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I've never had the opportunity--if that's what I ought to call it--to present a paper in an evening MLA session before; guided by the principle that what I'm obliged to provide is some after-dinner entertainment, I'm going to start with a clip.  It's a scene from the 2001 film A Knight's Tale that will be familiar to many of you, as it involves the first appearance in the film of the character Geoffrey Chaucer.

I've taken to showing this scene on the first day of my Chaucer classes, though my reasoning has changed over the past couple of years (as has my technical adeptness--though that's another story).  Originally I used the scene as the chance to introduce a little biography and correct some general misconceptions--Chaucer was not a skinny naked guy with a gambling problem, so far as we know--but over time I realized that in one sense there is more right than 

[image: image2.emf]
wrong about this scene, at least insofar as it represents certain familiar, popular ideas about Chaucer, ideas that are so widely and tenaciously held that it makes little sense to call them "misconceptions."  The treatment accorded to Chaucer in this scene is not so much degrading or mocking as it is symptomatic, and admirably concise in its expression of the two things that "everybody knows" about Geoffrey Chaucer and his work: that it is difficult (because it is written in that "Old English"), and that it is bawdy.


The difficulty of Chaucer is captured in two ways in this brief scene, first by his use of  the Latin phrase "lilium inter spinas," which he immediately takes pains to translate for both his uneducated auditors in the film and the presumably monolingual audience in the theater.  The phrase is  borrowed from Song of Songs, 2:2: "I am the flower of the field and the lily of  valley; like a lily among thorns so my beloved among the daughters, etc."; unless this remark is a really distant allusion to the Merchant's Tale, I have not been able to satisfactorily parse the choice of quotation, beyond its literal and thus contrived relevance to the action, and its shorthand way of indicating that this is an educated guy (who evidently recognizes that not everyone he meets will be equally literate). Translation: Chaucer often needs to be translated.  His reference to the allegorical nature of the Book of the Duchess is also expressive of difficulty, here a difficulty specifically attributed to his poetry and endorsed by the other characters' blank stares and the apparent assumption that allegory is some sort of contemporary heresy rather than a literary term.

Chaucer's nudity in this scene seeks to capture, I would argue, the other half of the equation; it alludes Chaucer's bawdiness, his earthiness, his ability and willingness to indulge in both low humor and a certain bodily naturalism.  Chaucer's buttocks, the first thing we see of him, stand in here for Nicholas's (or Alisoun's, or both), and what's unusual about this scene is the way Chaucer's own body is recruited to do the work typically displaced onto someone else's, most colorfully, perhaps, in this volume --Chaucer's Bawdy, by Thomas W. Ross--whose 
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premise is that the dirty words are themselves difficult and require a full glossary.  But lest we too quickly dismiss this book's gratuitous cover illustration as an instance of early-seventies excess--soft-core canonicity, perhaps--we might take a look at the cover of the 2004 imprint of the Everyman Canterbury Tales, originally edited by A.C. Cawley and first published in 1958, but now recently updated with an image from a Romance of the Rose manuscript in the Bodleian 
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Library. Piers Plowman certainly doesn't get this sort of treatment, and a similarly-sized volume with a more scholarly audience in mind--Jill Mann's new Penguin edition of the Tales--relies on 
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the inevitable but still evocative Ellesmere portrait (though at the moment it may strike you as more than usually evocative). 
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What Everyman expects that everyone will expect from Chaucer, though, is less of the manuscripts and more of the bedroom--mama in her kerchief and I in my cap, and not much else. 
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This "wearying mythology," as Steve Ellis calls it in his recent book on Chaucer's reception,
  has been around for some time, of course, but I think that it's important to get a handle on how widespread and how lavishly reinforced it is.  For example, on its opening weekend in May 2001, A Knight's Tale grossed sixteen and a half million dollars, which, if we figure a generous six dollars per admission (roughly the average 2001 ticket price nationwide), 
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comes out to 2.75 million patrons who got to see naked Geoffrey that weekend.  Now if every one of the 1038 members of the MLA's Division on Chaucer taught a 35-student Chaucer course every semester, we would be able to reach two and three-quarter million students in just a little under--wait for it-- thirty-seven years.  But that would just catch us up to the opening weekend; the film went on to make $56 million nationally by the end of July of that year (adding another 91 years to our corrective and collective labors).

