a jay

Kan clepen “Watte” as wel as kan the pope.

The Summoner’s intoxicated cty, “Questio quid juris” (GP 646), repre-
sents the ultimate harassment of a noble textual heritage —although it can

5
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also be argued that he merely carries to its logical extreme the subvetsion of
clear communication endemic to legal and all other professional jargons.
(Dante, we recall, tells us in De vulgari eloquentia that after God had
punished the pride of the builders of the Tower of Babel the only people
who could understand each other’s language were those who shared a
profession. )4

Somewhat more sophisticated is the Nun’s Priest’s appropriation, for his
own questionable uses, of the famous Pauline characterization of the
Hebrew Bible (2 Tim. 3.16; NPT 3441-42):

For Seint Paul seith that al that writen is,
To oure doctrine it is ywrite, ywis.>

The implied parity between Holy Writ and the barnyard fable which the
Priest has already judged “also trewe. . .as is the boke of Launcelot de
Lake” (lines3211-12) constitutes criminal trespassagainst the sacred page.
Chaucer, of course, quotes the same Pauline text in his Retraction, in order
to apologize for errors in “this litel tretys” (Parst 1081)—the Parson’s
mammoth disquisition on sin and repentance or the entire CT, we know
not which. In Parsz 1083:

For oure book seith, “Al that is writen is writen
for our doctrine,” and that is myn entente.

Paul’s characterization of Scripture’s efficacy is co-opted to become, by a
feat of verbal legerdemain, an excuse for bad but well-intentioned poetry.6

4 Dante, De vulgari eloquentia 1.7, in Warman Welliver, trans., Dante in Hell: The De
Vulgari Eloquentia (Ravenna: Longo, 1981), pp. 55, 57: “Indeed almost all mankind had
gathered for this wicked undertaking [building the Tower of Babel]. Some were supervisors,
some master masons; some were building the walls, some keeping them straight with levels,
some plastering them with trowels; some were intent on breaking rock, some on transporting
it by sea, some by land; and various parties were engaged in various other activities; when they
were struck by such confusion from Heaven that, where all with one and the same language
wete contributing to the work, from the work they left off, separated into many languages,
and never joined together in mutual relations. Indeed only for those joining together in one
activity did their language remain the same: e.g., one for all the master masons, one for all
who rolled the stone, one for all who prepared it.”

5 In the translation of the New English Bible (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1970),
“Every inspired scripture has its use for teaching the truth and refuting error” (p. 273).

6 Those students of Chaucer’s poetry, led by D. W. Robertson and his disciples, who argue
that it must be read, in accord with Augustinian principles of exegesis, as constantly

6
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The Man of Law prefaces his tale of Constance by paraphrasing an
apostrophe against poverty from the influential De contemptu mundi of
Pope Innocent I, a treatise that, in its turn, pillages the Bible for support
of its contentious depiction of “the misery of the human condition” (the
work’s more exact title). Innocent’s exposé of miserable want forms a
diptych with his condemnation of equally miserable prosperity.” But the
lawyer appropriates all this evidence about the hard lot of the poor in order
to provide a contrast for his praise of rich merchants! Hardly a respectful ot
(dare we say) innocent treatment of a celebrated didactic text by a “noble
ecclesiast.”

The Chaucerian narrator’s shady transactions with authoritative texts
deserve notice as well. Like the Manciple, the Narrator quotes Plato’s
dictum, “The woordes moote be cosyn to the dede” (GP 742; cf. ManT
208)—which Chaucer might have known from Calcidius’s translation of
the Timaeus and certainly knew from Boethius’s Consolation of Philoso-
phy—in order to justify using (or repeating) vulgar language.8 Needless to
say, neither Lady Philosophy nor Timaeus ever intended any such license;
their words have fallen prey to the exculpatory strategies of pilgrim poets
who wish to breach decorum without paying the price. Even more out-
rageous, perhaps, is the Narrator’s manipulative adaptation of a sopos
from hagiography in the Prologue to The Tale of Melibee. There he notes
that his story is “told somtyme in sondry wise / Of sondry folk” (Me/

proposing caritas and reprobating cupiditas place a great deal of emphasis (and an interpreta-
tion quite different from my own) on this double evocation of Paul’s dictum within CT. See,
e.g., Ralph Baldwin, The Unity of The Canterbury Tales (Copenhagen: Rosenkilde, 1955),
pp- 107-108; C. R. Dahlberg, “Chaucer’s Cock and Fox,” JEGP 53 (1954):277-90; M. J.
Donovan, “The Moralite of the Nun’s Priest’s Sermon,” JEGP 52 (1953):498-508; and, for a
general discussion (with bibliography) of the exegetical approach, R. P. Miller, “Allegory in
CT,” inBerylRowland, ed., Companion to Chaucer Studies, rev. ed. (New York and Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 1979), pp. 326-51.

