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CHAUCER AND THE “COMMUNE PROFIT™-
THE MANOR

D.w, R.l:lbcﬂﬂ}n, Jr.

In the introductory stanzas of The Parliament of Fowls Chaucer tells
us that Scipio Africanus, that exemplar of chivalry and bitter enemy of
lecherous self-indulgence,! informs his namesake of the sad fate of
“brekers of the lawe” and “likerous folk,” of the kind that *Massynisse”
might have become without the elder Scipios guidance, having first
assured him that if he secks “commune profit” and guides others to do
50 he will come to a place of bliss and bright souls. It has long been
recognized that a love for “commune profit” of the kind manifested, for
example, in Griselda's judgments of the people in the Clerk’s Tale (431),
as distinct from self-love, is synonymous with, or in the present in-
stance highly suggestive of, Christian charity. It has not so often been
recognized, however, that in the context of Chaucer’s society this ideal
not only had immediately practical applications but that jts application
was viewed as a matter of some urgency, regardless of how we might
wish (o view the situation in modern terms. First of all, “brekers of the
law" and “likerous folk” had a great deal in common in the fourteenth
century, whether the law involved was moral law or positive law, -
Violations of the moral law were conventionally regarded as departures
from reason,? and when Sir John Stoner, Chiel Justice, observed,
referring to the laws of England, that “ley est resoun,™ he was merely
repeating a commonplace. Thus those who broke either the moral law
or the law of the land in its various forms violated reason to produce
disorder, or what Gower and some of his Elizabethan successars would
call “division.™ The unhappy consequences of disorder in England |
after the plagues of 1349 and 1369, whether in the court (where King
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Edward turned away from a concern with the community of the realm
for a more leisurely life of hunting and dalliance with Alice Perrers,
and Richard was unable to cope adequately with increasing French ag-

- gressiveness) or in the countryside (where traditional social ties and the
hierarchies they formed were being disrupted by the economic ac-
tivities of enterprising individuals and sometimes by downright revolt)
were plain for everyone to sce.

The widespread loss of interest in “commune profit” in Jate-
fourteenth-century England is a large topic, and it will be possible to
consider it here only with reference to manorial communities, and even
there only very briefly. A “manor” in fourteenth-century usage could be
a great many different things, and not all “manors” had as their chief
function agricultural production. In fact, it is not actually very useful
to talk about “the decline of the manor” in the late Middle Ages, since
some of its features survived into the present century, and some were
not totally obliterated by the Agricultural Holding Act of 1923. It is
possible to discuss changes in manorial life and organization, however,
If we eliminate for convenience “manors” that were chiefly country
residences, those that included a great many borough tenants, special
purpose manors like the Black Prince’s stud farm of Macclesfield in
Cheshire,’ or large free tenements within manors that could themselves
be called “manors,”™ we can say that manors fell roughly into three
types. First, some employed an “open field” system on which the lands
of the tenants were divided into strips distributed over two or more
fields or seisone (which might or might not exactly coincide) used for
crop rotation. These might or might not contain demesne lands (which
might be relatively large or relatively small), sometimes scattered in
strips among the strips of the tenants (though not in Kent, and prob-
ably not in Sussex) and sometimes separate from them. Other manors,
especially in Devon, Cornwall, parts of Somerset, Hereford, Shrop-
shire, Lancashire, the West Riding of Yorkshire, Cumberland, and
Durham, employed an “nfield-outfield” system where the “infield” was
regularly cultivated, but the “outfield,” divided into strips on poor land,
was cultivated only once in every few years. Finally, there were some
manors ‘on which the holdings consisted of separate farmsteads,
especially in Devon and Cormwall, and a few manors were all
demesne.” We should remember that the tenure of land was tenure,

