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Editor’s Note

This book brings together a representative selection of the best
modern critical interpretations of the Knight’s Tale from the Canter-
bury Tales of Geoffrey Chaucer. The critical discussions are re-
printed here in the chronological order of their original publication.
I am grateful to Maria Carrig for her erudite assistance in editing
this volume.

My introduction first considers Chaucer’s experiential stance as
a poet and then relates the Knight’s Tale to the Knight’s own
narrative stance, which is the necessity to bear oneself with equa-
nimity, since one must constantly keep appointments one has never
made (to employ Talbot Donaldson’s fine paraphrase of Chaucer).

Charles Muscatine begins the chronological sequence of criti-
cism with his classic essay on Theseus as an idea of order in the
Knight’s Tale, after which the late Talbot Donaldson, the most
Chaucerian of Chaucerians since G. K. Chesterton, sets forth the
relation of the poem to The Consolation of Philosophy by Boethius.

The astrological context of the poem is learnedly expounded
by Douglas Brooks and Alastair Fowler, while the late Donald R.
Howard gives us a sense of Chaucer’s own reservations towards the
Knight’s vision. Robert W. Hanning compares the poem to the Thebiad
of Statius and the Teseida of Boccaccio and discusses the effect of
Chaucer’s tale being related by a professional soldier.

Boethius returns in F. Anne Payne’s analysis of the Knight’s
Tale as a Menippean satire, after which Helen Cooper discusses the
poem’s structure in the context of medieval romances and of
Boccaccio in particular. C. David Benson concludes this volume by
contrasting the Knight’s Tale with the Miller’s Tale, demonstrating
how reading them together adds to the very different literary power
that each manifests.
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Introduction

I

Chaucer is one of those great writers who defeat almost all criti-
cism, an attribute he shares with Shakespeare, Cervantes, and Tolstoy.
There are writers of similar magnitude—Dante, Milton, Words-
worth, Proust—who provoke inspired commentary (amidst much
more that is humdrum), but Chaucer, like his few peers, has such
mimetic force that the critic is disarmed and so is left either with
nothing or with everything still to do. Much criticism devoted to
Chaucer is merely historical, or even theological, as though Chau-
cer ought to be read as a supreme version of medieval Christianity.
But I myself am not a Chaucer scholar, and so I write this introduc-
tion and edit this volume only as a general critic of literature and as
a common reader of Chaucer.

Together with Shakespeare and a handful of the greater novel-
ists in English, Chaucer carries the language further into unthink-
able triumphs of the representation of reality than ought to be
possible. The Pardoner and the Wife of Bath, like Hamlet and
Falstaff, call into question nearly every mode of criticism that is
now fashionable. What sense does it make to speak of the Pardoner
or the Wife of Bath as being only a structure of tropes, or to say
that any tale they tell has suspended its referential aspect almost
entirely? The most Chaucerian and best of all Chaucer critics, E.
Talbot Donaldson, remarks of the General Prologue to the Canter-
bury Tales:

The extraordinary quality of the portraits is their vitality,
the illusion that each gives the reader that the character
being described is not a fiction but a person, so that it
seems as if the poet has not created but merely recorded.

1
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As a critical remark, this is the indispensable starting point for
reading Chaucer, but contemporary modes of interpretation deny
that such an illusion of vitality has any value. Last June, 1 walked
through a park in Frankfurt, West Germany, with a good friend
who is a leading French theorist of interpretation. I had been in
Frankfurt to lecture on Freud; my friend had just arrived to give a
talk on Joyce’s Ulysses. As we walked, I remarked that Joyce’s
Leopold Bloom seemed to me the most sympathetic and affection-
ate person I had encountered in any fiction. My friend, annoyed
and perplexed, replied that Poldy was not a person, and that my
statement therefore was devoid of sense. Though not agreeing, I
reflected silently that the difference between my friend and myself
could not be reconciled by anything I could say. To him, Ulysses
was not even persuasive rhetoric, but was a system of tropes. To
me, it was above all else the personality of Poldy. My friend’s
deconstructionism, I again realized, was only another formalism, a
very tough-minded and skeptical formalism. But all critical formal-
ism reaches its limits rather quickly when fictions are strong enough.
L. C. Knights famously insisted that Lady Macbeth’s children were
as meaningless a critical issue as the girlhood of Shakespeare’s
heroines, a view in which Knights followed E. E. Stoll who,
whether he knew it or not, followed E. A. Poe. To Knights,
Falstaff “is not a man, but a choric commentary.”” The paradox,
though, is that this “choric commentary” is more vital than we are,
which teaches us that Falstaff is neither trope nor commentary, but
a representation of what a human being might be, if that person
were even wittier than Oscar Wilde, and even more turbulently
high-spirited than Zero Mostel. Falstaff, Poldy, the Wife of Bath:
these are what Shelley called “forms more real than living man.”

