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To what extent does Chaucer provide a critique of the Church in the late 14th century in The Canterbury Tales? 
In Geoffrey Chaucer’s work, The Canterbury Tales, it can be said that there exists a contemporary critique of the church in the late fourteenth century. Looking in particular at the portrayal of characters who are figures of religious importance such as the Prioress and the Pardoner; and also the mention or role of religion within the tales themselves. The Pardoner is one of the most significant religious figures in The Canterbury Tales through his sarcastic and hypocritical portrayal of religious practice, making him an unlikeable character. Chaucer’s description of the Prioress shows a clear critique through her indulgence and diet in which she differs greatly from additional character’s such as the widow in the Nun’s Priest’s Tale. Other tales such as the Merchant’s Tale and the Miller’s Tale contain religious elements, although the fabliau form makes them amusing and perhaps a critique of the Church. It is important to also look briefly at the historical context of the fourteenth century, as this will further the ideas Chaucer lays in place about religion. The Black Death has a great impact on the doubt surrounding the church and its practices, alongside the invention of the Printing Press allowing Bibles to be printed in vernacular language as opposed to Latin. In this essay I will be exploring Chaucer’s critique of the Church through the feature of religion and religious figures within the tales, as well as considering the historical context to look at contemporary attitudes towards the Catholic Church. 
In addition to looking at The Canterbury Tales, it is also important to look at the historical context of the period in which Chaucer was writing to explore whether his work is critical of the church or not. One of the most significant events of the fourteenth century is of course the Black Death, in which large proportions of the population died and changed the social perspective of medieval life. ‘Fairly or unfairly, medieval man felt that that his church had let him down’.[footnoteRef:1] The plague had a substantial impact on attitudes towards the Church, as it been had preached that those who lived a life free of sin would be spared by God, although the Black Death took the lives of thousands regardless of sinfulness or not, including the preachers themselves. As argued by Philip Ziegler, it cannot however be assumed that  the Black Death alone was responsible for the shift towards Reformation, but it did raise doubts surrounding the church and religious practices.[footnoteRef:2] The rise of awareness and individual thought changes the role of the Church within society, and the faults of religious practices and figures are emphasised. Having lived through the period of the Black Death, it is likely that Chaucer would have witnessed the increasing doubt surrounding the Church, but it is not to be assumed that this is why The Canterbury Tales can be viewed as a critique. Furthermore, the Great Rising of 1381 contributes also to the snowballing ideas of doubt towards the Catholic Church eventually leading to the Reformation in the sixteenth century. The rebels murdered the Archbishop Simon Sudbury during the march on London and invaded Westminster Abbey continuing to murder on their journey. There arguably must have been some form of religious resentment in order for the rebels to commit atrocities against the Church, further adding to the increasing doubt. ‘Then they advanced on the major towns of Kent and finally organised a flash march from Canterbury to London, a sort of reverse pilgrimage in which the object was not worship but destruction’.[footnoteRef:3]  It seems significant that the Rising were travelling from Canterbury to London, a clear reversal of the pilgrimage that the characters in The Canterbury Tales are taking. Contributing also to the movement towards the eventual Reformation is the introduction of the Printing Press in Europe, and the Lollard movement in which Bibles began to be printed in vernacular language as opposed to Latin, allowing individual thought and interpretation of religion.  [1:  Philip Ziegler, The Black Death (Stroud: The History Press Ltd, 2010) p225]  [2:  Philip Ziegler, “The Effects on the Church and Man’s Mind” The Black Death, pp224-44]  [3:  Dan Jones, “The Peasant’s Revolt”, History Today, Series 6, Volume 59, (2009) p35 <ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/login?url=https://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=true&db=hus&AN=504290705&site=ehost-live> [Last Accessed 13.10.2018]] 

