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 “Subversion of role
Chaucer changes the voices
Of all he creates”
(JEM 2018)

Subverting the fabliaux.
By changing the voice Chaucer rewrites male and female, discuss.

Chaucer’s works have been admired for centuries; as early as 1385, records document praise from the French poet Eustache Deschamps[footnoteRef:1], and in 1700, Dryden declared Chaucer was the father of English Poetry[footnoteRef:2], and as recently as 2009 a new retelling of the Tales by Peter Ackroyd was published[footnoteRef:3].  [1:  Geoffrey Chaucer, The Riverside Chaucer, ed. by Larry Benson, 3rd edn., (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008), p xii.]  [2:  Lee Patterson, Chaucer and the Subject of History, (Wisconsin: University of Wisconsin Press, 1991), p 13.]  [3:  Peter Ackroyd, The Canterbury Tales, A Retelling, (London, Penguin Books, 2009).] 

Well educated and from an East Anglian merchant family, Chaucer was employed in the King’s household in various guises over his career[footnoteRef:4]; soldier, customs controller, justice of the peace, and member of parliament amongst others. He was a wealthy man, working in royal circles, of genteel status, but still at the lower end of the hierarchy[footnoteRef:5], perhaps today he would be designated upper middle class. [4: . Geoffrey Chaucer, The Riverside Chaucer, ed. by Larry Benson, 3rd edn., (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008), p xi.]  [5:  Lee Patterson, Chaucer and the Subject of History, (Wisconsin: University of Wisconsin Press, 1991), p 32.
Geoffrey Chaucer, The Riverside Chaucer, ed. by Larry Benson, 3rd edn., (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008), p xii.
] 

This essay will briefly describe the radical changes that  resulted in the destabilising of society during the fourteenth century, the definition of ‘Fabliaux’ I am using, before discussing how Chaucer’s subversion of the genre, rewrites the voices of what was expected from contemporary men and women of the fourteenth century. To enable a more thorough discussion of the question, I intend to concentrate on two of the tales; ‘The Miller’s Tale’ and Shipman’s Tale’ taken from the ‘Riverside Chaucer’ edited by Larry Benson[footnoteRef:6].  [6:  Geoffrey Chaucer, The Riverside Chaucer, ed. by Larry Benson, 3rd edn., (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008).] 

Background to the upheaval of the thirteenth century
Higgs[footnoteRef:7] and Dillon[footnoteRef:8] describe the ‘Three Estates’ to which men were born in the medieval world; the nobility – fighters, the church – clerics and tillers of the soil. If women were considered, they were all in a ‘fourth estate’, whatever their social status[footnoteRef:9] may be. But, the fourteenth century saw many changes which led to the destabilization, a fracturing of these established norms. [7:  Elton D. Higgs, “’The Olde’ Order and the ‘Newe’ World in the General Prologue to the Canterbury Tales’”, in  Huntingdon Library Quarterly, vol 45, no 2, 1982, pp 155-173 available at< www.jstor.org/stable/3817150 > >accessed  30.09.18.]  [8:  Janette Dillon, Geoffrey Chaucer, (London: Palgrave MacMillan, 1993), p44.]  [9:  Ibid.] 

The end of the Crusades towards the end of the century, had been costly to the knights who fought the religious war, many were impoverished even bankrupted[footnoteRef:10]. Returning to run down estates, taxes on their tenants were increased leading to resentment and unrest; some knights who still wished to pursue the war sought royal service[footnoteRef:11]. They were still taxed by the King; the chivalric way of life was coming to an end. [10: .Thomas F. Maden et al, ‘The Crusades’ Encyclopaedia Britannica available at <https://www.britannica.com/event/Crusades > accessed 30.09.18.
]  [11: Thomas F. Maden et al, ‘The Crusades’ Encyclopaedia Britannica available at <https://www.britannica.com/event/Crusades > accessed 30.09.18.] 

