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Bigyled: The Miller’s Tale and the Destabilization of Authority 

 
Thesis by 

Robin A. Prince 
 

Abstract 
 

This project looks at Chaucer’s Miller’s Tale and asks how it manages to safely 

express messages that threatened and destabilized established power structures in 

fourteenth century England, a time and place more than willing to mete out harsh 

punishments to dissenters. The argument will be made that specific rhetorical choices 

allow the tale to breach ideological boundaries around knowledge, and that this breaching 

works to destabilize conceptions of human authority. The fabliau, the genre of the tale, 

will be explored along with recent scholarship that looks at how in Chaucer’s hands, and 

specifically in the Miller’s Tale, the fabliau’s ribald, comic façade comes to mask a 

deeply philosophical layer rich in Boethian resonance. The fabliau genre allows the 

Miller’s Tale to introduce philosophically and ideologically charged messages amidst a 

sense of play and laughter that works to distract attention from the messages and make 

them more palatable. At the same time, Boethian resonances offer a counterbalance to the 

tale’s destabilization of authority with a nod to the Providential authority of God. The tale 

uses distancing and denial as it opens to develop a space in which its rupturing of 

boundaries can occur. The rhetorical choices made in the Miller’s Tale allow it to raise 

destabilizing questions around the nature of knowledge, questions that work to undermine 

conceptions of human authority. 
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Introduction 

 

Quite likely Chaucer’s most well-known work and definitely one of the best-

known early works of English literature, The Canterbury Tales takes us into the world of 

a medieval pilgrimage set in fourteenth century England. The text, which Chaucer is 

believed to have begun during the late 1380s, presents the audience with a diverse array 

of characters traveling together on pilgrimage, telling each other stories for the purposes 

of entertainment and erudition. What begins as a good-natured competition quickly 

devolves into something with an edge when the Miller disrupts the order of the story 

telling by drunkenly and impolitely refusing to accept his place within the social 

hierarchy of the group.  

 The Miller’s muddling of the order in which the tales are told and his combative 

tone constitute an assault on the social order, and are early indications that the 

Canterbury Tales will examine ideas surrounding authority and its bases, mirroring ideas 

at play in English society during Chaucer’s lifetime, a time of plague, rebellion, and 

social mobility (Rigby 30-33). The Great Rising of 1381, perhaps the most well-known 

rebellion of the common people in England from this time, provides evidence of the 

changes taking place in English society as a peasantry unaccustomed to confronting the 

nobility felt emboldened to do just that and to demand their right to fair treatment.  S.H. 

Rigby writes: 

 While Chaucer himself only ever made one passing reference to the rising 
of 1381 (“NPT” 3394-6), his ‘Miller’s Tale’ has been seen by critics such 
as Peggy Knapp, Stephen Knight, and Lee Patterson as a peasants’ revolt 
in literary form, one in which the Miller’s bawdy fabliau, with its realm of 
plebeian, carnivalesque disorder, systematically overturns and parodies the 
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ordered, hierarchical world-view of the Knight’s chivalric epic which 
precedes it. (37) 
 

This overturning and parodying of tales and of the social order is a pattern that begins in 

the Miller’s Prologue when the Miller vows in his combative, anti-social way to “quite” 

or bring down the Knight’s Tale: 

But in Pilates voys he gan to crie, 
And swoor, “By armes, and by blood and bones, 
I kan a noble tale for the nones, 
With which I wol now quite the knyghtes tale.” (Benson 3124-3127) 
 

A bit drunk and more than a bit belligerent, the Miller turns his sights on the Knight, 

establishing a cutting, aggressive edge in the tale telling with his response to the man who 

resides at the top of the social hierarchy in this group of pilgrims. 

 The Miller accomplishes his quitting through a fabliau. The use of this playful 

genre with its humor and irreverence helps to soften the Miller’s aggressive stance. Short, 

bawdy stories, fabliaux create havoc in the general order of things and usually contain 

some sort of warning or message about life. The fabliau is a form constructed from “low 

motives and high comic fantasy; malicious energies; slapstick and outrageous excess in 

the plot, all working up towards the exhilarating, justice-restoring, climax” (Phillips 302). 

It is a genre known traditionally for using simple, and at times crude, bodily humor to 

deliver an inevitable moment of basic justice.  

 The argument made over the following pages, that the rhetorical choices Chaucer 

makes for the Miller’s Tale allow the tale to breach ideological boundaries around 

knowledge and in so doing to destabilize conceptions of human authority, relies on the 

work of numerous scholars who have studied and worked with Chaucer’s writings. The 

writings of Thomas Cooke, John DuVal, Lewis Robert, Howard Bloch, and Howard 
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Dubin have helped to shape my understanding of the genre and Chaucer’s use of it. The 

work of Laura Kendrick informs my understandings of the humor and play in Chaucer’s 

writings, and Lee Patterson’s work exploring the manner in which the Miller’s Tale 

serves as an attack on the seigneurial and ecclesiastical systems undergirds the points that 

will be made regarding the destabilizing forces the tale unleashes. Additionally, the 

argument depends on the ideas of Elizabeth Scala and Traugott Lawler to inform its 

perspective on the manner in which the Miller’s Tale “quites” or responds to the Knight’s 

Tale. The argument draws on the work of John Ganim as well. Ganim connects Chaucer 

more closely with the destabilizing ideas of John Wyclif. Each of these scholars has 

worked to broaden contemporary understandings around the fabliau form and the depth 

of meaning Chaucer brought to the genre, a genre that until recently was not seen by 

modern critical readers as a vehicle for serious or thoughtful explorations of the 

philosophical. The argument made over the following pages will draw from these 

evolving understandings of Chaucer’s fabliaux to develop the claim that in fact, serious 

and thoughtful explorations mirroring Boethian perspectives found in The Consolation of 

Philosophy are exactly what lie hidden amidst the various layers of farcical and bawdy 

comedy in the Miller’s Tale. 

 Given Chaucer’s well-known philosophical bent, it is not difficult to believe that 

he might choose to bring something more than the traditional, simple moral in a 

licentious package to his fabliau. One of Chaucer’s earlier works, Boece, is a translation 

of the fifth-century scholar Boethius’ Consolation of Philosophy and speaks to Chaucer’s 

interest in classical philosophy, as do the words of Chaucer’s contemporary, the poet 

Eustache Deschamps who wrote of Chaucer that he was “a Socrates filled with 
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philosophy” (Utz 158). With the Miller’s Tale, Chaucer delivers a silly, bawdy story of a 

successful carpenter; his young, beautiful wife; their clever boarder, and a ridiculous 

parish clerk. On the surface there is illicit sex, a hot plough blade up the bum, and 

laughter at the foolishness of men in the face of female youth and beauty, but beneath this 

surface there is more to be found. In many ways the Miller’s Tale is a Boethian tale 

reflecting back on the Knight’s Tale and on Western philosophy as it raises questions 

around the imperfect nature of human knowledge. These questions mock conceptions of 

human authority while simultaneously offering a nod to Providential authority. 

Ultimately, humanity is brought low in the tale as are the bases for a social fabric that 

relied on the stable, objective conceptions of knowledge that the tale demolishes. 

 This brings us to the central question of the argument presented here: how can 

thoughts that threaten established power structures and ideologies be spoken and received 

safely and without fear in authoritarian societies willing to mete out harsh punishments to 

dissenters? In order to address this question, the paper will explore rhetorical choices 

Chaucer makes in the Miller’s Tale, specifically the use of the fabliau genre and the use 

of layers of distancing and denial in the introduction to the tale, layers that allow it to 

safely and successfully breach ideological boundaries surrounding the flawed nature of 

human knowledge, and who and what humans vested with authority in late fourteenth 

century England. Following an examination of the rhetorical structures, the 

philosophically and politically charged messages that accomplish the breaching of 

ideological boundaries will be considered as will two methods the tale uses to generate 

these messages. First, the tale’s use of images and allusions to evoke the Oedipal 

complex will be explored. This will be followed by an examination of the manner in 
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which the tale and its characters illustrate that knowledge is woven throughout with 

threads of desire and imagination. We will see that the tale suggests that knowledge 

constructs lack the qualities of stability and truth we often associate with them. After an 

examination of these two methods the tale uses to develop its subversive messages, the 

argument will be made that the methods work together in the Miller’s Tale to ridicule and 

destabilize conceptions of knowledge and authority while simultaneously revealing a 

deeply Boethian perspective to the irreverent sexual farce. It is a perspective that offers a 

nod to the difficulties humans encounter finding the path to the Good, the most basic 

desire of all humankind according to Boethian thought, amidst the many distractions of a 

temporal world that offers endless pleasurable but futile diversions. It is a perspective that 

embraces Providence, the imperfection of human understandings, and the thought that 

humans are trapped within the perception of a world unfolding through time. 
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The Fabliau 

 

The fabliau is the genre of the Miller’s Tale, and it is the genre Chaucer turned to 

more than any other in the Canterbury Tales. Generally thought to be French in its 

origins this medieval form is defined by brevity and simple moral messages expressed 

through bawdy narratives that invert the general order of things. It is an inversion that 

often encompasses established conventions and social expectations and that is regarded 

as one of the main elements of the genre. This tendency towards inversion can be seen in 

Trial by Cunt, a fabliau of unknown authorship in which a count’s three daughters all fall 

in love with the same man (Dubin 909-917). Their uncle is given the task of deciding 

which of them will marry the man, since it impossible for all three to do so. In order to 

make the decision, he puts the same question to each of them. He asks them if their 

“cunt” is older or younger than they are. The first daughter says hers is older than her, for 

it has a beard. The second daughter claims hers is far older than her, for it has no teeth 

while she has a mouthful left. The youngest daughter then claims that hers is far younger 

than she is, for she has been weaned from the breast for years, but her “cunt” is still 

thirsty and yearns to suck. She then boldly proclaims her answer the best, and in a 

reminder that being clever and assertive can help get what one wants in life, the uncle 

agrees and awards her the man’s hand in marriage. It is a brief story, only 165 lines, that 

brazenly broaches topics usually seen as untouchable and does so in direct, coarse 

language that impudently ignores social conventions. 

In The Beaten Path, by Jean de Condé, we are reminded that we should not speak 

of things which upset people, for it is likely to come back at us (Dubin 99-107). This 
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message ironically comes to us in the form of a story that again ignores social 

conventions in a crude and bawdy manner that some no doubt find offensive. The story 

takes place at a tournament when the knights are visiting with a queen and her ladies. In a 

game of questions and truth, the queen goes first and asks one knight if he has children. 

When he answers that he does not, she mocks his virility and questions the strength of his 

“grain.” When his turn to ask questions comes, he brazenly asks the queen if she has any 

pubic hair on her “mound,” to which she replies that she does not. The man responds that 

of course she does not, for no grass grows on a well-trodden path. It is a comment that 

draws laughter from the crowd and spoils the queen’s fun, reminding readers to be 

careful of our words because they might come back to sting. The fabliau is a form that 

gets its message across through outlandish, socially taboo language and subjects in a way 

that plays topsy-turvy with conventional expectations. 

As Alcuin Blamires writes, “the fabliaux are a form of play which is held to have 

abounded in the Middle Ages as a flip side to Official Culture” (624). It was an official 

culture set by the Church and marked by an austerity of thought and a discomfort with 

bodily appetites exemplified by the “official prohibition of sexual pleasure even with 

marriage” (Bloch xxiv). These attitudes put the Church at odds with a form such as the 

fabliau that bases its humor on the appetites and functions of the body, a form with roots 

in classical thought that regards humor as divine. The fabliau echoes a perspective on 

humor that developed before the staid propriety of the orthodox medieval Church. It is a 

perspective visible in the words of the Roman author and philosopher, Pliny the Elder 

who is reported to have said “that only one man, Zoroaster, began to laugh at the time of 

birth, this was interpreted as an omen of divine wisdom” (Bakhtin 69). Humor, though an 
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irreverent form, was seen in classical times as having its own wisdom to offer the world. 

The fabliau capitalizes on this understanding of humor as does Chaucer when he chooses 

the form. It is a form that respects nothing, that turns the elevated into the low, and that 

leaves the audience with a moral message, however simple. It is a form that denies any 

single, fixed authority, that denies a static, unchanging world, and that makes its points 

with a sense of humorous impudence that softens its blows, qualities illustrated by the 

fabliau, The Cunt That Was Made With A Spade: 

Adam, created by Our Lord, 
who afterward defied His word 
turning against Him as a rebel 
by taking a bite of the apple, 
if we can trust what the scriptures say… 
God formed man from a lump of clay. (Dubin 5) 
 

In six brief lines, Adam and the holy scriptures, both representative of fixed authority, are 

undermined, a fundamental symbol of human understanding is made light of and reduced 

to the “bite of the apple,” and we are reminded that our sacred writings tell us humans 

came from a “lump of clay.” The cocky boldness of the form and its disregard for 

propriety create an audacious humor that allows for perspectives which might not 

otherwise be tolerated. The fabliau is a genre created to unmask and mock authority, to 

question anything and everything, and again it is the form Chaucer turned to more than 

any other in the Canterbury Tales. 