 These associations in general and this imagery in particular are not limited to the movies and the trade paperback market.  Indeed, the phenomenon shows up in some rather surprising places--for instance, in this advertisement, clipped from a copy of People magazine I found in 
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my chiropractor's office, for the Fox sitcom Stacked, in which Pamela Anderson plays a woman who takes a job in a bookstore--you get it, I presume.  What I'd like you to notice here is that fact that the books "stacked" around the star, making it into a kind of inverted manuscript leaf, include not one but two copies of the Canterbury Tales, which I've indicated with arrows.  
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Chaucer doesn't actually feature in the pilot episode, though the plot is standard sitcom fabliau.  But we should note that out of all the books available to be chosen for the print ad--that is, all books--Chaucer is right there to lend his canonical support to the usual Fox network entendres.  Other books of which there are two copies--in fact, as far as I can tell the only other books of which there are two copies--include The Age of Innocence, Much Ado About Nothing, The Misanthrope, The Turn of the Screw, and a book called Money to Gain--demonstrating that the show's creators have a sense of humor about their sense of humor; the use of the Tales shows, I would argue, that they've also grasped one of our cultural cliches about Chaucer. 

Another unexpected example of this phenomenon--let's call it the soft bigotry of prurient expectations--can be found in the recent travails of  Elizabeth Hoffman, who you may recall was  president of the University of Colorado from 2000 until her resignation in March of this year.  Her  story is relevant tonight because of testimony she gave in 2004 during a federal title IX lawsuit against the school, when she was asked about Katie Hnida, a female kicker on the varsity football team--the first one ever--whose abusive treatment by the coach and her teammates was at the root of one of the several scandals involving the football team in recent years.  I'll quote from an article decribing Hoffman's testimony published on-line by the Denver ABC affiliate; she had just been asked about an incident in which one of Hnida's teammates insulted the kicker with what the article's headline calls the "C-word":



The attorney asked Hoffman whether she thought the term was "a filthy and vile 
word." 
Hoffman replied it was a "swear word" and that its meaning depended on the 
circumstances in which it was used, according to a copy of the deposition released 
by the school. Asked if it could ever be used in a polite context, Hoffman replied: 
"Yes, 
I've actually heard it used as a term of endearment." University spokeswoman Michele 
Ames said Hoffman knows the word has "negative connotations" but it did not in its 
original use centuries ago. 

"Because she is a medieval scholar, she is also aware of the long history of the word 
dating back to at least 
Chaucer," Ames said. English writer Geoffrey Chaucer lived in the 
late 1300s and used the word in "The Canterbury Tales." "She was in an extremely 
adversarial deposition with attorneys who have brought federal litigation seeking 
monetary damages from the university, Ames said in a second statement. "In an effort to 
not allow the attorney to dictate to her a definition of the word, she defined it herself as a 
swear word. She was then asked if she was aware of a non-negative definition. She 
replied from her scholar’s knowledge. " 

