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Overview: Unit 3, Section A  

 
Unit 3 – Poetry Pre-1900 and Unseen Poetry 

This is a two hour exam where you will have to complete an extract question and an essay 

question on Chaucer’s The Merchant’s Prologue and Tale and compare two poems from a 

choice of four. The exam is split into two sections and worth 120 marks in total.  

 

 

Section A – The Merchant’s Prologue and Tale 

The extract is worth 15 marks and only AO1 & AO2 will be assessed here.  

The essay is worth 45 marks and AO1, AO2 and AO3 will be assessed; AO3 is key at 30 

marks. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Bangor 

Chaucer Project 

1000-1500 words 

Informative and active exploration 

How to read a narrative poem   2. Dividing the poem into sections and offering a summary of 

each (relating to language, literary and historical context) 3. Narrators 

Approaches to exam questions 

 

  

 

Assessment Objectives: The examiner will be looking for evidence that you can do the following 

in your answers. Make sure you understand them and know them – understanding what is 

expected of you will make answering the exam questions a lot easier! 

AO1: Articulate informed, personal and creative responses to literary texts, using associated 

concepts and terminology, and coherent, accurate written expression. 

AO2: Analyse ways in which meanings are shaped in literary texts.  

AO3: Demonstrate understanding of the significance and influence of the contexts in which 

literary texts are written and received.  
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The Characters 
 

The Merchant  

His description in The General Prologue tells us that he wears a patterned cloak, Flemish beaver 

hat, expensive boots, and has a forked beard. He’s a very fashionable chap! He is a merchant 

who is mainly focused on making money from the military protection of trade routes. Despite 

his obsession with making money, and the fact that he likes to talk about how he makes money, 

he’s in debt. Debt is a sign of poor judgement in business (and hints at poor judgement in other 

areas too) so he hides it as best he can. He is unhappily married, and bemoans how awful his 

wife is. In the prologue to his tale the Merchant admits that he has been married for only two 

months.  

 

Januarie 

An old, wealthy knight with an eye for the finer things in life (including the ladies). He decides 

suddenly to marry and produce an heir to inherit his estate. He’s picky about his choice of 

bride and demands a young, beautiful, virgin for a wife.  

 

May 

A beautiful, young virgin who is of a lower social status than Januarie. By marrying Januarie May 

increases her social standing and moves up in the world.  

 

Placebo 

A close friend of Januarie, and also a possible relation. Placebo agrees that marriage is a good 

idea, and that any decision Januarie makes about taking a wife will be a good one.  

 

Justinus 

Another close friend and possible relation of Januarie. In contrast to Placebo, Justinus advises 

Januarie against getting married, reminding him that he has not managed to be faithful in the 

past. Like the Merchant, Justinus admits to being unhappily married himself, and doesn’t sing 

the praises of women. 
 

Damyan 

Januarie’s squire, and a handsome young man who falls instantly in love with May. His love for 

May is so acute that Damyan becomes ill and takes to his bed. Januarie is fond of Damyan, so 

once Januarie notices that his squire is no longer in attendance on him, he sends May and her 

ladies to tend to him. This does not end well for Januarie. 

 

Pluto 

Roman God of the Underworld. He is responsible for the abduction of Proserpina in Roman 

myth. He witnesses the goings on between May and Damyan and decides to restore Januarie’s 

sight, as he believes all women are untrustworthy and Januarie should be aware of his wife’s 

deceit. 

  

Proserpina 

Wife and consort of Pluto. In Roman myth Proserpina was abducted by Pluto and forced to 

live with him for six months of the year. Proserpina argues that men are sex-obsessed, and 

provides May with the wit to invent a good excuse for her actions. 
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The Story in Brief 

 
  

Illustrations E.Daniels 2019. All rights reserved 
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Reading and Studying Chaucer 
 

How might we approach reading this narrative poem? 

 

First steps: 

Be prepared to read the tale more than once: the language will be unfamiliar to begin with, but 

you will get the hang of it. Trust us, you will feel elated when it begins to make sense! 

 

1. Read the tale aloud to yourself/someone else – don’t be afraid to sound daft. You might 

be surprised at how much the unusual-looking words sound like modern English when 

read aloud. 

2. Listen to a recording of the language and listen for the tone of the words. 

3. Look up the meaning of words you don’t know in either the glossary at the back of your 

book, or the Middle English Dictionary Online, available at: 

https://quod.lib.umich.edu/m/middle-english-dictionary/dictionary . This will really 

help! Be careful, however, even words that appear familiar may have changed their 

meaning over time.  

 

 

 
Initial impressions of the characters and plot. 

 Who are the characters? How are they 

presented, and why? Does each character have a 

distinctive voice?  

 How are we supposed to respond to each of the characters? 

 What relationships exist between the various characters?  

 The narrator is also a character. Does the narrator play the same role in each of the 

sections?  Are we meant to agree/disagree with him some of the time/all of the time?  

 Can you identify the various stages of the plot? Are any aspects of the characterisation 

or plot comic? What is the effect of the comedy?  

 

Using the section summaries on pages 9-13 of this booklet, closely 
read and annotate the poem.   

 What ideas and themes are explored The Merchant’s Tale?  

 How does the poem engage with the attitudes in Chaucer’s time to 

the following:  women; love; sex; marriage; social roles; religious beliefs; 

class; duty?  

 How does the context influence your understanding of the poem?  

 

 

 

 

 

Ask yourself … 

Let’s get 

analytical 

https://quod.lib.umich.edu/m/middle-english-dictionary/dictionary
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Read articles, critical essays and books. 

  Consider how the opinions of others develop your understanding 

of the poem. Don’t be afraid to challenge what you read!  

 Make clear notes about all of the critical material that you read – 

and remember to cite the authors. You don’t want to plagiarise critics’ words 

and ideas.  

 

 From your reading of Chaucer’s poem and your note-taking from 

critical works, identify what you consider to be key themes. 

  Locate one or two quotations from the poem with which illustrate 

each theme. 

 Don’t forget that this is a poem. Look out for the poetic techniques that 

Chaucer uses, and explore their effects!  

 Consider the structure/patterns/rhyme within the poem – what purpose do they serve?  

 Is the language formal/informal/colloquial? When does Chaucer use each language 

register and to what effect? 

 Chaucer uses similes and extended metaphors: select several and analyse their effects. 

 

 

Research 

Build your 

case 
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Sections and Summaries 

 

  

Lines 1-32   Once Upon a Time . . .  

The Merchant complains about his marriage and how miserable he is. His wife is the 

worst, apparently, and very bad tempered! The Merchant says that he would never 

marry again and that if you don’t believe him you can try it out for yourself! 

 

 

Lines 33-54   Setting the Scene 

We are introduced to a worthy knight who lives in Lombardy but had been born in Pavia. 

He is sixty years old but has never been married. This has not stopped him enjoying the 

company of women (in all its forms) though! Now he suddenly wants to be married and 

hopes God will help him find a wife. 

