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    GEOFFREY CHAUCER


    ENGLISH WRITER


    
      	Born in London c.1343.


      	Died in London in 1400.


      	
        Notable works:

        
          	The Canterbury Tales (c. 1380s), poetry


          	Parlement of Foules (c. 1380s), poetry


          	Troilus and Criseyde (c. 1380s), poetry

        

      

    


    A medieval courtier, diplomat, lawyer and civil servant, Chaucer travelled around Western Europe on the King’s business. Although he held a fairly high position within the Court, Chaucer did not come from an aristocratic family. His grandfather ran a tavern in the town of Ipswich, before moving to London and becoming a merchant. His parents were wine merchants living in the City of London. Chaucer is believed to have married Philippa de Roet, a lady-in-waiting to Constance of Castile (Spanish duchess, 1354-1394), the second wife of John of Gaunt (English duke, 1340-1399). He started his seminal work, The Canterbury Tales, during the 1380s, and it was incomplete at his death. The Canterbury Tales has never been out of print and has constantly influenced writers, artists and filmmakers ever since. The stories have a perennial appeal. The Canterbury Tales has also been a key influence on the development of the English language. Just like William Shakespeare (English playwright, 1564-1616), Chaucer was receptive to new ideas and the sheer variety and versatility of English. Many of the words he used were relatively new to the English language, often being taken from other languages including Greek, Latin and Arabic.

  


  
    THE CLERK’S TALE


    A MORAL TALE


    
      	Genre: poem


      	Reference edition: Chaucer, G. (2008) The Clerk’s Tale. The Canterbury Tales. Oxford: Oxford University Press, pp.137-153.


      	1st edition: 1387


      	Themes: duty, obedience, patience, tyranny, virtue

    


    The Clerk’s Tale, one of Chaucer’s 24 Canterbury Tales, is an English rendering of the tale of Patient Griselda. In it, a marquis marries a humble woman and then subjects her to a number of cruel tests to determine the extent of her obedience. This story was popular with Chaucer’s contemporaries: it appears in the Decameron by Boccaccio (Italian writer, 1313-1375) and was also translated into Latin by Petrarch (Italian writer, 1304-1374). The Clerk acknowledges his main source in the prologue to the Tale, informing the pilgrims that he will tell a story he learned from “Fraunceys Petrak, the lauriat poete” (31). Although the Clerk is faithful to his sources on matters of plot, his regular and impassioned interjections raise questions about the way the Tale is to be received. Rather than straightforwardly celebrating Griselda’s obedience, he repeatedly emphasises the cruel and irrational nature of her husband’s behaviour. Considered in this light, the implications of the Tale are extremely ambivalent.

  


  
    SUMMARY


    WALTER CHOOSES A WIFE


    Walter, the marquis of Saluces (or Saluzzo), is a strong, handsome man with many assets. However, he is only concerned with immediate pleasure and does not think about the future. Particularly dangerous is the fact that he has not yet chosen a wife. His citizens are so concerned about this fact that they decide to intervene, approaching him one day to share their worries. They inform him that their peace of mind depends upon him marrying: death can come at any moment and they fear a foreign successor. They even offer to choose a wife for him. Walter responds sympathetically to their plea, but informs them that he will choose his own wife. He asks that they respect his choice and they agree.


    In a humble part of Saluces, there lives a young woman named Griselda who is poor, hard-working and virtuous. Walter has noticed her previously, as he often rides past her home on hunts. He deeply admires her virtues and has decided that she is the only woman he could marry. On the day of the wedding, Walter’s people wait to find out who he has chosen to marry. He has clothes and jewellery made to fit Griselda and has his home prepared for the wedding. With all the preparations in order, Walter gathers his lords, ladies and knights and travels to Griselda’s home. She herself is entirely ignorant of his plans and is shocked when he asks to speak to her father.


    Walter tells Griselda’s father Janicula that he intends to marry his daughter, but will ask her to be entirely obedient to him. When he makes this proposal to Griselda she is shocked, but accepts and promises to obey him in all things. Walter’s ladies undress and clean Griselda before dressing her in the clothing of a marchioness. Back at Walter’s home, Griselda settles seamlessly into her new role. The people love her and the villagers whom she used to know can hardly believe she is Janicula’s daughter. She is so beloved that people travel from other provinces just to catch a glimpse of her. Her husband is frequently away, but she takes up the role of mediator in his absence, resolving all disputes with grace and wisdom.