Her scholar's knowledge is of course entirely wrong, as Larry Benson argued with considerable forcefulness more than twenty years ago; the "c-word"--what Benson refers to at one point, following two late-nineteenth-century lexicographers, as "the Divine Monosyllable"--is etymologically unrelated to Chaucer's "queynte," used in The Miller's Tale and elsewhere as an absolute adjective
--though Hoffman's opinion was evidently shared by Bill Owens, the governor of Colorado, who later that day, in a meeting with representatives of several women's groups, remarked that "the c-word is vile and disgusting, but that he understood the context in which Hoffman had heard it used."
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The tactic wasn't particularly successful for Hoffman; she was ridiculed in the local press, which observed that there probably weren't too many Chaucerians playing for the Golden Buffaloes. But the strategy of using Chaucer as a kind of "get-out-of-jail free" card is, again, symptomatic; wave the credentials of a scholar and mention the Canterbury Tales in a public setting, and all rudeness is rendered, as it were, quaint.  Never mind that Hoffman's 1972 University of Pennsylvania history dissertation--that's the same year in which Ross's Chaucer's Bawdy was published, incidentally--was entitled "The Sources of Mortality Changes in Italy Since Unification," i.e., since 1861--hardly a medieval topic--and never mind that all but two of her fifty-plus publications are in the field of economics, not history; once a medieval scholar--whenever that may have been--always a medieval scholar.  But of course scholarship has nothing to do with this rhetorical legerdemain; what's operative here is the thing--I should say, the things--that "everybody knows" about Chaucer, that he is recondite and difficult--the province of a "medieval scholar"--and that he is a bawdy fellow, given to using anatomical references as affectionate pet names.  Even the governor of Colorado knows this, and his graduate degree is in Public Administration.

My penultimate example of this phenomenon concerns the rap version of the Canterbury Tales created recently by Canadian hip-hop artist--this is another credential open to question, in my opinion--Baba Brinkman, who has adapted the Knight's, Miller's, Pardoner's, and Wife of Bath's tales for rap performance (and here he is in performance in his native British Columbia). 
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 My interest is not in the quality of the adaptations, though I'll note in passing that according to a story in the London Times Brinkman reduced the Knight's Tale from 2200 lines to 400, which suggests that whatever else is true about his work he probably has a pretty good grasp of the devices of occupatio and abbreviatio.  What I want to look at, again, is the kind of media attention the project received, which was inevitably focused on the issue of Chaucerian "sauciness"--that's the Times' word for it.  Introducing a segment on Brinkman on NPR's "All Things Considered" this past August, host Robert Siegel intoned, "Warning: Lyrics in the following story contain adult themes, including but not limited to greed, prostitution, adultery, violence and naughty bits of the human body. They may offend some people, as they have for 600 years."  After a brief soundbite from Brinkman's version of  the Pardoner's Tale, Michelle Norris followed up with this observation: "The thing is "The Canterbury Tales" are not only important works of literature. They're also lusty, scatological and, some would say, pornographic. So Brinkman was forced to clean them up for the classroom. But, still, the bawdy ballads cannot be easily disguised."  Proof of this assertion was immediately supplied, in the form of an expurgated clip from the shot-window scene in the Miller's Tale and the wedding night encounter from the Wife of Bath's Tale, which is given a sort of Harold and Maude feel in its modern adaptation.

"All Things Considered" was not finished with the Miller, though; a few days later, during the "Listeners' comments" portion of the Thursday broadcast, Melissa Block quoted from this response:  


Matt Virkstis of Royalton, Vermont, writes, `I listened with a combination of fascination 
and horror to your story about Baba Brinkman's hip-hop translation of Chaucer's 
"Canterbury Tales." My thoughts turned to my eminent Chaucer professor who taught 
me as an undergraduate. I imagined him hearing your story, his mouth agape, spilling 
his coffee on his tie while scrambling to his computer to write you an e-mail 
proclaiming that he'd rather suffer the painful indignity inflicted upon Nicholas in the 
"Miller's Tale" than listen to another moment of Brinkman's efforts.' 

Well, you're going to have to go to your library or your computer to find out what 
happened to poor Nicholas. It's a bit too graphic for this radio program. 

