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Criticism of the Catholic Church

Many pilgrims in Geoffrey Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales held a religious position. Some of these people’s personal ideas have caused debates and criticism over Chaucer’s opinion of the Catholic Church.  Critics have discussed the ideas that were presented both subtly and openly.  Two of the pilgrims and their tales will be discussed:  the Prioress and the Pardoner.  Both of these tales offer points of criticism in the Catholic Church.


The Prioress introduces herself as being like a child who does not know many words.  She is going to try to tell a tale as best as she can.  This child-like language can be seen through the whole tale.  The Prioress speaks her tale in a fluent, sweet tone.  Her innocence, like a child’s, can be seen as she tells her tale.


To see the entire criticism of the Prioress’s tale, the General Prologue must first be recounted.  The Prioress was described as a very correct lady; all of her actions showed a very refined lady.  She was also portrayed as being very sympathetic, “She wolde wepe, if that she saugh a mous kaught in a trappe, if it were deed or bledde.”  (lines 144-146)  She was sentimental enough to feed animals the best food she had.  Thus, the Prioress was presented as a very compassionate, well-mannered lady.


However, in her tale, the Prioress has an obvious dislike for the Jewish.  She relates them to the devil, “Our firste foo, the serpent Sathanas, that hath in Jues herte his waspes nest...” (Lines 558-59) She describes the Jews as “cursed” and “guilty.”  She mentions the history of the Jewish as notoriously bad, “O yonge Hugh of Lyncoln, slayn also with cursed Jewes, as it is notable, for it is but a litel while ago.” (lines 684-86)  (Ellis 70)


While speaking of the Jews, the Prioress’s tone also changes significantly.  She is much more direct and acts more like an adult.  She describes the little boys murder and then blatantly says, 

“With torment and with shameful deeth echon, this provost dooth thise Jewes for to sterve that of this mordre wiste, and that anon.  He nolde no swich cursednesse observe.  ‘Yvele shal have that yvele wol deserve.’  Therfore with wilde hors he dide hem drawe, and after that he heng hem by the lawe.”  (Lines 628-35)


This shows a double standard in the Prioress’s character.  Although she is the most compassionate and loving woman, she is very anti-Semitic.  She wants mercy for the little boy and anyone grieving for him, yet she supports the action of the Jews being hastily judged and hanged.  Ames says, “Chaucer has portrayed the combination with such uncanny accurately that the Prioress seems a prototype of the pious lady who would not hurt a mouse but who would not stop a lynching of those outsiders she fears and hates.” (200)  


A true Catholic would not judge others and hold them to different standards.  The Prioress should be accepting of everyone and leave judgment to God.  However, the Prioress is very openly anti-Semitic as she degrades and insults the Jewish.  This is covertly magnified by the Prioress’s demeanor towards anyone or anything that is not Jewish.  She is very friendly and also devotes her life to God, yet she does not accept Jews.  “The juxtaposition of her pity for the child with her approval of the torture of the Jews is an indictment of her Christianity.”  (Ames 199)  Keith Thomas calls the Prioress’s religion a, “ritual method of living.”  (Patterson)


Chaucer adds another layer to the story by having the setting be in Asia.  During the time period of the fourteenth century there were no Jews in England.  They were driven out in 1290, so this should not have been an issue, which might be a reason to have it take place in Asia.  (Ames 194)  While there were Jews in England, there was high tension between the Jews and the Catholics.  Murders occurred because of the hostility, and Chaucer would have been well aware of this fact.  Chaucer may have been showing that the base of the arguments was usually not religious, but more economic.  This was because the Church did not allow interest to be charged on loans, but the Jews were outside of this law, and thus could make money that the king could later tax.  (Ames 197)  Having money be the root of these problems is another very anti-Catholic idea, yet Chaucer is showing that money plays a big role in the Catholic Church.