It would be impossible to look at Chaucer’s critique of the Church without considering the character of the Pardoner. The Pardoner’s Prologue is particularly useful for looking at the contemporary ideas of corruption within the institution of the Church, and additionally for understanding how Chaucer interprets this into a literary form. As a homiletic sermon, there are many elements of the tale that conform with the role of a pardoner, and as discussed by Alan J Fletcher, the intended audience would have had an understanding of what was described and the involvement it would have had in the Orthodox and Lollard movement debate.[footnoteRef:4] The tale becomes comedic despite its critical undertones, and the incorrect use of religious terminology adds to the false nature and intent of the Pardoner. Fletcher also highlights that Chaucer’s choice of a Pardoner to emphasise religious hypocrisy is entirely deliberate, by choosing to write about the Pardoner he manages to avoid offending anyone and he can hide behind a character that is traditionally corrupt.[footnoteRef:5] It is important to note that Chaucer did not wish to make a work critiquing the institution itself, but instead criticise the practices and corruption within religious roles. His audience’s awareness of this is mentioned by Robyn Malo, who says that ‘The Pardoner’s position as an illegitimate, immoral relic custodian thereby enables – even necessitates – a discussion of institutional power and control’.[footnoteRef:6] Chaucer’s contemporary audience would have perhaps been conscious of the existence and use of false relics, adding to doubts surrounding the Church through which the shift into the Reformation begins to snowball. Kellogg and Haselmayer make the role of the Pardoner upon society seem parasitic, ‘Thus the pardoner became to the Church a vice within itself, a vice which even the strongest measures failed somehow to eradicate’.[footnoteRef:7] As to also be discussed in the other tales, there are elements of fortune in the Pardoner’s Prologue and Tale, such as the drawing of straws also seen at the end of the General Prologue. Furthermore, the mention of unchristian ideas also emphasises the blasphemous language used by the Pardoner, which as an important figure for the removal of sins, seems comedic and hypocritical for both contemporary and modern audiences. The Pardoner openly admits that he is corrupt and preaches only for wealth, he states that ‘I preche of no thyng but for coveityse / Therfore my theme is yet, and evere was / ‘Radix Malorum est Cupiditas’’.[footnoteRef:8] His openness to admit that he himself preaches against the sin he lives by, brings to light questions as to why he would be attending a pilgrimage. It can only be assumed that he wishes to pardon the pilgrims he meets on the way – as he attempts to do at the end of his tale – as he also claims in the prologue that relics only work on those who are truly free of sin. The Pardoner therefore highlights Chaucer’s critique of church malpractices and shows that there would have been a widespread contemporary understanding of this.  [4:  Alan J Fletcher, “The Topical Hypocrisy of Chaucer’s Pardoner” The Chaucer Review, Vol.25, No.2, (1990), JSTOR, <www.jstor.org/stable/25094158>]  [5:  Fletcher, “The Topical Hypocrisy of Chaucer’s Pardoner” p.119.]  [6:  Robyn Malo, "The Pardoner's Relics (And Why They Matter The Most)", The Chaucer Review, 43.1 (2008), p.84 <https://doi.org/10.1353/cr.0.0005> ]  [7:  Alfred L Kellogg and Louis A Haselmayer, “Chaucer’s Satire Of The Pardoner” PMLA, 66 (1951) <https://doi.orf/10.2307/459604> p.259.]  [8:  Geoffrey Chaucer, Larry Dean Benson and Christopher Cannon, “The Pardoner’s Prologue” The Riverside Chaucer, 3rd edn (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008) ll.424-6.] 

