Notes on the Clerk’s Tale:

Tale and Interlinks

Tale

Source – Petrarch and Boccaccio (folk tale of Patient Griselde) (See back of book for sources and letters.)
Genre: Exemplum, most likely, others have argued for drama, fable or folk tale, sermon, saint’s life.  One critic has argued that a saint’s life finds the reward in the next life but an exemplum or novella may find reward in this life, a comedy then.  Finally, it has been argued as an allegory, but it is not explicitly so, yet is hovers on the allegorical.
Modality: Tale of Pathos or a religious tale – suffering female victim.

Style: Rime royal – a big deal, indicating a tale of high morality, but the Host asks the Clerk not to tell a story in high style.

Structure: Six-Part Structure

1. The request of the Marquis to marry and his conditions.

2. The preparation for the wedding and the surprise selection of Griselde and how well she flourished in the role: “she from heven sent was” (p. 165); the birth of her daughter.

3. Temptation one, the taking of her daughter by the grisly sergeant.

4. Four years later, birth of son, temptation two, the loss of her son, sergeant returns to take the son; 8 years go by and the plans for annulment and new marriage.

5. Walter tells Griselde that he must remarry and that she must leave the house and all her possessions, including her clothes.

6.  Wedding preparations, Griselde is asking to help; the people begin to change; the bride is brought in; then finally the revelation and the end of 12 years of testing; the conclusion and purpose of the story is stated and ref to Wife of Bath
Envoy:

The ironic (?) recantation of the whole story and praise of the Archewyves of the Wife of Bath and her sect greatly enhances the dramatic quality of the tale; it seems as if the Clerk is eyeing the Wife of Bath with some fear, maybe, or is he being exceptionally cruel in his irony?

Endlink – Host reveals his marriage might not be the best; this link followed by the Merchant’s Tale, another marriage tale, and we have quite an emphasis on the theme of marriage.
Themes and interpretive strategies:

(Pilgrimage, love, literature, governance – in context of the CT)
1.  Marriage theme – a tale from a clerk to “quyte” the Wife of Bath; more on the marriage argument later, next time when we take up the Franklyn.
2. Obedience theme – allegorical or Jobian, mysterious submission to God and the god-like.

3. Political theme – linked to the theme of natural gentilesse and linked to context of Peasants’ Revolt and Lollardy

4. Tale in context: Another high style tale that begins a fragment only to be followed by another fabliau.
The Tale as Monstrous and How to Resolve it?

Dramatically? – the Clerk is out to get, to “quyte,” the Wife of Bath.  Also, we think here of the question of the projection of the narrator into the tale: is the Clerk a bit of a Griselda, patiently obedient student – like all of you, or is the Clerk a bit of a Walter as he cruelly attacks the Wife’s view of marriage and women with his counter tale and even more cruelly agrees with her in a highly sarcastic tone at the end?
Theologically? – Perhaps through such mystic tales like Job or such avante garde philosophy like Nominalism.
By genre? – parable – like Jesus’ parables that are ultimately puzzles on the nature of eternity (Laborers in the Vineyard) or the overwhelming and unmerited nature of divine love or grace (Prodigal Son).
Historically? – they thought different in those days!  Well, the historical arguments are much more complex than that, but often you will find something that basically finishes up making this claim.  
	
	Monstrous
	Divine

	Walter
	As a human, as realism
An abusing, cruel husband,

Dictator, autocrat, sadist
	As a figure of a distant and alien god, as the god in Job might appear, or as god the nominalists or certain mystics might conjure up in order to make the divine as Other as possible.

	Griselda
	As a human, as a co-enabler of Walter’s cruelty, as a co-conspirator of infanticide, and guilty of human suicide in the willing sacrifice of her reason and will
	As a figure of Christ in the Nativity, Lamb of God, Mary, Job, as Abraham willingly sacrificing Isaac; as a figure of the ideal soul molding itself completely to the will of god; a figure of ideal forbearance in the face of adversity, as a saint, as an angel.


Some modern analogues and connections:

Caryl Churchill’s Top Girls, Patient Griselda has a role in the play.

Alice Walker’s Color Purple, Celie is likened unto Griselda.

I might stretch the argument to include Peter Weir’s Truman Show, starring Jim Carrey (1998).  While not overtly cruel, it is story of someone who lives life based upon a lie, a fiction, arranged for others amusement and study, assaying, as Chaucer would say.