7 See Lothario dei Segni (Pope Innocent IIl), O the Misery of the Human Condition [De
contemptu mundi], trans. Margaret Mary Dietz, ed. Donald R. Howard (Indianapolis and
New York: Bobbs Merrill, 1969), bk. 1, chap. 15, “Of the Misery of the Rich and Poor,” pp.
17-18.

8 See Calcidius, Commentarius in Timaeum Platonis, ed. J. H. Waszink (London: The
Warburg Institute, 1962), nos. 28-29; in Chaucer’s translation of the Consolation, bk. 3, pr.
12, we read, “. . . thow hast lerned by the sentense of Plato that nedes the wordes moten be
cosynes to the thynges of which they speken” (Fisher, ed., Chaucer, p. 868). On the diffusion
of Calcidius’s translation and commentary during the Middle Ages, see the preface to
Waszink’s edition. For further discussion of the implications of this phrase for Chaucer,
including the double meaning of “cosyn” (blood relative, dupe), see P. B. Taylor, “Chaucer’s
Cosyn to the Dede,” Speculum 57 (1982):315-27.
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941-42) and rationalizes the variant versions by appealing to the example
of the four Evangelists, whose accounts of the Passion diverge in many
narrative details (lines 946-48):

But nathelees hir sentence is al sooth,
And alle acorden as in hire sentence,
Al be ther in hir tellyng difference.

Similarly, his own version of Meflibee, though it has “somwhat
moore / Of proverbes than ye han herd bifoore” (lines 955-56), conforms
to the “sentence of thys tretys lyte / After the which this murye tale I
write” (lines 963-64).

Now in the preface to the second book of the twelfth-century Life of
Saint Stephen of Obazine, the author, a Cistercian monk, defends himself
with practically the same words against a putative accusation of inaccuracy
in telling his story. His facts, he says, are all true; his arrangement and
narration of them belong to the /icentia scribentis. He continues:

Those who wrote the Gospels didn’t use the same, or the same number of, words;
for one used certain words, another used others; this one expressed his thought in
few words, while that one required many. But this pleasing variety could introduce
no error into the holy gospels, of which the venerable text is the foundation of all
truth.?

Ot, as the Narrator puts it, “For some of hem seyn moore and some seyn
lesse. . . .But douteless hir sentence is al oon” (Me/P 949, 952). The
monastic hagiographer compares his narrative method to that of the
Gospels and — with somewhat dubious logic, it must be admitted — uses
the latter to vindicate the former. The Chaucerian Narrator, taking a giant

9 Vie de Saint Etienne d'Obazine, ed. and trans. Michel Aubrun (Clermont-Ferrand:
Institut d’Erudes du Massif Central, 1970), p. 9. The reference in the text is to this edition; the
English translation is my own. The close parallels between this statement and Chaucer’s in the
Melibee Prologue constitute a puzzle in need of solution. There is no indication that Chaucer
knew the Life; the extant manuscripts seem to have originated at Citeaux (Aubrun, Vze, pp.
14-16), and there is no evidence of their ever having been in England. But I do not know of
any other hagiographical text that appeals to the divergencies among the Gospels to justify its
narrative method; no such zopos is mentioned in Gerhard Strunk, Kunst und Glaube in der
lateinischen Heiligenlegende (Munich: W. Fink, 1970), a study particularly concerned with
the conventions of prologues and prefaces. I have also consulted Gordon Whately, of the
Department of English, Queens College, City University of New York, a specialist in
hagiography, who could adduce no other instance of the formulation in question.
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step Frther along the road of bogus (or is it parodic?) selfjustifcation,
misappropriates the simile to excuse the extra measure of proverbial lore
that he will heap on his already sententious allegorical tale (in good part,
one suspects, to punish the Host Fr interrupting the drasty, completely
nonmoralized Tal OS T Oas).1°

Placed against this background of textual harassment rampant throughout
CT, the Summoner's FriarJohn and the Wi of Bath become at once more
understandable and more preeminent examples of Chaucer's interest in
"how to do things with (and to) texts." The unscrupulous zeal with which
the WiF and the Friar subdue the Scriptures to their needs has often been
noted. 1 Theyquoteincompletely and out of context; aboveall, they gloss,
or explain, biblical passages with a self-indulgence that approaches blas-
phemy— as when the Wi¥ imposes a delight¥lly bawdy meaning upon
Christ's Feding the multitudes with barley bread (VP 142-46), and the
Friar piles up biblical exempla of Fsting while consuming the gourmet
dinner he fatters out of the wife of Thomas, the sick peasant (SumT
1837-47, 1879-1917).

In his depiction of the Wi of Bath and the Summoner's Fiar, Chaucer
exploits all the ambiguities of glossing. These two worthies manipulate
texts and, through texts, people, whom they "glose" as well, in the sense
(discussed below) of fattering or cajoling them ¥r purposes of material
gain. But they in return are glossed by others (including their creators), in
the sense of being reduced to (text-inspired) stereotypes or parodies ¥r
purposes of social vengeance or artistic explication. Since each of these two
characters is, to a great extent, a compendium of literary texts and tradi-
tions, there is a wonder¥| poetic justice about their ¥te. How Chaucer
metes out such justice to Alison and Friar John will concern us Fr the
remainder of this article.