 

Lines 55-98   The Joy that is Marriage  

The Merchant tries to convince us that it is a glorious thing to take a wife; especially 

when you are old and grey! A beautiful, young wife will keep you happy and give you 

an heir, whereas bachelors suffer in love and it is fitting that they have mostly pain and 

misery. He goes on to say some scholars, such as Theophrastus, lie when they say an 

honest servant will look after you better. 

 

Lines 99-186   The Airbrushed Wife 

A wife is a gift from God, all other gifts are money-orientated and ephemeral. A wife is 

man’s help and comfort; his paradise on earth. A man can follow his wife’s advice 

since wives are so faithful and wise. Having considered everything that he would gain 

by having a wife, Januarie decides to marry and tells his friends of his intentions. 
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Lines 257-306  The Advice of a Flatterer 

Placebo (Latin: ‘I shall please’) spends many lines repeating himself and 

encouraging Januarie to marry but doesn’t offer him a personal opinion. Placebo 

cites Solomon and merely agrees with everything Januarie says.  

Lines 307-364   Advice Offered From Bitter Experience 

Justinus (‘the just one’) opposes marriage from his own unhappy experience. Justinus 

cites Seneca, arguing that Januarie should be more careful and thoughtful before 

taking a wife, warning that a young wife is likely to cuckold an old husband. Januarie, a 

vain man, hears only the flattery of his sycophantic friend, Placebo. 

Lines 365-442   I am dreaming, I am dreaming . . . 

We get a detailed description of Januarie day-dreaming and fantasising constantly of 

his future bride and who she will be. Januarie makes his decision, finally, based mainly 

on his future wife’s youth, good looks, and virginity. He asks his friends to visit saying 

there is no more need to look for a wife for him and telling them they should not argue 

with his decision. 

Lines 187-256   Januarie’s Expectations of a Wife  

Januarie asks his friends to begin to look for a wife for him without delay. He 

emphasises that he wishes to live the rest of his life virtuously but not with an older 

woman nor a widow as older women will not be easy to control. Januarie’s wife must 

be no older than twenty years of age. 
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Lines 556-582  A Rival for May’s Love 

Januarie becomes very impatient for all his wedding guests to leave. Januarie's squire, 

Damyan, sees May, and falls in love with her. Damyan takes to his bed in misery, 

suffering from a serious case of courtly love.  

 

Lines 583-653   An Endurance Test 

Finally, the sun sets and Januarie is able to get rid of his guests! He drinks wine and 

aphrodisiacs to increase his potency and the bedroom is prepared, including having 

the priest bless the bed. At last, Januarie is able to perform his marital duty upon his 

very passive, silent wife. This takes the rest of the night and, at dawn, Januarie has 

more wine, and proceeds to sing in celebration before falling asleep.  As was the way 

at the time for the nobility, May remains in the bedroom for three or four days after 

the marriage night. 

 

Lines 443-476   Advice Falling on Deaf Ears 

Justinus responds quickly and briefly, suggesting Januarie could well be disappointed 

and that he might find marriage is not the paradise he anticipates it to be. Justinus 

makes it clear he thinks Januarie is a fool. 

 

Lines 477-555   Let’s Celebrate  

Januarie marries May, a young woman not yet twenty years old, largely out of lust and 

under the guise of legitimising sex.  We hear little of the actual wedding ceremony but 

are made aware of marriage as a binding legal transaction made before God, and that 

Januarie can hardly wait to claim the satisfaction of his lust. 
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Lines 809-903   The Garden of Love  

As some scholars say that joy is derived entirely from pleasure, Januarie decides to 

pursue this fully. He has a beautiful walled garden, in which he and May do 'things 

that were not done in bed'. He will allow no other person to have the key to this 

garden. As he and May ‘play’ in his garden of pleasure, Januarie is struck blind. As a 

result of his blindness Januarie becomes excessively jealous and possessive, and 

actually wishes them both dead!  Resolving to live, Januarie insists that May remain 

touching him at all times. This makes it difficult for Damyan to speak with May and 

he becomes very sorrowful indeed. Damyan and May manage to converse, however, 

using signals. 

Lines 904-1006 From Romance to Fabliau 

Januarie and May enter the garden that he has built for her. May has instructed 

Damyan to sneak into the garden using a key made from a wax mould that May has 

given him. Januarie seems changed and his usual lewd language becomes seemingly 

loving. We see May’s deceitfulness as she lies about her virtue to Januarie. He 

accepts what she says to him; whilst at the same time May signals to Damyan to 

climb the pear tree. 

Lines 654-719   The Perfect Courtly Lover  

Here we are given a description of the love-sick Damyan who writes a love-letter to 

May and then puts it in a silk purse, hidden in his shirt close to his heart. Januarie 

misses his favourite squire, Damyan, and, believing him to be ill, Januarie vows that 

soon he and May will visit him. However, Januarie then instructs May and her women 

to visit Damyan.  

 

Lines 720-808  Treachery Afoot  

May arrives at Damyan’s bedside and comforts him. Secretly, Damyan gives his letter 

to May asking her not to betray him. May then returns to Januarie but goes into the 

privy to read the letter in private. Having read it, May rips up the letter and throws it 

into the toilet. May and Januarie are then left alone and he asks her to strip naked. It 

would seem, either through fate or some other cause, that May cannot forget 

Damyan. May visits Damyan and gives him a letter resolving to love him even if he 

has nothing to give her. She encourages him to get well and, amazingly, the very next 

day Damyan is back in action. 
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Lines 1007-1107  The Adjudicators  

The action is suspended briefly while we are introduced to Pluto and Proserpina. 

They argue about the failings of men and women as they watch the events unfolding 

in the garden below. Pluto states he is the king and will not go back on what he has 

promised to do, which is to restore Januarie’s sight so he can see what a cuckold May 

is making of him. Proserpina states that as a woman and ‘queen of the fairies’ she will 

protect May, and ensure that May has a quick and plausible explanation of her 

actions for Januarie.      

 

Lines 1108-1206  Happily Ever After?   

Januarie is very happy and declares his love for May. May, implying that she is 

pregnant and craving a pear, requests one from the tree and Januarie, old and blind, 

and therefore unable to reach, is persuaded to stoop and allow May to climb onto 

his back to reach the fruit. In the tree, May is promptly greeted by Damyan, and 

they have sex. The two gods watch the adultery and Pluto, condemning women's 

immorality, grants Januarie his sight back just in time to see his wife and Damyan 

engaged in intercourse. Proserpina, as promised, grants May the ability to convince 

Januarie that his eyesight is deceiving him because it has only just been restored, and 

that she is only 'struggling with a man in a pear tree' because she was told this would 

restore Januarie's vision. Januarie readily accepts this and strokes May’s belly, 

believing her pregnant with his child. Januarie and May return to his palace. 

Lines 1207-1228.  The Epilogue 

 

The Host (Harry Bailey) is shocked by what he has heard in the tale and asks God 

to help protect him from a wife like May. He says that the tale proves how deceitful 

women are and how they are full of tricks and treachery. He then goes on to talk 

about his own wife saying that although he believes she is faithful, she is a shrew who 

nags and makes his life miserable and he bitterly regrets being tied to her. He says 

he won't go into detail about her faults as someone will hear and report back to her: 

women have a way of always finding out! He says he doesn't have the wit to tell 

everything without getting himself into trouble and so he stops talking. This is a 

comical ending and the tale has come full circle from the Merchant's Prologue.  
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The Genre of The Merchant’s Tale  
 

                     ROMANCE 

In a typical romance the hero will be a knight who engages in perilous adventures, 

sometimes involving magic, riding out and fighting, either to win or defend a lady, or 

to defeat enemies of the realm. Having proven his worth, the lady may marry the 

knight after which the couple will rule over their estates and produce a child as their 

heir. 