not “ownérship,” and that there were no lordless lands in England.
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On manors of the first type especially,‘ the scatteréd'holdlpg_s‘-fzn,
two or more fields subject to crop rotatioxf8 demanded (%OII_IWUZ;IYV
cooperation in the various tasks of the agricultural year. ch.er thz:'
wheat and rye were sown in the fall, and oats, barley and peé:S l{; o
spring. Livestock were allowed on the stv..xbble of wheat and b?r ez i
harvest, but the fields were tem.pc.)ran_ly fenced after. sowmg.b o
regular routine here implied was, it is sald,'cventually dlsruptﬁ’ My ar:
widespread cultivation of turnips in the nineteenth century. . iur_
while, the community spirit of open-ﬁt':ld manors, unf:orruptcd Y
nips, has often been remarked by agna'lltural hnstor{a‘ns. o hould

But before we consider manorial communities we shou
remember that manors varied enormously in lordship and tgpplll'c.
Thus manors held of the Crown in “ancient demesne” were somewhat
different from other manors. They might have very clabprate Pea.sha::t
hierarchies, but their tenants had speci.al riglilt's.“ Manqr_‘s .mlgl‘l;' _be
managed locally by resident lords or their families, or adx}nn.lstex.'e : hy
resident bailiffs, “servientes” or sergeants (whose dl'me's might or might
not be identical with those of bailiffs), and in some instances by mo.x1ks.
Clerks, canons, rectors of parishes, monastic obcfixcntnarles,v };lrlors,
abbots, cathedral chapters (monastic or secular), blshop?, mérc ants,
lawyers, large freeholders, groups of self-perpetuating trustg:c;,
members of the royal household, minor noblex.nen, and great lords
could all be lords of manors. Most individuals in tl"nese groups could

also be small tenants on the manors of others..To cite an extreme ex-
ample, the great London merchant Sir John Philpot held seven acres in
villein tenure on a manor held by Robert Braybropk, Blvshop”of Lon- |
don,!? although he was by no means a poor COtt?gefﬂ__I_forqs, 9?:‘!_1:1_3901:5
might have obligations to the Crown dl;ectly‘, mdlrcctly through t e
sheriff, or both, or to another lord, secul»ar‘_or eccleSIastlcal Thelr con
tact with their tenants might be intimate and 'dxreg:"ti‘ 0cca‘s‘1_‘or;:?.l‘,b; Srdls-
tant through an intermediate official. ‘A lord mlght holdahome
manor,” with or without a series of nearby manors he \.nsx..tgd. frequenf3 :
ly, and he might also hold distant manors he seldom if ever :Vl_S‘}tedf; »
Professional stewards who could manage a number of- manors were in
some demand in the later fourteenth century, constitutmg. a substantlal
body of literate laymen. Tenants might be eithexf free or pr{xfgce bybu-tl} »
(except in Kent, where a man was born free),. althoggb b}' 'theﬂu{ne_c‘)
Chaucer’s maturity this distinction often had little to'do with the size of _
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‘his holdings, his obligations for them (which often went with the land),
or his social status. There were, of course, numerous families of small
servile tenants tied to their holdings who survived long after the four-
teenth century. Both free and servile tenants owed a surprising variety
of obligations, often met not by the nominal tenants themselves but by
leaseholders, who were sometimes prospective heirs and sometimes
not,' or by servants of the tenants or of their leaseholders. The com-
plexities of land tenure in the later fourteenth century are baffling. The
tranquil prospect of forest, field, meadow, and stream concealed an
enormously complex series of hierarchical and peer grou p tenurial rela-
tionships. Nevertheless, the inevitable seasonal routine of agrarian
labor, the medieval respect for the idea that a man should be Judged by
his peers, and the further tendency to inculcate group responsibility
whenever possible forged tightly knit communities. These communities
were threatened during the later fourteenth century by disruptive in-
fluences, which, although mild by modern standards, were sufficient to
cause much concern among those interested in furthering the “com-
mune profit.”