10 See Dolores Paomo, "What Chaucer Really Did to o Livr de Mellibee, PQ 53
(1974):304-20.

11 See, €.9., Arnold Williams, "Chaucer and the Friars," Speculum 28 (1953):499-513,;
John V. Fleming, "The Antifaternalism ofthe Summoner's Tall," 3 G 65 (1966):694-95;
Mary Carruthers, "Letter and Gloss in the Friar'sand Summoner's Tales,"jou raofNarative
Technique 2 (1972):212-13; D. W. Robertson, A Prefce to Chaucer (Princeton, N. ..
Princeton University Press, 1962), pp. 318-31; Anne Mendelson, "Some Uses of the Bible
and Biblical Authority in the Wi of Bath's Prologue and Tale," DAI 39 (1978):2295A.
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Glossing was, of course, a particularly privileged Frm of academic
exercise at medieval schools and universities; the master explained the
obscurities of a biblical or classical text, and the explanations became
marginal or interlinear glosses that were themselves the subject ofthe next
generation's glossing.!2 The potential Fr obscuring or distorting, as op-
posed to clarifFing, texts by glossing them constituted a recognized danger
of academic exegesis. According to Beryl Smalley, the thirteenth-century
Parisian master Stephen Langton speaks disapprovingly, in one of his
treatises, ofan impious listener who,**hearing that the red color of the cow
[Num. 19.2] which the Law commands as a sacrifce prefgured the blood
ofthe Passion," responded,"* It would be all the same if the cow had been
black; the allegory is worthless; whatever the color ofthe cow, some sort of
allegory could be Fund Frit.' " 13 Despite Langton's opprobrium, such an
attitude seems to have gained ground; by the mid-thirteenth century,
Smalley tells us, the word g I sa"*was acquiring a pejorative meaning. It
implied 'glossing over' instead of stating Fankly what the author
intended." 4

The general ambivalence about whether glossing elucidated or tortured
a text Tnds echo in the mix of positive and negative meanings attested Fr
*"glose,"**glosen,"**gloser," and**glosinge™ in Middle English: on the one
hand, they signify explanation, interpretation; on the other, Flse inter-
pretation and deceit.15> By Chaucer's day, in short, glossing had fequently
come to mean shady, tricky, self-aggrandizing discourse in general, and it
could turn up in all spheres of society, not just in the academy. One ofthe
prime targets Fraccusationsofevil glossing—i.e., Faudulent, hypocritical
interpretations of biblical texts—was the preaching of the mendicant
orders. The Fiars, who eschewed all but the most direct, unadorned
presentation of the Word in their earty years, had by the late Furteenth
century become identifed with virtuosic pulpit perfrmance and a willing-
ness to manipulate Scripture egregiously (or ignore italtogether) to reach a

12 See Beryl Smalley, Te Study OtheB i le in the Mic Ages, 2d ed. (Ox¥rd: Ox¥rd
University Press, 1952; reprint, South Bend, Ind.: Notre Dame University Press, 1978), pp.
46-66.

13 |bid., p. 261

4 1bid., p. 271

15 See Hans Kurath and Sherman M. Kuhn, eds., Mi< Englih Dictionar (Ann Arbor:
University of Michigan Press, 1930-), s.v. glose, 1, 2; glosen, 1, 2; gloser(a); glosinge (a).

10
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broad, largely uneducated audience.® And in the swelling chorus of
antimendicant satire, Faternal harassment of sacred and edifing texts
became increasingly stigmatized as a neFrious technique use ¥l Fr satisfy-
ing Faternal greed and gluttony. In the Prologue of the C text of Lang-
land's P r Powman, Fr example, Will sees amid the "Feld ¥l of Folk"
(lines 56-58)

... of Feres al the Fure ordres,
Prechyng the peple Fr proft of the wombe,
And glosede the gospel as hem good likede.

The stereotypical Fiar of late-medieval satire and complaint excelled in
glossing of another kind as well. In addition to the meanings given above,
Middle English "glose" and its derivatives had, by Chaucer's time, the
additional signifcation of Fattery or cajolery. 18 We ¥nd this sense, as well
as that of deceit, in the early-ffeenth-century antifaternal tract Upland’s
Re 1 dr, where a Fiar is told (lines 357-59):

Thou approvest zour capped maisters with a glasen glose9
Whiche galpen afer grace, bi symonye 3our sister,
And afer sitten on hie dece and glosen lordes and ladies. 20

In this accusation one kind of glossing leads naturally to the other; the
tongue that twists language to justify clerical abuses easily becomes the
tongue that Fatters the rich to open their moneybags.