The Prioress is arguably one of the most interesting character’s in The Canterbury Tales as one of the three women mentioned. She would have been a figure of importance in the world of female monasticism, and is likely to have been in charge of finances within her religious house. In a chapter on the Prioress and the Second Nun, Katherine J Lewis stresses that neither character should be used as an accurate portrayal of contemporary female monastic figures.[footnoteRef:9] There were existing contemporary views during the period in which Chaucer was writing that saw women as being uncapable of fulfilling monastic vows as a result of their governance by the failings of women.[footnoteRef:10] This is not to say however that Chaucer was in agreement with this, and to assume so would disregard him as any kind of reliable narrator. At the end of her description in the General Prologue Chaucer mentions that she wears a broach engraved with the words ‘Amor vincit omnia’ meaning ‘Love conquers all’, suggesting that even though she would have taken vows of chastity, there remains a part of her that wishes for life with romance.[footnoteRef:11] In comparison to other characters within the tales, such as the Widow in the Nun’s Priest’s Tale, the Prioress could be deemed as being indulgent and is perhaps a critique from the Nun’s Priest who accompanies her. The Nun’s Priest uses similar and exact phrasing in his tale, for example he states in the beginning of his tale that ‘No deyntee morsel passed thurgh hir throte; / Hir diete was accordant to hir cote’.[footnoteRef:12] It has been suggested that she is an aspiring figure through her actions and behaviour, although as mentioned by Lewis, she would have been expected to conduct herself well as a significant religious figure.[footnoteRef:13] Her appearance is fitting for a nun of higher position, Chaucer mentions that ‘Ful fetys was hir cloke, as I was war. / Of small coral aboute hire arm she bar / A peire of bedes, gauded al with grene’.[footnoteRef:14] Her behaviour at the meal is also not surprising as she would be expected to carry herself well, and her actions make her seem dainty, something that could also be seen as aspiring to be of higher social standing; ‘At mete wel ytaught was she with alle; / She leet no morsel from hir lippes falle’.[footnoteRef:15] Overall, Chaucer presents her as being a woman of higher status purely through her role as the prioress with her appetite and behaviour reflecting this accordingly, although some historians feel that she is more of an aspiring figure for the upper social class.  [9:  Katherine J Lewis, “The Prioress and the Second Nun” Historians on Chaucer: The ‘General Prologue’ to the Canterbury Tales (Oxford University Press, 2014) <http://www.oxfordscholarship.com/view/10.1093/acprof:oso/9780199689545.001.0001/acprof-9780199689545-chapter-6>]  [10:  Lewis, “The Prioress and the Second Nun” Historians on Chaucer.]  [11:  Chaucer, “The General Prologue” The Canterbury Tales,  l.162.]  [12:  Chaucer, “The Nun’s Priest’s Tale” The Canterbury Tales, ll.2835-6.]  [13:  Lewis, “The Prioress and the Second Nun” Historians on Chaucer]  [14:  Chaucer, “General Prologue” The Canterbury Tales, ll.157-9.]  [15:  Chaucer, “The General Prologue” The Canterbury Tales, ll.127-8.] 

Although the Nun’s Priest’s Tale is not a clear critique of religion as the Pardoner’s Tale is, the absence of a physical narrator allows Chaucer’s own opinion to cut through. The Priest is not in the General Prologue  in order to establish the description of an actual character, so his voice and opinion comes out through the tale itself. The tale differentiates itself from the other tales as it takes the form of a Beast Fable with a fragmentary structure, its intent is not therefore to mock peasants in the traditional sense of a Fabliau, and features personified farm animals to mock general society. There is however a point in the tale in which the voice of the Nun’s Priest interrupts the fable, and the point of narrative changes; ‘Wommennes counseils been ful ofte colde; / Wommannes counseil broghte us first to wo / And made Adam fro Paradys to go’.[footnoteRef:16] Although he passes this off as a joke, a clear opinion on women and their influence is made, and could be seen as a direct critique of women like the Prioress. The character of the Widow in the tale is clearly a critique of the Prioress, as mentioned above. ‘Simultaneously, however, keeping in mind the description of the widow at the start of the tale, this is simply the account of a poor woman, with no access to aristocratic dainties, taking desperate measures to recapture a vital means of food production’.[footnoteRef:17] Similarly to the other tales, the tale has Pagan gods and a mock heroic scene in which Chauntecleer declares himself a servant of the goddess Venus, something that seems completely unchristian. Furthermore, there is also the central idea of materialism and avarice within the tale, much like the Pardoner’s, perhaps then also suggesting that through the beast fable, Chaucer intends to critique his contemporary society and their relationship with religion. It has been suggested that as the fox can be deemed as clerical-like figure, that it can be related to the clergy being a sort of subdivision of the aristocratic class, and in doing so Chaucer creates the idea of a broken three estate system.  [16:  Chaucer, “The Nun’s Priest’s Tale” The Canterbury Tales, ll.3256-8.]  [17:  Helen Barr, Socioliterary Practice In Late Medieval England (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011), p.120.] 