Community integrity is especially apparent on manors employing
the “open field” system, although there is no reason to suppose that it
did not exist on manors of other types, and even, we may add, in
towns.!> Basic attitudes supporting community integrity were fur-
nished by the Church, and local churches were active community
centers that might in some instances be subject to a certain amount of
administrative control in manorial courts.* Confessors warned lords
against unjust tolls and tallages, which were considered to be sinful,
and peasants were enjoined to perform their duties faithfully and to
avoid transgressions.!” The hierarchical or “feudal™® character of socie-
ty generally, combined with the popularity of verbal contracts of all

.kinds, ranging from borrowings of plows or horses among peasants to
marriage and even land transactions, lent the ideal of “fidelity” or
“truth,” usually thought to be dependent on faith in God, an especial
importance. Thus a guide for manorial lords, the Seneschaucy, warns
that “The lord ought to be fair in word and deed, he ought to love God
and honesty, and he ought to hate sin, wrong, and wickedness,”?
Anofhcr manual, The Rules of Robert Grosseteste, urges the lord, “Ad-
. monish all your household often that aj who serve you should endeavor
.to.serve God and to serve you loyally and diligently, and that in order
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to do the will of God they ought 1o do your will and pleasure in all -
things; in all things, that is, that are not against God.”® Walter of .
Henley's Husbandry commands, “If thy people fall into the dangerof thy
courtes, sec that they be amercied by their peeres. And if your owpé
conscience telle yowe that they bee 1o hyghe amercied, moderate it soe
that you bee not reproved for it heare nor before God.”' Actual |
manorial lords varied in character, some being petty tyrants in the
countryside, but there are examples of lords who sought to behave in
accordance with the prevailing ideals. In his recent study of the manors
of the Duchy of Cornwall John Hatcher observes that the estates of the-
Black Prince there “were governed with a degree of benevolence that
far exceeded the feudal obligations of a lord to his tenarits, and with a
spirit of charity often wanting in the administration of_..many.;-eé— _
clesiastical estates at this time.™3 A
Perhaps it will be helpful to recall the general nature-'offm?.no_xfi;al
courts, bearing in mind that local variations were common. In the first
place, except in areas of early Danish influence and ‘sometim_es m the
south, the shires of England were divided into hundreds, originally ad-
ministered by bailiffs, although by Chaucer’s _.time,_many;hhhdreds
were held privately by lords who acted as royal agents.?* Hundred
courts met during the terms of Easter and Michaelmas, and at these
meetings, or at one of them, what was called the “View of Frankpledge”
was held. The rural male non-gentry and non-clerical population over
the age of twelve was divided into groups of four to thu'ty men headed
by a tithingman or “chief pledge” who reported thexr‘v:.b‘e_}hav_llox: to t_he;
Jurors of the hundreds, although in some areas mthesouth “tithings
were territorial. In any event, members of tithings were mutuall
responsible for each other’s behavior. T xthmgmen P
court, either for failure to attend or as a regular fee, G
quently amerced for failure to report offenses.” Dt rng our-
teenth century major offenders were reserved for the Justices of the
Peace or for the itinerant justices of jail _'dellVCWs_'zfaltﬁgﬂghf-CORHS9;;
manors in ancient demesne could try civil .cases and- fclo i
Manorial lords frequently had the right to hold the View; so that their-
courts became in effect hundred courts as well as courts devoted to
manorial business, and chief pledges often bcgar_l_lc :lmporﬁjé_fltime bers
o thj’irr(rzlozmorizd court met traditionally “from :three ‘-wec‘vks:f}q