16 On the "rhetorical simplicity" of early Franciscan preaching see John V. Fleming, An
Indction to the Fanciscan Litertur othe M m Ages (Chicago: Franciscan Herald
Press, 1977), pp. 23-26, 56, 116. Later Franciscan preaching manuals, providing the mate-
rials Fr a variety of pulpit techniques, are discussed by Fleming, ibid., pp. 156-59; and by
Eugene Vance, "Mervelous Signals: Poetics, Sign Theory, and Politics in Chaucer's T ius,"
NH 10 (1979):296-97. R. A. Pratt, "Chaucer and the Hand That Fed Him," Speculum 41
(1966):619-42, analyzes Chaucer's use of the Communioquium, a Furteenth-century
handbook Fr preachers by the Franciscan John of Wales.

17 william Langland, Pr Powman: An Edion o the C-Txt, ed. Derek Pearsall
(Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of Califrnia Press, 1979), pp. 30-31.

18 See MED, s.v. glose, 3; glasen, 3; glser (b); glosinge (c).

19 1.e., a sophistical interpretation, presumably of a biblical text; cf. MED, glasen, Ib.

20 see P. L. Heyworth, ed., fick Upland, Fiar Daw's Rely, and Upland's Reinder
(OxFrd: Oxford University Press, 1968), fom which this quotation (and its line numbering)
is taken.

11
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Chaucer's Summoner uses his Canterbury tale to pour old whine (the
inherited commonplaces of antimendicant satire) into a new battle (his
roadside rivalry with his Fllow pilgrim, Friar Huberd). In doing so,
however, he (and Chaucer behind him) innovates brilliantly within his
chosen socioliterary tradition.2 He stages the down¥ll of Friar John,
Huberd's outrageous fctional surrogate, as a two-act Frce we might well
entitle "thegloserg ¥sed," i.e., the deceiver deceived, but also the manip-
ulator manipulated. In "act one," set in the cottage of Thomas the churl,
the Friar reaches deep into his bag of exemplary and exegetical tricks to
wheedle money fom his unwell host. But his scheme backfres: the
enraged peasant rewards the Fiar's fgurative (SumT 1816-18) and literal
(lines 2147-49) "gropynge” with a Frt and has him driven out of doors.
"Act two" fnds the Frious limiter visiting the lord of the village (at whose
"hie dece" he has presumably often "glosed," i.e., fattered, the lord and
his lady); John seems as upset by Thomas's ar me & as by his "cherles
dede," and (lines 2213-15) rails against

This Flse blasphemour that charged me
To parte that wol nat departed be22
To every man yliche [within the convene).

His pride, hurt by the Frt, has simultaneously been challenged by the
conundrum, and this sets up the second stage of his humiliation.
Jankyn, the lord's squire and carver (lines 2243-44), proposes a pseudo-
scientifc plan Fr carving a Frt, one that evenly divides its "soun" and
"stynke" while still allowing the Fiar, as "a man of greet honour," to garner
its "Frst Fuyt" (lines 2253-77). Alan Levitan has shown that Jankyn's
scheme, placing Thomas above the hub of the cartwheel,John below him,
and the other Fiars around the rim, each at a spoke, parodies an estab-
lished iconography used to represent the descent of the Holy Spirit on the
Apostles at Pentecost. Hence the squire (and behind him the Summoner)
turns against the scoundrelly Fiar his own weapon, the self-serving biblical

21 See Carruthers, "Letter and Gloss," pp. 208-209, Fr a succinct statement of Chaucer's
technique of exploiting the ambiguities of*'glossing™ in Te F=r's T and T e Summoner's
T

22 |.e., the Frt.

12
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gloss, victimizing him as he has victimized others. 2 Indeed, by winning a
gown cloth Fom his lord Fr the solution (lines 2246-50, 2293), Jankyn—
whose name, we recall, means littleJohn — bests the Fiar at begging as well
as at glossing—no small disgrace to a mendicant.

But Te Summoner's T I also glosses its protagonist target in another
way, by reducing him to level of a human text to be decoded and harassed.
John invites this treatment, frst of all, when he describes the mendicant
ordersto Thomasas, in eFect, acollective, living gloss on the Sermon of the
Mount (lines 1920-23):

I shal Fnde it in a maner glose

That specially our swete Lord Jhesus

Spak this by Feres when he sayde thus:
"Blessed be they that povere in spirit been."

ButJohn himself, as Te Summoner's Tale presents him, has a text (his
preaching) that argues Fr caw—s and a gloss (his actions) that exhorts to
cupiditas. Although he has "Excited ... the peple in hys prechyng ... to
yeve Fr Goddes sake" (lines 1716-17), his behaviour constitutes an elo-
quent, consistent advocacy of taking, keeping, and never sharing. Even
while proclaiming the simplicity of his appetites, he requests asizable meal
of dainties. BeFre he visits Thomas, he sends his "Flawe" and his "knave"
on ahead to town (lines 1778-80), a procedure which, whatever its practical
component, allows him not to share his anticipated gains with them. In a
similar vein we note John's Fvorable mention of the rule according to
which all "that han been trewe Feres ¥y yeer ... may now—God be
thanked ¥r his loone— / Maken hir jubilee and walke allone” (lines
1860-62) and are thus permanently spared the encumbrance of a sharing
partner. When the Fiar reaches behind Thomas Fr the churl's promised
gif, he thinks, "A, thys shal go with me!" (line 2144); given his general
hypocrisy, | believe we are justifed in considering this an elliptical utter-
ance, of which the unstated conclusion is something like, "and not be
shared withanyone else" —despite the Fct that the limiter has just sworn to
share the gif equally with his entire convent (lines 2137-39). John's

