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operate in terms of power: "I am concerned with masculine and feminine as roles, 

positions, functions that can be taken up, occupied, or performed by either sex, male or 

female (although not with equal ease or investment ... ) 11 .25 Dinshaw goes on to say that 

literary activity has a gendered structure and that the act of writing is masculine, whereas 

the actual text--the object upon which something is written--is feminine. In short, 

"Whoever exerts control of signification, of language and the literary act, is associated 

with the masculine in patriarchal society ... ".26 During the first part of the Merchant's 

Tale, both January and the Merchant wield the pen, while May is the surface onto which 

they write. At the end of the tale, however, it is May who controls signification, thereby 

controlling reality. This is not something to be applauded by those with feminist 

leanings, however. May comes no closer to knowing herself; she merely assumes a 

masculine role within a structure which creates this dichotomy, and by doing so, assumes 

power. 

It is in May's relationship with Damyan that her masculinization first becomes 

apparent. Her original effect on Damyan is powerful, causing him to almost faint. After 

his initiatory letter, May takes control of the relationship. She revisits Damyan in order 

to give him her letter: "And sotilly this lettre doun she threste/ Under his pilwe; rede it if 

hym leste./ She taketh hym by the hand and harde hym twiste" (2003-2005). The 

language used in these lines--the thrusting of the letter and the hard twisting of the hand

-is language that is usually reserved for male Chaucerian characters. Similarly, May 

employs the mercantile language of male characters such as the Merchant and January 

when she assesses Damyan in terms of his monetary worth: "To love him best of any 

25 Dinshaw, Sexual Poetics, 9. 

26 Dinshaw, Sexual Poetics, 10. 
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creature,/ Though he namoore hadde than his sherte" (1984-1985). Although she has 

placed "love" above money, she seems to do so in a way which attests to her knowledge 

of the importance of material wealth. January, it must be remembered, has also chosen 

to marry May even though she is of "smal degree" (1625). This act, however, does not 

diminish his mercantilistic qualities. 

Perhaps the most telling aspect of the relationship between May and Damyan is 

the fact that the reader is never given a view of May through the eyes ofDamyan. 

Damyan, in fact, only speaks two lines throughout the entire tale. At no time is the 

reader confronted with a glimpse of May's beauty or gentleness from his perspective. It 

is as ifthe narrator has allowed her to escape objectification with regard to her young 

lover, who will "dooth al that his lady lust and lyketh" (2012). This is due to the fact 

that May has become the signifier in this relationship; she directs all of the action. When 

January loses his sight and becomes so jealous that he will not allow May to leave his 

house, it is she who devises a means of meeting her lover. Furthermore, in the garden, it 

is May who directs the actions ofDamyan. She gives him the signs, and he acts 

accordingly. 

The masculinization of May is an occurrence in which the figurative or 

imaginative becomes literal. In Chaucer and the Subject of History, Lee Patterson 

points out that the tale is replete with such transformations: " ... theMerchant's Tale is 

on several levels about 'fantasye' and self-enclosure, a theme expressed in the various 

acts of ironic literalization that mark the narrative".27 He goes on to list examples: the 

warm wax used to describe a potential wife materializes into the wax onto which May 

imprints the key; the paradise of marriage reappears with the paradise of the garden; and 

27 Lee Patterson, Chaucer and the Subject of History (Madison: The Univ. of Wisconsin 
Press, 1991), 339. 



the laurel tree to which January compares himself manifests itself as the pear tree. 

Although not cited by Patterson as an example, May's transformation can be viewed as 

following this pattern. Because she is, figuratively, the creation of men. it only follows 

that her own female identity will be pushed aside in order to accommodate all that the 

masculine conception of her entails. Having no female identity lefl. she assumes a 

masculine selfhood. 
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Having had a masculine-engendered identity forced upon her, May is left \'with 

two options. She can either assume the role of the good woman and conform to the 

male fantasy and imagination or she can reverse the equation and take hold of the 

signifying process, thereby becoming the bad woman of men's nightmares. May, of 

course, opts for the latter. It is precisely this choice, combined \'with the fact that May 

actually gets away with it, that has caused so many critics to claim that the tale is devoid 

of morality. 28 

!\fay's act of adultery is preceded by language which resonates \l.ith that 

attributed to January earlier in the tale. At the beginning of the fabliau, January's lust for 

women is described in terms of appetite: ·And sixty yecr a wyflecs man was heeJ And 

folwed ay his bodily delyt/ On wommen, ther as was his appct)1•( t 248-t 249). Similarly, 

