
The Miller's Tale: A Ribald Farce from
Chaucer's Canterbury Tales

Geoffrey Chaucer's The Canterbury Tales is a timeless masterpiece of
English literature, renowned for its vivid characters, bawdy humor, and
incisive social commentary. One of the most memorable tales within this
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collection is "The Miller's Tale," a raucous and risqué farce that hilariously
satirizes human folly and the clash between appearance and reality.
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Setting and Characters

The Miller's Tale is set in the bustling town of Oxford during the late 14th
century. The protagonist, Nicholas, is a young scholar who lives in a poor
boarding house with two other students, John and Absolon. Nicholas is
clever, cunning, and somewhat deceitful, traits that will lead him into a
series of comical misadventures.

The other characters in the tale include Alisoun, the young and beautiful
wife of the wealthy carpenter, John; and Absolon, a vain and amorous
parish clerk. Alisoun is a flirtatious and unsatisfied woman, while Absolon is
an overconfident suitor who believes himself irresistible.

The Plot

The story begins with Nicholas falling head over heels for Alisoun. He
devises a plan to win her favor by persuading John, her husband, to go on
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a pilgrimage to Walsingham. While John is away, Nicholas plans to seduce
Alisoun.

Nicholas's scheme involves tricking John into believing that there will be a
great flood the following night. John fearfully agrees to go on the
pilgrimage, and Nicholas is left alone with Alisoun.

However, Absolon is also in love with Alisoun, and he plans to elope with
her on the same night as Nicholas. Absolon woos Alisoun with sweet songs
and flowers, but Nicholas is one step ahead.

In a hilarious climax, Nicholas disguises himself as a priest and hides
behind a curtain in Alisoun's bedroom. When Absolon arrives, Nicholas
tricks him into kissing the exposed buttocks of Alisoun, who has agreed to
Nicholas's plan.

The noise and commotion attract John, who returns from his pilgrimage
early. John bursts into the room and finds Absolon in a compromising
position. A fight ensues, and Nicholas escapes unharmed.

Themes and Significance

The Miller's Tale is a classic example of a fabliau, a genre of medieval
literature characterized by its bawdy humor and earthy subject matter. It is
a tale of trickery, deceit, and revenge, and it exposes the hypocrisy and
folly of human nature.

One of the central themes of the tale is the contrast between appearance
and reality. Nicholas seems to be a pious and intelligent scholar, but his



true nature is revealed through his deceitful actions. Alisoun, too, presents
herself as a virtuous wife, but she is secretly unfaithful to her husband.

The Miller's Tale also satirizes the power dynamics between men and
women. Nicholas, as a scholar, represents male intellect and cunning.
Alisoun, as a beautiful young woman, represents female sexuality and
desire. The tale shows how these two forces can come into conflict, and it
challenges the traditional gender roles of the time.

Legacy and Influence

The Miller's Tale has had a lasting impact on English literature and beyond.
It was one of the most popular tales in Chaucer's Canterbury Tales, and it
has been adapted into numerous plays, films, and other works of art.

The tale's bawdy humor and timeless themes have made it a perennial
favorite with readers and audiences alike. It continues to be studied and
enjoyed for its literary merit, its historical significance, and its enduring
ability to entertain and provoke.

Geoffrey Chaucer's "The Miller's Tale" is a brilliant and enduring work of
literature that offers a scathing indictment of human folly. Through its vivid
characters, hilarious plot, and insightful themes, the tale exposes the
hypocrisy, deceit, and power imbalances that exist within society. It is a
timeless masterpiece that continues to entertain, provoke, and teach
readers centuries after it was first written.
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