3 See Alan Levitan, "The Parody of Pentecost in Chaucer's Summoner's Tale, UTQ 40
(1970):236-45. Levitan's argument is bumessed and expanded by Penn R. Szittya, "The Friar
as False Apostle: Antifaternal Exegesis and The Summoner's —T—," SP71(1974):19-46; and
Roy Peter Clark, "Wit and Wicsunday in Chaucer's Summoners Tle,” AnnM 17
(1976):48-57.
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supremely grasping nature even reveals itself, | believe, in the exquisite
touch of his unwillingness to share a bench with the Fmily cat (line 1775).

AferJankyn states thatJohn's "greet honour" has earned him the "frst
Fuyt" of Thomas's Frt, the squire assesses the Fiar as teacher (lines
2281-84):

He hath today taught us so muche good
Wyth prechyng in the pulpit ther he stood
That | may vouchesauf, | sey Fr me,

He hadde the frte smel of Fnes thre.

By suggesting that both the Fiar's words and his pro¥ssional standing fnd
adequate recompense—and, by implication, adequate metaphorical char-
acterization—in Fatulence, Jankyn, speaking ¥r the Summoner, also,
most damagingly, explicates the hypocritical mendicant as a diabolical
text, transmitting the devil's message loud and clear.

To understand this part of the gloss, we must recall Te Summoner's
P logue: a Fiar has a vision of hell in which he sees "many a millioun" of
his brethren penned inside "the develesers." At an angel'scommand they
swarm out Fom, then back into, their infrnal abode (lines 1685-99). In
this parodic cautionary tale?4 the Summoner depicts Fiars as the devil's
Frt, a concept not only refecting the traditional sul®rous stench of hell
but also possessing theological signifcance. For the devil's Frt must be
understood as a cosmic inversion and perversion of the \V/rbum Dei. (We
recall, Fr example, that the entrance to hell is represented in medieval
illuminations and in the staging of the mystery plays as a gaping mouth
and also that the frst deed of the devil after being banished fom heaven in
the N-Town F ! ofLuc i rplay is to "crake a Frt" out offear of hellfre.)?

24John V, Fleming, "The Summoner's Prologue: An Iconographic Adjustment,” CauRr 2
(1967):95-107, argues convincingly that the Pr-logue can be read as a parody of the Maria
Misericordia, the representation of the Virgin Mary protecting those devoted to her by
shielding them in heaven under her cloak. My reading of the = B gue and Fleming's are not
mutually exclusive. See, Fnher, Karl P. Wentersdorf, "The Symbolic Signifcance of Fure
Scatologicae in Gothic Manuscripts,” in Cliford Davidson, ed., Wrd Pictur, and Spectacle
(Kalamazoo, Mich.: Medieval Institute Publications, 1984), pp. 8-12, on the Fequent link,
in medieval literature and art, between the devil (or evil) and fatulence.

% See K. S. Block, ed., Ludus Coventrae [ & or Te P i caled Corpus Chriti, BETS,
e.s., no. 120 (London, New York, Toronto: Ox¥rd University Press, 1922), p. 19 (Fall of
Lucifr, lines 79-82): the expelled LuciFr says: "Now ro helle the way | take / in endeles peyn
ther to be pyht / Fr Fre of fyre a fart | crake / In helle donjoon . myn dene is dyth."
Similarly, afer God has cursed the serpent Fr bringing about the Fll of Adam and Eve, the
devil says, "At thi byddyng fowle | falle / | krepe hor ro my stynkyng sralle / belle pyt and
hevyn halle / xul do thi byddyng bone / | Flle down here a Fowle Feke / For this falle |

gynne to qweke / with a fart my brech | breke / my sorwe comyth ¥l sone" (F 1 ofMan, lines
349-56; p. 27).
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The Summoner's striking image of Satan releasing, then calling back his
human fatus graphically depicts both the essential nature ofevil and the
essential qualities of mendicant life. Evil, like divine grace, spreads
throughout the world, but in direct opposition to God's love it is essentially
stinking, retentive, self-absorbed, and imprisoning. Friars, justas they race
about "thurghout helle," poke and pry into every corner on earth, accord-
ing to both the Summoner and the Wi ofBath, 26 and FriarJohn's chronic
desire to grasp and refFsal to share —his anal retentiveness, we would call
it27 —refects the devil's extreme hold on the mendicant orders, whom he is
clearly unwilling to share with God. Thus not only doesJankyn's brilliant
linking of Fiars and Frts insult a particularly obnoxious exemplar of the
species, but by restating the premise of The Summoner's Pr B ue, the
squire's ploy also defnitively glosses, and exposes,John's smug declaration
concerning the goal of the mendicant vocation (lines 1820-22):

| walke and Fsshe Cristen mennes soules,
To yeldenJhesu Crist his propre rente;
To sprede his word is set al myn entente.

