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From Knight to Cook: A progression of social debate.
	Through the narrative of the Canterbury Tales, Geoffrey Chaucer debated and criticised the social setting of his own time and reflected with brutal honesty on the reality of his society’s past and future which, along with the historical context of Chaucer’s own time, shall be expanded on and explored. Chaucer tells this narrative through the characters of a Knight, a Miller, a Reve and a Cook in what is now known as Fragment 1 and each tells a story from their own perspective. From the courtly love of the youths Palamon and Arcite, told in The Knight’s Tale to the incomplete Cook’s Tale—which is little more than a synopsis on the character of Perkyn Revelour and his misdemeanours—the theme of shifting values and outlooks permeate, from the unrealistically idealistic Knight’s Tale, centred on order as understood and practiced in the Early and High medieval eras to the realistically unidealistic backstreets of London and completely devoid of order of any kind.
	With the aftermath of the Black Death and the dramatic cultural shakedown it brought, the old values of chivalry and feudalism were being questioned and people were uncertain what the implications were for the changing fabric of society. It was against this backdrop that Chaucer wrote the Knight’s Tale. Lee Patterson wrote, ‘Whatever final meaning the Knight’s Tale may bear, it is clear that the Knight himself intends it to celebrate both Theseus as a model of rational governance and chivalry as a force for civilization.’[footnoteRef:1] And certainly, this ‘force for civilization’—feudalism—though dominant in medieval England for centuries was, by the time Chaucer wrote The Canterbury Tales, something of a relic of a departing age and along with it, the chivalric society that the nobility idealized. With long established ideals and values questioned, the Knight’s Tale depicts chivalry in practice, yet sets it in pagan Greece, seemingly to comment on the theological incompatibility of Jesus’ directive for his people to be united with feudal concepts of honour through combat and other rivalries[footnoteRef:2]. In the Tale, Palamon and Arcite were cousins and under the codes of chivalry were supposed to support one another, yet instead not only do they bicker over the Lady Emily (who does not even know they exist at this point) but when they are finally both free, they choose to duel, in the end bringing 100 knights apiece to fight in their battle. To the Knight, this is the height of applied chivalry. However, by this point in history, knights were more a burden and adornment than a justifiable expense for military campaigns. In the case of the Knight himself as a character, Patterson wrote, ‘[…] his crusading campaigns that can be clearly dated took place in the 1360s, and Donald Howard is surely right to stress the aura of “obsolescence” that clings to the portrait.’[footnoteRef:3] Yet to be touched on is the sense of free will in the Knight’s Tale. Or, more specifically, the lack of it. William Rogers comments on this: ‘Human beings are puppets of higher forces, and all humans ultimately die whether they want to or not. Saturn, […] represents a terrible, even hostile principle of disorder before which human beings are both physically and intellectually helpless.’[footnoteRef:4] The events of the Knight’s Tale are predetermined by the gods who play their games with those who were born into predetermined roles, themselves bickering to one another. Order is present, but makes little to no room for self-determination. [1:  Lee Patterson, ‘The Knight’s Tale and the Crisis of Chivalric Identity,’ in Chaucer and the Subject of History, (London: Routledge, 1991) p. 198.]  [2:  E.g: John 15.17 and Matthew 22.37-40, quoting Deuteronomy 6.5 and Leviticus 19.18.]  [3:  Lee Patterson, ‘The Knight’s Tale’, in Subject of History, p.179. He is referencing Donald Howard, The Idea of the Canterbury Tales, (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1976), pp. 94-97.]  [4:  William Rogers, ‘Fragment 1: Social Order and Individual Freedom’, in Upon the Ways: The Structure of The Canterbury Tales, (Victoria: University of Victoria, 1986) pp. 31-32.] 