    GRISELDA IS TESTED


    The marquis and the people are delighted when Griselda gives birth to a girl. Soon after she is born, however, the marquis is seized by an urge to test his wife. He approaches her one evening and tells her that although he loves her, the nobles resent being subjects to someone born in a humble village. Since their daughter was born, he continues, their grumblings have become worse. As he wishes to live peacefully with his nobles, he concludes, he must act according to their desires rather than his own. He seeks her permission to do away with the child in order to appease the nobles. Griselda immediately consents, telling him that he can save or kill herself and her child as he sees fit. Walter instructs a sergeant to take Griselda’s child from her to be killed. Griselda watches meekly and does not intervene, except to kiss and bless the baby before asking the sergeant to give her a suitable burial. When the sergeant reports her response to Walter, he is impressed but does not relent. He has the baby sent to his sister in Bologna to be raised. Meanwhile, he returns to Griselda, who gives no signs of regret or anger and does not mention her daughter.


    Four years later, Griselda gives birth to a son. Everyone is overjoyed at this news. When the boy is two, however, Walter once again decides to test his wife. As on the previous occasion, he tells Griselda that the people are upset with the marriage and lament the fact that “the blood of Janicle” (632) will rule Saluces when he dies. He concludes that the son must meet the same fate as the daughter. The same sergeant takes her son and, as before, Griselda does not intervene. Walter carefully observes the reaction of Griselda – who now believes that two of her children have been killed on their father’s orders – and finds that she is as kind, humble and loving as she was before. Meanwhile, word spreads across the province of Walter’s cruel behaviour and the people begin to hate him.


    A NEW MARCHIONESS


    Walter’s daughter, still living in Bologna with an aunt who has now married an Earl, turns 12. Walter has his servants force papers from the Pope granting him permission to take a new wife and has these published across the province. In the meantime, he contacts his sister and the Earl asking that his children are brought back to Saluces but their lineage is kept secret. Instead, he asks them to present his daughter as his new wife. Having set this plan in motion, the marquis publicly informs Griselda that he intends to marry another woman. Furthermore, she must immediately vacate her place in his house and return to her father’s. Once again she responds mildly, arguing that she was never worthy to be his chambermaid, let alone his wife. Having given back all of the clothing and jewellery granted to her, she returns home barefoot and clothed only in a smock. The people of the province follow her, weeping.


    Back at her father’s house, Griselda shows no sign of remorse or resentment. The marquis soon has her brought back to his house, asking her to supervise the preparations for his new wedding. Later that day, the Earl arrives with the two children. The people witness their arrival and decide that the girl is fairer than Griselda. When the marquis asks Griselda what she thinks of his new wife, she only asks that he does not torment his new wife in the same way that he tormented her: she believes the young woman will be less able to bear it due to her noble lineage. Finally satisfied with Griselda’s virtues and obedience, the marquis suddenly kisses her. She responds with bewilderment as he reveals that the two children are their own children. She is overjoyed at this revelation, thanking her husband for returning the children to her. Griselda reclaims her place in the house and lives many happy years with the marquis. Their daughter marries well and their son inherits his father’s kingdom.


    The clerk ends the Tale by explaining its meaning: the Tale does not suggest that all women should be as humble as Griselda. Rather, it demonstrates that all people should be resilient in times of adversity. Good Christians must accept every trial that God sends their way, as it is reasonable for God to wish to test his creations. The Tale is followed by a song which urges wives not to accept their husband’s tests meekly, but to resist their husbands at every opportunity. They should utilise their “crabbed [spiteful] eloquence” (1203) to fight back against their husband’s commands.

  


  
    CHARACTER STUDY


    WALTER, THE MARQUIS


    The young marquis Walter is “Biloved and drad [feared]” (69) by his lords and citizens. He comes from a noble lineage and is strong, handsome, honourable and courteous. The Clerk has only one criticism of Walter: he is too focussed on the present. He enjoys hunting and hawking and gives no thought to the future of Saluces and, in particular, his duty to produce an heir. However, when his citizens approach him to express this concern, he is sympathetic to their request and places faith in their intelligence. The only woman he is interested in marrying is the humble Griselda, whose virtue he admires. He approaches her father as an equal, requesting his permission to ask Griselda for her hand. He also treats Griselda respectfully, seeking her agreement on the terms of their marriage.


    The marquis’s behaviour changes after their first child is born. At this point he develops a “merveillous desir” (454) to test his wife’s constancy, despite the fact that she has proven herself to be good on many previous occasions. Although she passes each of his tests, he continues to greater and greater extremes. His purpose does not change, even when his people begin to view him as a murderous villain. In the end, it is Griselda’s genuine concern for the woman who is replacing her which convinces Walter of her goodness. Some critics have suggested that Walter can be read as a stand-in for God, but the Clerk’s repeated expressions of disgust at his


    GRISELDA


    

    

    

    JANICULA
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