The real aim of the mendicant life, asJohn lives it, is the accomplish-
ment not of God's but of the devil's will, on earth as it is in hell. The

26 See “the wordes bitwene the Somonour and the Frere” (WWVP 833-36), WTS64-72,
and SumT 1735-39 Fr this accusation, and cf. Fleming, "Antifaternalism," pp. 692-93.

27 The character of Cain, as presented in the Wakefeld cycle play Mactatio Abel, analo-
gously combines a radical unwillingness to share (he sacrifces part of his crop to God with
great reluctance, picking out the worst, rather than the best, ears of grain), a fequent
evocation of the devil, and a fxation on anal humor. See, e.g., Cayn's frst speech to Abell:
"Comkys myne ars! Me list not ban;/ Aswelcom standys theroute./ Thou shuld have bide ti!
thou were cald; / Cam mar, and other drife or hald— / And kys the dwillis route! / Go grese
thi shepe under the toute, / For that is the moste leF" (lines 59-65). Cayn re¥Fses to share
with God or man: "The dwill me spede if! have hast,/ Aslongas | may !if,/ To dele my good
or gif, / Ather to God oryitto man, / Of any good that ever | wan. / For had | gifen away my
goode, / Then myght I go with a ryfen hood; | And it is better hold that | have/ Then go
Fom doore to doore and crave" (lines 135-43). And he rejects Abell's advice to tithe well:
"Yei, kys the dwills ars behynde! / The dwill hang the bi the nek!" (lines 266-67). When
Cayn attempts to set fre to his stingy ofering, he succeeds only in making stinking smoke:
"Now bren in the dwillys name!/ A! what dwill of hell is it? / Almost had myne breth beyn
dit;/ Had I blawen oone blast more, / | had beyn choked right thore. / It stank like the dwill
in hell, / That longer ther myght I not dwell" (lines 278-84). There may also be a quibble in
lines 104-105 (the same as that in SumT 1967: “What is a Frthyng worth parted in twelve?"),
where Cayn denies the eFcacy of tithing: "My Frthyng is in the preest hand/ Syn last ryme |
ofyrd." All refrences to and quotations Fom the Mactatio Abel are taken fom A. C.
Cawley, ed., The Wakefe B FPeant i the Townely Cyce (Manchester: Manchester Univer-
sity Press, 1958).
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entente behindJohn's harassment of his texts and his congregations is not,
as he claims, to spread the word of God but to disseminate, by his hypocrisy
and greed, the stench of evil —the devil's Frt.

v

Chaucer's intent with respect to Alison of Bath is very diferent fom the
Summoner's (orJankyn's) with respect to FriarJohn: the poet presents her,
too, as a human text, but in this case as one struggling against the
restrictive, negative gloss others have sought to impose upon her, and on
women in general. Although Alison establishes a dichotomy between
authority and experience at the beginning of her 2 logue and seems to
ally herself with the latter, we cannot ignore the Fct that she, more than
any other Canterbury pilgrim, is obsessed with authoritative texts and
traditions and with the use men have made of them in their dealings with
women. 28 In the frst 160 lines of her P logue the Wi confonts the ranks
ofbiblical and ecclesiastical authorities (up to and including ' hesus, God
and man" [ WP 15]) arrayed against her many marriages and counterat-
tacks with the cleric's own weapon of text and gloss (lines 23-29):

How many myght she have in mariage?
Yet herde | nevere tellen in myn age
Upon this nombre difFnicioun.

Men may devyne and glosen up and down,
But wel | woot, expres, withoute lye,

God bad us Fr to wexe and multiplye;
That gentil text can | wel understonde.

Even when she seems to controvert authority with experience, as in her
discussion of the purposes of genitalia, her argument soon Flls back on
books (lines 119-30):

Trusteth right wel, they were nae maad ¥r noght.
Glose whoso wole and seye bothe up and doun
That they were maked Fr purgacioun

Of uryne, and oure bothe thynges smale

Were eek to knowe a femele Fom a male,

28 SeeFrtheronthispointR. W. Hanning, "From Evaand Ave toEglentyne and Alisoun:
Chaucer's Insight into the Roles Women Play," Signs 2 (1977):591-99.
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And Fr noon oother cause—say ye no?
The experience woot we! it is noght so.

So that clerkes be nat with me wroth,

I sey this, that they beth maked Fr bothe,
This is to seye, Fr ofFce and Fr ese
Ofengendrure, ther we nat God displese.
Why sholde men elles in hir bookes sette
That a man shal yelde to his wyf hire dette?