1348-1350 saw the first wave of the black death sweep through Europe, estimates suggest that 30% to 45% of the population was killed[footnoteRef:12], (as many clergy were among the dead, the authority of the church began to be questioned). This calamity led to the 1351 Statute of Labourers which tried to fix maximum wages during the labour shortages following the black death. In the countryside this culminated in the so-called Peasant’s Revolt or Wat Tyler’s Rebellion of 1381 following the introduction of a poll tax[footnoteRef:13]. Added to this is a mass movement of people around the country leading to a change in the vernacular language, the rural economy becoming of more importance due to the wool industry, growth of the town, monetary economy growing as labourers could charge more due to manpower shortages and growth of the mercantile and clerical class. By the time of the Peasant’ Revolt, although not the language of the court, it’s believed the King could understand if not speak English[footnoteRef:14]. Wycliffe, Purvey and Hereford handprinted the first English bible in 1382, although it was a punishable offence to own one for many years[footnoteRef:15]. These changes must have affected people’s perception on their place in the established hierarchal society.   [12:  Mike Ibeji, Black Death, 03.10.2011, available at < www.bbc.co.uk/history> accessed 29.09.18. ]  [13:  Encyclopaedia Britannica, eds., The Peasant’s Revolt, available at< https://www.britannica.com/e vent/Peasants-Revolt> accessed 29.09.18. ]  [14:  Stephen Tempest, Who was the first King after William the Conqueror to speak English? 10.01.17 available at < https://www.quora.com/Who-was-the-first-English-king-after-William-the-Conqueror-who-spoke-English-as-his-first-language > accessed 01.10.18.]  [15:  Terry Noble, How did we get our first English bible? 16.10.12 available at <https://www.christianitytoday.com/biblestudies/bible-answers/theology/our-first-english-bible.html > accessed 01.10.18.] 

The Fabliau
The fabliaux were a French genre of literature, out of fashion for perhaps a hundred years, although known in England they written in French[footnoteRef:16]. Chaucer revived them and wrote the first in English[footnoteRef:17]. Originally the fabliau was penned by the aristocratic classes, Jean Bodel and Marie de France being two of them, usually mocking the lower orders they were irreverent, comic and often coarse[footnoteRef:18] . [16:  Robert E. Lewis, ‘The English Fabliau Tradition and Chaucer’s  “Miller’s Tale”, Modern Philology, vol 79, no 3, (Feb 1982) pp.241 -255 available at <https://www.jstor.org/stable/437149?seq=1#metadata_info_tab_contents> accessed 28.09.18.
]  [17:  Geoffrey Chaucer, The Riverside Chaucer, ed. by Larry Benson, 3rd edn., (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008), p 7. ]  [18: ibid.] 

As Benson’s definition is so succinct and complete, I intend to use his in this essay:
A fabliau is a brief comic tale in verse, usually scurrilous and often scatological or obscene. The style is simple, vigorous, and straightforward; the time is the present, and the settings real, familiar places; the characters are ordinary sorts -- tradesmen, peasants, priests, students, restless wives; the plots are realistically motivated tricks and ruses.[footnoteRef:19]. [19:  ibid.] 

The Tales
Mandel[footnoteRef:20] makes a pertinent point about the Tales, when he notes how Chaucer opens The General Prologue with a description of an Eden like world (l.1-18), then proceeds to turn it upside down with the Pilgrim’s stories. An interesting start. Chaucer also gives us a mix of characters in the Tales, the majority are not aristocratic, but from the lower social classes, their voices heard the loudest in the fabliau[footnoteRef:21]. Unlike the original French version, the Tales, as in the general Prologue, paint a picture of the main characters[footnoteRef:22]. So, the listener or reader is aware of the characterization of the tale teller. The Miller is a big, drunk, ugly joker, steals corn and over charges his customers (l. 545-566), the Shipman a pirate with good seafaring skills (l.388-410), both firmly rooted in the lower order of the social hierarchy.   [20:  Jerome Mandel, Geoffrey Chaucer, Building the Fragments of the Canterbury Tales, (London: Associated University Presses, 1992), p 129.]  [21:  Erik Hertog, Chaucer’s Fabliaux as Analogues, (Leuven: Leuven University Press, 1991) p2.]  [22:  Myrna Friend, Techniques of Characterization in Chaucer, available at   <http://digitool.library.mcgill.ca/webclient/StreamGate?folder_id=O&dvs=1537363904885~271 > accessed 19.09.18.] 