While the Knight’s tale may have harked back to (for him) the social norms of chivalry and courtly decorum, The Miller’s Tale is anything but. To explain the context, social orders in Chaucer’s England had changed—not as much as in later decades and centuries—but still to a sizeable degree: ‘By the mid-thirteenth century urban merchants and craftsmen began to assume coats of arms, and in the fourteenth century the fashion spread not just to corporations but—the ultimate affront—to peasants.’[footnoteRef:5] Against this background, the Miller tells his parody of The Knight’s Tale. How the reader sees him doing this depends on the approach the reader leads with: ‘Critics differ on what exactly is being parodied—courtly-love conventions, chivalric ideals, the elevated language of romance literature, the passivity of the lovers in the Knight’s tale, civility, learning—and the answer is probably that the Miller’s tale takes a swipe at all of these things.’[footnoteRef:6] In the trend of social structure in the Tales, the Miller’s tale is at something of a crossroads much more than the others in the Fragment, mainly because this breaks off the narrative from the traditions of chivalric romance by focusing solely on the physicality of reality, whereas the Knight’s Tale is grounded firmly in the metaphysics of chivalry—specifically concepts of honour—and the ritualism of the medieval Roman Catholic Church, the Miller’s Tale only approaches theology in any capacity through Nicholas’ tricking John the Carpenter into thinking that Noah’s Flood is being repeated. In short, the Miller tells a tale of people as physical beings living for their own pleasure and nothing more and order is starting to give way to personal freedom as the underpinnings of society are bypassed. [5:  Lee Patterson, ‘The Knight’s Tale’, in Subject of History, p. 182.]  [6:  William Rogers, ‘Fragment 1’, in Upon the Ways, p. 38.] 

	While the Miller’s Tale is far from chivalrous in any real fashion at all, the human propensity for reciprocating destruction is better reflected in the Reve’s Tale, which plays host to the growing gulf in the morality of Fragment 1 from its start to finish. The sense of morals of any description is reduced very much to personal choice, although Rogers picks up on more than just a family circumnavigating morality. The world the Reve set his tale in is, ‘[…] not a world of bodies only, but a world of “oneupmanship.” The point is not so much to satisfy one’s body, as to put oneself over someone else.’[footnoteRef:7] This is reflected in the conduct of the clerks themselves, ‘The clerks, too, are less concerned with the loss of wheat or the physical discomfort of chasing horses in the rain, than they are with the intellectual pecking order in one man has the right to scorn another as a fool: [7:  William Rogers, ‘Fragment 1’, in Upon the Ways, p. 43.] 

“Allas,” quod John, “the day that I was born!
Now are we dryve til hethyng and til scorn.
Oure corn is stoln, men wil us fooles calle,
Bathe the wardeyn and oure felawes alle,
And namely the millere, weylaway!” (4109-13)’[footnoteRef:8] [8:  William Rogers, ‘Fragment 1’, in Upon the Ways, p. 42. ] 

The social order of the Reve’s tale is, in short, little better than the anarchy of war and the hierarchy of chivalry that the Knight believes to be a vital component of society.
	Last comes the Cook’s Tale, the shortest of the tales, Chaucer’s somewhat depressing account of the life of Perkyn Revelour can be called little more than the synopsis of the character and what he represented—society reduced to its lowest. On the subtext of the story in the wider context Rogers wrote,
‘The Cook’s tale also serves to destroy the dialectic setup in the preceding three tales by reducing it to meaninglessness. Perkyn’s life is neither free in any meaningful sense nor ordered. He merely performs random motion.’[footnoteRef:9] [9:  William Rogers, ‘Fragment 1’, in Upon the Ways, p. 45.] 

While certainly representative of an extreme, Perkyn nevertheless is a brutal end to Fragment 1, his tale in sharp contrast to the Knight’s Tale not just in material but in the very writing style itself, being incomplete and in terms of plot, directionless, save for a drunken rascal receiving his certificate as a Cook more to make him his own responsibility rather than his master’s before he leaves to stay with his wife-exploiting friend. Religion, social concern and even honest employment are gone, ‘In short, the Cook’s fragment shows us human beings as utterly careless—careless about their goods, about other people, and about themselves. […] social order is of course impossible, and the question of human freedom is meaningless.’
	Written in a time of uncertainty, Fragment 1 of the Canterbury Tales details the four characters of the Knight, the Miller, the Reve and the Cook each telling a story from their own view point and based around their own ideals. Through these characters, Chaucer constructed a narrative that debated his own society’s course, from where it came from and to where it was going and through these characters he further discussed the nature of free will and of order. First with The Knight, a figure from an era that by the 14th century was effectively redundant as new technologies emerged and the methods of war evolved. The Miller, a highly materialistic individual, yet central figure of the rural community. The Reve, a local official who benefits from the status quo and dislikes social climbers trying to rise above their peers, reflected in a vehement dislike for the tale the Miller tells. Last, comes the Cook, whose incomplete tale focuses, not on romance or brave deeds or even any real courtesy save to his friends (if even them), but of human nature at its worst, disorganised and without purpose. From the structured, idealised world of the Knight and of chivalry to the back streets of London which are the stomping grounds of the Cook’s central character, there is a consistent theme of order imposed to control people developing slowly into human freedom where the integrity and order of society is completely disintegrated.
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