 

Chaucer is interested in the genre of romance and includes a number of romances among The 
Canterbury Tales: The Knight’s Tale (an epic romance), The Squire’s Tale (an ‘interlaced’ 

romance, episodic in its construction), The Franklin’s Tale (a Breton lay), and The Tale of Sir 
Thopas (a tail-rhyme romance). Romance concerns itself with the more noble behaviours of 

humanity: chivalry, honour, duty, bravery, and Christian virtue. Aspects of The Merchant’s Tale 
show the influence of this genre. 

 

                              FABLIAU 

A fabliau is a comic, bawdy tale. Fabliaux characters are drawn from the middle- or 

lower-classes, and the plot centres on an older husband (senex amans or ‘ancient 

lover’), married to a much younger wife, who is tricked into unwittingly contriving with 

a young intruder in their marriage (usually a student or a cleric) to enable the young 

couple to commit adultery. The plot is key, and characters are usually stereotypes who 

are given neither names nor histories. As we laugh at the events as they unfold, we 

should not feel any sympathy for the characters nor any involvement in their lives. 

 

Chaucer is also interested in the fabliau, another popular genre in the Middle Ages. Chaucer 

includes a number of fabliaux in The Canterbury Tales: The Miller’s Tale, The Reeve’s Tale, 
The Shipman’s Tale and The Cook’s Tale (although this is interrupted before it gets underway). 

The representation of the Wife of Bath and her three, old husbands, and aspects of The 

Merchant’s Tale are indebted to this genre too.  

 

If romance displays humanity at its finest, the highest moral values of chivalry, fabliaux portray 

the lowest morality of mankind where people are driven solely by the desire for sex and/or 

money. In the world of fabliaux you are punished not because you are immoral but because you 

are stupid and/or step out of your allotted ‘place’ in society.  

 

The Merchant’s Tale is a hybrid of features of both romance and fabliau, and their combination 

shows Chaucer experimenting with genre.  
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Romance Elements in The Merchant’s Tale modified by 

Fabliau 

 
Januarie is a knight          Januarie becomes the cuckolded, older husband 

 

Lady May: chaste, silent, obedient          May is actually of ‘of smal degree’ (413)’, 

and a trick player who becomes an adulterous wife  

       

Damyan is a squire who suffers from courtly love         Damyan becomes the 

intruder/young  lover who disrupts the marriage of Januarie and May 

 

Januarie wishes to produce an heir            Januarie is driven by lechery,                                                                      

May and Damyan by adultery and lust 

 

The Garden of Love         A location for sexual perversion and sex up a pear tree 

 

Damyan declares his love in a letter, ‘in manere of a compleynt or a lay’ (669) 

        Damyan’s letter ends up in the privy (toilet) 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

1. Which features of romance appear in The Merchant’s Tale? 

2. Which features belong to the genre of the fabliau? 

3. What is the effect of combining features of both romance and 

fabliau?  
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Narrators 
 

Even though the tales are fictitious, Chaucer draws directly on the kinds of foibles and failings 

to which people are prone in his satire of human life that is The Canterbury Tales. Chaucer 

presents his fictitious characters as belonging to certain professions and also as individuals who 

could have existed in the world around him.  

 

Chaucer is the author who creates ‘Chaucer the Pilgrim’, the narrator of The General Prologue 
and also two of the tales; the tale of Sir Thopas and The Tale of Melibee  in The Canterbury 
Tales. Chaucer the Pilgrim describes the Merchant in The General Prologue and introduces 

him immediately before the Merchant narrates the tale of Januarie, May and Damyan.  

 
You might find it helpful to think of Chaucer’s use of narrators in relation to The Merchant’s 

Tale as similar to a set of nesting dolls: Chaucer the 

writer is the large doll, Chaucer the Pilgrim is the next, 

and the Merchant is the smallest. 

 

The narrator of The Merchant’s Tale  is the Merchant 

from The General Prologue. 

  

The Merchant is a member of the new, rising middle 

class of the fourteenth-century. This is symbolised by 

the fashionable attire which suggests to us that he holds 

himself in high regard, but despite the quality of his 

clothing the fact that even strangers know of his financial troubles indicates that the Merchant 

does not hide his secrets as well as he thinks he does. 

The Merchant addresses the audience directly, he uses rhetorical language, and he manipulates 

the story throughout to serve his purpose. Chaucer’s deliberate misuse of biblical references in 

the Merchant’s discussion of marriage (150-162) highlights the Merchant’s limitations as an 

authority on the topics of marriage and women. 

Januarie has a distinct voice and we hear his thoughts and speech. However, the Merchant 

intervenes to such an extent that this causes our view of Januarie, May and Damyan to be so 

tightly controlled that we are never allowed to sympathise with them. Chaucer uses direct 

speech to convey the nature of Januarie’s character. We are encouraged to laugh at Januarie’s 

pompous and ignorant comments, and at his inappropriate behaviour such as his singing after 

sex!  
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Chaucer’s World: Contexts for The 

Merchant’s Tale 
 

The Merchant: a Pilgrim on a Pilgrimage 

 
A pilgrim is a traveller on a spiritual journey to a sacred location: this journey is called a 

pilgrimage. Pilgrimages were not only for the wealthy and this is reflected in the diverse group 

of pilgrims in Chaucer’s The Canterbury Tales. In the Middle Ages a pilgrimage was one of the 

few occasions where such a diverse group of people would have gathered together, and enjoyed 

temporary equality. It is possible that they passed the time by telling stories, as do Chaucer’s 

pilgrims. The pilgrims in The Canterbury Tales are on their way to pay homage to the ‘hooly 

blissful martir’ St. Thomas Becket, Archbishop of Canterbury, who was murdered in 

Canterbury Cathedral in 1170. Pilgrims travelled to Becket’s shrine to pray and seek spiritual 

solace, healing from illness, offer thanksgiving for having survived a time of personal difficulty 

or as an act of penance for a sin committed.  

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

  

 

 

Canterbury Tales, Woodcut, 1484 

Image: Public Domain 

 

 

 

 

 

© Public Domain 
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Marriage in the Middle Ages 

 

The Influence of St Paul 

 

 

Attitudes to marriage in the Middle Ages were influenced by the teaching of St Paul and  

medieval canon law (the laws created by the Church to regulate the ways in which the faithful 

were to conduct their lives). St Paul made a number of pronouncements about marriage that 

remained crucial to how marriage was understood in the Middle Ages:  

 

‘It is better to marry than to burn’ (1 Corinthians 7:9), hereby damning marriage with 

faint praise by seeing marriage as means of legitimating sex,  avoiding lust and going to 

Hell. 