May speaks of her desire to climb into the pear tree, saying. ·1 telle yow wet, a womman 

in my plit/ May han to fruyt so greet an appctit/ That she may dyen but she of it have.• 

(2235-2236). While May's desire for pears can be taken as a sign of pregnancy, this 

desire has another possible interpretation as well-one which is more closely aligned mth 

the appetite earlier attributed to January. Carol A. Everest, for example, calls attention 

28 For a more detailed exploration on the question of morality, see A. S. G. Edwards, 
·nie Mercha111's Tale and ~feral Chaucer: ,\{0</enr /.m~1agc Quarterly, 51(3) (1990): 
409-426. 
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to the link between pears and male sexual organs. She points out a manuscript of 

Roman de la Rose being translated by C.R. Dahlberg in which images of women picking 

fruit in the form of male genitalia decorate the margins. Thus, May's appetite could be 

construed as sexual. January's restoration of sight and his subsequent fury, for example, 

do not come about because he discovers May sating her appetite on pears. 29 

Directly prior to the adulterous act in the pear tree, May tells January that she 

will always be faithful and true: "I am a gentil womman and no wenche" (2202). After 

being caught in the act with her lover, she is able to miraculously convince January that 

what he saw did not occur. When she tells her husband that she had to struggle with a 

man in a tree in order to bring back his eyesight, January falls back on the use of this 

very eyesight, saying that he saw a sexual act occur. She responds by saying that 

January must be dazed and is like a man waking from sleep. January, by accepting May's 

version of the event, becomes subject to her account of reality. It is at this point that 

May's power to name becomes most apparent. Lee Patterson comments on this, saying, 

" ... although he has witnessed a scene of appetite and betrayal, January is deluded by 

May's words into believing that she has actually performed an act of physical restoration 

and marital loyalty. It is this capacity oflanguage to deceive and befuddle--'he that 

mysconceyveth, he mysdemeth' (2410), is May's final apothegm--that is the target of 

attack". 30 As was pointed out earlier by Carolyn Dinshaw, the ability to signify is linked 

with the masculine. Thus, May assumes the masculine role, buying into the structure 

that actually serves to constrain and define her. While it cannot be denied that May's 

usurpation of male language is subversive--something that would be considered quite 

29 Everest, "Pears and Pregnancy", 170. 

30 Patterson, Chaucer and the Subject of History, 334. 
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dangerous by both the Merchant and January had they the wits to figure it out-it is still 

merely a borrowing of the dominant discourse. If she had, on the other hand, 

appropriated this language in a conscious effort to destabilize the dichotomy maintained 

by the structure, much like Proserpyna will do, she would have engendered greater 

respect from the reader. May's actions, however, are taken out of desperation; and it is 

this desperation and lack of self-knowledge which obliterate her chances of C\'er being 

deemed a heroine. 

The final scene of the tale takes place in a garden. The placing of this scene here 

is significant for a number of reasons. The garden is something that January has created

-much like his creation of May-in an effort to mirror those procreative qualities that he 

lacks but so strongly desires. Priapus, the Greek god of fertility and protector of gardens 

that is usually represented as a grotesque individual with a huge phallus, is alluded to 

during the description of January's garden. It must be noted that this ithyphallic god is, 

like Pluto and January, also associated \\ith a rape. During the mid-winter Bacchic 

festivals, Priapus attempts to rape the nymph, Lotis. Awakened by the bra}ing of an ass, 

Lotis fends the god off and is able to flee.JI But not even Priapus, the reader is told, 

would be capable of relating the beauty of January's garden (2034-2037). The garden is 

walled in with stone and kept locked. January alone has the key, opening the gates to 

pay his ,.,;f e her marital debt during the summer season. The garden, in many v.tays, is a 

natural equivalent of May. Both have been created or fashioned by January. Both arc 

kept under lock and key. Most significantly, ho\t.·e\·er, they both have a life ofthcir own 

\\ithin the confines of a certain structure. Just as May's attainment of selfhood will be 

arrested by the patriarchal structure in which she has confined herself in her pursuit of 

JI <hid. OviU.t Fcuti: Roma11 /lolidays, trans. Betty Rose Nagle (Bloomington: Indiana 
Univ. Press, 1995), 1.415-440. 
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power, the growth and flourishing of the garden will be checked by the walls which 

surround and define it. Thus, it is quite apt that May's final act of power occurs in an 

arena which mirrors her own predicament. 
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The setting of the final scene in the garden serves another purpose as well. Due 

to the Biblical imagery in the tale, particularly the allusions to Adam and Eve, Chaucer's 

garden cannot help but to evoke images of the Garden of Eden. While the garden 

existed in the sources from which Chaucer drew, the similarities to the Biblical garden 

were non-existent. Chaucer's reasons for drawing this comparison may have some 

relation to Church debate concerning culpability with regard to the Fall. 