ree




weeks,” although in actual practice meetings were often irregular
less frequent. A court might meet in the lord’s hall, in a churcgtt1 or Y
some other place. Usually the presiding officer was the lord’s stc’war:in
who might pronounce judgments at the View, but who could not in:
terfere with the nomination of manorial servants, like the reeve, and
who was not supposed to raise the fines imposed by “affeerors,” or, men
elected for the purpose from among the tenants or appointe’d by the
reeve.?® The courts established bylaws or customary rcgulation); for
both the agricultural and disciplinary management of the manor
recorded land transactions, and imposed fines for trespasses (transgres:
siones) involving such things as straying animals, failure to clean
ditches, obstructing roads, boundary infringements, failure to perform
customary works properly, poaching, encroachments on the lord’s
_garden (often by boys), carrying off wood or thorns, improper glean-
ing, harboring strangers (who might commit crimes), refusal to return
borrowed goods, minor debts, minor assaults, defamation, cavesdrop-
ping, failure to raise the hue, improper raising of the hue, fornication
(among bondwomen), and so on. It used to be said that “the action of
the courts was nothing but a concealed form of taxation” and that bond
tenants were “girdled round with a net of feudal offenses.” Modern
writers, assuming, perhaps, that love is free, still complain bitterly
about leyrwite or lecherwite, the fine imposed on bondwomen (except on
ancient demesne) for fornication or extramarital pregnancy; but in
general it is now common to regard manorial courts with some ap-
preciation for the community cooperation they entailed.

An early indication of this more appreciative tone appears in John
Booth’s introduction to the Durham Halmotes: “The orders made at
the court for the common weal of the vills, and which affected the rela-
tion of the tenants toward each other, show a keen appreciation for the
benefits arising from cooperation.”™® In their classic study, The Open
Field.s:, the Orwins discuss at length the spirit of “democracy” and com-

~munity responsibility at the manorial court of Laxton, which they
clearly regard with more favor than the modern situation where rural
corflmunities are governed by paid officials and the only power of the
- resident lies in his vote.3! Professor Homans observed that “in English
villages of the Middle Ages, cooperation in farm work was the basis of
village life.”2 It has become clear that decisions regarding changes in
field systems, usually from two fields to three fields, were made by the
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community as a whole.?* Professor W. O. Ault, who has studied”
manorial or village bylaws carefully and extensively, stresses:the fact
‘that they involved matters “of mutu_al profit and concern to all ‘the
shareholders’ in the agrarian enterprise, be their status free or servile, -
and whether they be landlord or tenant.™+ Moreover, bylaws were fre-
quently established in the manorial court itself not by the lord or
steward but by the free and customary tenants together.® As for leyr-
wite, those who have no experience with small communities of persons
whose sustenance depends on the mutual efforts of the entire group do
not appreciate either the immediate social consequences of fornication, -
which easily leads to violence, or the economic burden imposed by il-
legitimate children who may not have adequate families to support’
them. In any event, the fines imposed were usually small. It has been
said that these fines were roughly equivalent to merchel, or license to
marry, which the lord presumably lost as the result of fornication % or
that the lords lost a bondman through fornication, sincé bastards were
free.3” But the facts do not offer very good support for either of these -
theories. Thus on the manors of the prior of Durham in 1366 two
women were amerced 6d. each for leyrwite, and, at the same time,
12d. each for merchet. On these same manors much higher fines (2s.)
were imposed for fornication with a chaplain or adultery.3® At
Wakefield male offenders might be flogged through the marketplace,3?
although this may have been done under the jurisdiction of the arch-
deacon, since it was the standard penalty in ecclesiastical courts. The
usual fine for bondwomen was 6d. or 12d., about ‘the same as for
breach of the assize of ale, but on at least oné Crowland manor after
1349 the fine seems to have been 5s., or enough to purchase’'a modest.
brass pot at a fair. Male offenders and freewomeh_ were at-the tender
mercies of summoners, archdeacons, and rural deans (whose jurisdic=" -
tions corresponded roughly with the hundreds). ‘A man‘might have tc F
pay considerably more than his female companion.#: The usual finés:
for bondwomen were ordinarily no greater than'those imposed for -
defamation (verbal assault), and, considering the basic'économic and
social environment, they were neither unwarranted nor especially .
burdensome. Moreover, they were probably supported by the com~ "
munities in which they were imposed. - S RS
On an ordinary open-field manor with a demesne there was-a;stg
of servants elected or appointed from among the unfree tenants. These" -
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might include, in addition to the reeve, a hayward or messor, an autumn
reeve, plowmen, shepherds, swineherds, cowherds, gooseherds,
millers, butchers, smiths, carpenters, dairy maids, brewers, ponders,
gardeners, and 5o on, depending on the economy of the manor and on
the extent to which outside labor was hired for manorial services. The
duties of these servants varied considerably from manor to manor. At
times an obligation to serve in one of these capacities if necessary went
with the tenure of a holding, or with that of a type of holding. Bond
‘tenants with large holdings often owed extensive work services on the
demesne lands in addition to rents, fewer services being demanded of
smaller tenants, although rents and services among the same type of
tenants might vary widely on the same manor, a fact that probably had
something to do with the character of the land held. Free tenants, even
substantial ones, often owed customary services in addition to their
rents, and these might vary from supplying plows, mending park
fences, or supervising harvests to furnishing a squire, or someone who
could pass as a squire, for a certain number of days to a bishop. The
community of the manor was linked to that of the shire by the reeve
and by free tenants who attended county courts or performed jury serv-
ices at the behest of the sheriff (except on ancient demesne), and by
reeves and their committees of three others who reported to the jurors
of royal justices.