As is common in the Tales, John in the Miller’s Tale is an elderly husband with a young wife, frequently mocked in the fabliau genre for being cuckolded and trying to keep their wives safe from unscrupulous suitors[footnoteRef:23].  This Tale is no exception, the Miller is scorning the carpenter churl. He is wealthy but still a churl ‘A riche gnof, that gestes heeld to bord’ (l.3188), uneducated as ‘He knew nat Catoun, for his wit was rude’ (l.3227).  Into the household comes the young lodger Nicholas, one of the new middle-class, an astrologer- cleric[footnoteRef:24]. Rather than a devout young man, Chaucer gives us an astrology obsessed, fond of his creature comforts, angel voiced, woman chasing, sly conman. Living off his friends and poor income his internal world is hidden from us, only the external is available to make our conclusions of him. The only clue we get is ‘His presse ycovered with a faldyng reed’ (l.3212); the colour of nobility which he would not be able to wear at his rank in life. Already Chaucer is changing the perception of his audience, this is not the voice we expect a priest to be described in, ethereal and otherworldly yes, sly and practising the magic of astronomy no. [23:  Geoffrey Chaucer, The Riverside Chaucer, ed. by Larry Benson, 3rd edn., (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008), p 8.]  [24:  Lee Patterson, Chaucer and the Subject of History, (Wisconsin: University of Wisconsin Press, 1991), p 269.
] 

Alisoun as the young wife is described in minute detail, all external again, she is rooted in the earth, a creature of nature, ripe with the promise of fecundity. ‘Hir mouth was sweete as bragot or the meeth’ (l.3261), ‘She was a prymerole, a piggesnye’ (l.3268). Beautifully dressed and presented to the world as a prize to be protected, but also advertising her worth, ‘For any lord to leggen in hiss bedde, Or yet for any good yeman to wedde’ (l.3269-3270). She is introduced as the archetypal wife spurning Nicholas’s advances whilst John is away, until a plan can made to have a night alone with the young cleric. Again, the subversion of the clerical voice, albeit a secular cleric, with Nicholas’s statement of ‘A clerk hadde litherly biset his whyle, But if he koude a carpenter bigyle’ (l.3299-3300). His scorn for John is palpable despite his poverty and John’s wealth. 
Chaucer now introduces Absolon, another secular cleric, this time a parish clerk. As Alisoun, his person and clothing are written in detail, but he is not rooted in the earth, ‘Of fartyng, and of speche daungerous’ (l.3338). An effete womanizer, in love with love not sex, enamoured of the chivalrous tales? Another male with pretensions in his red hose.  
Of the four stock characters[footnoteRef:25], there are the two younger men whom Chaucer has changed their clerical voice, John whose voice appears as in the traditional fabliau, and Alison who appears to have no voice at the start of the story. Absolon’s love is unrequited as it should be to maintain the code of chivalry. Nicolas and Alison devise a plan that will enable a night of passion together. The plan is complicated and depends upon John’s gullibility, belief in the intrinsic superiority of the clergy and his inability to have read the bible for himself. Patterson[footnoteRef:26]believes the Miller is so scathing of John because he is outwitted by the clerical deceiver, he has betrayed his class.  [25:  A stock character is a stereotype character which the author presumes the audience will recognize.]  [26:  Lee Patterson, Chaucer and the Subject of History, (Wisconsin: University of Wisconsin Press, 1991), p 271.

