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Geoffrey Chaucer wrote The Canterbury Tales in many different genres and from a variety of sources.  He took ideas from other authors and made them his own through adding and changing details, which in turn could cause the meaning of the story to change.  The adaptations could alter the tone of the story; it could be made more sarcastic, humorous or serious.  He also wrote in many different genres.

One genre that Chaucer worked with is the fabliau.  A fabliau is a short story that is usually written in verse about low or middle class people.  It is more obscene than other stories, primarily through sexual situations.  It is presented to be comical against marriage.  The sexual obscenity became more vulgar as it was written down, because only then was there more of a separation between courtly and vulgar actions. (Muscatine 568-570)
 Benson describes the fabliau as, “a brief comic tale in verse, usually scurrilous and often scatological or obscene.  The style is simple, vigorous, and straight-forward...” (7)  One critic, Charles Muscatine, believes that the old French fabliau lacked much plot structure. (Vaszily, 523-542)  However, one element like this is insufficient to classify in a genre.  There are other short stories that are kept short and concise that are not fabliaux.  Also, another trait of fabliaux is that the humor is “attached to the structure itself” rather than in “the way in which the story is told.” (Vaszily) 


One common plot for a fabliau is a love triangle.  The triangle is often formed with an old husband, a young wife and another young man.  As Vaszily points out, though, Chaucer has other tales that are not fabliaux, which have this plot.  Muscatine refers to the content of fabliaux as “hedonistic materialism.”  This is similar to the broader category of “naturalism.”  This idea shows the crudeness of the fabliau.  The fabliau does not hide any negative human traits; it instead makes them comical.  Many critics agree with Roy Pearcy, that for a fabliau to be a true fabliau, it has to be a story “whose central events are misinterpretations of ambiguous signs by ‘dupes’ who are unaware of their ambiguity.”  (Vaszily)  


One of Chaucer’s fabliaux is “The Reeve’s Tale.”  Chaucer had very few examples of the English fabliau in which to compare his work.  However, there were many French fabliaux and that became a source for Chaucer.  Two French analogues are going to be compared to Chaucer’s tale.  The first is “Gombert and the Two Clerks” written by Jean Bodel between 1190 and 1194.  Another similar tale is “The Miller and the Two Clerks” written in the 13th Century by an anonymous author.  All three of these stories have the characteristics that make them fabliaux.  The main characters are all lower class, namely a miller, his family and young male clerks or students.  Tricks are played and sexual situations are described to give each fabliau its obscenity.


It is evident that these stories evolved from, “Gombert and the Two Clerks.”  In the opening scene of this first story, the two young clerks are looking for a place to stay for the night because they are out of money.  In, “The Miller and the Two Clerks,” the two young clerks have grain that they want the miller to help them with.  Their only other possession is a mare.  This is similar to Chaucer’s tale, because his two clerks visit the miller with a sack of grain from their school.  Chaucer adds the part that they want to watch the grain be ground so that they are not cheated of any of their flour.  The Anonymous tale has the miller steal the sack of grain and horse while Chaucer has the miller set the horse free so that he is then able to steal flour while the men are trying to capture the free horse.


Chaucer shows the most strategic planning by his characters in these scenes.  His clerks are trying to outsmart the miller by watching his every move, but the miller knows what they are planning, and in turn tricks them.  The second tale shows a little trickery, by having the clerks leave so that the miller can steal their goods.


As the tales continue, each has the men stay at the miller’s home because it is too late to return home.  Everyone is fed well on whatever food the miller has to offer.  As the time for bed nears, Bodel has the daughter locked into a bin and gives her the key.  The second story drops this part, and everyone sleeps in one room.  Chaucer also has the miller, his wife, his daughter and his child sleep in one room.  This makes it more of a slap in the face to the miller because his family is taken advantage of while he is in the same room. 


In the first two stories, the clerk who sleeps with the daughter has collected a golden ring, one from a cooking pan and one from an andiron.  In Bodel’s tale the clerk gives the daughter the ring and says that it is made of gold and worth a good amount of money.  Thus, “Immediately, half by trickery, half openly, the one became so tender to the other that the clerk accomplished his foolish desire.” (lines 74-76)  

In the Anonymous tale, the clerk presents the ring to persuade the daughter to sleep with him:

“It is he with whom you dined, 

Who has brought to you a little golden ring: 
You have never handled such a treasure, 
For it is well proven and known 
That its stone has such power 
That any woman, no matter how easy in virtue, 
Nor how often she has whored about 
Will yet be chaste and a maiden 
If she has this on her finger in the morning. 
Take it; I make you a present of it.”