We may conclude without too much exaggeration that the com-
munity of the manor, or of the vill or township where several manors
shared a vill or where there was more than one vill on a manor was, in
spite of the complexities of tenure, fairly well integrated, bound
together by mutual interests both in agricultural production and in
keeping the peace. Strenuous efforts were made to suppress conten-
‘tiousness or “discord.™! But the Plagues of 1349 and 1369 dealt a severe
b{cw to community organization in many areas. Matters were not im-
, p_xj‘g_veq by French pillaging in the south during the later seventies,
Scottish raids in the north, heavy taxes, the misbhehavior of English
soldiers' at home, and raiders from Cheshire in neighboring shires.*?
Meanwhile, the statutes of laborers were nsufficient to curb a new
spirit of enterprise in industry, especially in cloth-making, that at-
tracted people of all kinds from the countryside. There is probably no
simple explanation for the Revolt of 1381, although it is clear that it did
xfgp‘xfe_SCn_t__ka breakdown in community spirit and integrity.

The effects of the Black Death of 1349 varied from place to place;.
and it is difficult to determine whether subsequent unrest represented’
delayed reaction or was due to other circumstances. The manors of the
Black Prince in Cornwall show few traces of relaxation of manorial
discipline,*’ perhaps in part because of the wisdom of the Prince’s
council and in part because of the proximity of an established tin-
mining industry that had for some time permitted an interchange be-
tween agrarian and industrial labor.#* On the Cambridgeshire manors
of Crowland Abbey no very disastrous social consequences resulted im-
mediately,*> and on the manor of Alciston (Battle Abbey) the disrup-
tion was slight and temporary.*6 On the other hand, on the manor of
Manydown (Hampshire), a number of holdings fell into the hands of-
the lord (the prior of Winchester), and there was no real recovery until
the 1360s.*7 At Cuxham (Oxfordshire), more than half of the half-
virgates (holdings of about 15 acres) were untenanted :in 1352,
although by 1355 all the holdings were taken, sometimes by temporary!
tenants, and by 1377 the tenurial structure had settled down.*®. At
Forncett (the earl of Norfolk), about a quarter of the free holdings and.
more than half of the customary holdings were unoccupied during the .
period from 1376 to 1378.% Members of the higher nobility seem to
have retained their incomes more or less by leasing their demesnes, 5
The evidence is spotty, and it is difficult to draw firm conclusions.
Many historians still maintain the view advanced by J. E. Thorold
Rogers that the effects of the plague were economically beneficial.>!

