
sergeant of law canterbury tales

sergeant of law canterbury tales is a fascinating character whose portrayal in Geoffrey Chaucer's

seminal work offers a window into medieval English society and the legal profession. This article will

delve deep into the Sergeant of Law's tale, character, and significance within the broader context of

the Canterbury Tales. We will explore his professional background, his moral complexities, and the

allegorical implications of his journey. Understanding this character is crucial for appreciating the rich

tapestry of Chaucer's social commentary and his masterful use of satire. Join us as we unravel the

layers of this intriguing pilgrim and the story he brings to the pilgrimage.
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The Sergeant of Law, also known as the Franklin's companion, is one of the more complex and

intriguing characters presented by Geoffrey Chaucer in the Canterbury Tales. Unlike many of his fellow

pilgrims who are defined by their outward appearances or vocations alone, the Sergeant of Law

embodies a blend of professional acumen and a seemingly learned, albeit somewhat detached,

perspective on life and justice. His presence on the pilgrimage suggests a man of some standing and

means, capable of taking time away from his demanding legal career. Chaucer paints a picture of a

man deeply engrossed in his work, yet also possessing a philosophical bent, which becomes

particularly evident in the tale he chooses to share.

Unpacking the Sergeant of Law's Character and Prologue

Chaucer dedicates a portion of the General Prologue to introducing the Sergeant of Law, providing us

with details that flesh out his persona and professional identity. While not as vividly depicted physically

as some other pilgrims, his description is notable for highlighting his competence and the respect he

commands within his field.

Professional Prowess and Reputation

The Sergeant of Law is presented as an exceptionally skilled and knowledgeable legal practitioner.

Chaucer emphasizes his extensive experience, stating that he has been a "worthy man" for twenty

years and has "many a purchase" (meaning, acquired many properties or gained wealth) through his

legal services. His expertise is so renowned that he is often called upon to draft legal documents and

interpret laws. He is depicted as being meticulous in his work, ensuring that no detail is overlooked.

This dedication to his craft is a defining characteristic, suggesting a man who has dedicated his life to

the pursuit and application of justice, or at least, the legal framework surrounding it.



The Sergeant of Law's Subtle Social Commentary

Interestingly, Chaucer also subtly hints at the potential for corruption or overzealousness within the

legal profession through the Sergeant of Law. While he is praised for his wisdom and discretion,

there's an underlying suggestion that his legal acumen might be used for personal gain or to

manipulate situations. Chaucer notes that "Ther was no man so wysly to purchase." This can be

interpreted in different ways: either he is a shrewd businessman who has legally amassed wealth, or

he uses his legal knowledge to enrich himself, perhaps not always ethically. This ambiguity is a

hallmark of Chaucer's writing, inviting readers to ponder the true nature of his characters.

The Sergeant of Law's Tale: A Discourse on Patience and

Wisdom

The tale chosen by the Sergeant of Law is known as "The Tale of Melibee" (or sometimes "The Tale

of Sir Thopas's companion"). Unlike the boisterous and often humorous tales told by other pilgrims, the

Sergeant's offering is a lengthy, prose piece that focuses on a complex allegorical narrative about the

importance of wisdom, patience, and reasoned decision-making in the face of adversity.

The Narrative of Melibee

The tale recounts the story of a wealthy and prudent man named Melibee, who suffers a terrible

ordeal. His enemies, motivated by malice, invade his home, wound his wife Prudence, and threaten his

daughter Sophie. Following this devastating attack, Melibee is consumed by anger and desires swift

revenge against those who have wronged him. However, his wife Prudence urges him to calm his

passions and to seek wise counsel before acting rashly.



The Importance of Counsel and Reason

The core of "The Tale of Melibee" lies in the extended dialogue between Melibee and Prudence.

Prudence, embodying the virtue of wisdom, patiently guides her husband through his anger,

demonstrating the dangers of hasty action and the benefits of careful deliberation. She argues that

revenge, while seemingly satisfying, often leads to further conflict and greater suffering. Instead, she

advocates for a measured approach, encouraging Melibee to consider all possible consequences and

to seek a resolution that promotes peace and reconciliation rather than continued violence. The tale is

filled with lengthy speeches and discussions, drawing on biblical passages and classical wisdom to

support its arguments.

Analysis of "The Tale of Melibee" and its Themes

"The Tale of Melibee" is not a typical narrative in the vein of a fabliau or a romance. Its lengthy,

didactic nature has led to varying interpretations of its purpose and its effectiveness as a contribution

to the pilgrimage's storytelling competition. However, its thematic content offers significant insights into

medieval thought and the Sergeant of Law's character.

Allegory and Moral Instruction

The tale functions as an allegory, with Melibee representing the individual or the community facing

trials, and Prudence symbolizing divine wisdom and reasoned guidance. Sophie, their daughter,

represents the soul or the pursuit of salvation. The violent intrusion into Melibee's home signifies the

temptations and tribulations of life. The extended discourse between Melibee and Prudence is

essentially a sermon on the virtues of patience, forgiveness, and the necessity of seeking divine

guidance before making critical decisions. It serves as a moral instruction, urging listeners to control

their emotions and to embrace a more contemplative approach to problem-solving.