The Summoner’s tale is very openly questioning ideas and roles of the Catholic Church.  The Summoner thinks that the Friar is excessively greedy and in his tale he shows the Friar’s actions.  According to Reiff, “The Summoner wants to show the hypocrisy of friars who pretend to be poor and lowly but really live off the wealth of the land.”


Before the tale even begins, the Summoner starts to criticize friars in his prologue.  He says that the worst spot in Hell is reserved for friars – underneath the tail of Satan himself.  The Summoner believes that this is the best location for them and his tale proceeds to show how they deserve it.  


His tale begins with the Friar choosing a house with one of the sickest men; a house at which he has a chance of getting a worthy amount of goods.  The Friar makes himself at home and begins talking to the sick man and quickly finds the wife.  He gives her a very friendly embrace and kiss.  The Summoner is sure to point out every motion that could be questionable, and this warm embrace and flattering comments could raise eyebrows.  


The next sin that the Friar commits is gluttony.  He acts like he wants very little, yet he asks for chicken liver, soft bread and a roasted pig’s head.  The Summoner mocks him and the Friar says, “I am a man of litel sustenaunce; my spirit hath his fostryng in the Bible.  The body is ay so redy and penyble I prey yow, dame, ye be nat anoyed, though I so freendly yow my conseil shewe.”  (lines 1844-48)  The Friar wants this couple to feel sorry for him and give pity on him, although they are the ones with much more serious problems.


The Friar knows how sick the man has been and that the couple lost a baby two weeks earlier, yet he puts his wants before the needs of these people.  He is not concerned about their health, and does everything for looks.  He keeps a wax tablet that he can write down names so that he is sure to pray for them.  He gives them his promise that he has been praying for the ailing man and that he prayed at the time of the baby’s death.  However, in his mind, he is doing everything for his own personal gain.  The Friar is a very greedy man and greed is greatly looked down upon in the Catholic Church.


The Friar also openly lies to the old man when he tries to convince the man to give more to him so that the man will be healed.  “Thomas, noght of youre tresor I desire as for myself, but that al oure covent to preye for yow is ay so diligent, and for to buylden Cristes owne chirche.” (lines 1970-77)  The Summoner makes the Friar’s lying very obvious through the whole tale. 


However, Thomas is not fooled by the Friar and has had enough of the Friar’s attempts to make Thomas feel pity for him.  He plays his own trick on the Friar to show the Friar that he is not going to fall for his pathetic greediness.  Thus, the Summoner does not let the Friar come out ahead; the Summoner is put in his place as he receives his gift of gas.  


In this tale, the Summoner shows the overall negative view of the position of friars in the Catholic Church.  Chaucer is showing the absurdity that the role can lead to.  The idea of paying for redemptions from your sins is highly unfavorable in the eyes of many.


Both the “Summoner’s Tale” and the “Prioress’s Tale” show criticism of the Catholic Church.  Chaucer raises debates by portraying the sins that each commit.  The Summoner’s tale more openly criticizes the church, but the Prioress’s faults are fairly easy to recognize once the story is looked at closely.  Chaucer used his tales to confront questionable acts of the Catholic Church.

Tellers and Their Tales

A relationship is usually seen between the teller of a tale and the tale that he or she decides to share.  Chaucer’s pilgrim, the Merchant, uses his feelings on marriage to teach a lesson in his tale.  The Wife of Bathe also relies on her life experience to tell her tale.  The two relationships in the tales can then be compared.


In his prologue, the Merchant recounts how he despises being married.  He has only been married for two months and he regrets the decision he made because his wife is the worst of all.  He takes these negative views of marriage into his tale.


The old man that gets to receive the Merchant’s feelings towards marriage is January.  January is happy in his marriage, quite the opposite from the Merchant, yet his wife fools him.  The Merchant is blinded by the beauty and vivacity of his young wife, May.  He is in love enough with her that he does not immediately understand the affair that is happening behind his back.  Even when he catches sight of Damian in the tree, he allows May to talk him out of believing that he is there for her purpose.  