 Not long after Chaucer took up the fabliau, the genre appears to have disappeared 

from view for some time. As Bloch explains, “the fabliaux themselves were virtually 

unknown between the sixteenth-century Renaissance and the rediscovery of the Middle 

Ages, beginning around 1830 in England” (Dubin xiii). When rediscovered in the mid-

1800s, the genre tended to be seen as base and lacking in great artistry or depth of 



 9	

	

meaning. Even into the 1900s, fabliau scholars, among them Peter Bedier and Per 

Nykrog, argued that the genre lacked “content” and “literary artifice” (Bloch 7). 

However, more recent scholarly work done around Chaucer’s fabliau has argued for their 

narrative and descriptive sophistication as well as for the idea that they reflect a 

philosophical depth belied by their ribald and irreverent façade. This paper adds to the 

current dialogue around Chaucer’s fabliaux with an additional reading of the Miller’s 

Tale supporting the perspective that the fabliaux of the Canterbury Tales are more than 

merely bawdy tales, and that in fact, the Miller’s Tale is a text with highly cultivated 

rhetorical and narrative structures that give voice to a Boethian perspective rich with 

philosophical “sentence” or as we would say in Modern English, “meaning.” In this 

paper, I add my voice to the chorus of contemporary voices calling on readers to 

recognize the depth of meaning in the philosophical messages woven throughout the 

bawdy, irreverent fabliau form of the Miller’s Tale. 

The use of the fabliau was an unusual choice for Chaucer. As stated previously, it 

was something of a forgotten form during his lifetime. However, though unusual, it has 

also proven to be an enormously successful choice. While it was a popular genre during 

the twelfth and thirteenth-centuries, Raymond Eichmann explains in the introduction to 

Cuckolds, Clerics, & Countrymen: Medieval French Fabliaux, the fabliau essentially 

disappeared in the fourteenth century along with the jongleurs who carried them to the 

public. He conjectures that it was due to pressure from the Church, which did not approve 

of the jongleurs nor “of the dissolute lives they were leading, the scabrous material they 

were presenting, or the temptations into which they were leading others” (Duval 11). 

Perhaps the fabliaux’s disappearance was prompted by a Church interested in promoting 
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more staid behaviors and literary forms. As of yet there is no consensus on the issue, only 

clear agreement that the genre did fall from use. Cooke reinforces the unique nature of 

Chaucer’s choice in his text, The Old French and Chaucerian Fabliaux, writing that 

Chaucer’s use of the fabliau was “unusual since there is scant evidence that other English 

writers took much interest in them” (Cooke 170). Clearly, Chaucer’s selection of the 

genre was not a nod to a popular form, but more likely a calculated rhetorical move to use 

a narrative structure in the Canterbury Tales that offers a platform rich in the symbols of 

subversion, symbols that resonate with the destabilizing messages the Miller’s Tale 

offers, symbols that can be buffered by the inherent humor of the genre and the 

expectations it creates. 

Whether readers come to the tale with knowledge of the genre or not, the 

irreverent and comic nature of the form is quickly obvious, and creates in readers the 

expectation for humorous rather than serious messages. The choice of the fabliau is a 

rhetorical move that shapes reader expectations in ways that the tale uses to its advantage. 

Patterson writes that ars ut artem falleret or “those who beguile will be beguiled” (245) is 

the principle of the fabliau; it is a principle which creates expectations of games and 

deception, not of serious philosophical truths.  In “Narrative Patterns of Affect in Four 

Genres of the ‘Canterbury Tales’”, Irma Taavitsainen writes: 

The readers’ or listeners’ earlier experience of literature creates ‘horizons 
of expectations’ that are then fulfilled, or transformed, in various ways. A 
skillful author can play on these expectations and manipulate them if the 
codes are known, consciously or unconsciously, to both the sender and the 
receiver of the message. (191) 
 

Taavitsainen’s work looks at personal affect created through distinct genre patterns and 

how these patterns can be manipulated to develop narrative suspense, but more broadly 
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her thoughts can help us to see the fabliau as a rhetorical choice that helps lower the 

audience’s guard. Those who know the genre are expecting what Riverside Chaucer calls 

a “delightfully subversive” (8) tale that will humorously and indiscriminately critique 

anything and everything with its bodily, scatological capers. Even those who know 

nothing of the genre before they begin reading have been told in the prologue not to take 

a churl’s tale, especially one told as a game, too seriously (Benson 3182-3186). The open 

and playful attitude these elements induce in the audience makes the fabliau an excellent 

vehicle for delivering dangerous, subversive ideas. The audience isn’t expecting 

destabilizing ideological messages from such a genre, so their defense mechanisms are 

not raised. Laughter, sex, shenanigans and the expectation of such things divert the 

audience’s attention, allowing the story to subtly and even surreptitiously deliver its 

questions surrounding the subjective nature of knowledge, questions that work to 

undermine human understandings and the authority that rests on those understandings all 

while the audience laughs at the bawdy foolishness of the narrative. 

 An additional reason the fabliau works well to convey a tale that breaches 

dangerous ideological boundaries is the strength of humor as a vehicle for delivering 

difficult messages. Addressed in a serious tone, messages that breach boundaries run the 

risk of engaging the audience’s psychological defenses, but humor relaxes these defense 

mechanisms, making messages delivered with humor more palatable. Recent research has 

found evidence that “laughter has the capacity to mitigate negative emotions and stress” 

(Dunbar 1165), a capacity believed to be “explained by endorphins released by laughter” 

(1165). From this perspective laughter is seen as an important element in human social 

evolution, producing neurochemical activity that helps us relax and communicate more 
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effectively. As laughter lowers inhibitions and calms psychological defenses, it helps 

make us receptive to that which we might otherwise reject. It is a point Hans Speier 

makes clear in his work on laughter and power when he explains that “Humor weakens 

an audience’s defenses and makes it more amenable to persuasion” (1356). Laughter 

allows us to more openly face our fears and question our understandings. Laughter, 

Speier also tells us, “reminds both the mighty and the weak that they are not to be taken 

seriously” (1358). It is a rhetorical choice that can help open our minds to alternative 

views of ourselves and the world around us. As Bakhtin writes:  

Laughter is essentially not an external but an interior form of truth; it 
cannot be transformed into seriousness without destroying and distorting 
the very contents of the truth which it unveils. Laughter liberates not only 
from external censorship but first of all from the great interior censor. 
(Bakhtin 94)  
 

Chaucer uses this element of laughter, that it frees us from the “great internal censor,” or 

what psychoanalysis calls the superego, to his advantage in the Miller’s Tale. Laughter 

entertains in this narrative, distracting the audience and diverting their attention, so the 

tale and its transgressions go down more smoothly, those on the surface such as the 

bawdy, irreverent humor, and those just beneath the surface that work to make a mockery 

of knowledge and to destabilize conceptions regarding the bases for granting authority. 

 Satire, with its inherent laughter and humor, helps threatening or controversial 

messages work their way past the censorship of the superego. At the same time, satire 

works to reveal the superego by exposing the prevailing codes in a given symbolic order 

and by offering insight into how those codes manifest within that order. Lacan argued 

that the superego was born out of the Oedipal complex, and in 1914, Freud wrote that 

“Every new arrival on this planet is faced with the task of mastering the Oedipus 
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complex” (Borovecki-Jakovljev 351). The universal nature of this statement and what 

precisely constitutes the Oedipus complex has been called into question almost since the 

idea’s inception; yet as Sanja Borovecki-Jakovljev asserts, “In the end, we may conclude 

that in the contemporary psychoanalytic therapies, the analysis of the Oedipal Complex is 

of great importance” (360). It is an idea that persists and remains pertinent to 

psychoanalytic and theoretical thoughts as well as to readings of Chaucer whose work 

stems from within a patriarchal, authoritarian society ruled over by a Church and by 

kings all attempting to claim absolute powers and dominion over the society and its 

people. The Church claimed its right to absolute, patriarchal authority came through God, 

and its rules and rituals permeated the medieval life. As P.J.P. Goldberg writes, “All who 

resided within the bounds of the parish were expected to attend parish mass on Sundays 

and major festivals” (53). Kings cited God to bolster their claims to absolute power as 

well, further cementing an order in which the symbolic father is the Law in an absolute, 

unquestionable way that sets up a scenario in which individuals and society must process 

through the Oedipal complex in order to healthily and fully integrate into the symbolic 

order. 

 The Oedipal complex is an unconscious element within all humans, and “parricide 

is not the goal of our unconscious wish, but as Freud emphasizes again and again, a 

prehistoric fact which ‘really had to occur’, to allow the passage from animal state to 

Culture” (Žižek 1). Processing the Oedipal complex and entering a Culture does not 

somehow eradicate the complex; it remains active within us, and in the face of rigid, 

authoritarianism it continues to be processed at the subconscious level. The Miller’s Tale 

and the many Oedipal images and resonances it presents through its veil of humor, 
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provide an opportunity for the people of fourteenth century England to process their 

subconscious Oedipal desires and to question the Law.  

 The basic idea of the Oedipal complex is that as young children develop into 

independent subjects separate from their parents or caregivers, they experience 

subconscious and at times conscious fantasies of killing the father or the symbolic father 

in order to remain as one with the mother. In Freud’s perspective, “The boy believes that 

his father, a strong rival, is the one who will castrate him, unless he abandons his Oedipal 

wishes. He finds a solution in the process of identification with his father, constitution of 

the superego structure and transferring his sexual strivings” (Borovecki-Jakovljev 352). 

Lacan argued that it is this navigation of the Oedipal complex that results in the subject’s 

entry into the symbolic order and in the creation of the superego, which forever after 

pulls the subject into the Law of the symbolic order. The process of the Oedipal complex 

and the resulting superego structure define and restrict the subject within the symbolic 

order and have a lasting impact on the subject’s psyche. Both Freud and Lacan saw the 

Oedipal complex as an important element in the subject’s relationship to both the family 

and society. Clarifying ideas around the Oedipus complex, Slavoj Žižek writes that 

“parricide (and incest with the mother) is the unconscious desire of all ordinary (male) 

subjects, since the paternal figure prevents access to the maternal object, disturbs our 

symbiosis with it” (1). He reminds us; however, that the father killed in this process is not 

the actual father, “but the ‘rational’ father embodying the symbolic authority, the figure 

which personifies the unified rational structure of the universe (logos)” (2). With the 

subject’s entry into the symbolic order, the Law is internalized and the superego begins 

its job of ensuring that the subject adheres to the rules laid out by the symbolic order, an 
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order in this context largely defined by the patriarchal, absolutism the Church and the 

kings of fourteenth century England so often strove to impose. 

 Lacan theorized that the superego is born out of the Oedipal complex in such a 

way that it represents both “the internalization of the symbolic law and the desire to 

transgress this law” (Homer 64). He explains that the formation of the superego coincides 

with the subject’s internalization of the symbolic order, “an ambiguous process whereby 

the subject simultaneously identifies with authority, the law and, at the same time, the 

illicit desires that would transgress and undermine the law” (59). Essentially, the 

superego tells us what is and isn’t acceptable within a given system and helps situate our 

desires within that system while also leaving us with a trace of desire to transgress the 

very boundaries the superego works to uphold. The Miller’s Tale transgresses these 

boundaries when it plays with the prevailing codes around medieval English conceptions 

of knowledge as a stable, objective construct that authority can point to in order to 

validate itself. This transgression feeds into conscious and subconscious desires to 

question these constructs, desires usually held in check by the superego. Transgressions 

of this sort might have a tendency to engage the audience’s psychological defenses, but 

Chaucer works to partially neutralize them with apologies, denials, and distancing 

techniques that allow the repression and anxiety of the superego to be circumvented and 

for the bawdy, destabilizing, and playful storytelling to begin. 

Full of laughter and irreverence, the fabliau offers a path for engaging the 

audience in a form of play, a path that offers an additional way around the censure of the 

superego. As L.O. Fradenburg writes, play draws people in and helps create a space in 

which we are affectively open to new experiences, which increases audience engagement 
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(57). A sense of play creates a space where all is taken a bit less seriously and where a 

relaxed and eager attitude prevails. If there is a threatening message to be delivered, a 

sense of play can help to deflect defensive psychological reactions. Play is not simply a 

frivolous element of human behavior. Fradenburg reminds us that it is an important tool 

that helps humans to look openly at ourselves and the world around us. In the article, 

“Living Chaucer,” Fradenburg writes: 

When we play, we are more open to the new, from within and 
without…Playing and pretending are crucial to the becomings of living 
creatures, to adaptation and behavioral flexibility...We can neither thrive 
nor survive without it. And it is highly contagious, a powerful medium of 
affect transmission. (57) 
 

She argues that a sense of play is an inherent part of Chaucer’s writings and that 

his “poetry tries to teach us to play” (58) in order to help us engage and 

communicate. Fradenburg asserts that in the Miller’s Tale, Chaucer enlists the 

tale’s characters to send a message about the importance of a sense of play. We 

have a Miller who is able to play, and because of this, he is also able to 

communicate an excellent tale. It is a fact supported by his ease with poking fun 

at himself in his tale’s prologue when he casually admits that he too could be a 

cuckold. Absolon, however, “is too squeamish and pretentious to play. He’s in a 

fantasyland” (62) and too disconnected for play or genuine communication. 