] 

John does as he is persuaded by Nicholas’s plan to save himself, Alisoun and Nicholas from the alleged impending second flood. The three tubs with food and drink are strung up in the attic and the hole made in the gable wall, the power of persuasion and love are strong, again the Miller’s contempt of John; a voice which may be expected to have supported his social equal.  Alisoun and Nicholas are granted their night of passion. Absolon plights his troth to Alisoun outside the marital bedroom window, his voice back in an earlier age, begging for love. Now Alisoun’s voice is changed, by putting ‘hir hole’ (l.3732) out of the window she is now in control, no longer passive. Masculinity has been subverted by a churl’s wife, and a man of the same rank as he has heard his humiliation. Chaucer makes her voice the dominant one, she has her fun with no retribution. Revenge involving hot plough blades, role reversal and farting, results in the two men acting in a manner not becoming of their rank is the best description. Chaucer has changed their voice to that of the ‘common man’, John the original common man, has his reputation as a man of probity ruined by the further stories of Alisoun and Nicholas[footnoteRef:27] at the end of the Tale. ‘For every clerk anon right heeld with oother’ (l.3847) is Chaucer alluding to this new class of clerk supporting each other, their male voice is changed to that of the lower order. John has lost his dignity and local respect, Nicholas is burnt and Absolon humiliated, their voices totally reversed to the norm. Alisoun is the most changed in this subversion of the fabliaux genre, she retains her husband, has had a lover and is not punished; a very different voice to the one she started with. [27:  Lee Patterson, Chaucer and the Subject of History, (Wisconsin: University of Wisconsin Press, 1991), p 271.] 

The Shipman’s Tale is the second fabliau where Chaucer rewrites voices of the characters, it does not have the humour and lightness of touch of the Miller’s Tale[footnoteRef:28], but retains the fabliau form. Three characters are at the heart of the story: ‘a crafty and lecherous monk, the avaricious wife and compliant husband’[footnoteRef:29], more stock characters. Chaucer’s mockery and judgement of the clergy[footnoteRef:30], is repeated yet again. Another wealthy husband is cuckolded without being aware of his wife’s adultery, but we have no physical descriptions of the three. The Shipman’s interest is only in the transactions involving money and sex, he sees marriage as a contract with dues owed on both sides. His merchant was wealthy therefore seen as wise ‘That riche was, for which men held hym wys’ (l.2). But the Shipman’s voice sounds mocking and appears to berate him for his stupidity, Chaucer is changing the voice to one of scorn rather than the admiration due to a man who has made his mark in the newly emerging middle-classes. What he does spend time on, is describing how Don John the monk prepares the household for his seduction of the wife (l.33- 52)[footnoteRef:31], in particular his claim to kinship ‘The monk hym claymeth as for cosynage’ (l.36). This claim is repeated by the husband and Don John until it appears ridiculous [footnoteRef:32], cosynage also relate to deceit[footnoteRef:33]. Yet again the church is being vilified by a man of the lower classes, a voice not usually heard. ‘This noble monk, of which I yow devyse’ (l.62) drips with contempt.  [28:  This emphasises the differences in the narrators, the Miller is low rank with pretensions to grandeur, but is of a jocular nature. The Shipman is a pirate with no pretensions at all. Both are thieves, but the Miller would be unlikely to kill you, the Shipman has a history of violence.]  [29:  Larry Benson, Theodore M. Andersson, The Literary Context of Chaucer’s Fabliaux, (Indianapolis: The Bobbs-Merrill Company, 1971) p 275.]  [30:  Myrna Friend, Techniques of Characterization in Chaucer, available at   <http://digitool.library.mcgill.ca/webclient/StreamGate?folder_id=O&dvs=1537363904885~271 > accessed 19009.18.]  [31:  This is in great detail, claiming kinship with the husband as from the same village, the staff are given gifts.]  [32:  David Abraham, ‘Cosyn and Cosynage: Pun and Structure in the “Shipman’s Tale”, The Chaucer Review, vol 11, no 4, (Spring 1977), pub by Penn State University Press, pp 319-327 available at (https://www.jstor.org/stable/25093398 ) accessed 29.09.18.]  [33: ibid.] 

