ENGL 20121 Chaucer: Texts, Contexts, ConflictsPRIVATE 
. Coursework essay. 
Due date: 15 November. Length: 2,500 words

In English we use the conventions of the MHRA Style Guide. The references in your essay should be prepared in MHRA style; a guide to this can be found English Literature Programme Handbook, pp. 69-72. Alternatively, you can download your own copy of the MHRA Style Guide from the MHRA website.

NB: The penalty for late submission in the School is a mark of zero. For further Late Penalty and Special Circumstances information go to http://www.currentstudents.arts.manchester.ac.uk/ug/studentsupport/sc/latepenalty.htm

In the following topics, ‘texts on the course’ refers to individual Canterbury Tales, including the General Prologue. 

1. ‘[The Canterbury Tales] pretends to be the record of speeches, but it constantly calls attention to its own textuality. The poem is a pretense, and it takes pretense as its governing concern. Chaucer impersonates the pilgrim voices, much as each of those voices tell stories of impersonation--tales of characters who lie, deceive, delude, take one thing for another, or stage-manage fictions of desire’ (Seth Lerer). Discuss this statement in relation to ONE OR MORE of the texts on the course.

2. ‘The Wife of Bath, like the rich vintner’s son who made her, knew a great deal about the place of commodity production and markets in late medieval communities. It is out of this knowledge that she assures readers, “Wynne whoso may, for al is for to selle”’ (David Aers, quoting the Wife of Bath). Discuss the importance of sale, barter, exchange and the discourse of commerce in relation to ONE OR MORE of the texts on the course.

3. ‘Not bourgeois, not noble, not clerical, [Chaucer] nonetheless participates in all three of these communities. Surely this sense of marginality, of participating in various groupings, but being fully absorbed by none, is related to the sense of subjectivity, the sense of a selfhood that stands apart from all community, that we recognize throughout his writing and especially in the Canterbury Tales’ (Lee Patterson). How useful do you find this as a summary of Chaucer as an author? Discuss in relation to ONE OR MORE of the texts on the course.

4. ‘[T]he medieval world was innocent of our profound concern for tension.... We project dynamic polarities on history as class struggles, balances of power, or as conflicts between economic realities and traditional ideals.... But the medieval world with its quiet hierarchies knew nothing of these things’ (D.W. Robertson). Is this a viable approach to medieval texts? Discuss in relation to ONE OR MORE of the texts on the course.

5. ‘It is clear...that Chaucer used the couple relationship as a kind of open field on which a number of battles might be fought: experience versus authority, rebellion versus submission, impetuosity versus prudence, determinism versus free will, passivity versus moral action, as well as conflicts centring on money, possessive jealousy or utopianism’ (Sheila Delany). Discuss this statement in relation to ONE OR MORE of the texts on the course.

6. ‘The world of The Canterbury Tales is the world of conflict that generated the Peasants’ Revolt, and one of the major forces of [the Tales] is to realise the unrest and the quest for freedom and individual rights that were all central to this historically potent period.’ (Stephen Knight). Do you agree? Discuss the themes of social conflict and harmony in the Canterbury Tales, focusing on ONE OR MORE texts from the course in your answer.