While popular conceptions of the Church's stance tended to view it as placing 

blame upon Eve, there did exist some contention over this matter within Church 

discussion. St. Paul, St. Jerome, and St. Ambrose, for example, viewed Eve as the origin 

of evil and lies, responsible for the fall of Adam. Adam of Courlandon, writing in the 

thirteenth century, reasoned that Eve had to be tempted first because she was the weaker 

of the two. According to his line of thought, Adam would have been able to withstand 

the temptation of the serpent by falling back on his reasoning abilities. Others, however, 

disagreed with the placement of blame solely upon Eve. Hugh of St. Victor, for 

example, insisted on equal culpability since Adam consented so easily to Eve's wish for 

him to eat of the fruit. Ernaud of Bonneval agreed with this stance, but treated Adam 

more sternly, comparing his weakness to Job's strength. 32 This debate over blame is of 

great importance to the narrative because it calls into question any smugness on the part 

of the reader concerning the placement of blame upon either January or May. Just as the 

apportionment of guilt and responsibility is shown to be a moot point with regard to 

32 See Ch. 1, "For Mannes Helpe Y-Wrought?, "in Lucas, Women in the Middle Ages. 
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Adam and Eve, so it is also with January and May. This debate--one which revolves 

solely around gender and the characteristics attributed to each sex--will be later taken up 

by Pluto and Proserpyna in the garden. 

In addition to what actually unfolds within the narrative, there are other forces at 

work within the text which function to render a more complicated reading of May. The 

most obvious of these is the insertion of Pluto and Proserpyna into the tale. As Elizabeth 

Simmons-O'Neill says in "Love in Hell: The Role of Pluto and Proserpine in Chaucer's 

Merchant's Tale," "Chaucer's conjuring of Pluto and Proserpine before the eyes of the 

readers--while invisible to January and May--invites us to renegotiate the journey of the 

Merchant's Tale 11 .33 The insertion of the mythological pair into a tale which already 

existed is an innovation of Chaucer's. In the versions of the pear tree tale with which 

Chaucer would have been familiar, the Italian prose Novellino and the Latin fable of 

Adolphus, either God or St. Peter intervenes in the husband's interest, having the last 

word on the unfaithfulness of women. 34 By inserting Pluto and Proserpyna in the role 

formerly occupied by God or St. Peter, Chaucer does two things: he allows a debate to 

ensue concerning the traditional views of women and he links the characters of May and 

January with those of Proserpyna and Pluto. 

The insertion of the mythological pair into Chaucer's tale also serves to offset the 

Biblical story of the Fall. Although, as it has been shown, the blaming of Eve for this 

event had been debated within the Church, the predominant belief was that she was the 

originator. In the mythological story, however, it is the male who brings about the 

33 Simmons-O'Neill, "Love in Hell", 391. 

34 William F. Bryan and Germaine Dempster ed., Sources and Analogues of Chaucer's 
Canterbury Tales (Chicago: The Univ. of Chicago Press, 1941), 333-356. 
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devastation of the earth. After the abduction of Proserpyna, the earth becomes desolate 

with the death of vegetation and the onslaught of famine. Whereas in the Biblical story, 

Adam's culpability was a definite issue, Proserpyna is strictly a victim. The mythological 

text, then, works against medieval views which equated woman with death and 

destruction. 