The Sergeant's Intellectualism

The choice of such a philosophical and didactic tale by the Sergeant of Law speaks volumes about his

personality. It suggests a man who is not only learned in the law but also deeply interested in moral

philosophy and theological discourse. His intellectual pursuits seem to overshadow his desire for

entertainment or lively storytelling, a trait that likely set him apart from many of his fellow pilgrims. This

intellectualism, however, also contributes to his somewhat detached and perhaps even pedantic

persona, making him a subject of Chaucer's nuanced satire.

The Sergeant of Law's Social and Professional Standing

The Sergeant of Law occupies a significant position within the social hierarchy of medieval England.

His profession as a lawyer, particularly one of his described caliber, implied considerable intellect,

education, and a certain level of affluence. This was a period when legal expertise was becoming

increasingly specialized and valued.

A Man of Respect and Influence

As a sergeant at law, he would have been a respected figure, deeply familiar with the intricacies of

English common law. His ability to advise clients, represent them in court, and even draft legal

documents meant he held a position of considerable influence. Chaucer highlights his widespread

recognition, mentioning that "Of general counsel, to knowe therto / Was noon so wys as he in his

contree." This indicates that his legal counsel was sought after and highly regarded throughout his

region, suggesting a successful and established career.



Economic Status and Mobility

The legal profession offered opportunities for social mobility, and the Sergeant of Law appears to have

capitalized on this. The phrase "many a purchase" suggests he had successfully acquired land and

property through his work, indicating a comfortable economic standing. This financial security allowed

him to participate in the pilgrimage, a journey that could be costly and time-consuming, further

emphasizing his established place in society.

Moral Ambiguities and Chaucerian Satire

While Chaucer presents the Sergeant of Law with a veneer of respect and intellectual prowess, there

are subtle undertones of satire that invite a closer examination of his character and the legal

profession he represents. Chaucer's genius lies in his ability to create characters who are not simply

good or bad, but complex individuals embodying both virtues and flaws.

The Appearance of Wisdom vs. True Virtue

One of the key aspects of Chaucer's satire concerning the Sergeant of Law revolves around the

distinction between seeming wise and being truly virtuous. The Sergeant is described as being "busier

than he was" and possessing "lands" and "rent" that he had acquired. While this could simply be an

acknowledgment of his success, it also carries the implication that his focus might be more on

accumulating wealth and outward signs of success than on the pure pursuit of justice. His elaborate

appearance – his "frieze" coat, his "silk belt" – further emphasizes a concern with material

presentation, which can be a subject of satirical commentary.



The Nature of Legal Practice

Chaucer, through his depiction of the Sergeant, also offers a nuanced critique of the legal profession

itself. The law, while essential for order, could also be used to exploit or to create complex webs of

legalistic maneuvering. The Sergeant's mastery of the law, while commendable, could also be seen as

a tool that allows for the manipulation of justice. The fact that he is so adept at finding legal loopholes

or arguing cases effectively might imply a degree of detachment from the moral implications of his

actions, focusing instead on the technicalities of the law. His tale, while ostensibly about wisdom, also

serves as a lengthy discourse on navigating difficult situations, a skill directly transferable to his

profession, perhaps highlighting how legal minds approach problems.

The Sergeant of Law's Significance in the Canterbury Tales

The Sergeant of Law, despite his somewhat less flamboyant personality compared to some of the

other pilgrims, plays a crucial role in the tapestry of the Canterbury Tales. His presence enriches the

social commentary and philosophical depth of the work.

Representing the Learned Class

He represents the burgeoning learned class of medieval England, those who made their living through

intellectual pursuits and professional expertise. His inclusion demonstrates Chaucer's intention to

portray a broad spectrum of medieval society, from the laborer to the clergy to the professional

classes. The Sergeant of Law's story, with its emphasis on reason and patience, offers a counterpoint

to the more earthly concerns and boisterous narratives of other pilgrims, providing a different facet of

medieval thought and experience.



A Catalyst for Discussion

The Sergeant of Law's tale, "The Tale of Melibee," while perhaps not the most popular in terms of

narrative engagement, serves as a significant intellectual and moral interlude. It prompts reflection on

the nature of justice, the importance of inner fortitude, and the practical application of wisdom in life's

challenges. His character, with his blend of professional success and philosophical inclination, invites

readers to consider the complexities of human motivation and the subtle ways in which society

functions, making him an enduring figure in Chaucer's literary landscape.

Frequently Asked Questions

Who is the Sergeant of Law in Chaucer's Canterbury Tales?

The Sergeant of Law is a highly respected and learned lawyer who is well-versed in legal precedents

and statutes. He is portrayed as someone who has achieved considerable success and status through

his legal career.

What are the key characteristics of the Sergeant of Law as described

by Chaucer?

Chaucer describes the Sergeant of Law as discreet, wise, and highly knowledgeable. He is also

depicted as having an excellent memory and being a skilled craftsman in his profession, capable of

drafting legal documents flawlessly.

