the millers tale analysis

The Miller's Tale Analysis is a fascinating exploration of Geoffrey Chaucer's
work, found in his collection known as "The Canterbury Tales." This
particular tale is a prime example of the use of humor, social commentary,
and the complexities of human relationships in medieval literature. The
narrative is marked by its bawdy humor, clever characters, and rich themes
that resonate even today. In this article, we will delve into the plot,
themes, character analysis, and the narrative style of "The Miller's Tale,"
examining how Chaucer uses this tale to critique societal norms and human
behavior.

Plot Summary

"The Miller's Tale" is a fabliau, a genre known for its comic and often
ribald nature. The story revolves around a love triangle involving a
carpenter named John, his young wife Alisoun, and a scholar named Nicholas.
The tale is set in a small village and unfolds as follows:

1. Introduction of Characters: John the carpenter is married to Alisoun, a
beautiful and flirtatious young woman. Nicholas, a university student living
with the couple, becomes infatuated with Alisoun.

2. The Affair: Nicholas devises a plan to seduce Alisoun. He convinces her to
engage in a secret affair while John is away.

3. The Flood: To cover their rendezvous, Nicholas tricks John into believing
that a flood is coming. He instructs John to prepare three tubs to float in,
allowing him, Alisoun, and Nicholas to escape the flood.

4. The Climax: While John is asleep in one of the tubs, Alisoun and Nicholas
consummate their affair. However, a twist occurs when Absalom, a parish clerk
who is also infatuated with Alisoun, arrives to woo her.

5. The Humorous Resolution: The tale concludes with a series of comedic
misunderstandings, culminating in a farcical scene where Absalom is tricked

and humiliated, while John awakens to discover the truth, leading to a
chaotic and humorous confrontation.

Thematic Elements

Several themes are woven throughout "The Miller's Tale," each contributing to
the richness of the narrative and its social commentary.

1. Love and Desire

The interplay of desire is a central theme in "The Miller's Tale." Chaucer
explores different facets of love:

— Physical Desire: Nicholas and Alisoun's affair is driven by physical
attraction, showcasing the primal instincts of humanity.



— Unrequited Love: Absalom's infatuation with Alisoun highlights the pain of
unreciprocated feelings, adding depth to the comedic elements of the tale.

2. Deception and Trickery

Deception is crucial in "The Miller's Tale." The characters engage in various
forms of trickery:

— Nicholas's Scheme: His manipulation of John to achieve his desires
represents cleverness and cunning, traits often celebrated in medieval
literature.

— Absalom's Humiliation: The final scene demonstrates how deception can lead
to unexpected outcomes, as Absalom’s attempts to woo Alisoun backfire
hilariously.

3. Social Class and Status

Chaucer's characters are representative of various social classes:

- The Carpenter: John symbolizes the working class, portrayed as foolish and
gullible.

— The Scholar: Nicholas represents the educated elite, using his wits to
manipulate those around him.

— The Parish Clerk: Absalom embodies the romantic ideal, yet his actions
reveal the ridiculousness of social pretensions.

This theme highlights the tension between social classes and invites readers
to reflect on how status influences relationships and behaviors.

Character Analysis

Chaucer’s characters are vivid and multi-dimensional, contributing
significantly to the narrative’s humor and depth.

1. Alisoun

Alisoun is a complex character, embodying both beauty and cunning.

— Agency: Unlike many women in medieval literature, Alisoun exhibits agency
by engaging in an affair and actively participating in the deception.

— Desire: Her character reflects the theme of desire, as she is pursued by
both Nicholas and Absalom, showcasing her allure and the power she holds over
men.

2. Nicholas

Nicholas serves as both a protagonist and an antagonist.



— Intelligence: His cleverness and resourcefulness allow him to manipulate
John and Alisoun, showcasing the theme of intellect over brute strength.

— Moral Ambiguity: Though he is charming and witty, Nicholas's actions raise
questions about morality and the ethics of seduction.

3. John the Carpenter

John 1is portrayed as the quintessential fool.