The similarities between May and Proserpyna are abundant Both are life forces, 

signifying fecundity. Proserpyna's story--one of abduction and rape--serves to illuminate 

the predicament of May. It must be noted that Chaucer goes out of his way to point out 

the rape of Proserpyna by Pluto--an incident that is so inextricably tied to this particular 

mythological pair that it needs not repeating. Chaucer's choice to do so, one which 

emphasizes the ravishment of an innocent woman gathering flowers and her subsequent 

abduction in a grisly cart, must be weighed as important. The similarity between her 

situation and that of May's is unavoidable. The reader is told, for instance, that May is 

not of the same social caste as January. Most likely, due to her lack of high birth, she 

did not have a choice in marrying January. The few sexual acts that are narrated within 

the tale are suggestive of rape, and the reader is told that May must obey her husband's 

sexual demands whether she likes it or not. 

By allowing a debate between the couple on the issue of female infidelity, 

Chaucer is clearly bringing into question the system which fosters such a view. Pluto, 

representing the patriarchal system that Chaucer is challenging, speaks of the wickedness 

of women, saying, " ... ther may no wight seye nay/ Th'experience so preveth every day/ 

The tresons whiche that wommen doon to man" (2237-2239). He goes on to cite 

Solomon's condemnation of women, a man whom he deems as "wys, and richest of 

richesse,/ Fulfild of sapience and of worldly glorie" (2242-2243). Solomon claimed that 

although he could only find one good man among a thousand, he could find no good 
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women among them all. In a move which anachronistically echoes both modem feminist 

and post-structuralist claims, Proserpyna calls into question the very authority of 

Solomon, revising the traditional story and exposing his views as suspect: "What make 

ye so muche of Salomon? ... So he made a temple of false goddis./ How myghte he do a 

thyng that moore forbode is?/ Pardee, as faire as ye his name emplastre,/ He was a 

lecchour and an ydolastre,/ And in his elde he verray God forsook" (2292 & 2295-2299). 

The discourse surrounding Solomon as sage is exposed as a reality or conception which 

must exist side by side with one which runs contrary to it: Solomon is both a wise man 

and a lecher and idolater. The disclosure of this contradiction, however, serves to 

undermine patriarchal understandings of truth. As Simmons-O'Neill says, the placement 

of Pluto and Proserpyna within the tale "suggests a concern with the need for change in 

both class and marriage relations, and the larger political and religious institutions which 

they mirror". 35 

One very important aspect of the legend of Proserpyna is that of rebirth and 

renewal. When Proserpyna calls into question her husband's assertions about women, 

she says that she shall answer for May and all women: "That I shal yeven hire suffisant 

answere,/ And alle wommen after, for hir sake,/ That, though they be in any gilt ytake,/ 

With face boold they shulle hemself excuse,/ And here hem doun that wolden hem 

accuse,/ For lak of answere noon of hem shal dyen" (2266-2271). She then proceeds to 

reinterpret the words of Solomon concerning the goodness of man that were cited by her 

husband: "Amonges a thousand men yet foond I oon,/ But ofwommen alle foond I 

noon" (2247-2248). While Pluto understands this as proof of the "untrouth and 

brotilnesse" (2241) of women, Proserpyna interprets it as demonstrative of the fallibility 

35 Simmons-O'Neill, "Love in Hell", 393. 
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of both genders: "Though that he seyde he foond no good womman./ I prey yow take 

the sentence of the manJ He mente thus, that in sovercyn bontecl Nis noon but God, but 

neither he ne she" (2287-2290). 

In her boldest claim to female identity and autonomy, Proserpyna claims: "I am a 

womman. nedes moot I speke,/ Or elles swelle til myn hene breke" (2305-2306 ). 

Simmons-O'Neill comments upon Proserpyna's act of insurgency in her re-reading of 

Solomon: "Proserpine's revision of misogynist authority, granting a voice to the 

oblivious May, suggests an alternative no character in the MerdKJ111:~ Tale is able to 

sce"_36 While Proserpyna has called into question the very system of beliefs that inhibits 

female autonomy through her revision of a traditional story, May merely accepts the 

structure and works within it: "She believes she has manipulated January and Damian 

into believing they have won. but all three remain deluded, locked in the system of 

signification and authority they have accepted without question ... ".37 

Just as May's masculinization parallels what Lee Patterson called the "ironic 

litcralizations" that characterize the narrati\'e, Proserpyna's reversal in perception of a 

traditional Biblical figure and her ensuing reinterpretation of his words echo a larger 

movement in the text towards reversal of Biblical stories. The garden. which is so 

clearly suggesti\'e of the Garden of Eden, is locked prior to the actual act which would 

bring about the fall. The eating of the fruit never takes place in this tale. Simmons