If economic conditions improved generally,5? several factors con-.
tributed to a breakdown in community life, a loosening of traditional . -
mores, and a rise in crime. When demesnes were leased on'alarge scale.
and the size of individual holdings increased; as.they :did in ‘many;
areas, the old organization centering around ‘the:;max‘)qrbial.”se ants;
disappeared and customary works were rgplaced-'b’y*f*lﬁghéﬁr_e_ﬂt;: 4
mand for hired labor was created, stimulating rising wages attractive to.
those still settled in traditional manorial communities:3* Insomeareas
the plague and the events of subsequent \years-merel.y:ad»ded lmpetus to:
a process that had already been under way,%* but in any event, 'thf;r(:
was a very marked new spirit of individual initiative at-the expcngg;.of.
community integrity in the countryside, often.accdmpanicx;l.'-by'_?ﬁ AL
Crease in trespass and violence. A; Warboyg (.Ramsey Abbcy)unrest {s
especially evident in the sixties, in-the mid-seventies(generally- a
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gloomy and depressed period), and in the eighties after the Revolt.55
This situation seems to have been fairly typical,® although some coun-
ties were more lawless than others. On sorme manors substantial free
tenants became so powerful by the nineties that they could not be
distrained for fines in their manorial courts.3” Meanwhile the spiritual
leadership of small communities suffered from the same difficulties as
those that affected laymen. The errant behavior of chaplains especially
became a real problem in the countryside.5® Almost everyone wanted
cash instead of payment in kind, and agricultural workers often
demanded day work instead of employment by the year,’ sought
generous food allowances on working days, or where feasible took ad-
vantage of increasing opportunities for industrial work. For example, a
town developed at Thaxted, so that by 1381 it housed 79 cutlers, as
well as smiths, brewers, carpenters, and other tradesmen,$° a situation
that probably stimulated high agricultural wages on the manor.5!
Plowmen seem to have been especially difficult to retain except at very
high wages.®? Perhaps the most. disruptive industry insofar as the
agrarian labor market was concerned was the textile industry. Cloth-
making had spread over the countryside during the thirteenth century,
and fulling mills were erected in comparatively remote areas. After
1353 the cloth-making industry began to flourish, and exports in-
creased steadily until 1369. But the upward trend resumed after the
plague of that year, beginning in about 1379 and reaching a peak in the
mid-nineties, to the great detriment of Flemish and Italian manufac-
turers.5® By that time Essex and East Anglia enjoyed a brisk business in
the manufacture of worsteds,5* while Bristol became a flourishing port
for the export of woolens. The trade not only offered opportunities for
‘poor cottagers to supplement their incomes, but enabled more enter-

* prising persons to become comparatively prosperous by working at or
‘supervising the work of others in one or more stages in the process of
cloth-making. Chaucer’s Wife of Bath offers an exaggerated example of
success of this kind,$% and her mores characteristically show little con-
cern either for the “commune profit” or for traditional ideals of order.
If we are to understand the “manorial” characters in the General

. 'Prologue, not to mention others in the tales, we should view them
against the perspective of events during Chaucer’s lifetime as well as in
terms of the traditional Christian attitudes he embraced. Certain
‘characteristics of these figures, not immediately apparent to us, would

have been transparent to members of Chaucer’s audience, who we may
safely assume were men about the royal court and their friends and
were thoroughly familiar with manorial administration. Since Chaucer
shows little sympathy for figures who are chiefly interested in moncy,
other tangible assets, or lecherous self-satisfaction, we may safely
assume that his ideas about manorial life, like his ideals concerning
chivalric life, were conservative, and that he viewed the disruption of
manorial communities for selfish ends with disfavor.