[bookmark: _GoBack]The Shipman removes the husband to his counting house, he is locked away from the story as if of no importance (l.75-88), his voice has been temporarily removed. This allows the wife and Don John to ‘accidently’ meet in the garden, leading to her artfully spun tale of woe to the monk. After declaring love to each other[footnoteRef:34], they reach a mutual understanding, he will provide one hundred francs in exchange for sex with her. She is as manipulative as Don John, not the virtuous wife the reader expected, her voice has been masculinised by the Shipman narrator.  Returned to the story, the husband is blessed prior to his business trip by the monk who also asks for a loan of one hundred francs (l.271) which is granted. The honest but gullible husband is again removed from the story, and his voice is lost, his role has been feminized. Don John has his fun, the wife has her money, a satisfactory result for both. She then pays her dues when the husband returns home, all three of them are happy with their transactions. But, when the husband requests the return of his loan he learns ‘But nathelees, I took unto oure dame, Youre wyf, at hom, the samr gold ageyn’ (l.356-357). The corrupt churchman’s voice changed yet again to one of manipulator, a member of the “second estate”[footnoteRef:35] being denigrated by the Shipman. [34:  This declaration is intended to get what they want from the other, her cash him sex.]  [35:   Janette Dillon, Geoffrey Chaucer, (London: Palgrave MacMillan, 1993), p44.] 

The Tale ends with the merchant being duped by the wife again with her explanation of what she did with the money, spent it for his benefit ‘For, God it woot, I wende, withouten doubt, That he hadde yeve it me bycause of yow To doon therwith myn honour and my prow,’ (l.406-408). Her voice here is one of innate intelligence, not what is expected from a ‘wife’, she uses her husband’s language - reckoning. He owes her her dues, ‘I am youre wyf; score it upon my taille,’ (l.416); she always pays with the currency of her body. ‘Thus endeth my tale, and God us sende Taillynge ynough unto oure lyves ende. Aen.’ (l.433-434). The Shipman, through Chaucer, seems to applaud the wife at the end of the Tale, where he has no comment on the two men. 
[bookmark: _Hlk526195670]Gender is a social construct[footnoteRef:36], and in Chaucer’s world women were part of the ‘fourth estate’[footnoteRef:37];  but I disagree with Henson when she says Chaucer doesn’t speak for these women[footnoteRef:38]. I do not believe he was what in the twenty-first century we call a feminist, as the concept would be unimaginable[footnoteRef:39]. What he did was to give them a voice, but by subverting the fabliau genre, not the voice audiences of the thirteenth century would have expected.  The women are irreverent, certainly not subservient, as cunning as their male counterparts, and enjoy life. But, these voices are not punished as they usually are in the original fabliau.  Men also had voices changed, in these two tales those of the clerical and merchant estates. We have the Shipman’s excoriating voice denigrating both the clergy and wealthy who ignore their wives, but not punishing them. Nicholas and Absolon’s voices are altered to those of cheat, cuckolder and fool respectively, part of the administrative clergy class, their lack of piety the opposite to expectations. Alisoun is Queen of the castle, Chaucer having given her the voice she deserves. [36:  Jill Mann, Feminizing Chaucer,2nd edn., (London: Harvester Wheatsheaf, 1991.), pxiii.]  [37:  Janette Dillon, Geoffrey Chaucer, (London: Palgrave MacMillan, 1993), p44.]  [38:  Elaine Tuttle Hansen, Chaucer and the Fictions of Gender, (Oxford: University of California Press, 1992), p11.]  [39:  Definition: One who supports feminism - advocates women’s rights on the grounds of the equality of the sexes, available at< www.oxforddictionaries.com> accessed 29.09.18.
] 

As society was changing so rapidly at this time, and the long-established hierarchical structure was starting to fracture, Chaucer had a new contemporary audience listening to his work. Did they recognize he was changing the voices of men and women? I would like to think so.



*****
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