Aferthe Pardoner's interruption, at the end of which he urges Alison to
"teche us yonge men of youre praktike" (line 187), she doesindeedseemto
turn Fomtheory to practice, thatis, fom self-defensive textual harassment
to a description of liF with her fve husbands. But most of her account of
the frst three consists of recapitulating traditional misogamous common-
places she pretends they uttered while they were in their cups (lines
235-378). InJankyn, her ffth husband, Alison encounters an adversary
simultaneously domestic and scholastic: he beats her, and he reads to her
nightly fom his book of wicked wives.29 When she precipitates the
climactic battle of their marriage by tearing pages fom the hate ¥l book,
the incident serves to remind us that throughout her matrimonial career
the Wi has been fghting books more than people— books symbolized by

Jankyn's omnibus volume and comprising a strong antifeminist, anti-
matrimonial current that fowed through medieval culture, ¥d by several
tributaries: an ecclesiastical, celibate tradition based on biblical texts,
classical dicta, and their patristic interpretations; a legacy of scheming,
lust®1 women in literature Fom Ovid through the Roman de la Rose and
beyond; and a pool of popular, proverbial lore about the wiles of wives and
the "wo that is in mariage" (line 3).3°

In Fct, Chaucer has constituted the “experience™ of his liveliest, earth-
iest Canterbury pilgrim almost entirely fom these traditions. For most of
her P I gue, Alison's pugnacity is directed against adversary texts rather

29 On the book see R. A. Pratt, ""ankyn's 'Book of Wikked Wyves': Medieval Anti-
matrimonial Propaganda in the Universities," AnnM 3 (1962):5-27.

30 On various aspects ofthis legacy seeW. Matthews, "The Wi ofBath and All Her Sect,"
Vitor5 (1974):413-43; F. L. Utley, Te Coked Rib: An AnaticalIndexto the Arument
About Women # English and Scots Litertur to the End ofthe Year 1568 (Columbus: Ohio
State University Press, 1944); Robenson, Preace to Chaucer, pp. 317-30; W. F. Bryan and
Germaine Dempster, eds., Soures and Ana l gues of Chaucer's Canterbury Tales (Chicago:
University of Chicago Press, 1941; reprint, New York: Humanities Press, 1958), pp. 207-22;
and Pratt, '"ankyn's 'Book ofWikked Wyves'."
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than actual men—even against texts that she has to supply ¥r her frst
three, old husbands when they Fil to do so Fr themselves. Through the
Wife of Bath, Chaucer explores the paradoxes of a culture in which one-
half of humanity is defned not in its own words or by observation of its
actual deeds but by means of an autonomous, nonexperiential tradition of
exemplary texts composed, handed on, and interpreted by a small elite
drawn entirely fom the other half of humanity and sworn by its clerical
vocation to eschew legitimate sexual or Fmilial relationships with those
about whom it is writing. The corporeal men and women fom whose
harmonious or adversarial interaction a real history of the sexes might be
compiled are absent fom Te WV ofBath® Prolgue and Tale; in their
place we fnd only texts speaking to, controverting, and manipulating
other texts. Alison's real opponents are not her husbands but rather texts—
by Ovid, Walter Map,Jean de Meun, Eustache Deschamps—that perpet-
uate stereotypes of women as temptresses, gold diggers, whores, and
termagants.

The Wife, of course, knows precisely what (and whom) she is up against
(lines 688-96):

For trusteth we!, it is an inpossible

That any clerk wol speke good of wyves,
But if it be of hooly seintes lyvess!

Ne of noon oother woman never the mo.
Who peyntede the 'eon, tel me who?

By God, if wommen hadde writen stories,
As clerkes han, withinne hire oratories,
They wolde han writen moore wikkednesse
Than al the mark of Adam may redresse. 32

As long as "stories" issuing Fom isolated bastions of clerical privilege
perpetuate (textual) stereotypes about one sex or the other, the result will
always be portraits of "wikkednesse” embodying the writer's hurts and
frustrations (lines 707-10):

31 Another literary genre, we note in passing.

32 For an intelligenr and original interpretation of the Wi+'s shrewd response in her Tale
to "the ideal of subordinated wifehood painted by the 'auctoritee’ of clerical writers like
Jerome and of deportment-book authors like Latour-Landry and the menaier d Pars," see
Mary Carruthers, "The Wi of Bath and the Painting of Lions," FPLA 94 (1979):209-22.
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The clerk, whan he is oold and may noght do
Of Venus werkes worth his olde sho,

Thanne sit he doun and writ in his dotage
That wommen kan nat kepe hir mariage.

Alison's appeal to experience represents, among other things, an at-
tempt to break out of the closed world of transmitted authority: as she
proudly puts it, "of f e husbondes scoleying am I" (line 44f). Yet that
appeal, as we have seen, is largely bogus, since texts keep invading the
WiF's monologue and setting the terms of her argument. Even as she
combats the guardians of antifminist traditions, she recapitulates their
cliches, emerging fom her Gener| P logue portrait, her Prlogue, and
her T as a paradigm (or compendium) of female lust, bellicosity,
garrulousness, greed, prodigality, and deviousness.