 

‘Wives submit to your husbands […] Husbands love your wives’ (Colossians 3:18-19), 

hereby creating an unequal relationship between spouses, with the wife subject to the 

husband’s authority. 

  

St Paul also created the ‘marital or conjugal debt’, the mutual obligation of both husband and 

wife to have sex when requested by their spouse, ‘The husband should give his wife her conjugal 

rites, and likewise the wife to the husband. For the wife does not rule over her own body, but the 

husband does; likewise the husband does not rule over his own body, but the wife does’ (1 

Corinthians 7: 3-5).  

 

Medieval Weddings  

 

The Merchant makes clear that Januarie and May get married in church (489-90). The 

medieval Church preferred weddings to take place in church, before a priest and witnesses, 

with banns announcing the forthcoming wedding pronounced some time in advance.  

At the ceremony the bride and groom made vows before the eyes of God and their witnesses: 

 

I N.[ame] take the N.[ame] to my weddyd wyfe, to have & to holde fro this day forward, for 

better for wurs, for rycher, for porer, in sykenesse & in helth, tyll deth vs depart, yf holy Church 

will it ordeyn: & therto I plyght the my trouth (manum retrahendo [withdrawing his hand]). 

 

I N.[ame] take the N.[ame] to my weddyd husbonde, to have & to holde fro this day forward, 

for better for wurs, for rycher, for porer, in sykenesse & in helth, to be bonoure & buxum, in 

bed & at borde, tyll deth vs depart, yf holy Church will it ordeyn: & therto I plyght the my 

trouth (manum retrahendo) [withdrawing her hand]. 

Francis H. Dickinson, Missale ad Usum Insignis et Praeclarae Ecclesiae Sarum, Ordo 
Sponsalium (Burntisland: E Prelo de Pitsligo, 1861), columns 831–32. 

 

 

  1. How do the attitudes of St Paul inform our responses to May and Januarie?  

2. What is different between what the groom vows and the vow of the bride in the wedding ceremony? What is the 

significance of this to the events that follow? 

3. How are we supposed to judge May’s subsequent behaviour in light of what she will have vowed in the wedding 

ceremony? 
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The Merchant’s Tale is told by a narrator who confesses that his own, rather new marriage is 

not going well. Underline and translate the key words and phrases in the following passage that 

reveal the Merchant’s attitude to his own marital situation: 

 

Wepyng and waylyng, care and oother sorwe  

I knowe ynogh, on even and a-morwe,  

Quod the marchant, and so doon other mo  

That wedded been. I trowe that it be so,  

For wel I woot it fareth so with me.  

I have a wyf, the worste that may be;  

For thogh the feend to hire ycoupled were,  

She sholde I yow reherce in special  

What sholde I yow reherce in special  

Hir hye malice? she is a shrewe at al.  

Ther is a long and large difference  

Bitwix *grisildis grete pacience  * Griselda, the exemplar of wifely obedience in The Clerk’s Tale 

And of my wyf the passyng crueltee.  

Were I unbounden, also moot I thee!  

I wolde nevere eft comen in the sanre.  

We wedded men lyven in sorwe and care.  

Assaye whoso wole, and he shal fynde  

That I seye sooth , by seint thomas of ynde,  

As for the moore part, I sey nat alle.  

God shilde that it sholde so bifalle!  

A! goode*sire hoost, I have ywedded bee * Landlord of the Tabard Inn and instigator of the tale-telling competition in 

Thise monthes two, and moore nat, pardee;          which the pilgrims participate 

And yet, I trowe, he that al his lyve  

Wyflees hath been, though that men wolde him ryve  

Unto the herte, ne koude in no manere  

Tellen so muchel sorwe as I now heere  

Koude tellen of my wyves cursednesse! (1-27) 

 
 

While a few scholars over the years have made arguments for the tale’s comic potential, many 

critics agree that the tale’s narrator, a sour and disillusioned character, has an unsettling effect 

on the tale. 

Holly A. Crocker, ‘Performative Passivity and Fantasies of Masculinity in the Merchant’s Tale,’ 
The Chaucer Review, vol. 38, No. 2 (2003), 178-98 (p. 178).  
 

  

 

 

 

 

  

What is the impact of the Merchant-narrator on the following: 

1. The attitudes to marriage in his tale? 

2. The presentation of the young bride, May?  

3. The representation of the old husband, Januarie? 
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The Merchant is not the only male character to express views about marriage. The Merchant 

introduces the views of Januarie, and his brothers (whether by blood or ‘in-arms’), Justinus and 

Placebo. Read lines 257-476 of the tale, and summarise the attitude of each of the brothers, 

and then try and account for each view.  

 

ANUARIE: 

 

PLACEBO: 

 

JUSTINUS: 

 

 

 

For the wealthy, matrimony was: ‘largely a matter of family strategy in which material 

concerns were uppermost.’ 

P. Coss, The Medieval Lady in England 1000–1500 (Stroud: Sutton Publishing, 1998), p. 87. 

 

 

 

 

 

J 

1. What is Januarie looking for in a bride? 

2. How does Januarie’s choice of bride suggest that he is marrying for reasons 

other than family strategy? 
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1. What concerned the Church most about sex? 

2. How are we supposed to judge Januarie’s conduct? 

3. How are we supposed to judge Januarie’s behaviour in bed with 

May, and in the garden, in light of medieval attitudes to sex? 

4. How are we to judge the sexual conduct of May and Damyan?  

 

 

Medieval Attitudes to Sex 

 

The medieval Church sought to regulate sexual conduct. It was believed that how you lived in 

this life, and this included your sexual conduct, made a significant impact on where you went in 

the next. Sex belonged in marriage, and its purpose was procreation. Sex to pay the marital 

debt (see p. 18 of this booklet) or to avoid sexual incontinence (sleeping with another as your 

spouse was unwilling) was considered sinless. Sex purely for pleasure was not condoned by the 

Church.  The flowchart below summarises the Church’s attitude to sex and sexual pleasure.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

NO Is this your spouse? 

Why are you having sex? 

Is it to procreate, pay the marital debt or avoid 

sexual incontinence? 

Are you using the missionary position (man 

on top – helps make babies)? 

Are you having vaginal intercourse? 

YES 

STOP! 

SIN! 
NO 

YES 

YES 

YES 

NO 
STOP! 

SIN! 

NO 
STOP! 

SIN! 

Is your wife menstruating? 

NO 

YES 
STOP! 

SIN! 

Are you doing penance? 

NO 

YES 
STOP! 

SIN! 

Is it a fast day? 

NO 

YES 
STOP! 

SIN! 

Is it a feast day? 

NO 

YES 
STOP! 

SIN! 

Is it a Sunday? 

NO 

YES 
STOP! 

SIN! 

GO FOR 

IT! 

STOP! 

SIN! 

Illustration after James A. 

Brundage, Medieval 

Canon Law (London: 

Routledge, 1995), p. 222. 
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Medieval Attitudes to Women 

 

Anti-feminist Attitudes 

 

Making a link between feminism and the fourteenth century may seem anachronistic, but the 

term anti-feminism describes medieval attitudes to women perfectly. The society in which 

Chaucer lived in was a patriarchal one, dominated and ruled by men, and as a consequence, 

medieval attitudes and literature about women could be misogynist.  