O'Neill points out how the talc reverses many of the scenes in the So11K of So1tKS. For 

instance, in the .'W11K of SmfKs, •the young woman offers her lover spiced v.inc made 

from the juice of pomegranates (8:3); January drinks spiced wine to be able to ravish his 

36 Simmons-O'Neill. ·Love in Hell~, 40 l. 

37 Simmons-O'Neill, "Love in Hell ... 400. 



"•if c against her \\ill, a rape which suggests that we remember Proserpine's sentence to 

I I ell because of a pomegranate•. 38 

12 

While Proscrpyna's rC\ision of Solomon and his statement brings to light the 

possibility of multiple interpretations of the same thing. the inclusion in the talc of the 

Biblical women ref erred to in the marriage encomium serves as example. The speaker 

cites the stories of Abigail, Esther, Judith and Rcbccca as exemplars of the good advice 

that women have given to men: •For which, if thou woh wcrken as the \\ysc) Do alwey 

so as wommen wol the rede• ( 1360-136 I). While these women arc traditionally viewed 

as Biblical heroines., the cynical tone of the Af,•rclwu~ .. Tc1/e distorts this conventional 

interpretation and stresses the duplicity and cunning employed by these women. The 

Merchant's reading is literal, claiming that although they have pcrf onned a greater good 

for the Christian religion. they have had to do so through trickery and deceit. 

The first woman alluded to is Rcbccca: ·Lo. how that Jacob, as thisc clcrkes 

rcdcJ By good conscil of his moodcr Rcbekkc) Boond the kydes skyn aboote his 

nckkeJ For which his fad res bcnyson he wan· ( 1362-1365). Rebecca ad\iscd Jacob to 

trick his father, Isaac, into blessing him. The story of Rcbccca can be read in two 

different ways While the Merchant ob._iously wants to emphasiT.c her falseness, the 

more positi\-c reading of the story, "ith which Chaucer's readers would have been 

familiar, excuses Rcbccca's deceit because of the greater deed towards which it is 

employed Rcbccca's actions cause Jacob to obtain the birthright of his brother Esau. 

Esau was understood to represent carnality and all that was opposed to God's ...,;11 By 

helping to bring about the downfaJJ of Esau. Rcbccca had been \icwed by the Church as 

a combator of C\il. 

38 Simmon.s-O~cill. ·Love in Hclt". 402 
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The additional stories follow along the same pattern. Abigail, who "Saved hir 

housbonde Nabal whan that he/ Sholde han be slayn (1370-1371)," persuaded David to 

spare her husband's life. Yet, shortly after the death ofNabal, Abigail became the wife of 

her husband's potential murderer. As anyone familiar with Hamlet knows, such a hasty 

act is viewed suspiciously. Although this literal reading is exactly what the Merchant 

intends, the medieval understanding is of a different sort. Nabal, it must be remembered, 

was the son ofBelial, and Abigail's marriage to David was seen as a turning to a better 

man. 

The characters of Judith and Esther are often paired together because of the vast 

effect of their actions. Judith, for example, saves the Israelites from King 

Nebuchadnezar II by charming his general, Holofemes, and then beheading him in his 

sleep. She carried the head of Holofemes back to her people, inspiring them to drive off 

the Assyrians. Esther, like Judith, saves her people by appealing to her husband, 

Ahasuerus. As Emerson Brown, Jr. points out, she achieves this through "slyness and 

dissembling," and does so in a way which causes the reader to question whether her 

devotion lies with her husband or the Jews: " ... Esther's devotion to her husband is less 

than absolute. Even an uncritical observer might look upon her impassioned defense of 

the loathing she feels towards him (14.3-19) as qualifying somewhat her position in a 

speech ostensibly praising wives and marriage".39 Both of these women, however, were 

seen as defenders of the Church, defeating the enemies who ran in opposition to the will 

of God. 

Although the misogynistic slant of the Merchant would call for a literal reading of 

these stories, this literal reading goes against the accepted tenets of Christian 

39 Emerson Brown, Jr., "Biblical Women in The Merchant's Tale," Viator: Medieval 
and Renaissance Studies 5 (1974): 397. 



34 

interpretation: "Such literalism in spiritual matters contradicts the basic theory of 

Christian exegesis established by Saint Paul (2 Corinthians 3.6), richly developed by the 

early Fathers, and popularized and widely disseminated throughout the Middle Ages. To 

the medieval Christian the historical truth of biblical events was only one of several levels 

of meanings and was often not the predominant one".40 These tenets of Christian 

interpretation would be part of the cultural accoutrement that medieval readers would 

bring to Chaucer's text. Not only would it be the proper Christian way to interpret 

stories such as those of Rebecca, Judith, Abigail and Esther, it would be the way that 

Chaucer would expect his audience to approach these stories. 