Nicholas on the other hand, “loves to play, but in a manner that also pulls away 

from reality and inter-subjectivity” (62), so his affection for play doesn’t work to 

facilitate his ability to engage and communicate authentically with others. And of 

John we read that he simply “takes himself way too seriously” (62) for play. 

These characters, with their lack of ability to play in a way that facilitates 
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connection and communication, serve as a lesson for the audience on the 

importance of play and its role in human engagement and interchange. Chaucer 

uses the inherent sense of play in the fabliau to pull readers into the Miller’s Tale 

while simultaneously facilitating the reception of the tale and its myriad 

messages. 

Now that a basic description of the fabliau has been established, we will look at 

ways in which Chaucer altered the form. With the Miller’s Tale, he expands and develops 

the genre, giving it a structural and descriptive sophistication beyond that of other fabliau 

and transforming it into a tool better suited for delivering complex layers of meaning and 

philosophical “sentence.” At 667 lines, the tale is considerably longer than the average 

fabliau, and its narrative structure and character development are more highly cultivated 

than is usual in the genre. Discussing the influence of French literature on Chaucer, Helen 

Phillips writes that “French analogues to Chaucer’s fabliaux do not lack art, wit, and 

satire, but the lines are sparer and less ambitious in contemporary sociological 

observation than Chaucer’s extraordinarily richly textured comedies” (303). Chaucer 

recasts the fabliau form in the Miller’s Tale, transforming it into a vehicle suitable for 

conveying a narrative that offers more than just a good laugh and a simple moral. The 

Riverside Chaucer relates that with the Miller’s Tale, “Chaucer raises the fabliau to the 

level of high art; without sacrificing any of the characteristics of the genre, he expands 

the form, allowing for leisurely descriptions, elaborate dialogue, and the development of 

character far beyond that customary in his French antecedents” (8). The tale is still full of 

base content, and it continues to invert the order of the world, but it does so with greater 

narrative development through detailed character descriptions and a heightened diction 
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and tone, refinements which result in a plot and characters that develop robust layers of 

philosophical meaning. These layers breach ideological boundaries and destabilize 

conceptions around the stability of knowledge and the validity of the authority that rests 

on it. 

 Chaucer’s choice to write his fabliau in English is another telling rhetorical move 

that works to upend traditional authority. Robert Lewis discusses this in “The English 

Fabliau Tradition and Chaucer’s ‘Miller’s Tale,’” explaining that up until Chaucer, with 

only a few exceptions, fabliau in England had been written in either Latin or the Anglo-

Norman French of the aristocracy, as were most texts. Writing the tales in English makes 

a statement that rejects the languages of social and political authority in fourteenth 

century England in favor of the vernacular. It is a shift that creates its own destabilization 

of social norms and the authority with which they are endowed. In the hands of Chaucer 

and a number of his contemporaries, English asserted itself and became a language with 

its own literature, a language slowly encroaching on a linguistic authority largely vested 

in the anglicized versions of Latin and French in use in England at the time.  Chaucer’s 

use of a low form together with a language that had yet to establish its own authority, to 

convey a brilliant tale gives an illustration of the way in which the Miller’s Tale 

constantly plays with expectations and understandings.  

In The Old French and Chaucerian Fabliaux, Cooke makes the point that of “the 

twenty-one completed stories in the Canterbury Tales there are six fabliaux, more than a 

quarter the total number” (Cooke 170). The stated goal of the tales in the words of the 

host is to offer “sentence” or meaning and “solas” or entertainment: 

And which of yow that bereth hym best of alle -      
That is to seyn, that telleth in this caas                   



 19	

	

Tales of best sentence and moost solaas – 
Shal have a soper at oure aller cost 
 Heere in this place, sittynge by this post, 
Whan that we come agayn fro Caunterbury. (Benson 796-801) 
 

It is on this “sentence” and “solas,” that the host will base his judgement when he decides 

which pilgrim told the best tale. So to be clear, the goal for the tales is not only to offer 

entertainment, but a clear meaning or moral as well, and the tale that best achieves these 

two elements will win the teller a free meal on the pilgrims’ return to Canterbury. This 

requirement sheds light on Chaucer’s choice to use the fabliau repeatedly in the 

Canterbury Tales but in an altered form. In its original form, the genre is considered 

playful, meant to tease and mock the inherent foolishness of humans while delivering a 

relatively simple moral message. It is here, perhaps in answer to the calls for “sentence” 

and “solas,” that the Miller’s Tale deviates from its genre by delving into the 

philosophical. The tale raises questions regarding understandings around the connections 

between knowledge, desire, and imagination, questions for which it uses a sense of play 

and irreverence alongside layers of distance and deniability to circumvent dangerous 

reproach and the audience’s psychological defenses. 
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Denial and Distance 

 

Moving forward, we will examine the denial and distance Chaucer opens the tale 

with and discuss how it helps the text breach ideological boundaries. The introduction to 

the Miller’s Tale works to draw in readers while simultaneously buffering them from too 

close an association with the story and its subversive messages. It also offers the audience 

an early indication that the tale will deliver more than just a funny story of sex and 

foolishness. As Stephen Greenblatt argues, “a culture’s narratives…are crucial indices of 

the prevailing codes governing human mobility and constraint” (Greenblatt 229); satire, 

he explains, shows us where those constraints lie in a given culture. We will see that the 

layers of distance and deniability generated around the tale before it even begins, open 

the space needed for the tale to offer its satirical challenges to the symbolic order and the 

social constraints of fourteenth century England, a space that allows it to be something 

beyond the playful, bawdy and seemingly inconsequential bit of storytelling it presents 

itself as.  

Rhetorical layers of separation between the Miller’s Tale and the characters that 

narrate it, as well as between the tale and the audience that receives it, are generated 

through the use of denials and distancing techniques. The denials of responsibility for the 

tale on every side and the distance the narrator and characters all seem to want from the 

tale, work both to pique the readers’ interest and to create a vacuum of responsibility 

around the Miller’s Tale that facilitates its reception. The lack of ability to attach 

responsibility for the tale to any one entity, means the tale can play with ideological 

boundaries without creating blame or repercussions.  The difficulties around assigning 
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responsibility for the tale allow Chaucer to more safely and successfully call into 

question basic understandings about the objective, stable nature of knowledge and the 

extent to which it is a construct not only of the rational, external world but also of the 

internal, subjective world of humans, a construct that we are reminded is steeped in our 

imagination and desires. It is a message we can hear more easily in this context because 

subversive messages are not so threatening here, for if no one is responsible for the 

narrative, then no one can be punished for its sins. 

The first layer of distance the tale creates comes with the assignment of Robyn, 

the Miller, as its teller. He is a querulous character whose appearance and behavior work 

to undermine his authority and to repulse the audience. From the hairy wart on his nose to 

his big black nostrils and his propensity to steal from his clients and to run into doors 

with his head (“Ther was no dore that he nolde heve of harre, / Or breke it at a rennyng 

with his heed” [Benson 550-551]), he is an unattractive beast of a man who fails to evoke 

confidence. The narrator reports:  

        His mouth as greet was as a greet forneys. 
        He was a janglere and a goliardeys, 
        And that was moost of synne and harlotries. (Benson 559-561) 
 
We have in the Miller a coarse, unappealing loudmouth who deals in vulgarities. By the 

end of the General Prologue, the audience is left repelled and with few expectations for 

any stories he might share. Yet, Chaucer was not quite done creating distance between 

the audience and this narrator. We next encounter the Miller in the prologue to his own 

tale, where he rudely interrupts the host and disrupts the order of things by insisting on 

taking his turn at storytelling. The host attempts to dissuade him but has no luck, and with 

this, another layer of distance has been created between those who tell the story and the 
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responsibility for telling it. Now that the host has attempted unsuccessfully to stop the 

Miller, he is able to wash his hands of him, exclaiming, “Tel on, a devel wey! / Thou art a 

fool; thy wit is overcome” (3134-3135). With this disclaimer, the host is insulated from 

blame for whatever material the Miller relates, but the denials don’t stop there.  

A similar layer of distance is generated around the Miller, a man so drunk he can 

barely sit on his horse, a man described as follows:  

The Millere, that for dronken was al pale, 
So that unnethe upon his hors he sat, 
He nolde avalen neither hood ne hat, 
Ne abyde no man for his curteisie, 
But in Pilates voys he gan to crie, 
And swoor, "By armes, and by blood and bones, 
I kan a noble tale for the nones, 
With which I wol now quite the Knyghtes tale. (3120-3127) 

 
His inebriation suggests that his story telling ability (the basic skill being judged here) 

might also lack control, an issue explored more than once in the Canterbury Tales. We 

see the same problem with the cook in the prologue to the Manciple’s Tale where he is 

sick and pale, smells of alcohol, and drunkenly falls off his horse prompting the host to 

excuse him from further tale-telling, for “He hath also to do moore than ynough / To 

kepen hym and his capul out of the slough” (63-64). However, while the Miller is drunk 

and asks not to be held accountable for his words: “That I am dronke; I knowe it by my 

soun. / And therefore if that I mysspeke or seye, / Wyte it the ale of Southwerk, I you 

preye” (3138-3140), he stays atop his horse and tells a solid tale. Still, he is inebriated 

and all know it, so his claim stands, working to distance him to a degree from 

responsibility or accountability for his own tale. 

Even the Reeve joins in, encouraging the Miller to stop with the words, "Stynt thy 

clappe! / Lat be thy lewed dronken harlotrye” (3144-3145), and with this, the pilgrims 
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have made their own attempt, in the form of the Reeve, to silence the Miller. They too 

now have a layer of distance from the story. Even Chaucer himself, in the guise of the 

narrator, makes a disavowal before he will begin the telling of the tale: 

M’athynketh that I shal reherce it here. 
And therefore every gentil wight I preye, 
For Goddes love, demeth nat that I seye 
Of yvel entente, but for I moot reherce 
Hir tales alle, be they better or werse 
Or elles falsen som of my mateere. (3170-3175) 
 

It is a tenuous and ironic denial at best as the Miller’s Tale is clearly a fictional creation, 

but it does offer a layer of distance between the tale and its narrator while simultaneously 

tying the Miller’s Tale more thoroughly into the Canterbury Tales by reflecting ideas 

brought up earlier in the text. The lines above resonate with the narrator’s words in the 

General Prologue: “whoso shal telle a tale after a man, / He Moot reherce as ny as evere 

he kan” (731-732), bringing us back to the narrator’s first attempts to distance himself 

from authority or accountability for that which he recounts. Celia Lewis has noted that 

“we may of course interpret these lines as authorial insurance against criticism for writing 

ribald tales” (159), but these disclaimers also speak to a broader theme in the tales where 

“in headlinks and prologues, conflicts ensue between storytellers and stories; 

interruptions and ‘quytyng’ make the task of controlling the storytelling act seem difficult 

if not impossible” (159). Meaning and knowledge, as we will see, are not simple or easily 

pinned down in the Canterbury Tales. Rather, the text repeatedly demonstrates their 

complexities and the difficulties humans encounter with them. The narrator goes on to 

inform the audience that we ought to turn to a different story if we think we might be 

offended by the Miller’s Tale, handing responsibility for the tale over to the audience and 

further reminding us that the narrator is not responsible for the base material in the 
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Canterbury Tales but is merely passing along what he has heard and seen. We should 

understand he isn’t in any way the author of these things he reports, and if we choose to 

read them after being forewarned, the onus is on us. Anyone angered by this narrative 

will struggle with where to place blame; by design, the story’s subversion floats freely, 

never falling squarely on anyone. 

Then, as though creating a vacuum of responsibility around the story with 

character denials and disparaging descriptions of the tale and its teller is not adequate for 

what must be accomplished, Chaucer advises us in the last two lines to the Miller’s 

Prologue: 

Avyseth yow, and put me out of blame; 
And eek men shal nat maken ernest of game. (3185-3186) 
 

The Miller’s Tale will still offer a game, but with this disavowal of blame and the 

reminder that games are not to be taken earnestly, the concept of the game begins to take 

on a different tone. In the General Prologue’s introduction to the Knight the game is 

portrayed as a pleasure, and in his noble manner, the Knight begins his tale by 

acknowledging his part in the game with good cheer: 

 He seyde, ‘Syn I shal bigynne the game, 
What, welcome be the cut, a Goddes name! 
Now let us ride, and listen to what I seye.’ 
And with that word we ryden forth oure weye, 
And he bigan with right a myrie cheere 
His tale anon, and seyde as ye may here. (853-858) 
 

The Miller will substitute belligerence for the Knight’s good cheer, bringing a more 

aggressive stance to the play and quitting in the tales, but the narrator advises us to relax 

and to recall that this is all but a game not to be taken too seriously. With this 

introduction to the Miller’s Tale, the Canterbury Tales expands its sense of game from 
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the first meaning we see in the MED, “1(a) Joy, happiness; pleasure, delight; gaiety, 

mirth” (game) to incorporate further meanings as well, such as, “4(a) A joke, jest; also, a 

ridiculous circumstance” (game) or “5(c) A plan, project; a scheme, trick, plot” (game). 

