
the yeoman in the canterbury tales
The Yeoman in The Canterbury Tales is a fascinating character who stands out
in Geoffrey Chaucer’s rich tapestry of medieval society. The Yeoman
accompanies the Knight on the pilgrimage to Canterbury, representing the
emerging middle class of the 14th century. In this article, we will delve
into the Yeoman's role, his characteristics, and the significance of his
portrayal in the larger context of the narrative.

Overview of The Canterbury Tales

The Canterbury Tales is a collection of stories written by Geoffrey Chaucer
in the late 14th century. The narrative framework involves a group of
pilgrims traveling to the shrine of Saint Thomas Becket in Canterbury. Each
pilgrim is invited to tell a tale, providing a window into various aspects of
medieval life and society. Chaucer’s work is notable for its vivid
characters, social commentary, and the use of the vernacular.

The Role of the Yeoman

The Yeoman is introduced in the General Prologue, where Chaucer describes him
in a few brief but revealing lines. Here are some key aspects of the Yeoman's
role:

Social Standing

- The Yeoman is portrayed as a servant to the Knight, emphasizing the feudal
hierarchy.
- He represents the emerging middle class, a group that gained importance
during Chaucer's time.
- His status is higher than that of a peasant but lower than that of the
nobility, indicating the fluidity of social classes in medieval England.

Physical Appearance

Chaucer’s description of the Yeoman provides insights into his character:

- He is depicted as a well-equipped individual, dressed in a coat and a hood
of green, signifying his connection to nature and the outdoors.
- His attire includes a “sheaf of peacock arrows” and a “mighty bow,”
suggesting both skill in archery and a readiness for the challenges of the



wilderness.
- The Yeoman’s physical description also highlights his practicality and
readiness for work, distinguishing him from the more aristocratic figures in
the narrative.

Character Traits

The Yeoman embodies several characteristics that reflect the values of the
time:

- Diligence: The Yeoman is portrayed as hardworking and industrious, a trait
admired in medieval society.
- Loyalty: His service to the Knight indicates a sense of loyalty and duty,
virtues that were held in high regard.
- Self-sufficiency: The Yeoman is depicted as self-reliant, skilled in
various arts such as woodcraft and forester’s work.

The Significance of the Yeoman

The Yeoman serves multiple purposes within The Canterbury Tales, contributing
to the themes of social class, work ethic, and the changing landscape of
medieval society.

Representation of the Middle Class

- The Yeoman symbolizes the rise of the middle class during the 14th century,
a time when traditional feudal structures were beginning to shift.
- His presence highlights the importance of commerce and trade in the period,
as more individuals gained wealth and status through means other than land
ownership.
- The Yeoman’s character reflects the values of thriftiness and skill that
were becoming increasingly significant in a rapidly changing economy.

Contrast with Other Characters

The Yeoman is often contrasted with other characters in The Canterbury Tales:

- The Knight: While the Knight represents the ideal of chivalry and nobility,
the Yeoman brings a sense of realism and practicality to the pilgrimage.
- The Prioress: The Yeoman's earthy and straightforward nature contrasts
sharply with the Prioress's affected manners and attempts at gentility.
- The Squire: The Squire, who is the Knight’s son, embodies the youthful and
romantic ideals of knighthood, while the Yeoman’s grounded nature serves as a



reminder of the importance of hard work and skill.

Thematic Contributions

The Yeoman contributes to several overarching themes in The Canterbury Tales:

- Class Dynamics: His character illustrates the dynamics of class and the
tensions between the nobility and the emerging middle class.
- Work Ethic: The Yeoman exemplifies the value of hard work and practical
skills, which were increasingly celebrated during Chaucer's time.
- Nature and the Outdoors: With his connection to the forest and archery, the
Yeoman also symbolizes a harmonious relationship with nature, a theme that
resonates throughout the tales.

Literary Techniques and Style

Chaucer employs various literary techniques to flesh out the character of the
Yeoman, enhancing his role in the narrative.

Imagery and Symbolism

- Chaucer uses vivid imagery to paint a picture of the Yeoman’s appearance
and gear, which symbolizes his readiness for the challenges of life.
- The use of green in his attire can also be interpreted as a symbol of
nature, growth, and balance.

Characterization

- The Yeoman’s characterization is succinct yet effective. Chaucer’s
economical use of language captures the essence of the Yeoman’s identity
without overwhelming the reader.
- The contrast that arises between the Yeoman and the other pilgrims deepens
our understanding of his character and the societal shifts of the time.

Dialogue and Interaction

- Although the Yeoman does not have an extensive role in the storytelling
aspect of the pilgrimage, his interactions with other characters contribute
to the overall dynamics of the group.
- His loyalty to the Knight emphasizes the themes of service and fealty,
while also allowing Chaucer to explore the relationships between different



social classes.

Conclusion

In conclusion, the Yeoman in The Canterbury Tales serves as a vital
representation of the changing social landscape of 14th-century England.
Through his practicality, loyalty, and self-sufficiency, he embodies the
values of the emerging middle class. Chaucer’s nuanced portrayal of the
Yeoman not only enriches the narrative but also offers insights into the
complexities of social class, the importance of hard work, and the evolving
dynamics of medieval society. By reflecting on the character of the Yeoman,
readers gain a deeper understanding of the societal changes of Chaucer's
time, making him an enduring figure in literary history.

Frequently Asked Questions

Who is the Yeoman in 'The Canterbury Tales'?
The Yeoman is a character in Geoffrey Chaucer's 'The Canterbury Tales' who
serves as a servant to the Knight. He is depicted as a skilled forester and
archer, dressed in a coat and hood of green.

What does the Yeoman carry with him on the
pilgrimage?
The Yeoman carries a bow and arrows, a sword, and a shield. He also has a
medal of St. Christopher around his neck, signifying his devotion and
protection during the journey.

How is the Yeoman described in 'The Canterbury
Tales'?
The Yeoman is described as a meticulous and proud individual, with a good
sense of style. His appearance suggests that he is well-equipped and takes
pride in his profession.

What social class does the Yeoman represent in 'The
Canterbury Tales'?
The Yeoman represents the emerging middle class, embodying the skills and
independence of the yeomanry, which was a step above peasants but below the
nobility in the social hierarchy.



What is the significance of the Yeoman's green
attire?
The Yeoman's green attire symbolizes his connection to nature and his role as
a forester. It also represents the skills of hunting and his readiness for
adventure.

Does the Yeoman have any notable characteristics or
skills?
Yes, the Yeoman is noted for being an excellent archer and forester,
showcasing his practical skills and connection to the natural world, which
were highly valued in medieval society.

How does the Yeoman contrast with other characters
in 'The Canterbury Tales'?
The Yeoman contrasts with characters like the Knight, who represents nobility
and chivalry, and the Prioress, who embodies religious devotion. The Yeoman's
practicality and skills highlight the evolving social structure of the time.

What role does the Yeoman play in the overall
narrative of 'The Canterbury Tales'?
The Yeoman serves as a supporting character who provides insight into the
lives of lower nobility and the emerging middle class, contributing to the
diverse tapestry of pilgrims in the tale.

How does the Yeoman's character reflect the values
of the time?
The Yeoman's character reflects the values of skill, independence, and
loyalty to one's lord, indicative of the growing importance of the yeomanry
in medieval society and the value placed on practical abilities.

What does the Yeoman's presence suggest about the
theme of social mobility in 'The Canterbury Tales'?
The Yeoman's presence suggests that social mobility was becoming more
possible during Chaucer's time, as he represents a class that could rise
through skill and service, reflecting the changing societal dynamics.
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