Passing over the unresolved feelings Matt Virkstis seems to have about his "eminent Chaucer professor," we can see displayed here not only the same cliched public approach to The Canterbury Tales, but the paradoxically self-reinforcing nature of the claim; Chaucer is borderline pornographic and desperately needs to be scrubbed up, and at the same time none of the efforts at editing make a damn bit of difference, because all anyone ever remembers--and here I think we can include not only Matt Virkstis, but also Block, Norris, Siegel, Betsy Hoffman and Bill Owens--is one fifty-line passage from the Miller's Tale.
  Brinkman himself is hardly immune; earlier in the year he had been interviewed on another public radio program, Wisconsin Public Radio's "To the Best of Our Knowledge," and right on cue Anne Strainchamps asked him how he dealt with the fact that Chaucer was "like rap, notoriously bawdy."  Brinkman described, with a kind of faux incredulity, how he actually found himself having to censor Chaucer when he turned to the Miller; this drew a chuckle from the interviewer, who then proceeded, with her audience's best interests obviously in mind, to ask him to describe what happens in the Miller's Tale.

Sometimes, of course, this kind of reflexive association elicits more than knowing chuckles. A few years after I began teaching The Canterbury Tales at the college level, an article appeared in the St. Louis Post-Dispatch describing how officials at the high school in Eureka, 
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Illinois--about 175 miles away--had suspended discussion of the Tales in a senior English class, in the face of complaints that the work was inappropriately racy and might not conform to community standards. The instructor, Nancy Quinn,  had been teaching the Tales from a separate paperback edition rather than a textbook for ten years without complaint; when complaints were made, the school board discovered that it had never formally approved the textbook either, and suspended all use of the Tales until it could vote on the Prentice-Hall textbook, which it did approve a few weeks later.  This incident actually followed on a more celebrated 1988 case from Columbia County High School in Lake City, Florida, where the school board, prompted in this case by a single parental complaint, voted to confiscate and lock in a storage room an anthology containing the Miller's Tale.
 The ACLU filed suit, but the US Court of Appeals for the 11th Circuit ruled in favor of the school board, and no appeal was ever undertaken. 


This, at last, is the point at which I can explain the mystery of my title--"Comstock's Chaucer"-- for which I draw on the name of Anthony Comstock, the 19th-century crusader for 
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decency and agent of the New York Society for the Suppression of Vice, who also gives his name to the Comstock Law of 1873 (or to be more precise, the Act for the Suppression of Trade in, and Circulation of, Obscene Literature and Articles of Immoral Use); that law gave Comstock, as a special agent of the Post Office, the power to seize various articles of immoral use--books, pictures, photographs, stereo plates, playing cards, contraceptives, aphrodisiacs--power that he employed vigorously for more than forty years.  Comstock had no patience with what he considered the obscenity of certain classic authors, the sale of whose texts he also sought to regulate--Fielding, Rabelais, Marguerite of Navarre, Boccaccio--though he admitted that there might be some scholarly use for, say, the Decameron, provided it was not translated out of the Italian, and it is clearly his spirit--the spirit of "Comstockery," as his contemporary George Bernard Shaw put it--that inspires parents and school boards to complain about bawdy Chaucer.


As we've seen quite recently, school boards are always up to something newsworthy; sometimes they win, sometimes they lose, and sometimes they get voted out of office and then lose--and then it all happens again somewhere else.  And I think that our response as Chaucerians to cases like the two I've just mentioned is pretty clear; we should resist as vigorously as possible such philistine attempts to censor or stifle or limit his appropriate classroom use. One easy, local way to do this is to make such controversies an issue in themselves; that was certainly my reaction back in 1996, as the recruitment poster I made up that 
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winter indicates.  It turns out, though, that this approach doesn't work for every audience, as I discovered earlier this year when one of my Chaucer students revealed to me that several of her friends had chosen not to take my course along with her because they weren't really interested in reading more of the "burp-and-farts guy."  And this, I think, is where the real problem arises for us, and where a less noxious but in some ways more insidious form of "Comstockery" awaits our attention.  Eliminating all challenges to high-school texts, as opposed to responding to them on a case-by-case basis, is a utopian enterprise; given the cultural contradictions of the United States, there will always be some old and angry niggards of the curriculum arising to object.  But there will never be enough of them (I don't think) to permanently derail the study of Chaucer.