These later meanings color our understanding of the sort of game the Canterbury Tales 

offers and hint that pleasure is not the only goal of play here. It is with this final 

admonition, that the Miller’s Tale begins. It is an introduction that has the feel of an all-

out rhetorical assault but under stealth. First, layers of distancing and deniability are 

launched, followed by an admonition that one really cannot blame the messenger, and 

then in a final defensive move, readers are reminded that games should not be taken 

overly seriously. These last two lines add a final layer of deniability for the narrator, and 

they serve to pull the audience into the narrative with the promise of the pleasure of play.  

 The levels of deniability and distance that Chaucer has worked into the 

introduction to the Miller’s Tale serve an additional useful purpose. The introduction 

works to assure that the tale will be widely read, and Chaucer surely knew this. How 

many of us during any time period can resist warnings of tawdry, illicit materials? These 

admonitions, rather than causing readers to skip over the tale, have probably inspired 

countless readers through the centuries to read on with enthusiasm. As Paul McCartney 

said of his first encounter with the Miller’s Tale, “it was the dirtiest thing I've ever read. 

So he hooked me" (McCartney). The tale makes a pretext of warning the audience, but it 

is a warning that has likely won the tale far more readers over the years than it has lost it, 

as it was no doubt meant to. 

 It is an odd tack to take, denigrating one’s story before it is even begun, but such 

an introduction works well in a fabliau where all is expected to be topsy-turvy. In the 
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world of this genre, assuring readers that one’s story is low, vulgar and offensive is not an 

entirely odd thing to do; it works when one considers the inversion goals of the form. 

Additionally, many do find the tale to be genuinely crude, and it has helped put the 

Canterbury Tales on more than one banned book list, so some sort of warning is not 

entirely out of line. However, the intensity Chaucer brings to the distance and deniability 

he creates in the introduction draws attention. A short, humorous tale of adulterous sex 

and a hot coltour up the bum doesn’t require this level of rhetorical finesse, but a tale that 

works to breach ideological boundaries surrounding knowledge and authority might 

depend on it.  

The apologies, denials, and distancing techniques used in the introduction allow 

all involved to skirt the forces of the superego despite the transgressions against the Law 

inherent in the Miller’s Tale. This allows the audience to move beyond resistance to the 

breaching of ideological boundaries and to remain open to the story and its messages. 

The layers of distance and deniability buffer the superego from the anxiety inherent in 

transgressions against the Law, allowing the tale to deliver its messages to a receptive 

audience. 

 

 

  



 27	

	

Oedipal Complex – Assault on Authority 

 

 Now that the tale’s use of rhetorical techniques to create distance and deniability 

has been established, we will turn to an examination of the actual messages found in the 

tale. This part of the paper will explore how certain messages are generated in the tale as 

well as the manner in which they mock and destabilize conceptions of knowledge and 

authority. The first element of this that we will look at in this section is how images of 

authority abased are laced throughout the tale, creating a layer of symbolism that 

resonates with the Oedipal complex and the conflicting desire found within humans both 

to obey and to transgress the Law. It is a symbolism that echoes Chaucer’s work in 

general. A.C. Spearing has written that “Chaucer in his work nearly always presents the 

father unfavorably, either as absent or cruel” (158), and he claims that “it is in the 

Canterbury Tales that that unwillingness, that rejection of fatherhood, reaches its 

culmination” (158). Spearing is speaking here specifically of fatherhood in the sense of 

authorship and control of texts, but in general Spearing is looking at various 

manifestations of fatherhood seen in the Canterbury Tales, and his thoughts reinforce the 

claim made here regarding the pervasiveness of the Oedipal echoes in the Miller’s Tale, 

echoes that reveal another way in which the tale ties into the Canterbury Tales as a 

whole. Oedipal images register at the conscious and subconscious level as we read the 

Miller’s Tale, and they work to destabilize authority by creating layers of images and 

allusions in which the authority figure is being toppled or the Law is being transgressed. 

Freud writes that through these images and allusions to the Oedipal, the “wishful 

phantasy that underlies it is brought into the open and realized as it would be in a dream” 
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(Rudnytsky 271). In the Miller’s Tale, the Oedipal fantasy is allowed expression, offering 

catharsis and destabilization as the images are digested and permitted to dance about at 

different levels of the subject’s consciousness. After exploring these Oedipal resonances, 

the paper will turn to how the Miller’s Tale uses the actions of its characters to illustrate 

that while there is a tendency to view knowledge as a collection of objective, stable 

constructs built on rational observations of the external world, in fact, knowledge has an 

internal, subjective nature as well. The tale points out that knowledge is a human creation 

originating in the imagination and irrevocably linked to human desire. It is a perspective 

that views knowledge as a construct woven with threads taken from both the external, 

objective world of facts and reality and the internal, subjective world of desire and 

imagination. This understanding regarding knowledge works to establish the idea that 

knowledge lacks the qualities of truth and stability often claimed for it. This destabilizing 

of the knowledge authority rests on leads to the destabilization of authority itself. 

The subversive, destabilizing meanings that are constructed in the Miller’s Tale 

through these layers of Oedipal imagery present the audience with images that resonate 

within the larger framework of the Canterbury Tales where certain tales are put forth 

with the intent of quitting others. The Miller’s Tale sets out to quit the Knight’s Tale, and 

one way it does this is by poking fun at the Knight’s Tale and its genre. Structural 

similarities between the two tales have established the Miller’s Tale, a fabliau, as a 

parody of the Knight’s Tale, a chivalric romance. (Benson 8). We have on the one hand a 

noble, idealized tale of knights and transcendent love told in the high tone of the courtly 

romance, a highly favored genre of the time that reflects many of the culture’s ideological 

stances. Then we have the Miller’s Tale, which pokes fun at this socially favored genre 
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and brings it down beneath the words of a coarse, drunken Miller who answers with a 

vulgar fabliau, but with a vulgar fabliau told brilliantly. It is a thorough quitting, and it is 

a parodying that resonates with the symbolism of authority, represented by the Knight’s 

Tale, being laid low. 

This quitting between the Miller’s Tale and the Knight’s Tale and the Oedipal 

resonance it generates extends to the messages contained in each of the tales. In The One 

and the Many in The Canterbury Tales, Lawler argues that the Knight’s Tale explores 

personal experience and outside authority, examining which is more important in the 

formation of knowledge. Lawler concludes that “the tale grants univocal validation 

neither to experience nor to authority, but suggest that the two sources of knowledge are 

deeply independent” (95). The Knight’s Tale spends its energies establishing the 

importance of knowledge and how it is constructed while the Miller’s Tale quits the 

Knight’s Tale’s efforts by spending its energies bringing knowledge low and 

undermining its power to grant authority and influence. 

Oedipal symbolism weaves its way through the tale on another level through the 

choice of Oxford as the setting for the Miller’s Tale. An exploration of the history of 

Oxford and the many events for which it has been the setting will more fully reveal this 

idea. For many modern readers, Oxford brings to mind little more than an old, world 

class university and the town that houses it. However, for the English people of 

Chaucer’s day, Oxford, even then long established, would have been known as a location 

where many major struggles over authority in England had occurred. Oxford has long 

been a coveted and valuable position to hold due to the strategic nature of its geographic 

location, and it has more than once been at the center of the struggles for control of the 
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nation. Green writes that “The first definite evidence for its existence lies in a brief entry 

of the English Chronicle which records its seizure by the successor of AElfred” (Green 

5). In this case, Green explains, it was Oxford’s position on the border between Mercian 

territory and West-Saxon territory that gave it political importance. The city’s placement 

on the River Thames has also lent it strategic importance through the ages, as has being 

the location of one of the earliest universities in England. 

By the time of Chaucer, Oxford had a long history of town and gown strife 

between the townsmen and the University in which English Kings usually sided with the 

University, so that by the 1340’s “a hundred years of royal favor had given the university 

authorities a stranglehold on the life of the city” (Leff 89). This town and gown strife in 

Oxford is reflected in the Miller’s Tale, and as Kathryn Kerby-Fulton reminds us, 

“Chaucer’s colourful portrayal of ‘town and gown’ rivalries, so vivid that it provoked 

even a sober scholar like J.A.W. Bennett to try to trace Absoloun’s pre-dawn journey 

through Oxford streets to the smithy” (210), gives evidence to the influence Oxford had 

on Chaucer and his work. It is an influence that has gained recognition in recent years 

and as Kerby-Fulton writes, “Chaucer scholars normally think in terms of Continental 

influences, especially French and Italian (more rarely Spanish) on the poet’s oeuvre, but 

influences and parallels originating closer to home, just up the road at Oxford, are also 

demonstrable” (209). Oxford was a place steeped in the struggle for authority well before 

Chaucer lived as well as during his life, making it a setting that meshes well with the 

messages the Miller’s Tale delivers. The city retained its reputation long after Chaucer’s 

day, a fact evidenced by its central role in the English Civil War when the King took 

Oxford and used it as a central base of operations (Gaunt 79). As a setting Oxford evokes 
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a history of the struggles and questions surrounding authority in England and it resonates 

with the rest of the rich Oedipal imagery in the tale. 

Furthermore, during the period when the Danes were making forays into the 

country, Oxford regularly served as their base of operations (Green 5). In the year 1013, 

the Danish King invaded England and ended up in Oxford claiming the throne for 

himself. Queen Matilda made her 1142 stand against her cousin King Stephen in Oxford 

and attempted to wrest control of all of England from him (14). Then, in 1258, it was in 

Oxford that Simon de Montfort and other English Barons forced King Henry III to sign 

The Provisions of Oxford, which set up a fifteen-member privy council to the King that 

essentially usurped control of the government until the King could wrest it back (16).  

The choice of setting has resonance with the Oedipal at another level that is 

meaningful and important for this argument as well. Oxford was a place that “housed 

quite an array of censored academics in the later middle ages” (216). It was a place that 

offered refuge to independent, free-minded thinkers who were unwilling to follow 

Church teachings or any modes of thought uncritically. Roger Bacon was associated with 

the University in the 1200s as was William of Ockham in the 1300s just before Chaucer’s 

time. Both these men pushed against prevailing modes of thought by encouraging 

methods of investigation that used reason and logic. Such thinkers were a threat to 

dogmatic, authoritarian ways of thinking that were a hallmark of the time, and theirs was 

a threat that became associated with the rich, intellectual fabric of Oxford, making it a 

setting that reverberates with Oedipal significance. 

During Chaucer’s lifetime we see a similar threat to dogmatic, authoritarian 

modes of thinking generated by John Wyclif’s ideas. Oxford was home to Wyclif whose 
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writings inspired the Wycliffite movement that openly questioned the authority of the 

Papacy and the Catholic Church, making Oxford once again a setting that resonates with 

the Oedipal and with the desire for the destruction of authority. As Esther Samuelson 

relates in Treasures New and Old: Oxford, John Wyclif, and the Reformation, “If Wyclif 

was the morning star, then Oxford was the sky in which he rose” (13). Samuelson 

explains that Wyclif needed Oxford; the city was the vehicle that helped him to 

disseminate his ideas. Oxford was where Wyclif found others of like mind who joined 

him in his work and in his criticisms against the Church. It is the setting that allowed him 

to become the “morning star” of the Reformation. Oxford is where Wyclif’s ideas grew 

into a movement that not only questioned authority, but frightened those in authority with 

its questioning of that which was considered taboo. Connections with Wyclif’s ideas 

bring Oxford a powerful link to the symbolic destruction of authority, further developing 

the Oedipal resonance it brings as the setting of the tale. 

The tale’s connections to Oxford and Wyclif go beyond setting. Ganim has 

written that in the past there was a reluctance among Chaucerians to connect Chaucer and 

Wyclif, but in recent decades this reluctance had ebbed, and studies “have given us a 

Chaucer much more deeply implicated in fourteenth century controversy, particularly the 

crises of schism, rebellion and authority that plagued late fourteenth century England” 

(71). The Miller’s Tale echoes a number of Wyclif’s arguments. The tale’s use of English 

is reminiscent of Wyclif’s promotion of English and of the use of English in the Bible he 

promoted, helped to translate, and that bears his name, the Wyclif Bible (Galloway 44). 

Then there is the parodying of Noah’s flood, which evokes Wycliffite complaints about 

the spiritual corruption of the fourteenth century Church and its claims of access to the 
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miraculous. As William Kamowski writes, “Wyclif regarded the contemporary Church’s 

self-ascribed spiritual and miraculous powers as impious frauds” (8). In Absolon and 

Nicolas and their luxurious, materialistic lifestyles there is the reflection of Wycliffite 

complaints about the decadence and materialism of the fourteenth century clergy and 

those connected to the Church, and moreover, the questions the Miller’s Tale raises about 

knowledge and authority reflect Wyclif’s questions about the Church and the Papacy. 

These various connections serve to develop the layers of Oedipal symbolism in the tale 

and to subtly align it with Wyclif’s quite real attempts to divest the Church of authority.  

Subtlety would have been key to the success of the text and to the safety of the 

author at the time Chaucer wrote the tale. It is thought to be one of Chaucer’s later works, 

which places its composition well after 1381 and the Great Rising. Up until the Great 

Rising, Wyclif enjoyed John of Gaunt’s patronage, so while the Catholic Church attacked 

him, John of Gaunt’s support kept him safe. This can be seen in records from 1377 “when 

this controversial and finally heretical Oxford scholar was summoned before the 

archbishop of Canterbury and the bishop of London” (McHardy 3) only to be saved by 

John of Gaunt who showed up and aggressively asserted himself in the proceedings. 