(lines 212-221)


Chaucer does not have the young man present any form of a gift to the daughter.  The reason that the clerk wants to sleep with the daughter is to get back at the miller for stealing a portion of their flour and for setting their horse free.  Thus, it is for redemption that the clerks take advantage of the women.  The first clerk says,

“For, John, there is a law that says thus:
That if a man in one point is injured,
That in another he shall be relieved.
Our grain is stolen, truly, it can not be denied,
And we have had a hard time all this day;
And since I shall have no recompense
For my loss, I will have satisfaction.
By God's soul, it shall be no other way!"

(lines 4180-4187)


Bodel’s clerk is attracted to a nice-looking miller’s daughter, and the second tale’s clerk thinks that the daughter could do well for him, but the clerk in Chaucer’s tale mainly wants to get revenge on the miller and he thinks that this is the best way in which to do so. 


In each story, the second clerk proceeds to get into bed with the wife of the miller.  While Gombert is outside, the clerk moves the cradle to the other and hides, which then tricks the miller to get into the wrong, empty bed.  This allows the clerk to sleep with the miller’s wife.  The second tale has the miller’s wife leave the room; then while she is absent, the clerk moves the cradle to his bedside.  On the wife’s return to the room, the clerk makes the baby cry so that the wife climbs in the bed with the clerk.  Having the wife climb into the same bed as the clerk makes the clerk a little less guilty; it was not he going to her, rather she came to him.  


This same situation is seen in Chaucer’s tale.  The only difference is that the clerk moves the cradle while the wife is still in the room, she goes outside and then when she returns she looks for the cradle and cannot find it, so she goes to the other bed.  Again, the clerk is innocent because she went to his bed.


The stories continue with the first clerk realizing that he must return to his own bed before the miller awakes.  In each case, he climbs into bed expecting to find his friend, but instead starts telling the startle miller about his experiences.  This makes the clerk see his mistake and brings full-circle understanding.  If the miller had not been awakened by what the clerk was saying, he may have never known the acts that the clerks had committed.  However, since the clerk returns to his bed, he tells the miller what he has done.  This then leads to a fight in all cases.


Bodel ends his story with both men beating up the miller and then closes with the following idea: 

This tale shows us by its example 
That a man who has a pretty wife 
Should never allow, despite his prayers, 
A clerk to sleep in his house, 
For he will do this same thing. 
The more one trusts them, the more one loses. 
There is no more of the fabliau of Gombert.




(lines188-194)


The second tale has a slight different ending.  The miller’s first response is to blame the wife, since she is the clerk’s bed.  He accuses her of being a whore, but she retorts that he is the thief.  It also tells that the clerks continue on and survive the bad year ending very prosperous.


Chaucer also finishes his story with a moral, “‘One who does evil should not expect good.’  A trickster shall himself be tricked.” (lines 4320-4321).  This shows that the clerks got the best of the miller in the way that would affect the miller the deepest.  Although they lost a little flour, the miller lost much more in the end.  Benson comments, “Chuacer manages to infuse the tale with a sense of the Reeve’s embittered view of life without sacrificing its comedy.” (9)


 The changes that Chaucer made to the original tale add more deception to the story.  Chaucer uses many more details than the other two French fabliaux did.  He describes the characters and gives them identity, either through a name, or a personal description.  By describing the miller’s wife, the reader knows what kind of a lady she is, so that the impact is bigger when the clerk sleeps with her.  The descriptions of the clerks also present more of the feelings that they experience.  The reader understands what drives the clerks to take the actions they do.  This action is primarily to give the miller back what he has been handing out to all of his customers.

Bibliography:

Benson, Larry D, ed.  The Riverside Chaucer.  Houghton Mifflin Company: Boston, 

1987.

Chaucer, Geoffrey.  “The Reeve’s Tale.”

Benson, Larry D. and Theodore M. Andersson, The Literary Context of Chaucer's 

Fabliaux. Indianapolis and New York, 1971.

Bodel, Jean.  “Gombert and the Two Clerks.” 1190-1194: Pp. 89-99

Anonymous.  “The Miller and the Two Clerks.”  Thirteenth Century.

Blanch, Robert J and Wasserman, Julian N.  “The Advocate:  Law, fabliaux, and the 

journey to modernism.”  Literature/Film Quarterly.  Salsbury, 2001: 303-315.

Dunn, E Catherine.  “The spirit of the fourteenth century.”  Modern Age.  Wilmington, 

Summer 2001: 268-271.

Muscatine, Charles.  “Medieval Literature, Style and Culture:  Essays by Charles 

Muscatine.”  Journal of English and Germanic Philology.  Urbana, Oct 2001: 568-570.

The Geoffrey Chaucer Home Page.  URL: http://icg.fas.harvard.edu/~chaucer  Copyright 

President and Fellows of Harvard College.  Last Modified: Jan 20, 2002.

Vaszily, Scott.  “Fabliau plotting against romance in Chaucer’s Knight’s Tale.”  Style. 

Dekalb, Fall 1997: 523-542.

� The online journals do not show the exact paging.  





PAGE  