Immensely original authors (and they are not many) seem to
have no precursors, and so seem to be children without parents.
Shakespeare is the overwhelming instance, since he swallowed up
his immediate precursor Christopher Marlowe, whereas Chaucer
charmingly claims fictive authorities while being immensely in-
debted to actual French and Italian writers and to Boccaccio in
particular. Yet it may be that Chaucer is as much Shakespeare’s
great original as he was Spenser’s. What is virtually without prece-
dent in Shakespeare is that his characters change themselves by ponder-
ing upon what they themselves say. In Homer and the Bible and Dante,
we do not find sea changes in particular persons brought about by
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those persons’ own language, that is, by the differences that indi-
vidual diction and tone make as speech produces further speech.
But the Pardoner and the Wife of Bath are well along the mimetic
way that leads to Hamlet and Falstaff. What they say to others, and
to themselves, partly reflects what they already are, but partly
engenders also what they will be. And perhaps even more subtly
and forcefully, Chaucer suggests ineluctable transformations going
on in the Pardoner and the Wife of Bath through the effect of the
language of the tales they choose to tell.

Something of this shared power in Chaucer and Shakespeare
accounts for the failures of criticism to apprehend them, particularly
when criticism is formalist, or too given over to the study of codes,
conventions, and what is now called “language” but might more
aptly be called applied linguistics, or even psycholinguistics. A critic
addicted to what is now called the “priority of language over
meaning” will not be much given to searching for meaning in
persons, real or imagined. But persons, at once real and imagined,
are the fundamental basis of the experiential art of Chaucer and
Shakespeare. Chaucer and Shakespeare know, beyond knowing,
the labyrinthine ways in which the individual self is always a picnic
of selves. “The poets were there before me,” Freud remarked, and
perhaps Nietzsche ought to have remarked the same.

11

Talbot Donaldson rightly insists, against the patristic exegetes,
that Chaucer was primarily a comic writer. This need never be
qualified, if we also judge the Shakespeare of the two parts of Henry
the Fourth to be an essentially comic writer, as well as Fielding,
Dickens, and Joyce. “Comic writer” here means something very
comprehensive, with the kind of “comedy’’ involved being more in
the mode, say, of Balzac than that of Dante, deeply as Chaucer was
indebted to Dante notwithstanding. If the Pardoner is fundamen-
tally a comic figure, why then so is Vautrin. Balzac’s hallucina-
tory “realism,” a cosmos in which every janitor is a genius, as
Baudelaire remarked, has its affinities with the charged vitalism of
Chaucer’s fictive world. The most illuminating exegete of the Gen-
eral Prologue to the Canterbury Tales remains William Blake, whose
affinities with Chaucer were profound. This is the Blake classed by
Yeats, in A Vision, with Rabelais and Aretino; Blake as a heroic
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vitalist whose motto was “Exuberance is Beauty,” which is an apt
Chaucerian slogan also. I will grant that the Pardoner’s is a negative
exuberance, and yet Blake’s remarks show us that the Wife of
Bath’s exuberance has its negative aspects also.