After the Great Rising, in which the priest John Ball and the rebels called on Wyclif’s 

ideas, Wyclif lost Gaunt’s support and was summarily let go from Oxford to live out the 

remaining few years of his life in relative isolation (Samuelson 12). After being used to 

undermine royal authority, Wyclif’s ideas became more dangerous to be associated with, 

and as Andrew Cole writes in Literature and Heresy in the Age of Chaucer: 

On account of the continued influence of Wycliffism among the laity, the 
church – specifically, successive archbishops of Canterbury – sought 
further measures to eradicate it, inaugurating the fifteenth century with 
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morbid business: the execution by burning of a priest accused of 
eucharistic heresy, William Sawtre, in 1401. (xii) 
 

There were concrete reasons to hide the destabilizing messages of the Miller’s Tale 

beneath a bawdy story and humor. Questioning authority and aligning oneself with 

Wyclif were not acts to take on lightly in late fourteenth century England. A person 

needed to tread carefully if they wanted to stay in favor and not face death by burning. 

That the Miller’s Tale is written in English deepens its connections to Wyclif and 

to a broader movement in England at this time toward using the vernacular for written 

texts. The use of English in the late 1300’s was an element that reverberated with the 

destabilization of authority. The first official government documents recorded in English 

were The Provisions of Oxford that King Henry III was forced to sign in 1258 (Galloway 

28). They called for a number of controls on the King’s power and required him to share 

certain powers with his barons. It is a moment in history that is relevant here because it 

illustrates a movement towards the use of English in official capacities and of 

Englishmen asserting their voice, their identity, and their authority through language 

choice. The use of English in the Miller’s Tale and in the Canterbury Tales as a whole 

underscores the text’s destabilizing nature, and as Helen Barr writes: 

In late medieval England a crucial linguistic choice is that of language. To 
write in English rather than in Latin and/or French means to take up a 
social position within available discourses...The relationships between 
Latin, French, and English inhere in questions of institutional power and 
its contestation. (Barr 5) 
 

Writing the Canterbury Tales in English aligns Chaucer with social forces that 

recognized the power of written language and sought to create a body of texts in English 

in what was clearly an assertion of the authority of Englishmen. With this connection, the 
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use of English instead of anglicized Latin or French, feeds into the overall goal of the 

Miller’s Tale to destabilize and question the factors at play in the assigning of authority. 

 Another element that works to destabilize authority arises from the fact that 

there are characters in the tale whose names work through allusion to accentuate the 

Oedipal resonance of the story. Absolon (Absalom) is a name laden with such resonance 

and symbolism. The Miller’s Tale’s Absolon is a handsome, effeminate fellow, a 

portrayal in keeping with the times as “Poets of the Middle Ages were fascinated with 

Absalom as an ideal of physical beauty” (“Absalom” 12). The description given of him in 

the Bible claims that “in all Israel there was not a man so comely, and so exceedingly 

beautiful as Absalom: from the sole of the foot to the crown of his head there was no 

blemish in him” (Douay-Rheims Bible, 2 Kings, 14:25). The biblical Absalom is more 

than merely a good-looking charmer, he is also a rebel who turned against his father, 

King David, and usurped his power for a time before his father was able to wrest it back 

with the help of loyal subjects who killed Absalom on the battlefield. As David Jeffrey 

tells us about Absalom, “His treachery against his father was considered a crime so 

heinous that he remains one of the few Jews who have no portion in the world to come” 

(Absalom 12). It was a common understanding during the medieval period, and the use of 

the name Absolon brings a rich hint of the Oedipal complex to the Miller’s Tale, adding a 

layer that reverberates with the destabilization of authority. 

 Noah is a name that resonates with a touch of the Oedipal as well. Noah had 

three sons. In Genesis we read that once Noah was “surprised drunk by his son Ham; 

Noah later curses Ham’s son Canaan” (Noah 551) over the incident. Ham is thought to 

have seen something or done something to emasculate his father, something so terrible 
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that it caused Noah to curse Ham’s son Canaan forevermore as reported in Genesis: “And 

Noe awaking from the wine, when he had learned what his younger son had done to him, 

He said: Cursed be Chanaan, a servant of servants shall he be unto his brethren” (Genesis 

9.24-25). The biblical passage that narrates this story is ambiguous about what it is that 

Ham saw or did to his father, but there has been speculation through the ages that perhaps 

“Ham was punished because he sodomized his father while he was inebriated, or because 

he castrated him (or both)” (Freedman 87). Once again we see the Miller’s Tale 

resonating with the symbolism of authority challenged and laid low. 

In the tale’s culmination we find yet another moment that pulses with the Oedipal, 

this time in an image that comes in the form of a kneading trough, a vat, and a tub that 

John hangs in the attic of his home in preparation for the second flood that Nicholas 

falsely foretells. A kneading trough would have had an oblong shape while the vat and 

tub would have been smaller and rounder, leaving readers with the image of a phallus and 

testicles hanging from the attic ceiling. As Laura Kendrick has noted: 

we perceive the configuaration of the oblong “knedying trogh,” and the 
round “tub” and “kymelyn,” all three hung in the rafters in preparation for 
a second Flood, as a gigantic visual pun on male genitalia suspended over 
the fabliau action. (155) 
 

This larger than life phallic image creates a dramatic visual layer of Oedipal symbolism 

in the tale’s climax, so that as the narrative threads of the tale come together, the 

audience’s senses are beset with a colossal phallus that John castrates in order to free 

himself from the rafters: 

This carpenter out of his slomber sterte, 
And herde oon crien "water!" as he were wood, 
And thoughte, "Allas, now comth Nowelis flood!" 
He sit hym up withouten wordes mo, 
And with his ax he smoot the corde atwo, 
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And doun gooth al; he foond neither to selle, 
Ne breed ne ale, til he cam to the celle 
Upon the floor, and ther aswowne he lay. (3816-3823) 
 

With his arm broken and in a state of shock, John tries to explain his plight to the 

neighbors who immediately show up at the house to see what all the commotion is about. 

Alison and Nicholas preempt John, telling the neighbors he is crazy and lost in his 

imagination. This leaves John humiliated and looking the fool, and the Oedipal 

symbolism reverberates. 

These moments of Oedipal imagery and allusion are woven throughout the 

Miller’s Tale, so that from the beginning to the end the audience’s senses are met with 

representations of authority being questioned and brought low. These subversive layers of 

symbolism are both at the surface and just beneath the surface of the narrative. They tease 

and dance about in our minds, playing with both our conscious and subconscious 

understandings. Once let loose, words take on a life of their own, and the words of the 

Miller’s Tale create a symbolic web that echoes with the decimation of authority. 

  Undoubtedly, the rich Oedipal resonance of the Miller’s Tale serves in a manner 

that is commonly associated with the fabliau, to create a space of catharsis for the reader. 

As discussed earlier, the 1300’s began a period of general unrest and revolt in England. 

Chaucer lived in the midst of a time of instability in both secular and religious leadership. 

It was a time during which the Catholic Church came under heavy criticism from various 

segments of society. Nobles fought with each other over power, plagues and famines 

ravaged the land, taxes were on the increase from all sides, and the seigneurial system 

that had served England and Europe well for centuries was beginning to show signs of 

collapse. It was a time that called for catharsis, and Chaucer offers it in the Miller’s Tale 
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with humor and Oedipal symbolism. Authority is taken down repeatedly in the tale 

through this Oedipal symbolism, and what the reader cannot do in real life, can be 

accomplished internally and worked through repeatedly at different levels of psychic 

awareness.  

 This rich layering of the Oedipal in the Miller’s Tale assures that the tale offers 

the audience the repetition necessary for catharsis. The struggles a society faces are the 

struggles its people face, and as English society grappled with questions surrounding 

conceptions of authority and who should be vested with it and why, the Miller’s Tale 

offered an opportunity to safely and repeatedly process the questions and the 

uncertainties that must have swirled about in the consciousness of both the nation and its 

people. Catharsis is only a part of what the story and its Oedipal symbolism offer though. 

At another level, the Oedipal resonance in the narrative underscores the barrage of 

messages the tale generates through its characters, messages that work to shift 

understandings around the ways in which desire, imagination, and knowledge are 

connected. It is a shifting of understandings that has subversive results as the messages 

the character’s generate destabilize authority by raising questions not only about how we 

perceive knowledge, desire, and imagination, but also how these perceptions influence 

who and what we vest with authority. 
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Desire and Imagination 

 

 This next section of the paper will focus on how the characters in the Miller’s 

Tale illustrate that desire and imagination are woven throughout human constructions of 

knowledge, so that these constructions lack the qualities of truth and stability people 

often ascribe to them. This undermining of knowledge is one of the central ways in which 

the Miller’s Tale destabilizes authority, and it is how the tale reveals its Boethian 

perspective. To begin, we will look at a few texts and ideas around Chaucer that have 

shaped this argument. The section will conclude by looking at the specific messages the 

characters in the Miller’s Tale send and how they send them. 

 In “The Miller’s Tale and the Politics of Laughter,” Patterson argues that the tale 

serves as an attack upon the seigneurial system and “upon an ecclesiastical establishment 

that is perceived as equally over bearing and exploitative” (260). Both the seigneurial and 

the ecclesiastical systems faced a weakening in their authority during this period as 

various elements in society jostled for power. Beyond legal conflicts, factors such as 

consecutive waves of plague and the “growing surplus value that the landowning class 

was able to extract from the agrarian economy” (251) destabilized society and helped to 

create play in thoughts around power and authority. There is no doubt that this was a 

period which saw various social institutions come under scrutiny and criticism and that 

this is reflected in the tale; however, the Miller’s Tale does something more. The tale 

does not stop at a critique of social institutions, it goes further, working to undermine the 

basic ideological constructions buttressing these institutions. The Miller’s Tale adds its 
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voice to others of its time that were questioning not only the seigneurial and ecclesiastical 

systems but all of human authority in general. 

 We can see more clearly the depth of “sentence” that the Miller’s Tale is reaching 

for if we compare it to a text that is considered a likely source. Peter Beider argues that 

Heille of Beersele, an anonymous fourteenth century Dutch fabliau, is a “hard analog” of 

the Miller’s Tale, and he gives it a “near source” status. There is an undermining of 

authority in Heille of Beersele as well; the story spends much of its time raising questions 

surrounding the human tendency to vest the Church and its representatives with 

unquestioned authority and the clergy’s tendency to stray from the Church’s teachings. 

While both the Miller’s Tale and Heille of Beersele comment on the Church, the Dutch 

fabliau is a simpler, more straightforward tale delivering a clearer and more direct 

critique of the Church than the Miller’s Tale. With this in mind, an examination of Heille 

of Beersele can offer insights into navigating the subtleties of the messages contained in 

the Miller’s Tale. 

 In Heile of Beersele, a prostitute tries to please three men and makes 

appointments to see each of them one after the other on the same afternoon. The first 

man, a miller, shows up at the assigned time, and he and the prostitute conduct their 

business. Then before the miller can leave, a priest, the prostitute’s second appointment, 

shows up. In order to hide the miller from the priest, the prostitute has the miller climb 

into a trough hanging from her ceiling, an act mirrored in the Miller’s Tale with the tubs 

and trough that John the carpenter hangs in his attic to escape an imagined second flood. 

In Heile of Beeresele, after the miller climbs up into the trough and hides, the prostitute 

lets the priest in and they have sex three times. During the climax to their third coupling, 
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the priest is so enraptured that he begins to quote the Gospels, mentioning that there is a 

time to come when God will destroy the world with water and fire. The miller, Willem, 

hears all this from up in his hiding place: 

This Willem heard where he was sitting 
High above in that trough, 
And thought it might well be true 
Since priests read and explain it, 
And the Gospel bears witness to it. (Beider 87-91) 
 

This miller believes the ecstatic rhapsodizing of the priest for no reason other than the 

fact that the priest is a man of the Church. That is what priests do, the miller must reason; 

they explain the Gospels. Of course, the vowed celibate clergy don’t usually do this while 

in the middle of sexual encounters with prostitutes, but therein lies one of the main points 

of Heile of Beersele, that despite this priest’s behavior, the miller accepts his word as the 

truth. In this moment, the miller suspends judgment and hands over authority to the priest 

without critical thought, illustrating that even though priests are human and fallible, 

people mistakenly persist in viewing their words, their knowledge, and their authority as 

somehow above question. 