 

St Paul was one of Christ’s disciples and an early Christian leader. St Paul is known for his 

misogynist views towards women and believed women should be silent, submissive, and should 

not be allowed to teach or have any authority over a man.  

 

St Jerome (340?-420 AD), known for translating the Bible into Latin, was considered an 

authority on women, and his work influenced misogynist literature and antifeminist debate in 

the time Chaucer was writing.  St Jerome was adamant in his opinion that the virginal state was 

far superior to that of being married. As well as Bible, St Jerome, under the guise, 

Theophrastus, wrote the Golden Book on Marriage: an anti-feminist work detailing the 

wickedness of wives.  

 

Antifeminist Literature. 

 

Walter Map (1140-1210) was a twelfth-century English churchman of Welsh decent who 

contributed to the antimatrimonial debate. In the fourth book of Map’s De Nugis Curialium is 

a letter from Valerius to Rufinus, which details the follies of marriage. Chaucer’s Wife of Bath 

and her fifth husband, Jankin, were familiar with Map’s work and it is referenced in her 

prologue.  

 

Eustace Deschamps (1346-1406/7) was one of Chaucer’s French contemporaries and was 

known for his Le Miroir de Mariage, which details various ploys women use to deceive and 

torment their husbands. Chaucer draws parallels to Deschamps’ Le Miroir de Mariage in the 

first part of The Merchant’s Prologue and Tale in some of his imagery and arguments.  

 

The Goodman of Paris (c. 1393) is a treatise written by an elderly Parisian merchant for his 

much younger wife. The treatise offers her advice on how to improve her conduct and focuses 

on wifely obedience. He suggests that she should observe and emulate the behaviour of his dog 

and be she be meek and obedient – ‘bonoure and buxum’ – even if maltreated.  

The following are a selection of medieval misogynist texts. As half of the marks for the 

Chaucer essay are awarded for AO3 ( context) they will be useful to you.  

How do you think these texts affected the reception of The Merchant’s Tale in 

Chaucer’s time? 
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You should also familiarise yourself with The Clerk’s Prologue and Tale and the Merchant’s 

ironic reference to the biblical women in his tale: Rebekke, Judith, Abigail, Ester (lines 150-

162) and Sarra (line 492). 

 

Women fight back 

 

One of Chaucer’s female French contemporaries saw the irony and inconsistency in the 

literature of the misogynist tradition and courtly romance. In her Épistre du Dieu d’Amours 

(Letter to the God of Loves) Christine de Pizan (1364-c.1430) defends women and points out 

the discrepancy between courtly romance, in which men suffer from love sickness as a result of 

unrequited love, and the tradition of misogynist literature, which preaches that women are 

inferior to men. Christine de Pizan later penned her Le Livre de la Cité des Dames (The Book 

of the City of Ladies) in which she praises women and defends their virtue; it is an argument in 

defence of women against the unsatisfying misogynistic literature that was popular at the time.  
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Gods, the humours and the zodiac in The 

Merchant’s Prologue and Tale 
 

Greek Roman Role Line(s) 

(no Greek 

equivalent) 

Janus God of beginnings Januarie 

Zeus Jupiter / Jove King of the gods 1012 

Aphrodite Venus Goddess of love 511, 565, 

663, 759 

Hymenaeus Hymen God of marriage ceremonies  518 

Dionysis Bacchus God of wine 510 

Hermes Mercury Messenger of the gods 522 

Priapus  Minor fertility god 822 

Hades Pluto God of the underworld  

 

826, 1013 - 

1107 

Persephone Proserpina Goddess of grain and agriculture ( also 

linked with death and rebirth) 

The Muses  Minor goddesses who provided 

inspiration for music, art, poetry 

523 

Not so much a god…  

Argus Panoptes 100-eyed giant, servant of Hera, Queen of the gods 899 

Philologie The marriage of Mercury and Philologie – an 

allegorical story of the union of intelligence and study 

522 

 

Possibly the most obvious use of classical myth and 

legend in The Merchant’s Tale is the name of the main 

character, Januarie, from Janus.  This Roman god 

overlooked the receding year and faced forward toward 

the new year and was known as a gatekeeper, 

sometimes thought to carry a set of keys.  His image 

was often to be found above doorways and gateways, 

offering his protection to those who pass beneath the portals.  His depiction is often as both old 

and young simultaneously.  In this respect it is easy to see Chaucer’s Januarie, who thinks 

himself to be young and in the full flush of youth, whilst we, and May, see the senex amans who 

is concerned to keep his young wife to himself, so much so that he creates a locked garden for 

her (and his) pleasure for which he carries the key at all times.   

Consider Chaucer’s use of the 

particular gods in the poem.  (AO2) 

What do these add to your 

understanding of the poem? (AO3)  

Senex amans – literally, ‘ancient lover’.  In fabliaux the senex amans is an old jealous man married to a 

young beautiful woman, often mocked because of his foolishness.  He is seen as foolish as he is an old 

man with a young bride who, in fabliaux tradition, will turn out to be unfaithful to him.  We are left in no 

doubt of the outcome of this type of marriage so the irony of the situation adds to the humour in the piece. 



25 
 

 
 
 

Throughout The Merchant’s Tale we come across several different gods and goddesses: 

Venus, whose influence we have already seen, Hymen, Bacchus, Mercury and Philologie, 

Priapus, Argus, Jove and, of course, Pluto and Proserpina. 

 

Chaucer includes reference to Venus, Bacchus and Hymen at the wedding of Januarie and 

May, suggesting that in this union we can expect to see passion, wine and blessings as well. The 

wedding is so sumptuous that it surpasses that of Mercury and Philologie, and even the Muses’ 

songs would not be good enough.  Remember, at this stage, that Chaucer is a master of irony, 

and we should be aware of this at all times, looking at his words and considering what else we 

should take from the poem at this point. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Damyan: The lovelorn squire 

The pain of love is felt by Damyan when Venus ‘hurt him with hire brond’ (565) and is so great 

that he is still suffering a hundred lines later where he languishes in bed: 

 

‘This sike Damyan in Venus fyr 

So brenneth that he dieth for desir, 

For which he putte his lyf in aventure.’ (663-5) 

 

Venus, and her burning brand, will not allow the union between Damyan and May to go 

unnoticed. In true courtly love tradition, Damyan is burning with love for his unattainable lady 

who very soon becomes the all-too-available wife of the fabliau tradition. 
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Pluto and Proserpina 

A large part of the poem is concerned with a discussion between Pluto and his wife, 

Proserpina, who appears to be at pains to support May. Through this ‘married’ couple, 

Chaucer is able to continue the marriage debate which runs through several of the tales 

including that of the Wife of Bath, the Clerk and the Franklin as well as the Merchant.  In 

these tales we have ‘patient Griselda’, the faithful Dorigen, and the Wife 

herself who provide end-of-the-scale contrasts for May – May will never be 

the ideal obedient wife as required by Walter in The Clerk’s Tale, and it 

seems unlikely that she will achieve the generosity in 

marriage of Dorigen in The Franklin’s Tale, but she 

definitely has the makings of the next Wife of Bath!  