The first “manorial” character we meet in the Prologue is the
Yeoman,$¢ clearly a manorial servant, a forester whose presence as the
Knight’s only servant on his pilgrimage is an indication of his humility.
We are not told much about him, Jjust enough to exemplify the
character of his lord. The Franklin is, however, described in more
detail .67 In the treatise The Manner of Holding Courts (1342) the word
Jranklin is used for a freeholder who owes homage and fealty, a heriot
consisting of an accoutred horse, and the wardship of his son.®®
Homans points out that such men owed suit at hundred courts,*® and
the evidence indicates that they attended county courts as well.”®
Chaucer’s Franklin is 2 man of this kind who has expanded his holdings
in the flourishing land market of the second half of the century to
become a “worthy vavasour” and who has, at the same time, won for
himself profitable offices in the shire. His expensive Epicurean tastes
and his ostentation mark him as a self-seeking enemy of the old order.
It is quite likely that Chaucer’s audience would have seen the Wife of
Bath as an essentially rural character whose substantial profits in the
cloth industry enabled her to take very expensive pilgrimages’ '_for
amusement rather than for penance, and to dress ostentatiously in ex-
pensive coverchiefs and hose of fine scarlet. Both tl}c Franldm and the f
Wife were undoubtedly intended as amusing canc_z_;tux_'c_gg_;of;.mns
whose views are dominated by a spirit of enterprising, self-interest. ..

The Miller in the Prologue is a less elaborately drawn figure t.han .
the miller in the Reeve’s Tale, but his gross physical features, reserved.
for low characters in the contemporary International St).'lc, suggest
strongly his villein status. His sword, his spgc‘z‘h, and ‘hfs ﬁx‘fcstlm% ,
(with its obvious iconological ovcf,rtones) make him a smkmg 1 vc"axg;
gerated exemplar of the contentlousnes.? that plagucd-.agl'aﬂalf(; ‘:l’ df’
munities after 1349.72 It would be possible to amass a great deal. o
material concerning reeves, who were important. manorial: °fﬁ“'§




upon whose efficiency and loyalty the welfare of the manor often
depended, since they, together with the bailiffs who supervised them,

- were responsible for agricultural management, production, the buying
and selling of livestock, produce, and supplies, and the rendering of an-
nual accounts.’”® In addition, they sometimes appointed members of
the staff of servants and accounted for customary works. Complaints
about reeves vary from trivial misbehavior™ to inefficiency, theft, and
even extortion.”® Chaucer’s recve, with his calculating efficiency, is at
once a thief and a man who knows how to keep his fellow tenants in
fear of him.”¢ He shows no interest whatsoever in “commune profit”; on
the contrary, he exploits his community for his own profit. Chaucer is
obviously not seeking to describe a “typical reeve,” but to exemplify the
worst qualities of reeves who have no real fidelity either to their lords or
to their communities.

Finally, a word should be said about the Parson and his brother
the Plowman. If they are brothers literally, they are clearly both
members of a peasant family. The peace rolls of the later fourteenth
century reveal a surprising number of criminal parsons,’” and many
took advantage of opportunities to find comparatively easy and
remunerative tasks in London. Chaucer’s Parson, who is content with
a small “suffisaunce,” and who exhibits real concern for his
parishioners, is an ideal figure who comments unfavorably by implica-
tion on numerous less worthy members of his calling. The obvious con-
cern of his brother the Plowman for the welfare of his neighbors con-
trasts sharply with the self-seeking of many of his kind, who left their

fellow-tenants and sought high pay at daily labor. Generally speaking,
the Joyalty of Chaucer’s characters and their interest in community
obligations were matters that would have registered at once in the
minds of his audience, and this audience would also have been aware of
- criminal behavior in speech and deed that often escapes modern critics.
. It is time, I think, that Chaucerians began to consider not only the
literary and intellectual traditions that underlay Chaucer’s attitudes,
‘but also the specific significance of those attitudes in his own society. It
was, after all, this relevance that made his work vivid and often amus-
ing to his own contemporaries. Departures from reason, whether that
_reason is moral or legal, are often ludicrous in a society where reason
. rather than feeling is considered to be the natural guide for conduct.
~The poet’s delineations of greed, either for land or money, or even for
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the Pardoner’s coveted wool, cheese, wheat, and imaginary jolly
wenches can be ludicrous and at the same time comment trenchantly
on events in his own time. o

Princeton University

NOTES

1.

See the quotation from Petrarch’s De Viris lllustribus in Aldo S. Bernardo, Petrarch, ‘
Scipio and the “Africa” (Baltimore, 1962), pp. 17-18.
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