This act raises questions around whom we vest with authority and why. It also 

raises the issue of trust.  The critique of the Church and its hold over knowledge and 

authority in medieval society is more overt here than in the Miller’s Tale, but the 

differences in the two stories help to clarify some of what Chaucer’s work is doing. One 

difference is the fact that in Heile of Beersele the trough hanging from the ceiling just 

happens to be there convenient to use, while in the Miller’s Tale Nicholas goes through 

complex machinations to get the Miller to hang the trough and vats purposefully for his 

ends. Nicholas secludes himself in his room for two days to capture John’s attention and 
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then he frightens John into secrecy: 

He seyde, “John, myn hooste, lief and deere, 
Thou shalt upon thy trouthe swere me here 
That to no wight thou shalt this conseil wreye, 
For it is Cristes conseil that I seye, 
And if thou telle it man, thou art forlore; 
For this vengeaunce thou shalt han therfore, 
That if thou wreye me, thou shalt be wood. 
Nay Crist forbade it, for his hooly blood! (3501-3508) 
 

Nicholas tells John that to breathe a word of this to anyone is to go against Christ and will 

lead to John going crazy. He then goes on to make-up a story based on astrological signs 

and a second great flood they foretell God sending, a flood Nicholas claims he can help 

John and Alisoun survive, but only if John follows Nicholas’ quite specific directions 

exactly and keeps them entirely to himself. The Miller’s Tale alludes to a more conscious 

manipulation of the ideas surrounding knowledge and authority than does Heile of 

Beersele where the manipulation seems to be more the result of circumstances than a 

knowing act. Another difference between the texts lies in the fact that the Miller’s Tale 

delivers all that Patterson argues regarding the attacks on the seigneurial and the 

ecclesiastical systems; however, within those critiques, in contrast to Heile of Beersele, it 

also offers messages of philosophical “sentence” around the nature of knowledge and 

authority. By making its critiques wider and less specific - there are no priests in 

Chaucer’s story - the Miller’s Tale is able to broaden its reach to bring down authority in 

general, while the tale’s narrative sophistication and character descriptions open up space 

for the development of “sentence” or meaning as well as a sense of verisimilitude. 

 The philosophical “sentence” in the Miller’s Tale is a characteristic Chaucer’s 

work is well known for, so we should not be surprised to find it hiding here. Some of 

Chaucer’s early work was with translation, and his translation of The Consolation of 
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Philosophy is widely thought to have brought a deeply Boethian perspective to his later 

work (Benson 396). There are those through the years who have failed to see this 

Boethian bent in the Miller’s Tale; the raw bawdiness of its content can make the tale 

appear to stand as far from the philosophical as possible, but in a genre that makes ars ut 

artem falleret its principle, we should not be taken aback to find what we do not expect. 

 The Consolation and its ideas provide insight into the messages the Miller’s Tale 

is sending. In his attempt to understand the nature of a universe where Providence and 

free will co-exist, Boethius draws a line between God’s knowledge and human 

knowledge. In the introduction to his translation of The Consolation, Victor Watts 

explains that in Boethius’ view “the quality of knowledge depends on the capacity of the 

knower to know, not the capacity of the object to be known” (xxx). The Consolation and 

the Miller’s Tale both argue that at its core, the nature of human knowledge is one of 

imperfection. Boethius’s ideas take us to a Neo-Platonic perspective in which all men are 

seeking the supreme Good; it is the way home for humans, but Boethius argues that 

worldly pleasures and the desires they incite blind us to this Good. Boece, Book III, Prosa 

2 says this about humankind’s quest for the Good, “so that it be with a dyrkyd memorie; 

but he not by whiche path, ryght as a dronke man not nat by which path he may retourned 

hom to his hous” (Benson 422). Boethius claims that it is human desire for this world and 

its pleasures that draws us away from the more profound and lasting path to the Good we 

are actually seeking. Instead of truth, we get the confusion dictated by our nature. As we 

read in Boece, Book III, Metrum 7: 

Every delit hath this, that it angwisscheth hem with prykkes that usen it. It 
resembleth to thise flyenge flyes that we clepen ben; that aftir that the be 
hath sched his agreable honyes, he fleeth awey, and styngeth the hertes of 
hem that ben ysmyte, with bytynge overlonge holdynge. (427-428) 
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The goads of pleasure incite humans but like a swarm of bees that drops its honey before 

it strikes, the sweetness of pleasure eventually gives way to a painful sting. In a Boethian 

view, worldly pleasures blind humans to ourselves and to the Good, so that we see all in a 

haze of inebriation that endlessly fouls our interpretations. The Miller’s Tale illustrates 

these ideas through its characters, and in one instance the language of the tale even 

closely mirrors that of The Consolation. When Absalom addresses the object of his desire 

with the words: "What do ye, hony-comb, sweete Alisoun,” (3698), he echoes the words 

of The Consolation and in doing so, helps the Miller’s Tale in its efforts to make a 

mockery of the knowledge and authority humans can lay claim to in this world. 

 A fruitful exploration of the manner in which the Canterbury Tales raises ideas 

surrounding desire and human knowledge can be found in Elizabeth Scala’s recent book, 

Desire in the Canterbury Tales. Scala argues that by “organizing a group of fictive tale-

tellers to generate a collection of stories, Chaucer formulates the Canterbury Tales as a 

discourse of desire” (3), and that “[a]s a discourse of desire the Canterbury Tales is also a 

drama of misrecognition and misreading” (4) in which desire gets in the way of and 

constantly muddies human interpretations. These ideas regarding the interplay of desire 

and understanding can be found within the Miller’s Tale itself as it too questions the role 

desire plays in human knowledge. Scala examines the Miller’s Tale in terms of its role 

within the overall framework of the Canterbury Tales and the first fragment. She explains 

that “the Miller’s Tale winds up situated as a tilting mirror, both reflecting the Knight’s 

Tale back to its teller in altered form and, apparently, allowing the Reeve to misrecognize 

himself in the Miller’s story” (88). The Miller’s Tale helps to illustrate these ideas of 

desire and its effects on human understanding within the greater framework of the tales as 
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Scala points out; however, it also illustrates these ideas independently through its cast of 

characters who all misrecognize themselves and misread the world around them. Blinded 

by worldly desire, each proves to be lost in a haze of Boethian inebriation. 

 The Miller’s Tale does not deal in straightforward messages; rather, it works to 

assure that the possibilities for misrecognition and misreading abound, allowing it to 

generate questions that churn about at various levels of consciousness, producing not 

answers but further questions. As Barr wrote, Chaucer’s work often illustrates the 

“futility of seeking fixed meanings” (117) in texts. The Miller’s Tale provides an 

excellent example of this, as questions surrounding human understandings of knowledge, 

desire, and imagination swirl about, always in play and always raising further questions 

regarding how those understandings affect human authority. There are no simple, fixed 

messages to be found. Nothing is straightforward here, and by the end of the tale, the 

audience is left not with answers, but with wobbles and shifts in basic ideological 

constructions around the stable, objective nature of knowledge, and around the role of 

human imagination and desire in its construction. It is here, in these wobbles and shifts, 

that the tale is able to destabilize human understandings of knowledge and the authority 

that rests on it. 

 Ideas surrounding knowledge and authority in the Canterbury Tales are not 

limited to the Miller’s Tale; they can be found raised repeatedly throughout the text. In 

his book, The One and the Many in the Canterbury Tales, Lawler draws on a number of 

the tales to illustrate this point. One tale he uses to support his claim is the Knight’s Tale 

and what he terms the “Knight’s Boethian metaphysics” (102). It is a metaphysical 

perspective noted in The Riverside Chaucer as well when it explains that “the long 
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Boethian passages that Chaucer adds to the tale - on destiny, on love, and most notably 

Theseus’s great speech on the ‘First Moevere’- sound a meditative, philosophical tone” 

(Benson 6). Lawler argues that a main theme in the tale is the question of whether 

knowledge derives from outside authority or personal experience. He concludes that 

ultimately the message the Knight’s Tale sends is that outside authority and personal 

experience are both key to human knowledge, writing that “The tale grants univocal 

validation neither to experience nor to authority, but suggests that the two sources of 

knowledge are deeply interdependent” (94). To support his point, Lawler cites the 

example of two speeches given at the end of the tale: the first by Egeus when he tries to 

comfort his son, and the second by Theseus when he speaks of the fair chain of love and 

of fate, claiming “There nedeth noght noon auctoritee t’allegge, / For it is preeved by 

experience” (3000-3001). Arguing that Egeus’ speech lacks authority due to his reliance 

on external, written authority while Theseus’ speech reverberates with authority because 

it recognizes the value of lived experience, Lawler states: 

Theseus can speak with full authority at the end of the poem precisely 
because he has lived with full awareness and full personal response 
through the events of the poem. His final consoling speech works better 
than Egeus’s because it has a pulse of individuality, it arises out of 
personal emotion and private contemplation. It is most effectively general 
and authoritative because it originates in particular experience. (90-91) 
 

The Knight’s Tale expends its energies establishing that experience and external authority 

both play vital roles in the construction of human knowledge only to have its efforts 

thwarted by the Miller’s Tale. It is a thwarting accomplished through a destabilization of 

knowledge that quits the Knight’s Tale by undermining the very knowledge the Knight’s 

Tale works to establish. The Miller’s Tale accomplishes this undermining and quitting by 

generating questions regarding the ultimate truth value to be found in either the personal 
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experience or the external human authority that the Knight’s Tale claims as two crucial 

bases of human knowledge. 

 These arguments bring us to the central point of this portion of the paper, the 

ways in which the characters in the Miller’s Tale express that human knowledge is woven 

throughout with desire and imagination, and how this works to destabilize understandings 

around human knowledge and the authority derived from it. We will begin by looking at 

Alisoun, the young, comely wife in the tale, and then move on to the three central male 

characters: John, Nicholas, and Absalon, each lost in the web of desire existing around 

Alisoun. John is Alisoun’s older, besotted husband; Nicholas is the young scholar who 

boards with the couple and becomes Alisoun’s lover, and Absalon is a young parish 

clerk, one overly fond of his own appearance, who foolishly and unsuccessfully pursues 

Alisoun. It is a complex web of desire we see generated by these characters, a web of 

desire that colors each of their perceptions about themselves and the outside world, and 

that points to the idea that knowledge, both that based on person experience and that 

based on outside authority, is open to question. 

 The object all three men desire in the tale - Alisoun, with her youth and beauty - is 

depicted as an object any man would yearn for: 

She was a prymerole, a piggesnye, 
For any lord to leggen in his bedde, 
Or yet for good yeman to wedde. (3268-3270) 
 

Nevertheless, desire can be complicated, and it can deceive as the tale reminds us when it 

compares Alisoun to a weasel: “As any wezele hir body gent and smal” (3234). The 

weasel is an animal associated with deceit and sneakiness, connotations that appear to 

have existed well before the medieval age. It is an animal The Aberdeen Bestiary, an 
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illustrated manuscript believed to have been produced in England around the year 1200, 

describes in the following manner: 

Weasels signify the not inconsiderable number of people who listen 
willingly enough to the seed of the divine word but, caught up in their love 
of worldly things, ignore it and take no account of what they have heard. 
(The Aberdeen Bestiary) 
 

The use of this term to describe Alisoun resonates with the argument Maura Nolan has 

put forth regarding Alisoun’s symbolic significance. As Nolan explains, Alisoun is most 

often read in one of two ways, either as an image of natural beauty and desire 

“representing the essence of the harmonious” (208) or as an image of physical lust and 

desire.  Nolan asserts that both perspectives are limited and that a closer examination of 

the text reveals Alisoun as a highly constructed image of worldly desire that works as a 

temptation to confuse human understandings as desire and imagination weave themselves 

into the things we hold as knowledge. 

 Nolan argues that “The seeming naturalism of Alisoun’s portrait is undermined by 

the highly artificial and decorated quality of her appearance and body” (209). So though 

Alisoun can be read at one level as a celebration of natural desire, on closer inspection 

she appears to be a creation of man, an artifice that draws man into false worldly 

pleasures. An artifice that helps to create the cloud of misperception humans can so easily 

get caught in. What Nolan terms “human making and divine creation” (220), echoes 

thoughts found in The Consolation of Philosophy. In The Consolation, Lady Philosophy 

consoles the narrator who faces execution by helping him to understand that his despair 

and grief over his loss of fortune and impending death are unnecessary and illogical, for 

the earthly desires of men are empty next to the pursuit of the Good. In her argument she 

says to Boethius: 
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Now it is thanne wel yseyn how litil and how brotel possessioun thei 
coveyten that putten the goodes of the body aboven hir owene resoun. For 
maystow surmounten thise olifauntes in gretness or weighte of body? Or 
maistow ben strengere than the bole? Maystow been swyftere than the 
tigre? Byholld the spaces and the stablenesse and the swyft cours of the 
hevene, and stynt sometyme to wondren on foule thynges. (428) 
 

The Miller’s Tale illustrates people felled for allowing worldly desire to cloud their 

understandings. Pursuing our animal nature, humans strive for physical qualities such as 

strength and speed while we ignore the greater gifts offered by the heavens. The audience 

is reminded of how easily humans can be blinded by this world, its pleasures, and our 

own desires, and we see that together these things leave us stumbling about as we attempt 

to make sense of our experiences and to know ourselves and the world around us. 

 Alisoun’s depiction reminds readers of the imperfect understandings and 

knowledge so many humans become lost in as they seek the Good because their desires 

mislead them. She “is an object for use and delight, a kind of sensorium of pleasures” 

(Nolan 211). In The Consolation, Boethius explains that humans desire happiness or the 

Good by nature, but as the Miller’s Tale illustrates, understandings of what the Good is 

and how it is attained can be elusive, as can our understanding of human knowledge. As 

Chaucer writes in his translation of Boethius, “In alle thise thynges it semeth oonly that 

blisfulness is desyred; forwhy thilk thing that evry man desireth moost over alle thynges 

he demeth that it be the sovereyn good” (422), to explain that human knowledge takes 

different shapes depending on the desires of the individual. Knowledge is not a construct 

to be relied on for its stable or universal truth value. 