A deeper understanding of medieval allegory might illuminate this predicament. 

As Emerson Brown Jr. has pointed out, the medieval attitude towards language was one 

which took its cue from St. Paul's assertion in II Corinthians: " ... for the letter killeth, but 

the spirit giveth life" (3.6). Language was thought to reveal to man his highest spiritual 

purpose. Thus, a medieval approach to reading would always be one which looked 

behind the literal in search of the spiritual. Saint Augustine's On Christian Doctrine 

explains this attitude. Referring to St. Paul's comments on language, he warns against 

taking figurative expressions in a literal way: "That is, when that which is said 

figuratively is taken as though it were literal, it is understood carnally. Nor can anything 

more appropriately be called the death of the soul than that condition in which the thing 

which distinguishes us from beasts, which is the understanding, is subjected to the flesh 

in the pursuit of the letter". Saint Augustine goes on to set guidelines to determine when 

something should be read figuratively, saying, " ... whatever appears in the divine Word 

that does not literally pertain to virtuous behavior or to the truth of faith you must take 

40 Brown, Jr., "Biblical Women in the Merchant's Tale,"398. 
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to be figurative". 41 Thus, the proper way to approach the stories of these Biblical 

women should be figurative, and the reading that the Merchant calls for, one in pursuit of 

the letter, is one which is suggestive of the death of the soul. 

The Biblical women referred to, contrary to the reaction desired by the Merchant, 

actually help to emphasize the victimization of May: "As with the Old Testament 

heroines, once we see that the male is responsible for his own downfall, the female agent 

of that downfall is relieved of final responsibility11 .42 Like the heroines enumerated by 

the speaker, May's actions arise through the provocation of January's behavior. Similarly, 

Pluto's behavior can be blamed for the anger of Proserpyna. As Karl Wentersdorfhas 

pointed out, "The Pluto episode, therefore, simultaneously emphasizes not only the 

inevitability of May's urge to be unfaithful to her husband but also, and this more 

importantly, the ultimate responsibility of January himself for his wife's infidelity, on 

account of the wrongness of the initial action--the 'ravishment' ofMay11 .43 January 

ravishes May, and she goes on to mirror this action, ravishing both January and Damyan. 

It must be pointed out, however, that although May's story can be read as one of 

victimization, this is not to say that January cannot be viewed as a victim as well. While 

he is literally a victim of May's infidelity, he is also a victim of the system that he accepts 

unquestioningly. It is this very system and May's functioning within in it that allow her 

to get away with her actions. This system, the patriarchal order, can be compared to the 

"lawe" referred to in the following lines: "A man can do no synne with his wyf,/ Ne 

41 Saint Augustine, On Christian Doctrine, trans. D.W. Robertson, Jr. (New York: 
Macmillan Publishing Company, 1958), 84, 88. 

42 Brown, Jr., "Biblical Women in the Merchant's Tale,"402. 

43 Wentersdorfin Brown, Jr., "Biblical Women in the Merchant's Tale," 402. 
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hurte hymselven with his owene knyf/ For we han leve to pleye us by the lawe" (1839-

1841). As Carolyn P. Collette points out, this metaphor brings to light the danger of a 

"lawe" or order which allows a view of man as controller of his wife just as he is 

controller of a tool: "In the midst of a comparison designed ostensibly to show 

Januarie's blind confidence that he can control and dominate his wife utterly, we find, 

following Eco's lead, that Chaucer links the ideas of wife and knife to create the idea of 

woman as ironically powerful, dangerous, potent. The apparent sense of the analogy, a 

women, like a knife, can be manipulated, is expanded to include, a woman, like a knife is 

very dangerous". 44 Yet this danger is _brought about by the very structure that allows 

January to view May as property to be owned and dominated. 