Proserpina appears to embody several of the 

characteristics of the medieval ‘shrewe’ in her defence 

of May, and by allowing May the excuse she needs to escape from 

Januarie’s censure, she upholds the portrayal of women as cunning and 

sly: 

‘Now by my moodres sires soule I swere 

That I shal yeven hire suffisant answere, 

And alle women after, for hir sake; 

That, though they be in any gilt ytake, 

With face boold they shulle hemself excuse, 

And bere hem doun that wolden hem accuse. (1053-8) 

 

The argument continues until Pluto is forced to put his foot down, saying ‘My word shal 

stonde, I warne yow certeyn’(1102), enforcing the patriarchal system in society.  Sadly, 

Proserpina lets down the female side by insisting on having the last word, even though that 

word is to say that ‘I wol no lenger yow contrarie’(1107).  Even the gods cannot escape a 

domestic! 

 

  

Patient 

Griselda 

Faithful 

Dorigen 

‘fresshe’ 

May 

The Wife 

of Bath 

Consider the effect of Chaucer’s inclusion of the bickering married couple at this point.  

How does it affect your understanding of the relationship between Januarie and May? 
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Humours and the Zodiac 

Chaucer begins The Canterbury Tales in April with sweet showers 

and young men’s hearts full of ‘corage’ – already utilising the medieval 

belief in the zodiac and times of the year to associate his poem with 

the attributes of this month.  April spans the signs of Aries and 

Taurus, and both are used to delineate the characters of some of the 

pilgrims such as the Wife of Bath, who tells us that she is ruled by 

both Mars and Venus, which create her aggressive and libidinous 

characteristics.  She goes against traditional clerkly teachings about 

how females should behave, and stands out as a sanguine character, as 

defined by humoural theory. The Merchant tells us, ironically in light of 

the length of her prologue, that: 

 

‘The Wyf of Bathe, if ye han understonde, 

Of marriage, which we have on honde, 

Declared hath ful wel in litel space.’ (473-5) 

 

We see the character clearly; she goes against the requirement for a woman to be ‘smal’(413) 

and ‘sklendre’(390), and quiet!  The Wife of Bath is amorous and sociable, willing to give her 

opinion about marriage in a long and complicated prologue. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Linked with the zodiac signs are the four ‘humours’ of the body, essential in depicting character 

in medieval literature.  Each of the humours was linked to an organ in the body, and it was 

thought that these organs created vapours which controlled the brain function, so leading to a 

personality type. But what hints does Chaucer drop as far as the Merchant’s character is 

concerned?  In his portrait, we are introduced to a ‘worthy’ man who ‘ful wel his wit bisette’, 

who is solemn and serious in his attention to business.  We quickly learn that he is in debt, but 

keeps it quiet and is involved in some kind of dodgy dealings with currency.  In a neat turn at 

the end of the portrait, the narrator tells us he doesn’t know the Merchant’s name, so we are 

faced with a quiet and reserved character.   

 

  

Aries (the ram) and 

Taurus (the bull). 

Research these two star 

signs – can you see 

their attributes in the 

character of  The Wife 

of Bath? 

The ‘humours’ – four bodily fluids 

(blood, phlegm, yellow bile (choler) 

and black bile (melancholy).   

Thought to influence a person’s 

character emotionally and physically. 

The Merchant: solemn, 

serious, in debt, involved in 

illicit activities, quiet, 

reserved, secretive, unhappy 

in his marriage, anti-female 

tale. 
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As he tells his tale, the Merchant’s reluctance to divulge details of his own life is revealed; his 

home-life appears to be unsatisfactory as he opens his tale with the ‘weping and wailing’ (1) of 

women to which he is accustomed, and he goes on to reveal that his wife is ‘the worste that may 

be’(6) who could better the Devil.  This damning information then colours the Merchant-

narrator’s attitude to what he presents in the rest of his tale. 

 

 

When a planet coincided with one of its own signs of the zodiac, its power was heightened. 

The alignment of the planets and stars were thought to have an effect on individuals, society 

and the atmosphere, so much so that plague was thought to have been brought on by Jupiter, 

Saturn and Mars appearing in a specific formation in the constellation of Aquarius, the water 

bearer, which resulted in air laden with moisture carrying disease. 

  

Humour Organ Substance Element Qualities Shown as Link to 

zodiac 

Characteristics 

melancholic gall 

bladder 

black bile earth cold, dry thin, pale Saturn/ 

Sagittarius 

and 

Capricorn. 

 

Mercury/ 

Gemini and 

Virgo 

introspective, 

gloomy, 

serious, 

sentimental 

moody, rigid, 

reserved 

choleric spleen yellow bile fire hot, dry red-haired, 

thin 

Mars/Aries 

and 

Scorpio. 

 

Sun / Leo 

vengeful, short-

tempered, 

ambitious, 

egotistical, 

aggressive 

sanguine liver blood air hot, 

moist 

ruddy 

complexion, 

tends to fat 

Jupiter / 

Aquarius 

and Pisces 

amorous, 

generous, 

optimistic, 

irresponsible, 

sociable 

phlegmatic lungs phlegm water cold, 

moist 

corpulent, 

pale 

Venus, / 

Libra and 

Taurus  

 

Moon / 

Cancer 

sluggish, 

cowardly, 

thoughtful, 

controlled 

*Uranus, Neptune and poor discredited Pluto had not been discovered at this time. 

 ‘The moone, that at noon was thilke day 

That Januarie hath wedded fresshe May 

In two of Tawr, was into Cancre gliden;’ (673-5) 

 

Consider the implications of including the zodiac signs of Taurus and Cancer here.  

Is there a significance for the marriage of Januarie and May? 
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What are your 

thoughts about the 

inclusion of Venus 

here? 

The zodiac was also instrumental in determining the fate or destiny of medieval man. The 

Merchant is unable to tell us why May decided to begin her affair with Damyan at a particular 

time, putting it down to the influence of Venus: 

 

‘Were it by destinee or aventure, 

Were it by influence or by nature, 

Or constellacion that in swich estaat 

The hevene stood, that time fortunaat 

Was for to putte a bille of Venus werkes-‘(755-9) 

 

Medieval beliefs were able to resolve the apparent conflict between the use of the zodiac and 

astrology with Christianity as all was part of the universe created by God and so was acceptable 

in their world.  It was important for the universe to be in harmony, that God and Man were in 

harmony, and this came to be reflected through the ‘music of the spheres’ where the orbits of 

the planets coincided with events on earth and all was set in motion by the outer circle, the 

‘primum mobile’ which allowed the beautiful harmonic music of the spheres to happen.  

When the world of Man was in turmoil, the music of the spheres was disharmonious.  There is 

a mathematical basis to this belief, in that the orbits of the planets had to be exact in order for 

the music to be harmonic, and this concept has been used widely in literature from Dante, 

through Chaucer to Shakespeare and beyond. 