The Merchant’s feelings towards wives are expressed further when May climbs the tree to greet Damian.  May is very manipulative; first she convinces January to help her climb the tree, then she persuades January to believe that she did it all for him.  The Merchant’s bitterness is evident as May promises that she was only with Damian so that January would regain his eyesight.  Of course, the young, ‘faithful’ wife only had her husband in mind while she was enjoying a handsome man.  


January believed that he had a great marriage to a loyal wife, however she deceived him.  The Merchant has the trick played on the husband because he sees wives as very manipulative.  The husband is the one who gets the bad end of the deal, which is exactly how the Merchant feels in his marriage.


The Wife of Bathe has married five men and has a completely different opinion of marriage than the Merchant.  She enjoys being married and wants to have control over the marriage.  This isn’t exactly what she finds in her life, therefore, in her tale, she creates the ending to her approval.


Although it is the wife who is always looking for a husband in her personal life, in the Wife’s tale, it is the man who is forced to find what it is that all women desire.  In the end he is obligated to marry, while the Wife is always excited to marry her next husband.  The Wife wants the woman in the marriage to make the decisions and to have power, which is also seen in the old woman in her tale.  In her tale, the old woman basically tricks the man into marrying her, and then into kissing her.  This gives her control and she can then reveal her true self.


Both of the tellers’ attitudes can easily be seen in the tales they share.  The Merchant gives the negative view of marriage while the Wife’s encounter is triumphant for women.  The Wife enjoys being married, which is evident by the number of husbands that she has had.  The Merchant has been married two months and hates every part of it.  The Merchant uses many stories of unhappily wed men and women to support his view.  He shows that women’s advice and counseling is not helpful.  The Wife relies on her experiences with men and adjusts them to have the outcome she wants.  


The length of each prologue also adds to the attitudes of the tellers.  The Wife is excessively wordy and tells a whole story, within her prologue.  The Merchant is much more down to business and says it how it is.  He does not waste time explaining in great detail why he does not like marriage; he gives the basic, important factors that show his attitude.


Comparing the teller to the tale he or she tells can express a lot.  It gives another level to the tales and can thicken the meaning of what Chaucer is explaining.  Since the reader knows the Wife’s history in marriage, he or she would half expect for her tale to have a happier ending than her life.  Also, the Merchant has incredibly harsh feelings towards marriage, and that is effectively carried into his tale.  These relationships between teller and tale add to the greatness of The Canterbury Tales.

Obsolete Meanings

A common interjection that was in use during Chaucer’s time is the word “harrow.”  Chaucer uses this in his Miller’s tale in line 3286, “ ‘Let be, Nicholas, or I wol crie ‘out, harrow’ and “allas.”’”  Alisoun is warning Nicholas not to touch her or she shall cry out for help.

The Oxford English Dictionary defines the Middle Age word harrow as, “A cry of distress or alarm; a call for succour.  To cry harrow (on any one): to denounce (a person’s) doings.”  This is exactly the definition that fits Alisoun’s use of the word.  This word originated in the fourteenth century from the Old French popular expression to “ha Rou!” which means, “to call upon Rou, Raoul, or Rollo, duke of Normandy.”  Other forms of “harrow” that have the same meaning and origin are: haro, harou, hareu, harol, harau, hero.  This meaning of the word has been obsolete since the sixteenth century.

Today, the main harrowing that is done is work in fields.  This has no relationship to the Middle English definition.  Instead of using “harrow!” the current term would be “help me!”  We don’t have an interjection quite as strong as what harrow seems to be.  We seem to use more words with a certain tone to give the same meaning.  We may say, “don’t do that...” and our voice will give a warning to the offender to stop his actions.  One reason that this meaning of the word has fallen obsolete is because, today, no one has heard of the duke of Normandy, so we would not cry out to him for help.
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