The ambiguity surrounding May's pregnancy serves as an example of January's 

self-delusion regarding his valuation of May as property or tool. January assumes that 

one of the "functions" of his wife is to bear him an heir. What he doesn't take into 

consideration, however, is any identity on the part of May with regard to her 

participation in the sexual act which will bring about conception. Her pleasure or 

displeasure in the act, according to a medical belief of Chaucer's time, played an integral 

role in reproduction. This belief, derived from Galen and disseminated by Albertus 

Magnus, held that women, like men, also discharge a seed during intercourse. 

Furthermore, the release of this female seed, much like the male seed, coincides with 

orgasm. 45 January, however, fails to consider May's response--never venturing forth any 

speculation with regard to how she feels about the act--and he does this in the face of the 

44 Collette, "Umberto Eco, Semiotics, and the Merchant's Tale,"135. 

45 For more on this subject, see Hallissy's article, "Widow-To-Be: May in Chaucer's 
'The Merchant's Tale'," 301-302. Everest's article, "Pears and Pregnancy in Chaucer's 
'Merchant's Tale',"164, is also helpful. 
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warning that has been given to him by Justinus with regard to taking so young a wife: 

"Trusteth me,/ Ye shul nat plesen hire fully yeres thre--/ This is to seyn, to doon hire ful 

plesaunce" (1561-1563). 

May's lack of pleasure in the sexual act coupled with the medieval belief that a 

man of January's age would produce sperm of a greatly decreased potency has led many 

critics to contend that if May is pregnant, January could not possibly be the father of the 

child. Because May actively seeks out a union with Damyan, the youthful and virile 

squire, he is more likely to be the one who impregnates her. The language surrounding 

the encounter in the pear tree is coarse and indelicate, more suggestive of an act in which 

the participants are compelled in some beastlike manner to perform rather than one from 

which they actually derive pleasure: "And sodeynly anon this Damyan/ Gan pullen up 

the smok, and in he throng." (2352-2353). When May contends that she was only 

struggling with a man in a tree in order to restore her husband's sight, January responds, 

" 'Strugle?' quod he, 'Ye, algate in it wente!/ God yeve yow bothe on shames deth to 

dyen!/ He swyved thee;" (2376-2378). It must be remembered, however, that this crude 

language is that of the Merchant's and January's. It does not take away from the fact that 

May orchestrated the union. Pleasure, although not alluded to by the men who are 

allowed to narrate the act, was most likely had by May. 

If it is, in fact, the seed ofDamyan which resides in the womb that January 

"stroketh ... ful softe" (2414) at the end of the tale, why, then do allusions to May's 

pregnancy exist before the act in the pear tree? January, for example, desires to make 

out a will as soon as possible: "I yeve it yow, maketh chartres as yow leste;/ This shal be 

doon to-morwe er sonne reste," (2173-2174). May's craving of the unripe fruit is further 

testimony to the possibility of pregnancy. This desire for strange or otherwise 

unappetizing food was recognized in Chaucer's time as a sign of pregnancy. 
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Furthermore, Avicenna actually listed pears as one of the fruits that were beneficial to a 

woman with child. 46 One possible answer for the existence of these allusions is that May 

has deceived January into believing that she is pregnant. This deception falls in line with 

May's manipulation of the structure which binds her. She does not protest January's 

sexual advances and she does not leave him in favor of her young lover. She merely 

works within the narrow confines of the system which defines her. She plays the dutiful 

young wife who will carry out her function to produce an heir, but her actions are those 

of the deceitful and cunning woman so ubiquitous in anti-feminist literature. She at no 

time is able to come up with an alternative to this dualistic comprehension of women. 

Carolyn Dinshaw proposes that "Chaucer's works point to a critique of 

patriarchal conceptions oflanguage and literary activity--conceptions at work in recent 

criticism of Chaucer as well as in larger theoretical formulations about language, the self, 

and society--and that they suggest alternatives to such misogynistic formulations 11 .47 As 

has been pointed out earlier, Lee Patterson has indicated quite a number of examples 

within the text which imply a movement from the figurative to the literal. My particular 

examination of the tale has also brought to the forefront other instances in which the 

literal and figurative do battle. The Merchant, for example, calls for a literal reading of 

the Biblical women which runs contrary to contemporary Biblical exegesis. Proserpyna 

defies the figurative reading of Solomon in her attempt to question his authority. 