 

Name Zodiac sign Associated with Characteristics 

 

 

January 

 

Capricorn 

goat 

earth sign 

Saturn/Uranus 

virility 

capricious 

practical 

 

Aquarius 

water bearer 

air sign 

Saturn/Uranus 

playful 

witty 

intellectual 

curious 

 

 

May 

 

Taurus 

bull 

earth sign 

Venus/Moon 

fertility 

loyalty 

practical 

 

Gemini 

twins 

air sign 

Mercury 

inconsistent 

duality 

communication 

inventiveness 

 

As you read the poem, consider the uses of the zodiac signs, their accompanying stars and 

planets and how they affect your understanding of the characters. 
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 Gardens in The Merchant’s Prologue and Tale 

 

He made a gardyn, walled al with stoon; 

So fair a gardyn woot I nowher noon. 

For, out of doute, I verraily suppose 

That he that wroot the Romance of the Rose* 

Ne koude of it the beautee wel devise; (817-821) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Garden of Eden 

The Garden of Eden, or the Garden of Paradise, is referenced in the Book of Genesis and the 

Book of Ezekiel as the biblical Garden of God. It is in the Garden of Eden that Eve is deceived 

by the serpent and tricked into eating an apple from the tree of knowledge, resulting in Adam 

and Eve being exiled. The story of Adam and Eve forms the basis for the Christian doctrines 

relating to the fall of man and original sin. The story has proved highly influential in art and 

literature. The story of Adam and Eve and the Garden of Eden is referenced in The 

Merchant’s Tale when Januarie tells Justinus and Placebo all he will gain by taking a wife, ‘And 

herke why, I sey nat this for noght, that womman is for mannes helpe ywroght’(111-112). 

Januarie later builds May a garden and Chaucer’s audience would have been aware of the 

allusion to the Garden of Eden in Januarie’s ‘paradis’.  

 

  

* The Romance of the Rose was composed in France by Guillaume de Lorris in the late 1230s but left the work unfinished when he died around 1278.  

The poem was completed, some forty years later, by Jean de Meun. The poem tells of the Lover’s quest for the Rose, which symbolises his lady’s love. 
The Lover finds a walled garden belonging to a nobleman called Déduit – the Old French word for pleasure. It is here the Lover must seek his elusive 

Rose. In the quest, he is tutored in the art of courtship by the God of Love and encounters a series of allegorical characters representing aspects of love. 

Chaucer translated the poem into Middle English. 
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The Garden of Love 

The paradise found in the Garden of Eden was echoed in courtly romance. The Garden of 

Love (locus amoenus – pleasant place/spot) is a central motif of courtly romance. The locus 

amoenus is used to describe an idyllic setting and evokes images of a tranquil garden complete 

with running water, birds looking to mate, gods (particularly the god of love or Cupid) and is a 

place where ladies are admired and wooed by knights. Unlike in Januarie’s garden, all activities 

are chaste and, in keeping with courtly romance, and their love is not consummated – unlike 

Damyan and May’s. Chaucer is familiar with Gardens of Love as, in addition to his translation 

of the aforementioned Roman de la Rose, they feature in The Knight’s Tale from The 

Canterbury Tales, and Chaucer’s dream poem, The Parlement of Foules. 

 

Song of Solomon  

The Song of Solomon, also known as the Canticle of Canticles or Song of Songs, is a series of 

lyrical poems that form a book the Old Testament; the poems within Song of Solomon date 

from the 10
th

 century BC. The poem’s authorship is unknown and the title was added at a later 

date. The book itself is a collection of lyrical love poems, in the form of dialogue, between the 

two lovers in which they praise each other’s beauty and have sex in a garden. There have been 

many different interpretations of this book: literal, allegorical and dramatic. Christians interpret 

the book as describing the covenant of love between Christ and The Church; Judaic tradition 

regards the book as an allegory of God’s love for his chosen people: the Israelites; and in 

tradition of medieval mysticism it represents the love between Christ and the human soul. 

Song of Solomon is parodied in the Merchant’s Tale when Januarie welcomes May to the 

garden (lines 926-936).  

 

 

The Garden of Lust 

Januarie’s garden, like other romance features of The Merchant’s Tale, becomes modified by 

fabliau. The garden of romance is transformed from an idyllic paradise into a sexual 

playground for the married couple: it is here Januarie wishes to ‘paye his wyf hir dette’ (836) 

and do with May in the garden ‘thynges whiche that were nat doon abedde’ (839). The garden 

is May’s domain and it is here that May is given a voice. She freely gives Damyan a wax 

impression of the ‘cliket’ (905 and 911) to the ‘smale wiket’ (833) so that Damyan can make a 

copy, and in so doing May gives him access to both the garden and her body.  At May’s gesture 

for Damyan to climb the pear tree (a symbol for fertility and one that is also quite phallic) he 

fulfils his role as the ‘naddre’ (574). Damyan is the serpent waiting in the tree to encourage May 

to taste the forbidden fruit of adultery, which, of course, she does.  
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Classroom Exercises 
 

Language 

 

1. To help familiarise yourself with the language, rewrite the tale in modern English. 

 

Context  

 

2. Research the fourteenth century and present your findings to the class. Here are some 

areas from which to choose: 

 

Medieval society: social hierarchy, the nobility, the Church, marriage in the Middle 

Ages  

Medieval literature: courtly romance, fabliau, conduct literature, fable, chronicle, epic 

and drama  

 

3. Present your research topic to the class by producing a handout that can be kept in class 

for later reference. This activity could also be used as a market place activity.  

 

Character 

 

4. Read the portrait of the Merchant from The General Prologue (this can be found at the 

back of your book) and the prologue to the tale. Using the text to help you, annotate 

the picture of the Merchant with words and phrases (in Middle English!) that describe 

him – remember to think of his character, not just his physical appearance.   

 

Push yourself: write an analysis of the Merchant. Look carefully at the words that 

Chaucer uses to describe him and consider what they say about him as a character. 

Remember to use textual evidence and look at how Chaucer has used language to 

shape meaning: AO1 and AO2.  

 

5. Mind map the connotations of each of the following names and then connect them to 

their classical, astrological and biblical meanings to aid our understanding of Januarie, 

May, Damyan, Placebo, and Justinus. 

 

6. Draw a picture (you can just write their name if you prefer) of each of the following 

characters: the Merchant, Januarie, May, Damyan, Placebo, Justinus. Now, using three 

different colours, write down your opinions about that character, quotations from the 

text to describe that character (in Middle English!) and adjectives. Do this for all six. 

Discuss your ideas with the class.  
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7. Using the previous task to help you, write an analysis of each character. Some will 

naturally be longer than others so don’t worry. Just remember to use evidence from the 

text to support all of your points – remember you need to be hitting AO1 and AO2.   

Push yourself: add a contextualised point for each character – AO3. 

 

8.  Januarie wants a wife he ‘may warm wex with hands plye’ (218)– in your opinion, which 

character is the most like wax? Why?  

 

9.  Discuss Damyan’s role in the tale – what happens to him? Why do you think we forget 

about the fact he is still up the tree at the end of the tale? 

 

10.  What is the significance of the gods Pluto and Proserpina? What role do they play in 

the tale? 

 

Themes 

Themes: gods; astrology; courtly romance and chivalry; anti-feminist literature and 

teachings; ideas about marriage and women; biblical teachings; classical literature; 

blindness and sight. 