On the other hand, the enterprise doesn't have to be derailed to be deformed.  In Chaucer at Large, Steve Ellis describes how the problem of the fabliaux and of Chaucerian lewdness generally was pretty much resolved for Chaucer critics by the middle of the twentieth century, but he also admits that outside the academy it more and more "assumes center stage in the more popular appreciation of him" (21).  He asks at the end of the book "Whose loss will it be if fifty years from now Chaucer remains known outside the academy only as the mouthpiece of an uncomplicated bawdy affability?" (162)--a question that, from my perspective, is about a half-century too optimistic in its framing.  Now, there are more eructations and bawdy jokes in Shakespeare than there are in Chaucer, and it’s the history of Shakespearean reception that gave us the word "bowdlerize," but nobody calls him the the "burp-and-farts guy". What is to be done?


I recognize that there are alternative taxonomies available for organizing the various examples I've cited--the intersection of high and mass culture, first amendment clashes--and that there are, potentially, tropological readings of the phenomenon as well, in which public acknowledgment of Chaucer's bawdiness stands for a certain attitude (or attitudes) toward the humanities, their frivolity, their marginal status, the embarrassment associated with their abiding appeal.  But my interest tonight is in what these examples have in common on the surface, and that leads me to frame my brief conclusion in pedagogical terms. I completely endorse the pedagogical suggestions that Professor Fradenburg puts forth in Sacrifice Your Love, that in our present circumstances "we would do well to teach and write more explicitly about enjoyment," and that "[w]e should also be more enjoyable."
  And that book does important work in establishing just what might be comprehended by "enjoyment."  In speaking about the teaching of Chaucer, though, it's equally important to be precise about just who "we" are: "we" are not just the other 1037 members of the Division on Chaucer, but also the brigades of Shakespeareans and Miltonists, the battalions of adjuncts and ABDs, and the regiments of high school teachers like Nancy Quinn who regularly teach the BritLit surveys and the honors and AP classes where students are statistically--or perhaps I mean logistically?--far likelier to be introduced to Chaucer than in our Canterbury Tales courses.


Recognizing this fact suggests one quick fix, however unlikely: deanthologize the Miller's Tale.  I suspect that the anthological status of that Tale is likely a relic of precisely the
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 mid-century recuperation of the fabliaux that Ellis describes; though I don't know if it was in the first Norton anthology, I suspect it was. My personal collection of Nortons--recently enhanced by the addition of the eighth edition--only goes back to 1974's third
, which interestingly enough also contained the Merchant's Tale.  Thus, it's a contingent phenomenon susceptible to change--I know it's a petition I'd sign--and though its disappearance would probably cause a lot of squawking (one recalls the temporary decomissioning of King Lear in Norton five), that's a squawking we could point to as symptomatic as well, and use as a starting point for engaging our colleagues in potentially fruitful discussions about the teaching of Chaucer beyond the misdirected kiss.  "Turn over the leaf and choose another tale" is not just a caution; it's also an invitation--one that appears, I should acknowledge, in a passage that anticipates most of the concerns I've expressed this evening.

What else, exactly, would we say?  The best Chaucerians can hope for among themselves is some sort of Graffian "coherence without consensus," but if we don't start asking the question of what Chaucerians want--was will die Chaucerians?--in a way that acknowledges that everyone who teaches Chaucer, at whatever level, is a Chaucerian, then we'll doubtless be condemned to hearing that endless, cringe-producing loop on NPR--NPR, for god's sake!  We and our colleagues might think that the Miller's Tale is a good "grabber" for 19-year-olds, but apparently the producers and writers at "All Things Considered" think exactly the same thing about their audience, which one would think represents slightly a different demographic. But Chaucer--I should say, "Chaucer"--somehow turns everyone into a [fart-loving] groundling.
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Of course, this paper has no become part of the problem it's trying to diagnose; I thought about leaving out all of my examples and simply describing the issue (euphemizing it?), because there is certainly the chance that you'll leave tonight not set abuzz by my provocative concluding remarks, but remembering only that I managed to show a picture of Pamela Anderson at a Chaucer session.  Perhaps I am simply enjoying my symptom too much.  