Chaucer even destabilizes the genre offabliau by bestowing upon January and May 

allegorical, or figurative, names. Chaucer's insertion of the allegorical into a genre that 

has so little to do with allegory has historically had an unsettling effect upon critics and 

46 Everest, "Pears and Pregnancy", 166. 

47 Dinshaw, Sexual Poetics, 16. 



39 

readers alike. Because the structure has been tampered with, the reader is unsure of how 

to go about reading. Is there, for example, a moral to this tale? Or is one to read it in 

the light-hearted and humorous fashion that is preconditioned by the fabliau? This 

blurring of genres points to the most important crux of this tale: structure determines 

meaning, and meaning can change when structure changes. 

Within the patriarchal structure, women can only be defined in a limited number 

of ways. If they wish to be defined in ways which do not exist, they will have to change 

the framework. When Proserpyna calls into question the authority of Solomon, she is, in 

essence, asking for her husband to consider the story within a different framework. The 

fact that both stories exist--and possibly others as well--attests to the mutability of 

language. Unlike the medieval theologians believed, this example runs contrary to the 

assumption that the word refers to some higher or spiritual meaning. The idea of 

equally valid multiple readings refutes their attitudes regarding hermeneutics. 

As an example, it may be beneficial to look at the significance that the medieval 

mind invested in the word. As Maureen Quilligan has pointed out, " .. .it was not unusual 

for [medieval] men to contemplate the etymology of a beast's name and that name's 

synonyms along with the beast's habitat, methods of movement, and reproduction (which 

are the significant details in modem taxonomies) as equally valid bits of information for 

understanding its essential being". 48 Just as it was not uncommon to investigate the 

etymology of a beast's name, it was also not uncommon for medieval theologians to treat 

Eve, the prototype of all women, in the same manner. Isidore of Seville, through word-

play, justifies the degraded nature of Eve: "Eve means 'life' or 'disaster' or 'woe'--life 

because she was the origin of being born; disaster or woe because through transgression 

48 Maureen Quilligan, The Language of Allegory: Defining the Genre (Ithaca: Cornell 
Univ. Press, 1979), 158. 
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she became the cause of dying". He also applied this hermeneutical approach to define 

the characteristics of the sexes: "The Latin word vir, he says, is related to vis, meaning 

strength, and mulier is related to mollitie, meaning softness or weakness" _49 In this way, 

words themselves are granted a significance which can be used to justify "innate" 

characteristics of the sexes. 

Speaking of the difficulty existing in the critical approach to Chaucerian texts, 

Edward I. Condren has said, "But when we try to demonstrate Chaucer's meaning with a 

scientist's precision, at best we fare as Newton did, gain light and lose a rainbow ... Add to 

his exceptionally high percentage of secondary and tertiary meanings, and all hope of a 

'criterion of corrigibility' (Morton Bloomfield's phrase) vanishes. Even when Chaucer 

spells familiar words in unfamiliar ways, we never know with certainty whether they 

show variety in spelling or variety in meaning". 50 Ambiguities in a word's meaning and 

disruption of genre--both Chaucerian features at work in this text--serve to collapse the 

dominant discourse regarding meaning as something which must be sought as a higher 

ideal. Meaning, as Chaucer proves, can be relative. May does not have to trapped in the 

dualistic construct which defines her as either dutiful, loving wife or lusty and deceitful 

adulterer. 

As I have attempted to elucidate, the Merchant's Tale is structured in a way that 

allows it to question the apparent moral of the story: women are not to be trusted and 

marriage is to be avoided. Through the exploration of different views of the same issue, 

whether they be the character of Solomon or the morality of Esther, Chaucer forces the 

49 Lucas, Women in the Middle Ages, IO, 5. 

50 Edward I. Condren, "Transcendent Metaphor or Banal Reality: Three Chaucerian 
Dilemmas," Papers on Language and Literature: A Journal for Scholars and Critics of 
Language and Literature 21 (Summer 1985): 233. 
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reader to realize that the identity of May is one that has been constructed by both 

January and the Merchant. Disturbingly, however, May, unlike Proserpyna, is never able 

to recognize this fabrication. Believing that she has outwitted her husband, she merely 

remains locked into the system which has defined her as Other from the start of the tale. 

Both she and the reader are never allowed any insight into the real May because she 

never seeks self-definition. Although the tale ends on this depressing note--we are not 

given a heroine who has escaped "misogynistic formulations" (except, of course, 

Proserpyna ... but she is not human)--it does call into question the framework which gives 

precedence to male "truths". In this way, the Merchant's Tale disrupts and subverts the 

given structures and systems of belief, rendering them less viable. 
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