 The symbolic web created around Alisoun allows the tale to reinforce its message 

by connecting desire and knowledge. As Nolan points out, this flashy, young wife can be 

associated with books and knowledge through the tassel found on her purse: 
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The purse, is not the only leather object fastened with a tassel and 
decorated with latoun that Chaucer would have known. The other 
such object would be a book. Medieval books were bound with 
leather-covered boards, which were often decorated with metal – 
gold, silver, brass – and they sometimes featured clasps with 
tassels. (213) 
 

Symbolically, Alisoun can be read as representing texts and knowledge, but she 

represents only the façade of such things. She is akin to the decorative tassels on books 

that Nolan tells us served to symbolize not the knowledge contained within the books, but 

the status of their owners. The Miller’s Tale uses Alisoun to symbolize the façade of 

worldly pleasures that work to distract us from both true knowledge and the Good that 

Boethius claims all humans are seeking in this life. 

 John, Alisoun’s husband, is a bit lost in his own desire for worldly pleasures, and 

we see that it muddies his understandings and judgements. This is made clear 

immediately when we are told that he has married an alluring and much younger wife. 

The Miller says of him: 

Jalous he was, and heeld hire narwe in cage, 
For she was wylde and yong, and he was old 
And demed hymself been lik a cokewold. 
He knew nat Catoun, for his wit was rude, 
That bad man sholde wedde his simylitude. (3224-3228) 
 

The text implies that had he known Cato, and many would have because the Distichs of 

Cato was a popular Latin text during this time, he would have known not to marry 

Alisoun. John knows better though, even without knowledge of Cato. It is obvious in his 

jealousy and in his concern that Alisoun will make him a cuckold. Clearly he understands 

the folly of his path but is misled by the promises of pleasure and his own desire. His lust 

for Alisoun leads him to ignore the obvious even as he acts on it and “holds her in a 

narrow cage” inspired by his jealousy and his fear of being a cuckold. Here, the Miller’s 
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Tale illustrates for us the idea that if the obvious impedes on the path to human desires, 

the obvious is likely to be rationalized away or ignored. This is not the only facet of his 

life in which we see John seeking and enjoying earthly pleasures. He is a well to do 

carpenter, a successful craftsman with a home, two servants, a boarder, and a comely, 

young wife; it is an existence stacked with elements working to satisfy worldly pleasures. 

John offers another layer of the tale’s message about the hazards humans face in our 

quest for knowledge and the Good in the middle of a world that abounds in distracting 

temptations, temptations that come between humans and a clarity of understanding. 

 John helps the tale raise its questions about knowledge and the ways in which 

human desire and imagination influence it. He knows he is at high risk for becoming a 

cuckold. He understands at some level, or he would not be so terribly jealous. However, 

his desire allows him to circumvent his concerns and ignore them. An additional point 

that connects to this issue is raised when Nicholas tells John about the second flood that 

God is sending, John trembles because of what his imagination fabricates from words and 

thin air: 

Lo, which a greet thyng is affeccioun! 
Men may dyen of ymaginacioun, 
So depe may impressioun be take. 
This sely carpenter begynneth quake; 
Hym thynketh verrally that he may see 
Noees flood come walwynge as the see. (3611-3616) 
 

We read that the human imagination can bring about death, and his own imagination 

causes John to shake in fear at the mere prospect of an event. John’s jealousy, his fears, 

and his active imagination work to raise questions about the nature of knowledge, 

painting it as a construct built of more than merely objective truths. Knowledge is shown 

to be a thing woven from not only rational understandings, but also from human 
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imagination and desire. As we have noted, there is a tendency to view knowledge as a 

stable, truth bound entity; the Miller’s Tale asks the audience to rethink this tendency and 

points us in the direction of seeing human knowledge as a construct in constant play and 

with firm footings in subjective understandings. 

 The tale furthers its message by raising questions around the value of education 

and the role it plays in human knowledge and authority. The tale does not dispute the 

understanding that education implies knowledge, but it makes a distinction between the 

different types of knowledge humans can acquire, pointing out that there can be self-

serving knowledge as well as knowledge grounded in outside realities that are being 

misread. The Miller’s Tale warns us all to watch out that we ourselves are not delusional 

and seeing the world like a drunk stumbling to find the way home. It is a Boethian 

message seen before in the Canterbury Tales when Arcite in the Knight’s Tale says of 

man that “We faren as he that dronke is as a mous. / A dronke man woot wel he hath an 

hous, / But he not which the righte wey is thider” (1261-1263). Humans search for the 

Good endlessly, but the delusions brought on by desire and earthly pleasures make our 

search akin to a drunk unable to find the way home. The Miller’s Tale raises these ideas 

with John in the differences we see between what he professes and how he behaves, 

which show us that humans can become lost in our own delusions. John claims to be 

unimpressed with Nicholas’ learning: 

Men sholde nat knowe of Goddes pryvetee. 
Ye, blessed be alwey a lewed man 
That noght but oonly his bileve Kan! 
So ferde another clerk with astromye; 
He walked in the feeldes for to prye 
Upon the sterres, what ther sholde bifalle, 
Til he was in a marle-pit yfalle; 
He saugh nat that. (3454-3461) 
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Yet, at the same time, even as he insults Nicholas’ learning, John accepts Nicholas’ far-

fetched story of a second flood absolutely and without question, indicating that he holds a 

greater respect or at least belief in Nicholas’ learning than he is willing to acknowledge 

even to himself. John’s capitulation to Nicholas’ perceived knowledge raises the question 

of our own judgement and its fallibility. Further, Nicholas’ conscious abuse of John’s 

notions regarding his knowledge brings the truth of all that we learn from others into 

question. The possibility of conscious manipulation of understandings not for truth value 

but for personal desires and agendas brings a new dimension to the questions raised in the 

Miller’s Tale around the nature of knowledge and authority. 

 The tale takes a moment to present an ironically alternative perspective on the 

value of education as well, in an example of the endless possibilities for misreading and 

misrecognition that it provides. It manages to both undermine the value of education and 

to build up its value with the irony of the fact that if John had possessed a bit more 

education, he might have known that in the Bible, God promises never to send a second 

flood upon the Earth (Genesis 9:11). Knowledge of this biblical fact would have helped 

John to see the preposterous nature of Nicholas’ claims, and it would have allowed him to 

protect himself from being taken advantage of and humiliated before his entire 

community. As it unfolds, the tale makes use of irony to raise a variety of questions about 

the connections between education and knowledge and about the ultimate value of each. 

Conflicting ideas reverberate through the Miller’s Tale, mirroring the confusion of human 

existence and the difficulty of knowing. 

 Now we come to “hende” Nicholas, a student of astrology and a man of learning, 

yet what we see of him points to his being a life lived more for pleasure than for scholarly 
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or intellectual pursuits. He spends his evenings singing and playing his psaltery, so that 

“Ful often blessed was his myrie throte. / And thus this sweete clerk his tyme spente / 

After his freendes fyndyng and his rente” (3218-3220). Once more we have a character 

fully caught up in the pleasures of this world, oblivious to the haze of misunderstanding 

they are lost in as they chase their desire instead of the Good. 

 The use of the term hende to describe Nicolas plays a role in developing the tale’s 

critique of human knowledge. With more than one meaning in middle English, hende 

brings a play of denotations to Nicholas and the tale. We will consider two early 

definitions found in the MED: “1(f) Fine, pleasant, well-made, valuable, rich; as noun: a 

pleasant thing;” and “3(a) Skilled, clever, crafty; of a blow: skillful” (hende). The use of 

this term with its multiple meanings helps to raise questions around our understandings of 

knowledge. Nicholas is the character who possesses knowledge, but is what he knows a 

construct based on what is “a pleasant thing” for him or is it based on an objective 

“skill”? It is the hende Nicholas, the scholar and astrologer, who gets the object of desire 

in the story by using his knowledge of words and by abusing the authority he is granted 

due to the understanding that he possesses a specific body of knowledge. The use of 

hende creates a play between the concepts of desire (a pleasant thing) and logic (skill), 

pointing to their shared role in human constructions of knowledge. It is a play of ideas 

that echoes classic Platonic perspectives on our pursuit of understanding. As Lacan 

reminds us, “Since Socrates, pleasure has been the search for one’s good. Whatever we 

may think, we are pursuing our pleasure, seeking our good” (Lacan 9). The Miller’s Tale 

would have its audience see that desire and knowledge are irrevocably intertwined. The 
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tale asks its audience to consider this thought and its ramifications for conceptions of 

knowledge and authority.  

Both the value of knowledge as well as the value of being perceived as 

knowledgeable are made clear through Nicholas’ character. His genuine knowledge of 

sweet words helps him to win Alisoun, the primary object of desire in the tale. When she 

first denies him, “This Nicholas gan mercy for to crye, / And spak so faire, and profred 

him so faste, / That she hir love hym graunted atte laste” (3288-3290). Nicholas’ quick 

and adroit way with words wins him what he wants. With this, the tale grants that 

knowledge can be a valuable commodity in life and a useful tool for acquiring what one 

desires while at the same time illustrating the shifty nature of knowledge and cautioning 

us not to be naive and fall prey to “knowledge” that serves personal desires. 

 In Nicholas we see how the mere appearance of knowledge can be of value. John 

believes Nicholas’ story about the second flood without question, just as the miller 

believes the priest in Heile Beersele, suspending critical thought because it is a priest who 

utters the words. Both Nicholas and the miller in Heile Beersele fall into the mistake of 

accepting knowledge uncritically because it comes from a perceived authority. As 

touched on earlier, the situation with the priest and the miller in Heile Beersele is 

incidental; the priest is not willfully attempting to fool or take advantage of the miller. 

However, in the Miller’s Tale, Nicholas is consciously manipulating understandings to 

his own advantage. His entire plan hinges on John believing that Nicholas is able to 

interpret the movements of the heavens and that he is doing so honestly, which he isn’t. 

He convinces John that he is though, and then tells John lies that serve Nicholas’ own 

purposes. These machinations work to destabilize knowledge derived from external 
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sources by raising questions about when and how the knowledge of outside authorities, or 

anyone for that matter can be trusted. 

 Nicholas’ conscious manipulation of John’s understanding that Nicholas has a 

specialized body of knowledge illustrates that desire plays a role in not only how humans 

construct knowledge, but also in whether we use that knowledge with fidelity or not. 

Questions around the motivations behind human knowledge swirl about in the tale as our 

penchant for using knowledge or the illusion of knowledge in self-serving ways is made 

clear. Nicholas’ comments to Alisoun illuminate the point. He assures her that, “A clerk 

hadde litherly biset his whyle,/But if he koude a carpenter bigyle” (3299-3300). Nicholas 

understands that his actual knowledge combined with John’s perception of his knowledge 

will work in his favor, allowing him to manipulate the situation and to cuckold John in 

John’s own home and bed, while the unsuspecting carpenter sleeps in the rafters. 

Nicholas is shameless in the pursuit of his goals, reflecting the shameless nature of 

human desire, and through him, the tale is able to continue its destabilization of human 

knowledge and the authority that relies on it. 

 Nicholas’ abuse of the biblical story of Noah and the flood supports and furthers 

the destabilizing significations around knowledge and authority in the tale. There was a 

three-caste social system in place during much of the middle ages, and “Within the 

orthodoxy of late medieval thought, the entire universe was seen as a divinely ordained 

hierarchical order in which everything had its own proper place” and “society was made 

up of three estates: the clergy, those who pray; the nobles and knights, those who fight; 

and the labourers, those who work” (Rigby 26). It was a system in the process of 

unraveling during Chaucer’s life, and it was a system that relied heavily on Noah’s story 
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for its justification. As Paul Freedman explains, “The biblical account of the repopulation 

of the earth would be used to explain human difference – not only the origins of different 

nations but the reasons for inequality, particularly why some human beings were held in 

bondage…The institution of serfdom was thought to have arisen from Ham’s sin and 

Noah’s curse” (87). The tale’s parody of the story of Noah works to destabilize the 

biblical story by associating it with Nicholas’ conscious manipulation of the truth, an act 

that raises more questions about knowledge and authority being used for self-serving 

purposes. This destabilization in turn undermines the three-estate social order of the 

medieval age that used Noah’s story as a basis for its justification. 

 While Nicholas consciously manipulates others, he unwittingly misreads his own 

desire, showing that he too is a vessel with limited capacity for any sort of true 

knowledge. Is it Alisoun he wants or merely an act of dominance over his landlord so that 

he can bask in just how hende he truly is? The Miller tells us that Nicholas makes his 

plan so that “She sholde slepen in his arm al nyght, / For this was his desir and hire also” 

(3406-3407). Nicholas goes to elaborate lengths to trick John and get this night alone in 

bed with Alisoun, but why bother to trick John when Nicholas and Alisoun reside under 

the same roof and John regularly goes away for a night or two on business? Nicholas 

appears confused about what his actual desires are. He says that he wants a night in 

Alisoun’s arms, but he himself is beguiled and lost in the fantasy of his desire. When 

Absolon asks the cloistered monk where John might be, the monk replies: 

And seyde, “I noot; I saugh hym heere nat wirche 
Syn Saterday; I trowe that he be went 
For tymber, ther oure abbot hath hym sent; 
For he is wont for tymber for to go 
And dwellen at the grange a day or two; (3664-3668) 
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There are easier and more straightforward ways for Nicholas and Alisoun to spend the 

night together than the way they do it in the Miller’s Tale. Nicholas claims that he simply 

wants an evening in Alisoun’s arms, but the tale’s setup says otherwise, and again as 

readers we see the difficulty that desire can create when it comes to understanding and 

knowledge. 