Comic writing so large and so profound hardly seems to admit
a rule for literary criticism. Confronted by the Wife of Bath or
Falstaff or the suprahumane Poldy, how shall the critic conceive her
or his enterprise? What is there left to be done? I grimace to think of
the Wife of Bath and Falstaff deconstructed, or of having their
life-augmenting contradictions subjected to a Marxist critique. The
Wife of Bath and difference (or even ‘“differance”)? Falstaff and
surplus value? Poldy and the dogma that there is nothing outside
the text? Hamlet and Lacan’s Mirror Phase? The heroic, the vitaliz-
ing pathos of a fully human vision, brought about through a
supermimesis not of essential nature, but of human possibility,
demands a criticism more commensurate with its scope and its
color. It is a matter of aesthetic tact, certainly, but as Oscar Wilde
taught us, that makes it truly a moral matter as well. What devital-
izes the Wife of Bath, or Falstaff, or Poldy, tends at last to reduce
us also.

I

That a tradition of major poetry goes from Chaucer to Spenser
and Milton and on through them to Blake and Wordsworth, Shel-
ley and Keats, Browning and Tennyson and Whitman, Yeats and
Stevens, D. H. Lawrence and Hart Crane is now widely accepted
as a critical truth. The myth of a Metaphysical countertradition,
from Donne and Marvell through Dryden, Pope, and Byron on to
Hopkins, Eliot, and Pound, has been dispelled and seen as the
Eliotic invention it truly was. Shakespeare is too large for any
tradition, and so is Chaucer. One can wonder if even the greatest
novelists in the language—Richardson, Austen, George Eliot, Dick-
ens, Henry James, and the Mark Twain of Huckleberry Finn (the one
true rival to Moby-Dick and Leaves of Grass as the American book or
Bible), or Conrad, Lawrence, Joyce, and Faulkner in this century—
can approach Shakespeare and Chaucer in the astonishing art of some-
how creating fictions that are more human than we generally are.
Criticism, perhaps permanently ruined by Aristotle’s formalism,
has had little hope of even accurately describing this art. Aristopha-
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nes, Plato, and Longinus are apter models for a criticism more
adequate to Chaucer and to Shakespeare. Attacking Euripides, Aris-
tophanes, as it were, attacks Chaucer and Shakespeare in a true
prolepsis, and Plato’s war against Homer, his attack upon mimesis,
prophesies an unwaged war upon Chaucer and Shakespeare. Homer
and Euripides after all simply are not the mimetic scandal that is
constituted by Chaucer and Shakespeare; the inwardness of the Par-
doner and Hamlet is of an order different from that of Achilles and
Medea. Freud himself does not catch up to Chaucer and Shake-
speare; he gets as far as Montaigne and Rousseau, which indeed is a
long journey into the interior. But the Pardoner is the interior and
even lago, even Goneril and Regan, Cornwall and Edmund, do not
give us a fiercer sense of intolerable resonance on the way down
and out. Donaldson subtly observes that “it is the Pardoner’s par-
ticular tragedy that, except in church, every one can see through
him at a glance.” The profound phrase here is “except in church.”
What happens to, or better yet, within the Pardoner when he
preaches in church? Is that not parallel to asking what happens
within the dying Edmund when he murmurs, “Yet Edmund was
beloved,” and thus somehow is moved to make his belated, futile
attempt to save Cordelia and Lear? Are there any critical codes or
methods that could possibly help us to sort out the Pardoner’s
more-than-Dostoevskian intermixture of supernatural faith and pre-
ternatural chicanery? Will semiotics or even Lacanian psycholin-
guistics anatomize Edmund for us, let alone Regan?

Either we become experiential critics when we read Chaucer
and Shakespeare, or in too clear a sense we never read them at all.
“Experiential” here necessarily means humane observation both of
others and of ourselves, which leads to testing such observations
in every context that indisputably is relevant. Longinus is the ances-
tor of such experiential criticism, but its masters are Samuel John-
son, Hazlitt and Emerson, Ruskin, Pater, and Wilde. A century
gone mad on method has given us no critics to match these, nor are
they likely to come again soon, though we still have Northrop Frye
and Kenneth Burke, their last legitimate descendants.