In addition to looking at the characteristics of some of the pilgrims, there are multiple other tales in which there could be critiques of the Church through his use of elements such as pagan gods and materialism. The Merchant’s Tale is a Fabliau, in which an elderly knight wishes to marry a younger woman despite warnings that he may be cuckolded, eventually occurring after he becomes blind. Chaucer has adapted the Merchants Tale from many previous tales, one of which is ‘The Rich Man and his Wife’ from an early Italian collection, in which God and Saint Peter feature instead of Pagan Gods.[footnoteRef:18] ‘Pluto, that is kyng of Fayerye / And many a lady in his compaignye / Folwynge his wyf, the queene Proserpyna’.[footnoteRef:19] Chaucer’s deliberate use of Pagan Gods in the tales does not necessarily suggest a critique of the Church, but emphasises materialism through the idea of a false paradise, in which there are deliberate differences from the biblical story of Adam and Eve. This clear parody of the Garden of Eden shows that Chaucer was prepared to perhaps mock biblical tales to highlight the avarice of society. In addition to this, The Miller’s Tale continues to show a society that is not quite as Christian as would be expected, or is this an accurate portrayal of Chaucer’s own contemporary society? The young scholar Nicholas, who is boarding at John’s house, has studied and is interested in astrology, through which there is an idea of fate against predetermination, and the role that God maintains. After the servant visits Nicholas, he tells his master that the astronomy has made him mad and that ‘Men sholde nat knowe of Goddes pryvetee’, through which it becomes clear that the study of astronomy through newly founded universities, go against the teachings of the church.[footnoteRef:20] Chaucer’s feature of this does suggest a shift in religious thought, and emphasises the gradual rise of independence from Church doctrine. To a contemporary audience, John should have known that there would not be another flood like the one God had inflicted previously, but instead falls for Nicholas and Alisoun’s trick. It seems amusing that Noah also had a nagging wife, something that further emphasises the parody Chaucer is making, and to his contemporary society would have been comedic. Moreover, the character of Absolon is depicted as being manipulative, through his misuse of church practices. Finding loopholes in legal documents being a well educated individual, as well pining over the wives of those he served, ‘That of no wyf took he noon offrynge’.[footnoteRef:21] This concept of church malpractice must have been occurring in Chaucer’s society for him to feature it in so many of his tales, and suggests that it would have been a frequent and recognisable thing, worth mentioning and through this critiquing the Church. [18:  "The Merchant's Tale (General Note)", Sites.Fas.Harvard.Edu, 2018 <http://sites.fas.harvard.edu/~chaucer/canttales/mert/> [Last Accessed 13 October 2018].]  [19:  Chaucer, “The Merchants Tale” The Canterbury Tales, ll.2227-9.]  [20:  Chaucer, “The Miller’s Tale” The Canterbury Tales,  l.3454.]  [21:  Chaucer, “The Miller’s Tale” The Canterbury Tales,  l.3350.] 

[bookmark: _GoBack]To summarise, it can therefore be seen that Chaucer uses multiple character voices in order to critique the malpractice of the Church, and in turn provides us with a kind of unwitting testimony. Although it cannot be made certain that he is a completely reliable narrator, as this is not what he had intended The Canterbury Tales to be for. It is said that Chaucer had wished for his work to burned upon his death in order to protect himself having shown distaste towards the Church. The way in which he critiques the Church is clever and in some ways subtle; his careful choice of character types allows him to highlight issues within his society from differing viewpoints. For example, the choice of the Pardoner allows Chaucer to critique the motivations of the profession without adding further fuel to the fire by using a well-recognised figure within society. The indulgence of the Prioress contrasts with other characters and highlights her wealthy and aristocratic lifestyle, shown through her clothing and her appetite. Looking at the contemporary historical context surrounding the Church and opposing views towards it allows Chaucer’s work to be viewed in light of his wider society and their opinions. However, as mentioned above, The Canterbury Tales were not written to provide an accurate historical account of the late fourteenth century, and for that reason the tales cannot be taken seriously, but there must be some element of truth in order for Chaucer to have composed them. There are of course examples from all of Chaucer’s tales in which there are unchristian ideals, but looking at a select few provides enough of a range in which comparison can be made. 
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