 

11. For each of the above themes, find evidence in the text. 

 

12. Consider the contextual significance of each of these themes.  

 

13. Think about how Chaucer may have been influenced by the literature, events and 

beliefs of the fourteenth century. 

 

The Garden 

 

14.  How is the Garden of Eden and the lovers’ garden of courtly romance subverted in 

The Merchant’s Prologue and Tale?   

 

15. What is the significance of the garden and its biblical connotations in the tale?  

 

16. How are our key characters related to the garden? Look at lines 845-847 for Damyan. 

 

17. Make a list of connections between all three gardens. Why are they significant?  

 

18. Using pages 30-31 make notes on the gods that are in Januarie and May’s garden – why 

might they be there? 

 

19. Read lines 926-936. What is the significance and effect of this parody of the Song of 

Solomon? 
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Genre  

20. In the table below are the elements of courtly romance that are found in The 

Merchant’s Prologue and Tale. Fabliau subverts these traits. Can you complete the 

fabliau side of the table by writing down what the courtly romance elements of The 

Merchant’s Prologue and Tale become? We’ve started you off...  

 

 

Courtly Romance 
 

Deals with the nobility acting in the noblest 

manner, driven by ideals. 

 

 

 

Januarie, a Knight 

 

 

The importance of an heir 

 

 

The Garden of Love 

 

 

The Squire, Damyan 

Courtly Lover 

The Love Letter 

 

 

The Courtly Lady, May 

Chaste, silent and obedient 

 

 

Gods and astrology: Mars and Venus. Pluto 

and Proserpina.  

 

 

 

Fabliau 
 

Deals with the working classes who are 

driven to satisfy their baser needs – a drive 

for sex and/or money. Comic.  

 

 

Senex amans / cuckold…  

 

 

Find the relevant scenes in the tale and write the line numbers next to each trait in the table.  

 

21. Explore how the genres of courtly romance and fabliau interact with each other by 

considering: 

o How does fabliau mock courtly romance/courtly love? 

o Are our characters conventional to both fabliau and courtly romance? 

o Why might May’s actions be problematic in a courtly romance? Does May 

belong more properly in a fabliau than a courtly romance? Why? 
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General  

 

22. Discuss the ending of the tale: who was punished and how? Why do you think this is? 

Is it a fair/satisfying conclusion?  

 

23. What role does the story of Pyramus and Thisbe play in The Merchant’s Tale?  

 

24. Love, deception, competition, suffering and foolishness – explore the link between 

these concepts in The Merchant’s Prologue and Tale. 

 

25. Consider Chaucer’s use of astrology, his combination of romance and fabliau, and the 

use of debate. 

 

26. The Merchant’s Tale encourages a moral judgement. How far, and for what reasons, 

do you agree with this statement? 
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Extract Analysis 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Wife of Bath’s Tale 

 

And so bifel that this kyng Arthour                                                                                              

Hadde in his hous a lusty bachelor,                                                          young knight 

That on a day cam ridynge fro river,                                           hawking for waterfowl 

And happed that, allone as he was born,     

He saugh a mayde walkynge hym biforn, 

Of which mayde anon, maugree hir heed,        against her will, despite all she could do 

By verray force, he rafte hire maydenhed;                                                              took 

For which oppressioun was swich clamour                                                          wrong 

And swich pursute unto the kyng Athour                                              suing for justice 

That dampned was this knyght for to be deed, 

By cours of lawe, and sholde han lost his heed –  

 

The Merchant’s Tale 

Januarie and May  

 

The bride was broght abedde as still as stoon; 

And whan the bed was with the preest yblessed, 

Out of the chambre hath every wight him dressed, 

And Januarie hath faste in armes take                                                                    firm       

His fresshe May, his paradis, his make.                                                                mate 

He lulleth hire, he kisseth hire ful ofte;                                                                caress  

With thikke brustles of his berd unsofte, 

Lyk to the skin of houndfissh, sharp as brere –                                                  dogfish  

For he was shave al newe in his manere –  

He rubbeth hire, aboute hir tendre face, 

And seyde thus, ‘Allas, I moot trespace 

To yow, my spouse, and yow greedy offende, 

Er time come that I wil doun descende.                                               I will go to sleep  

(606-618) 

Let’s talk about sex… 

 

Analyse the language Chaucer uses in the extracts below. 

What do you notice about his language choices in all three?  

What might this language suggest about the characters?  

The scene in the extract from The Wife of Bath’s Tale is a rape – from examining the language, 

how do we know this? 

In what ways are the three scenes similar to/different from each other, and how might we account 

for this? 
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Damyan and May  

 

He stoupeth doun, and on his bak she stood, 

And caughte hire by a twiste, and up she gooth. (1136-1137) 

                                  [….] 

And sodeynly anon this Damyan                                                                       at once 

Gan pullen up the smok, and in he throng. (1140-1141)                                   thrust  

                             [….] 

    ‘Strugle,’ quod he, ‘ye algate in it wente.                                                               

God yeve yow bothe on shames deth to dien.’ 

He swived thee, I saugh it with mine yen,                                                          fucked 

And elles be I hanged by the hals! (1164-1167) 
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Approaches to Exam Questions 

 

When reading the questions identify: 
Key Words   These are the words which tell you what you have to do.  

Focus           Who or what are you going to be writing about? 

Theme          This is the topic you will explore. 

When answering the extract question remember: 

 AO1 and AO2 need to be driving this response. 

 Make 4 or 5 good points accurately - NOT all you know! 

 These are to demonstrate concise, economical writing . . . AND to answer the question 

set - nothing else! 

 Context is not needed for the extract (a brief reference may be used and then focus on 

the task). 

 Consider How it is presented? Why is it presented this way? And what is the Effect 

created? 

 

Top tip: in the extract question, include a sentence which locates the extract within the 

poem as a whole; tell us what comes before and after. 

 

When answering the essay question remember: 

 Jot down initial ideas – create five or six relevant points. 

 Flesh out ideas – these will be the main points you want to make. Remember to 

consider balance. Remember to judge/evaluate your material. Form a clear opinion. 

 Add a quotation to illustrate and support each of your points. Can you make any use of 

context? 

 Use appropriate terminology to analyse the language in the quotation and extend ideas. 

 Organise into a logical sequence. 

 Before writing plan, review and ask yourself: 

  

             Are my points presented logically? 

             Am I answering the question? 

             Are my quotations relevant and useful? 

             Am I fulfilling the AOs? 

  

 Make any necessary amendments to your plan. 

 Get writing: 

  remember to provide an overview for your introduction which responds to the 

question. 

 Use the start and end of paragraphs to develop the argument 

  produce succinct, analytical and supported writing. 

 Note: the characters are not real people; they are literary constructs and therefore 

you must use Chaucer suggests/shows/explores etc and then offer your own opinion  
 about these characters and the role that they play within The Merchant’s Tale. 
 Create a conclusion that pulls together the threads of your argument. 

  

Top Tip: Avoid waffle and superfluous facts: you won’t get marks for them! Everything you 

write must be relevant and meaningful to the question you are answering.  
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