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Love and Dear Abby in Chaucer's Canterbury Tales

Abbeye (Abbess, or, colloquially, "Abby") is a little known character of "Canterbury Tales." She is the secret observer and passer-on of wisdom; the other characters turn to her (unbeknownst to us!) to resolve questions of love, and morality, but mainly love. It is often been held thar our dear Abby has been held to be biased in favor of the woman's side of things. But this is hardly surpring, as she is Abbess of a nunnery of some hundreds of girls. It stands to reason she has her girls' welfare at heart, and is most keen on culling from the pilgrims' the most true bit of advice on the lot of women that they possess. In her role as Dear Abby, the abbess gives space to the experiences of the pilgrims, and tries to magnify from their experience that which is most true. Our Abby knows that "Experience, though no authority/ Were in this world, would be quite enough for me". (Prologue to Wife of Bath's Tale, line 1.) By duty, Abby is compelled to publish the experiences, and, advice. In her day, she would encapsulate the advice in a sermon read to the assembled town folk; her counterpart today would update the Dear Abby blog. In both cases, the person of Dear Abby is gripped by duty to seek and spread truth, albeit common truths, as opposed to the most exalted. Then, as now, love is the most common complaint.

The first letter our Dear Abby opened was weathered, yellowed, faded: a knight from ages past wrote with a conundrum. "How very odd," mused Dear Abby, "What is this question from our distant past?" "I seek answers, Dear Abby," the letter began. "Two knights, imprisoned, each spy a fair lady from afar, and instantly are ready to give their lives for her love. One escapes and goes into anonymous servitude to the lady. Years later, the other also escapes. Well, as you might imagine, the two fierce rivals meet up, and a splendid tournament is set for fifty weeks hence. The man who asks Mars for victory in this tournament gets his victory, but then dies, and never wins his love. The man who asks Venus for his love did not win victory, but won his love. My question to you: does love conquer all?" Dear Abby wanted to be clear: "Indeed, Amor vincit omnia, or love conquiers all, (Prologue, linr 162), but do not be too hasty to apply that solid logic to your tale of two rival knights. One might question the reality of their love for an unknown person, simply glanced from afar. If we remove the maiden as the cause of their emnity, we are forced to understand these men were just itching to get into a fight. --The truth is, we do not know which it was. But the story clearly shows that, as ever, Venus triumphs."

The next correspondence was more blue than yellowed. Dear Abby did not read the most salacious bits, but scanned the letter and summarized: "A carpenter wants to know how he can live in Christian love with a student, who deceived him with a false prophcy, and cuckcolded him, and made him a mockery of all the town - how can the carpenter regain his former composure?" Dear Abby cleared her throat and mentioned in a low, quick tone: "There are also some revealing details concering an ass-kiss, a stupendous fart, ass branding, and other such uncouth play acts." Dear Abby sighed. "It is hard to know whom in this story to seek out as an exemplar of wisdom and truth. Who was serving Love? The two lovers seem bent on only one thing. Anything else is just a distraction. The student goes so far as to weave an elaborate plot - oh, he is smiten. This story shows us how once you start miring about in the muck, you're likely to slip and get muck all over you, too. But to address the carpenter's question: we are all silent, all the groups of novices and nuns, as we ponder your question; since to forgive all that, and live in peace, is the great goal."

Dear Abby was similarly shocked by the next tale and question. "A thievish miller got his comeuppance when his virginal daughter and his esteemed wife were both taken in the night by a pair of disgruntled students (from whom, not incidentally, the miller had stolen corn.) Is this a just sentence for the miller?" Dear Abby did not hesitate. "Whether it is just and fitting, and whether the sentence matches the crime, it is impossible to say; but it is clear that's what happens to a cheating miller. (Reeve's Tale, line 398) His lifestyle directly led to his undoing in this fashion. Take heed your avarice does not lead you to sacrifice your family."

The last letter Dear Abby opened this day full of advice but did not seem to be importuning the answer to a love knot. Dear Abby was intrigued. As the advice concerned women and marriage, the Abbess grabbed onto it and paraphrased as she could in her weekly serman to the town people. "(The letter writer speaks): Be wary of the misery of marriage, although let us remember God made us different, men and women, so we can multiply. The ancient truth states: my husband should leave his mother and father, and take me. (Prologue to the Wife of Bath's Tale, line 31.) For without marriage, where would virgins come from? If you would have a contented marriage, always have your husband pay his debt to you with his instrument, night and morning. This is also a marriage where the woman can be sure to stay in control. Make your husband work at night - you have authority over his body. Most of all, we women do want to have our freedom. (Prologue to the Wife of Bath's Tale, line 322.) So fear not, coquettish and deceitful wives: you will readily find affairs. Know that this is no way takes away from what you share with your husband. Know too, that the highest desire of any wedded woman is sovereignty over her husband - the joy of this surpasses riches, or reputation, or beauty, or lust in bed, or flattery. Although we love best to be free and do just as we please, then like hand in glove, our greatest desire is to have sovereignty over our husbands. Women - believe that goods most scarce are most valued. And so heaven grant  you find good husbands - heaven send you men meek, young and fresh in bed!" Dear Abby paused. "I cannot add to these precise words except to ask you to take them to heart! Wives, you can benefit from the experience of this writer - she says she has been married five times."

Our Abbeye, like Dear Abby in our newspapers, does not so much answer questions as repeat what the questioner has already said, and (usually) affirm it, while tossing out some platitudes. People seem to crave this sounding board for moral questions, especially questions about love. The Dear Abby who listens to the pilgrims' tales and questions is much the same. She delights in neat summaries and draws broad strokes around the uplifting (if not pious) conclusions. Given the frank and open and bawdy and entertaining nature of Chaucer's Tales, it is not hard to imagine a Dear Abby standing off to one side, magnifying or limiting the Tale just told. 
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