� Later in the film there is a third cliché adduced, when Chaucer tells a Summoner and a Pardoner that he will "eviscerate them in rhyme" (or whatever the phrase is): an example of what Terry Eagleton calls, in another context, "naïve biographism."


� Steve Ellis, Chaucer at Large: The Poet in the Modern Imagination (Minnesota, 2000), p. 131.


� Larry D. Benson, "The 'Queynte' Punning of Chaucer's Critics", SAC way back


� One is reminded--OK, I am reminded--of E.T. Donaldson's observation about the narrator's defense of Criseyde in the prologue to book 4 of Chaucer's Troilus: "Euphemism is successful only when it stands in the place of a strong statement; when it follows the strong statement that it purports to replace"--or, in this case, a comprehensive advertisement for that statement--"it accomplishes no more than an anticlimax." E.T. Donaldson, Speaking of Chaucer (NY: W.W. Norton, 1970), p. 70.


� Dawn B. Sova, Banned Books: Literature Suppressed on Social Grounds (pub., 1998), p. 64.


� L.O. Aranye Fradenburg, Sacrifice Your Love: Psychoanalysis, Historicism, Chaucer (Minnesota, 2003), p. 246.


� The third (1974), incidentally, contained not only thje GProl, the Miller, the WB, the Pardoner, and the Nun's Priest--all still present--but also the Merchant and the Franklin.  Of course, there was no Gower, no Margery, and no Julian then.


� It's possible, I suppose, that in such contexts the notion of "bawdy" Chaucer can actually be read tropologically, as standing for the status of the humanities as a frivolous, lighthearted, ornamental if sometimes necessary indulgence in these serious and scary times.  Well, we know how to deal with that, too, I think.
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Chaucer’s Tales Get Suspension

From Illinois High School Class

EUREKA, 1. (AP) — “The
Canterbury Tales,” that some-
times bawdy staple of English lit-
erature, is off-limits to high school
seniors in Eureka during a debate
over whether it is too raunchy for
the classroom.

Parents and students in this
town in central Illinois have quiet-
ly complained that parts of the
14th-century classic are too racy,
school officials said Thursday.

As a result, the Eureka School
Board told Nancy Quinn to stop
discussing Geoffrey Chaucer’s
tales with the 45 students in her
college-preparatory English class
while it reviews the textbook.

“I don’t lose anything by not
teaching Chaucer, but I think my
students do,” Quinn said.

Board President Eric Franz
says the issue is about education,
not -censorship. Parts of “The
Canterbury Tales” undoubtedly

will be approved, he said, but the
board must make sure sensitive
material is handled appropriately.

“Our intent was to choose the
best material, to dp what’s best
for the students,” he said. “If the
students complain that it's exces-
sive and embarrassing, then we
need to take a look at community
standards.”

Franz said that Quinn’s discus-
sion of marriage and adultery in
some of the tales prompted com-
plaints early this year and that
dozens of people have expressed
support for the board’s action.

Juliette Cunico, a literature pro-
fessor at Bradley University in
nearby Peoria, said TV contained
more sex than anything in “The
Canterbury Tales.”

“I think it would be a tragedy if
Chaucer were not included in an
advanced English college prep
class,” she said.

English 325: Chaucer Winter '96

MWEF 10:00-10:50 am Clark 209
or
TTH 6:55-8:10 pm Lucas 204
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