1\Y

Mad on method, we have turned to rhetoric, and so much so
that the best of us, the late Paul de Man, all but urged us to identify
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literature with rhetoric, so that criticism perhaps would become
again the rhetoric of rhetoric, rather than a Burkean rhetoric of
motives, or a Fryean rhetoric of desires. Expounding the Nun’s
Priest’s Tale, Talbot Donaldson points to ‘“‘the enormous rhetorical
elaboration of the telling” and is moved to a powerful insight into
experiential criticism:

Rhetoric here is regarded as the inadequate defense that
mankind erects against an inscrutable reality; rhetoric en-
ables man at best to regard himself as a being of heroic
proportions—like Achilles, or like Chauntecleer—and at
worst to maintain the last sad vestiges of his dignity (as a
rooster Chauntecleer is carried in the fox’s mouth, but as
a hero he rides on his back), rhetoric enables man to find
significance both in his desires and in his fate, and to
pretend to himself that the universe takes him seriously.
And rhetoric has a habit, too, of collapsing in the pres-
ence of simple common sense.

Yet rhetoric, as Donaldson implies, if it is Chaucer’s rhetoric in
particular, can be a life-enhancing as well as a life-protecting de-
fense. Here is the heroic pathos of the Wife of Bath, enlarging
existence even as she sums up its costs in one of those famous
Chaucerian passages that herald Shakespearean exuberances to come:

But Lord Crist, whan that it remembreth me
Upon my youthe and on my jolitee,
It tikleth me aboute myn herte roote—
Unto this day it dooth myn herte boote
That I have had my world as in my time.
But age, allas, that al wol envenime,
Hath me biraft my beautee and my pith—
Lat go, farewel, the devel go therewith!
The flour is goon, ther is namore to telle:
The bren as I best can now moste I selle;
But yit to be right merye wol I fonde.

(E. T. Donaldson, 2d ed.)

The defense against time, so celebrated as a defiance of time’s
revenges, is the Wife’s fierce assertion also of the will to live at
whatever expense. Rhetorically, the center of the passage is in the
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famously immense reverberation of her great cry of exultation and
loss, “That I have had my world as in my time,”” where the double
“my” is decisive, yet the “have had” falls away in a further intima-
tion of mortality. Like Falstaff, the Wife is a grand trope of pathos,
of life defending itself against every convention that would throw
us into death-in-life. Donaldson wisely warns us that “pathos, how-
ever, must not be allowed to carry the day,” and points to the
coarse vigor of the Wife’s final benediction to the tale she has told:

And Jesu Crist us sende
Housbondes meeke, yonge, and fresshe abedde—
And grace t’overbide hem that we wedde.
And eek I praye Jesu shorte hir lives
That nought wol be governed by hir wives,
And olde and angry nigardes of dispence—
God sende hem soone a verray pestilence!

Blake feared the Wife of Bath because he saw in her what he
called the Female Will incarnate. By the Female Will, Blake meant
the will of the natural woman or the natural man, a prolepsis
perhaps of Schopenhauer’s rapacious Will to Live or Freud's *“fron-
tier concept” of the drive. Chaucer, I think, would not have quar-
reled with such an interpretation, but he would have scorned Blake’s
dread of the natural will or Schopenhauer’s horror of its rapacity.
Despite every attempt to assimilate lim to a poetry of belief,
Chaucer actually surpasses even Shakespeare as a celebrant of the
natural heart, while like Shakespeare being beyond illusions con-
cerning the merely natural. No great poet was less of a dualist than
Chaucer was, and nothing makes poetry more difficult for critics,
because all criticism is necessarily dualistic.

The consolation for critics and readers is that Chaucer and
Shakespeare, Cervantes and Tolstoy, persuade us finally that every-
thing remains to be done in the development of a criticism dynamic
and comprehensive enough to represent such absolute writers with-
out reduction or distortion. No codes or methods will advance the
reading of Chaucer. The critic is thrown back upon herself or
himself and upon the necessity to become a vitalizing interpreter in
the service of an art whose burden is only to carry more life
forward into a time without boundaries.
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v