Absolon illustrates the same ideas. He pines for Alisoun to no avail, and assists in 

developing and conveying the tale’s messages in a number of ways. An early indication 

that not all is right with this character occurs in his introduction when we are informed of 

how he feels about Alisoun and how he conducts himself in his position: 

To looke on hire hym thoughte a myrie lyf, 
She was so propre and sweete and likerous. 
I dar wel seyn, if she hadde been a mous, 
And he a cat, he wolde hire hente anon. 
This parissh clerk, this joly Absolon, 
Hath in his herte swich a love-longynge 
That of no wyf took he noon offrynge; 
For curteisie, he seyde, he wolde noon. (3344-3354) 
 

With Alisoun, he is like a cat with a mouse, and with all the wives in the parish he rejects 

religious donations because he confuses his role, fancying himself a courtly lover rather 

than a parish clerk. Absolon’s desire clouds his understanding of the external world and 

his place in it. He interpretations are comparable to a drunk’s in that they too are muddled 

but by desire rather than drink. If we look to the Manciple’s Tale on this subject, we find 

the message that there is no changing the nature of a creature. Of cats specifically we 

read: 

Lat take a cat, and fostre hym wel with milk 
And tendre flessh, and make his couche of silk, 
And lat hym seen a mous go by the wal, 
Anon he weyveth milk and flessh and al, 
And every deyntee that is in that hous, 
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Swich appetit hath he to ete a mous. 
Lo, heere hath lust his dominacioun, 
And appetit fleemeth discrecioun. (175-182) 
 

The Manciple’s Tale informs the audience that desire dominates and creates appetites that 

overpower human discretion. No good can come from Absolon’s infatuation with 

Alisoun; she is a married woman and not free to return his passion. His is a fancy bound 

to be disappointed, and his choices draw his judgement and self-knowledge into question. 

Seen with clarity, the path he chooses is one to be avoided, but desire muddies Absolon’s 

view of things as he stumbles about in his search for the Good. 

It is not only Alisoun around whom Absolon exhibits poor judgement. His 

character pulls ecclesiastical authority into question through his misuse of his position in 

the parish to pursue worldly pleasures: 

This Absolon, that jolif was and gay, 
Gooth with a sencer on the haliday, 
Sensynge the wyves off the parisshe faste; 
And many a lovely look on him he caste. (3339-3342) 
 

We have in Absolon a man with questionable judgement who shows himself willing to 

make cuckolds of his parishioners, adding to the Oedipal symbolism in the tale. Beyond 

this, Absolon’s appearance betrays his nature. This representative of God and the parish 

is described in the following manner: “Crul was his heer, and as the gold it shoon, / And 

strouted as a afanned large and brode; / Ful streight and evene lay his joly shode” (3314-

3316), and it is not only his hair that is so outwardly appealing, for “In hoses rede he 

wente fetisly. / Yclad he was ful smal and properly / All in a kirtel of a lyght waget” 

(3319-3321). Absolon’s mind is on appearances and worldly pleasures while his role in 

life suggests his focus ought to be on God’s work or on the Good. Instead we see a man 

fully engaged in pleasures and the delusions they engender, delusions that both the 
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Miller’s Tale and The Consolation of Philosophy caution us against. 

 In Absolon’s pursuit of Alisoun, Chaucer makes allusions to the Song of Songs or 

the Canticum Canticorum in what R.E. Kaske has argued is “a profoundly comic 

association of Absolon with the Sponsus and of Alisoun with the sponsa” (Kaske 479). 

Part of the Old Testament, the Song of Songs comes to Christianity through the Hebrew 

Bible where it is read as two lovers celebrating the passion of their sexual relationship. In 

Christianity, it came to be interpreted as a symbolic representation of Christ (Sponsus) 

and his love of humans (sponsa), and as Patterson tells us, it “was an especially 

provocative text to medieval exegetes challenging them to rewrite a Hebrew love song 

into the dogmatic terms of church doctrine” (261). It was not a doctrine given to 

celebrating concupiscent, sexual love, so biblical exegetes reinterpreted the story 

allegorically, offering a more palatable reading that allowed the text to cohabitate with 

orthodox church doctrine. Because of this reinterpretation, allusions to the Canticum 

Canticorum raise questions around what it is exactly humans do when we interpret texts, 

and they call “attention to a tradition of interpretation in which is visible perhaps more 

than in any other the coercive manipulation inherent in the institution of biblical exegesis 

per se” (Patterson 261). The Miller’s Tale makes use of the allusion to remind us that 

even our most sacred texts come to us through human interpretation so that questions 

about meaning abound. It is an allusion which illustrates that knowledge is neither 

absolute nor fixed, and that in fact, it is open to a multitude of perspectives, 

interpretations, and agendas. It is an allusion that serves to remind us of the integral role 

that desire and imagination play in the construction of knowledge and understanding. 

 The Sponsus/sponsa comparison of the allusion enhances the tale’s Oedipal 
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reverberations as Absolon can be seen symbolically as attempting to usurp Christ’s role, 

though as Kaske relates, “the quite different attraction which literally motivates 

Absolon’s exhortations to Alisoun – ultimately, I take it, a sentimental love of self, 

farcically dramatized by his final sudden turn to vengeance” (480), shows just how 

confused humans can become when we get lost in our desires. The allusion to the 

Canticum calls the audience’s attention to the difficulty of achieving a clarity of 

understanding or knowledge around our own experiences and even around our most 

sacred texts.  

 Absolon is entirely focused on his pursuit of pleasure, so much so that he 

becomes lost in his imagination and fantasies, reminding the audience of a central 

Boethian truth, that humans can easily be diverted from the Good and from clarity in 

understandings. Absolon’s desire leaves him oblivious to some extent to the very real and 

present world around him. In his pursuit of Alisoun, whom he barely knows, he tries any 

number of strategies as he attempts to win her. The choices he makes in his wooing 

appear entirely random, as they must be, because he simply doesn’t know this woman he 

claims to desire with great passion. He doesn’t know what she likes or how she will 

respond to his overtures: 

He woweth hire by meenes and brocage, 
And swoor he wolde been hir owene page; 
He syngeth, brokkynge as a nyghtygnale; 
He sente hire pyment, meeth, and spiced ale, 
And wafres, pipyng hoot out of the gleede; 
And, for she was of town, he profred meede; 
For some folk wol ben wonnen for richesse, 
And somme for strokes, and somme for gentillesse. (3375-3382) 
 

We read that some folks like one thing, and some folks like another. Who is to know 

what Alisoun might like? Absolon tries a bit of everything but with no success because 
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he doesn’t know Alisoun or his own desire, and he is acting on delusions. Addressing the 

subject of desire, Lacan once said, “Desire, a function central to all human experience, is 

the desire for nothing nameable” (223). In this perspective, desire is always displaced in 

humans, so that the true object of desire cannot be known. Absolon illustrates this idea 

well, and his not knowing Alisoun is symbolic of his lack of knowledge and 

understanding around that which he desires. Perhaps she is a person who loves money or 

perhaps spiced ale is what she prefers. Absolon has no idea. He is a man beguiled by the 

confusion his own desire and imagination have generated, a man who undermines the 

audience’s confidence in the possibility of sound, stable knowledge constructions. 

 Absolon tires himself out wooing Alisoun. The Miller tells us, “So woweth hire 

that hym is wo bigon. / He waketh al the nyght and al the day” (3327-3373). All his 

efforts accomplish nothing, and in fact, we read that after all he does, Alison “loveth so 

this hende Nicholas / That Absolon may blowe the bukkes horn” (3386-3387). His 

attempts at wooing are for naught; Alisoun is for Nicholas. However, Absolon remains so 

entirely lost in his own desires and imagination that he fails to understand this. When he 

goes to Alisoun’s window to woo her, she tells him most emphatically: 

“Go fro the wyndow, Jakke fool,” she sayde; 
“As help me God, it wol nat be ‘com pa me.’ 
I love another – and elles I were to blame – 
Wel bet than thee, by Jhesu, Absolon. 
Go forth thy wey, or I wol caste a ston. (3708-3712) 

 
Alisoun could not be clearer. She doesn’t desire him, and if he doesn’t stop what he is 

doing and leave her alone, she is going to throw a stone at him. Lost in the haze of his 

imagination, Absolon simply doesn’t understand, and he continues to misread the 

situation. His take on events is muddled by his desire, and it leads him to interpret the 
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signs in favor of his desire rather than clearly and objectively. He continues his dogged 

pursuit despite Alisoun’s rebuke, claiming misery and asking for just one kiss, which 

Alisoun agrees to in order to get him to leave: 

But with his mouth he kiste hir naked ers 
Ful savourly, er he were war of this. 
Abak he stirte, and thoughte it was amys, 
For wel he wiste a womman hath no berd. 
He felte a thyng al rough and long yherd, 
And seyde, "Fy! allas! what have I do? (3734-3739) 
 

It takes this, unknowingly kissing Alisoun’s hairy “ers” to break through Absolon’s 

delusions and deliver understanding. He is so blinded by his desires that knowledge and 

the path to the Good are lost to him; he regularly fails to understand even the most basic 

material truths when they are right before him. He reminds the audience of the possibility 

and the danger of becoming so caught up in desire that we are blinded to that which is 

obvious. 

All three of the tale’s main male characters suffer from impaired judgement and 

understanding brought on by their worldly desires, and all three are ultimately abased as 

the tale reminds the audience of the perils of forgetting that desire and imagination weave 

their way into our understandings and into all human knowledge. It is a reminder that 

destabilizes human authority by forever decimating the understanding that authority rests 

on stable and truth bound perceptions of knowledge. 
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Conclusion 

 

 True to its fabliau form, the Miller’s Tale leaves nothing untouched and treats 

nothing as sacred. All is open to question, from time-honored biblical tales to essential 

human understandings, and, most especially, human claims to knowledge and authority. 

As the tale makes clear, desire and imagination weave their way into knowledge, and, in 

this way, knowledge becomes as much a projection of imagination and desire as a 

reflection of stable, external realities. The tale shows us a world in which humans know 

what we want to know, or perhaps in which we know only that which allows us to pursue 

our desires. 

 While more developed in certain ways than most other fabliau, the Miller’s Tale 

still manages to reflect the basic principle of the genre, ars ut artem falleret, clearly and 

thoroughly. The audience is lulled into thinking the tale will offer little more than a brief 

and bawdy interlude to the collection’s more meaningful pieces when in fact it offers a 

complex “sentence” all its own. The confusion Chaucer generates between form and 

content in the Miller’s Tale mirrors the confusion humans experience in our attempts to 

navigate the desire and imagination manifest in our understandings. The tale portrays 

both the knowledge of personal experience and that of external authority as tainted with 

desire and imagination, destabilizing our conceptions of knowledge and the authority that 

rests on them.  

Again, it is not just the characters in the tale who are beguiled and abased; it is 

each and every one of us. The Riverside Chaucer explains about the tale: “It is, wrote 

E.M.W. Tillyard, sublime in its inevitability, ‘as if the heavens opened up and the gods 
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looked down and laughed at these foolish mortals’” (8). It is humankind as a whole 

exposed. It is the three men in the tale humiliated and mocked for their folly. It is Alisoun 

who is now married to a man who knows she has made him a cuckold, a man the whole 

town thinks is “wood” or crazy. It is the neighbors who laugh at John, but who might as 

well laugh at themselves for how little they know of the situation. It is the Miller who 

thinks his voice should be heard because he doesn’t understand and won’t accept his 

place in the group, and it is the audience that sees a bawdy story and gets so lost in its 

crude humor that they fail to see the “sentence” that lies right before them. The Miller’s 

Tale’s rhetorical choices allow it to safely breach ideological boundaries around 

knowledge that destabilize and make a mockery of human authority. 

Seen by some as Chaucer’s best fabliau, the tale offers a story filled with not only 

entertainment, but with thoughtful “sentence” if read carefully. At times scholars have 

viewed the tale as vulgar and somehow beneath Chaucer’s other works completed in 

more socially acceptable genres. However, these attitudes have given way in recent 

decades to a reevaluation of the tale and what it accomplishes. This argument attempts to 

add to the growing body of work around the tale that explores and develops a fuller 

appreciation of its “sentence” and the ways in which Chaucer manipulated and developed 

the form to his own ends. 

In the Miller’s Tale, we find an array of methods for communicating difficult or 

threatening messages. Humor, bawdy diversions, and genre expectations all work in the 

tale to ease the way for the difficult messages it has been crafted to deliver. This paper 

has built on contemporary understandings around Chaucer and the strategies he utilized 

to communicate upsetting and dangerous messages without losing his audience or 
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offending unnecessarily. They are strategies that could be of use to us here and now. For 

in an age when society struggles to engage in civil discourse, there is much to be learned 

from Chaucer’s understandings of humans and of the ways in which language can be 

manipulated in order to communicate effectively. 
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