- Gullibility: His naivety makes him an easy target for Nicholas’s schemes,
emphasizing his role as a comedic character.

— Symbol of the Working Class: John's character serves as a critique of the
working class's vulnerability to deception, reflecting Chaucer's social
commentary.

4. Absalom

Absalom is a blend of romantic idealism and comic relief.

- Romantic Fool: His exaggerated courtship of Alisoun adds a humorous layer,
as he is ultimately outsmarted by the other characters.

— Victim of Deception: His final humiliation highlights the theme of how love
can lead to folly, providing a cautionary aspect to the tale.

Narrative Style and Structure

Chaucer employs a variety of narrative techniques that enhance the story's
comedic and thematic elements.

1. Use of Dialect and Language

Chaucer's use of Middle English adds authenticity to the characters and
setting.

- Regional Dialects: The characters' speech patterns reflect their social
status and background, enriching the narrative.

— Bawdy Humor: The playful and often vulgar language contributes to the
comedic tone, inviting readers to engage with the humor on multiple levels.

2. Frame Narrative

"The Miller's Tale" is presented within the context of "The Canterbury
Tales," a collection of stories told by pilgrims on their way to Canterbury.

— Storytelling Context: The framing device allows Chaucer to explore themes
of rivalry and competition among the storytellers, with the Miller's tale
serving as a response to the more noble tales that precede it.



3. Humor and Irony

Chaucer's use of humor and irony is central to the tale's impact.

— Comic Situations: The absurdity of the characters' circumstances creates a
humorous tone, inviting readers to laugh at the follies of human nature.

— Irony: The contrast between the characters' intentions and the outcomes of
their actions highlights the unpredictability of life and love.

Conclusion

In conclusion, "The Miller's Tale" stands as a remarkable piece of literature
that combines humor, social critique, and complexity within its narrative.
Through the interplay of characters, themes of love and deception, and
Chaucer's masterful storytelling, the tale resonates with audiences both in
the medieval period and today. It serves not only as entertainment but also
as a reflection on human nature, relationships, and societal norms, making it
a timeless study in the art of storytelling.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are the main themes explored in The Miller's
Tale?

The main themes in The Miller's Tale include love, lust, deception, and
social class. The story examines the complexities of relationships and the
consequences of infidelity.

How does Chaucer use humor in The Miller's Tale?

Chaucer employs humor through exaggeration, irony, and bawdy situations. The
interactions between characters, especially the absurdity of their actions,
create a comedic effect.

What is the significance of the character Absolon in
The Miller's Tale?

Absolon represents the archetypal courtly lover, but his failure to win
Alisoun's affection highlights the folly of romantic idealism and the often
unreciprocated nature of desire.

How does The Miller's Tale reflect the social
dynamics of the Middle Ages?
The tale satirizes the class distinctions of the time, particularly through

the juxtaposition of the lower-class Miller and the upper-class clerics,
showcasing the tensions and interactions between different social strata.



What role does deception play in The Miller's Tale?

Deception is central to the plot, as characters manipulate each other for
personal gain. The love triangle between Alisoun, Nicholas, and Absolon
hinges on lies and trickery, leading to humorous and chaotic outcomes.

In what ways does The Miller's Tale subvert
traditional gender roles?

The tale subverts gender roles by portraying Alisoun as a strong, assertive
character who actively pursues her desires, challenging the passive female
stereotypes common in medieval literature.

What is the relationship between The Miller's Tale
and the other tales in The Canterbury Tales?
The Miller's Tale acts as a counterpoint to the preceding Knight's Tale,

providing a more vulgar and earthy perspective on love and courtship, thus
showcasing the diversity of storytelling in The Canterbury Tales.

How does Chaucer's use of irony enhance the narrative
of The Miller's Tale?

Chaucer's use of irony, particularly in the outcomes of characters' schemes,
adds depth to the narrative. For example, the characters' expectations often
lead to unexpected and humorous consequences, enriching the story's
complexity.
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