The Knight’s Tale is a chivalric romance, or purports to be; it
is as much genial satire as romance, a triumph of Chaucer’s comic
rhetoric, monistic and life-enhancing. Talbot Donaldson charmingly
sums up the poem’s ethos as being rather more Stoic than Chris-
tian: “No matter how hard we look, we cannot hope to see why
Providence behaves as it does; all we can do is our best, making a
virtue of necessity, enjoying what is good, and remaining cheer-
ful.” Applied to most other authors, Donaldson’s comments might
seem banal. Chaucer’s overwhelming representation of an immedi-
ate reality, in which we ride with the protagonists, enjoy what is
good, and certainly become more cheerful, gives Donaldson’s ami-
able observations their edge of precision. Since Chaucer the Pilgrim
rides along with us, allowing his own narrative voice full scope,
despite the authority of his storytellers, we hear more than the
Knight’s tonalities in the telling of his tale.

Donald R. Howard, admirably setting forth “the idea” of the
Canterbury Tales, the totality of its vision, reminds us that Chaucer
himself may be in a skeptical stance towards the Knight’s Tale, if
only because the voice of the Knight, as narrator, is so much at
variance with Chaucer’s larger idea or vision:

And the work, because of this idea, discourages us from
assenting to the tales, from giving them credence. Almost
every tale is presented in circumstances which discredit it.
Even the Knight’s Tale, a high-minded story told by an
ideal figure, gives us reason to approach it skeptically. In
it . . . Chaucer permits his own voice to intrude upon
the Knight’s. These ironic intrusions may discredit the
tale itself, or the Knight, or the style and manner of
its telling, or the cultural and literary tradition it rep-
resents. However explained, this ironic element raises
questions in the reader’s mind which the tale never set-
tles. In other instances what we know about the pilgrim
raises such questions. The Miller’s Tale parodies the
Knight’s and holds some of its values up to ridicule; but
the Miller does not get the last word and there is no
reason to think Chaucer sided with him more than
another—he is, we are told, a drunk and a churl. Besides,
the Reeve’s tale “quits” the Miller and his tale, discredit-
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ing both with another churlish viewpoint. Tales discredit
each other, as with the Friar and Summoner. The Nun’s
Priest subtly discredits the Monk’s tale and other tales
which have preceded it. Whole groups of tales discredit
one another by presenting various viewpoints in conflict—
the sequence Knight-Miller-Reeve is an example, as is the
“marriage group.”

Talbot Donaldson places a particular emphasis upon one cru-
cial couplet of the Knight’s:

It is ful fatr a man to bare him evene,
For alday meeteth men at unset stevene.

I remember walking once with the late and much mourned
Donaldson, on an ordinary evening in New Haven, and hearing
him quote that couplet, and then repeat his own superb paraphrase
of it: “It is a good thing for a man to bear himself with equanimity,
for one is constantly keeping appointments one never made.”” That
certainly seems the Knight’s ethos, and may have been Chaucer’s,
and doubtless does reflect The Consolation of Philosophy of Boethius.
Yet Chaucer, as Donaldson helped teach us, is a very great comic
writer—like Rabelais, Cervantes, Shakespeare. As a poet, Chaucer
is larger than any formulation we can bring to bear upon him, and,
again like Shakespeare, he tends to transcend genres also.

F. Anne Payne argues cogently that “the Knight's Tale, a
philosophical parody with the Consolation and the romance as its
models, belongs to the seriocomic tradition of Menippean satire.”
Less a genre than a grab bag, Menippean satire is essentially typified
by Lucian, whose dialogues turn their mockery in several directions
at once. Lucian is less a satirist than an extreme ironist, who
exploits precisely that aspect of irony that the late Paul de Man
termed “a permanent parabasis of meaning.”” The irony of irony,
with its destruction of any fixed meaning, is the irony of the
Knight’s Tale, where nothlng can be settled and much must be
accepted. Donaldson, in his splendid final book, The Swan at the
Well: Shakespeare Reading Chaucer, relates the irony of romantic love
in A Midsummer Night’s Dream to the irony of the Knight's Tale.
Puck’s “Lord, what fools these mortals be” falls short of the irony
of Chaucer’s Theseus: “who maie be a foole, but if he love?”” The
destruction of friendship by love, Chaucer’s overt story, is itself