Chaucer's Wife is thus an ironic representation of his awareness of how,
by imposing identity on others by means of transmitted authorities, we
give them only the options of con®rming to or rebelling against stereo-
types— and, in the latter case, of confFrming to counterstereotypes. Men
have, in efect, reduced women Fom the status of persons to the status of
texts whom they can interpret, or gloss, self-servingly. Alison, Fr strategic
purposes, accuses (albeit Flsely) her “"good" husbands of this kind of
textual harassment, but it isJankyn, with his book of wicked wives, who
really excels at it. In Fct, at one point in the P logue, Chaucer slyly and
efectively evokes the WiF's textuality andJankyn's corresponding role as
manipulative interpreter by quibbling on the terminology (and concept)
of glossing. Alison callsJankyn her most quarrelsome husband and contin-
ues (lines 508-12; emphasis added):

But in oure bed he was so Fesshe and gay,
And the rithal so we! coude he me g/ose,
Whan that he wolde han my bele chose,
That thogh he hadde me bet on every bon,
He koude wynne agayn my love anon.

We have seen that in Chaucer's English "glose" could mean "cajole" or
"Fatter," as well as "interpret" or "misinterpret”; in the frst two senses,
then, it could have a person instead of a text as its direct object. The
obvious reading of line 509 is that Jankyn cajoles Alison into having sex
with him, presumably using his clerical skills of rhetoric. But | would argue
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that Chaucer here also intends Fr "glose" the subordinate meaning of
"(mis)interpret,” with its suggestion that Jankyn can, by choosing the
proper words, trans®rm his wife into an obliging sex object even in the Fce
of his aggression against her. My suspicion of such a strategic quibble is
based on the WiF'sother uses of the term (lines 26, 119), where it means
"explain” or "interpret;" on her constant identifcation with texts and
stereotypes about women (beginning with line 16, where she evokes as her
avatar the Samaritan woman ofJohn's Gospel, or even with her Generl
P logue portrait, a parody of the "mu B rforti " of Proverbs 31);33 and on
the Fct that in the very next line she refers to her sexual organ by a French
euphemism which we must "gloss" —thus putting the concept of inter-
pretation, in a sexual context, at the Frefont of our activity as readers at
that moment.

On the other hand, by reading constantly to Alison about wicked wives
who variously assault their husbands (e.g., Ly iaand Lucye, lines 747-56),
Jankyn goads her into assaulting him and thus trans®rms her into but
another exemplum corroborating the book's thesis (lines 788-93):

And whan | saugh he wolde nevere fyne
To reden on this cursed book al nyght,

Al sodeynly thrc leves have | plyght

Out of his book right as he radde, and eke
I with my st so took hym on the cheke
That in oure fyr he fl bakward adoun.

When the Wi says of this episode, "I was beten ¥rabook” (line 712), we
might well add that she was also beaten b a book. For all her advocacy of
"maistrye,” Alison of Bath demonstrates again and again the subjection of
herself and her sex to the tyrannical harassment of text and gloss.

\Y

Textual harassment in CT runs the gamut Fom the Summoner's drunken
mangling of legal "auctoritee" and the Man of Law's half-assimilation of
Pope Innocent's gloomy treatise to the brilliant tours de Frce that are Friar

33 On the Wi's portrait as a parody of the biblical mulierfor i, see Hope P. Weissman,
"AntiFminism and Chaucer's Characterization of Women," in George Economou, ed.,
G «> Chaucer (New York: McGraw-Hill, 1975), pp. 105-106, nn. 9, 10.
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John and the Wi of Bath. In creating these last two characters, Chaucer
innovates within two well-established textual traditions that perpetuate
negative images of mendicants and women, respectively. His achievement
fits easily into the continuum of social and poetic language games estab-
lished throughout much of CT. At the level of pilgrimage rivalries the
Summoner strikes back at the Friar, who has just, in his tale, assigned the
Summoner to hell: the latter creates a Fiar of outrageous greed and
hypocrisy and shows this paragon outwitted by a sick peasant and a clever
squire. At the level of poetic mastery Chaucer molds the topoi of antiFater-
nal satire (especially the wayward interpretation of texts ¥r selfsh pur-
poses) into an exemplary character who becomes the occasion Fr the poet's
virtuosic manipulation of Pentecostal iconography, ediFing visionary
literature, and the exegetical theme of the devil's Frt as inversion of
God's Word.

Similarly, the Wife of Bath takes on the male, clerical world that denies
her the Fee exercise of her sexuality and the pursuit of autonomy (not to say
"maistrye™), battling these oppressive Frces, to a great extent, with their
own textual and interpretative weapons; behind her Chaucer explores the
possibilities and limits of creating a vivid character, ostensibly an apostle of
experience, out of stereotypical texts. He concurrently examines the ironies
and Ftilities of combating socially sanctioned literary stereotypes in the
name of lived reality. CT boasts no fner achievement than these exercises
in the presentation, and interpretation, of "human texts."34

% An earlier Frm of this article was presented at the annual meeting of the Medieval
Academy of America, Emory University, Atlanta, Ga., March, 1984.
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