What is the social and professional standing of the Sergeant of Law in

the medieval period?

The Sergeant of Law held a prestigious and respected position in medieval society. They were often

advisors to the King and important figures in the legal system, earning a good living and considerable



influence.

What does the Sergeant of Law's appearance suggest about him?

His appearance is not described in great detail, but the emphasis is on his professional competence

rather than his attire. This suggests Chaucer's focus is on his intellect and skill as a lawyer.

Does the Sergeant of Law have any notable quirks or flaws?

While generally portrayed positively, Chaucer subtly hints that the Sergeant of Law might be a bit

overly ambitious or concerned with his public image. There's also an insinuation that he might have

acquired his wealth through less-than-transparent means, though this is not explicitly stated.

What is the Sergeant of Law's role or purpose in the narrative?

The Sergeant of Law represents the legal profession and the pursuit of justice. His inclusion in the

pilgrimage highlights the diverse cross-section of medieval society participating in the journey.

How does the Sergeant of Law's tale relate to his character?

The Sergeant of Law's tale, often a story of legal disputes and their resolution, reinforces his identity

as a man of law. These tales typically involve complex arguments and moral dilemmas, showcasing

his intellectual capabilities.

Is the Sergeant of Law a positive or negative character in Chaucer's

view?

Chaucer presents the Sergeant of Law in a largely positive light, acknowledging his expertise and

societal importance. However, there are subtle hints of critique regarding his potential for greed or self-

interest, suggesting a nuanced portrayal.



What does the Sergeant of Law symbolize within the context of the

Canterbury Tales?

He symbolizes the established legal system and the intellectual power that comes with mastering

complex knowledge. He also represents a segment of the rising middle class who achieved status

through profession rather than birth.

Additional Resources

Here are 9 book titles related to the Sergeant of Law from Chaucer's Canterbury Tales, each featuring

an italicized title and a short description:

1. The Sergeant's Scholarly Pursuit: This novel delves into the life of a medieval lawyer grappling with

a complex case that tests his legal acumen and moral compass. It explores the intellectual challenges

of jurisprudence in the 14th century, showcasing the dedication and meticulousness required of a

seasoned legal mind. The protagonist finds himself drawn into a web of deceit, forcing him to rely on

his extensive knowledge of law to uncover the truth.

2. A Gentleman of the Court: This historical fiction piece focuses on the Sergeant of Law's experiences

serving in the royal court, detailing his interactions with nobility and his role in dispensing justice. It

paints a vivid picture of courtly life, complete with political intrigue and the delicate dance of social

hierarchy. The Sergeant's wisdom and integrity are often sought after, making him a respected figure

in a world rife with ambition.

3. The Sergeant's Secret Oath: A thrilling mystery unfolds as the Sergeant of Law uncovers a

conspiracy that threatens the stability of the kingdom. Bound by a sacred oath to uphold justice, he

must navigate treacherous alliances and betrayals. This tale emphasizes the ethical dilemmas faced

by those in positions of power and the courage it takes to confront wrongdoing, even when it comes

from within the highest echelons.



4. Wisdom of the Law: This collection of essays and fictional vignettes explores the philosophical

underpinnings of medieval law as understood and practiced by a learned Sergeant. It delves into the

concept of divine law, natural law, and the practical application of statutes. The book highlights the

Sergeant's intellectual journey and his belief in the inherent order and justice that law should

represent.

5. Pilgrimage of the Pen: Following the Sergeant of Law on his journey to Canterbury, this book

focuses on his reflections on law, morality, and the human condition. Through encounters with fellow

pilgrims, he shares his learned perspectives and insights gained from a lifetime of legal practice. The

narrative interweaves legal anecdotes with profound observations about faith and the pursuit of

salvation.

6. The Parchment and the Sword: This adventure story sees the Sergeant of Law called upon to use

his legal knowledge in a more hands-on, defense-oriented capacity. When his community faces an

unjust threat, he must bridge the gap between legal theory and practical action. It explores the idea

that justice sometimes requires a firm hand alongside a sharp mind.

7. The Sergeant's Silent Witness: A poignant story of a legal case that deeply affects the Sergeant,

this book explores the emotional toll of witnessing injustice. He grapples with the limitations of the law

in truly healing societal wounds. The narrative offers a more introspective look at the Sergeant's

character, revealing his empathy and the quiet burden of his profession.

8. From Statute to Sanctuary: This biography chronicles the life of a hypothetical Sergeant of Law,

tracing his rise from humble beginnings to a position of significant legal authority. It showcases the

dedication and hard work required to master the intricate art of law and earn respect. The book

illustrates the Sergeant's journey as a testament to the power of knowledge and perseverance in

achieving one's aspirations.

9. The Sergeant's Casebook: Presented as a series of interconnected short stories, this collection

showcases the Sergeant of Law's most memorable legal disputes and their resolutions. Each tale

highlights a different facet of medieval law and the Sergeant's clever application of its principles. The



book offers a glimpse into the everyday challenges and triumphs of a dedicated legal practitioner.
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