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KNIFE AND SWORD IMAGERY IN THE REEVE'S TALE

B . mclN EROL®

. Symkyn the mmer's arms which mclude a "panade" a merd‘ a poppere"
-and'a “Sheffeld thwitel" have been regarded as an .emblem of his aggressive charcter
.and pride and, hence as an element which contributes to the denotement of the fab
liau . As will be pointed out below, they are also phallic symbols. The knives and
“sword of Symkyn andthe clerks Aleyn and John have various thematic functions

since both hterallymdsymbohcallythcymmewdimenﬁon to the fabliau. They are.

a detail contributing to the comedy of Symkyn’s.falf and a stock ekement of the es- -

tates satire, and, thus they become a vital link, for the balanee of the qu&ting theme -
atabhshed between the Millér's Tale and the Reeve’s, Tak ' »
In.the twoFrench fabliaux, which W,M, Hart has proposed as the analogues to
. Chaucer's Reeve's Tale, the arms do not appm 2_ 1t'ls a commonplace in all'the me-
dieval fabliaux that all the-moral and social slgmﬁcance of the character is emblemat-
ically depicted through the taols, cbstmn'es»md'oﬂier personal properties which be-
" fong to, or are used by the character. This is necessitated by the fact that the plot
paxtem of the French fabliau does not a‘ltow any character amlysis, and Chaucer to
some extent reiterates the same tradition;, .
If the emblems of the Knife and sword are consldered lltenlly and interpreted
as realistic- detail it not only helps: to reflect the moral traits of the character but also
indirectly implies his mtentlons, as for ekaple, can be demonstrzted from the de.. .
scription of Symkyn sarms: - R

" Ay by his belt he baar o -long . panade, '
And of a swerd ful trenchant was the blade. -
A joly poppere baar he is [sic}in his pouche

..........

A Sheffeld thuntel baar he-in his hose>.

" (A 3939-33)
‘ The mmer is: decked with a sword a dagger and twe knives, moreover, he is a2 museu-
lar and strong man. Hence, "the; was o man, for peril, domse hym touche"(A 3937)
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(1) ' See J.L.Lowes, Geoffrey Chaucer,(Oxford; Clarendon Press, 1934), p.179.;
T.W.Craik, The ‘Comic Tales of Chaucer,(London; Methuen, 1964), pp. 32-33.;
Germaine Dempster Dmmatxc Irony in waucer‘ ,(New Yoxk Humanities Press,
1959), p.28. .

~(2) "The Reevé's Tale"' in Sources and Amxlogues of Chcucers Canterbury Tales,

ed. W.F. Bryan and Germame Dempster (New York* Humamtnes Press;' 1958),

p.28.

(8) For quotahons and textual tefmnm, the &(ktxen used is The Works of Geoff
rey Chaucer ed F. N R.obimoh, 2nd od. (Bostan Houchton Mifflin Co 1957)
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The portrayal of hts character th f' ,
agem which the Reeve uses to refer to'his fellow pilgrim Robin of the General Prolo-

 gue; thus as'is often suggested Symkyn becomes a reiteration of Robin the miller in

the General Prologue. They are both physicaﬂy strong; highly skifful in wrestling and
quite aggressive; Robin.can easily find_ access to: places where he is nat wanted by
‘breaking the doors with his head. Scmihdy, Symikyn is a threat to his immediate en-
'vironiment, and.nobody dares to oppose him: “Ther dorste no wight hand upon hym
legge,/ That he ne swoor he sholde anon abegge” (A 3937-38). .
~ The physiognomies of Symkyn and Robin are also effective elemients in estab:

. lishing.a link between the two characters, Robin's thick and wide shoulders, short
. neck, wide nose with the bristly red-haired ‘wart, and big mouth are afl signs of his
lustiness, quarrelsomeness and slyriess atcarding to medieval physiognomical lore®. -
" Similarly, Symkyn's round face, “camus” nose and apedike skull indicate his lusty

nature and define him-as a hully Chaucer resembles Symkyn to-an ape; through this

simile he implies many aspects of the miller and. foreshadows his dewnfall. In medi-

eval animal-lore: the ape was considéred an “animal of gnmaees -and tricks", which is

apriate for. Symkyn as he prides himself.in trickery and theft. The ape was also

:ﬁud to the worst stage of drunkenness. In-addition to these, Jasciviousness was

. another attribute of the ape 5. - Hence,. throught the sirmle Symkyn s Iusty character
" is implied and 4 complete paraliel to Robin is. established. :

The musical giftedness of the two millers is another trait that they both share.
' Hence, Robin's bagpipe has an additional rustic and sexual significance. As it resem-‘

bled physically to the human stomach and male. genitals, and produced incongruos
sounds it ‘was used in mednwal :coaomphy to signify the sins of lechery and glut-
-tony %. Robin is noted for both sins as "he-was a janglere and a goliardeys,/ And
that was. moost of synne and hartomes" {A 560-61). Later on, in keeping with his
" character he tells 2 fabliau of utter promiscuity, and during the pilgrimage he be-
comes so drunk that he can hardly ride on his horse: Symkyn is also described asa
piper (A 3927); ‘therefore, the associations of the bagpipe may be carried on to him

as well, since he becomes drunk in the story and pmduCes sounds of the same sort (A

41 63¢64) \ /

- Another aspect that both Robm ami Symkyn share is their desire to style
- themselves above their social class: This quality has been indirectly lmphed through-
their cloﬂmg which was a commen-vehicle in estates satire. Both Robin ‘and’ Symkyn .

are dressed in bnght colours; Robin has a blue hood, and Symkyn a red hose. As Jo-
. nes declares, in the Mlddle Ages 'b%uc hats and bﬂghtly coloured hose were theoret'

4) See w.C. Curry .Chaucer and the Medteval Sczences, (London Allen and Un-

. win, 1960), pp. 80 ff. and’ Georg’e F:Jones, "Chaucet and the Medleval Miller,
"MLQ, 16 (1955), 8-15. - . -

> (5)  see Berly Rowland, Blind Beaata C!wucers Ammal World, (Kent State; Univ,
Press, 1971), pp. 32 f1. Janette Rlchardson Blameth Nat Me, (Parls Mouton,

. 1970),pp: 195-96. . :

(68) see G.Fenwick .!ones, "W:ten Wﬂets Beckx and Medieval Bagplpe " JEGP, 48
(1949), 209-28; Kathleen L.Scott; “Sow and Bagpipe Imagery in the Miller's
Portrait", RES, " NS, 18 (1987), .287-90; Thomu WROSS, Chaﬁcer’: Bawdy,

" (New York Dutton, 1972),: Vo 'f&gms,e R .

gh smﬁ trms may be regarded asa narrative strat-
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i lcally lllega! for the lower M ‘Mouwe; this aspect is stressed in the Reeve's
Tale as Symkyn's and his wife's Sunday mumaarespecuﬂy described. He has “his
typet bounden aboute his heed,” (A 3953); Ke has not put on the hood simply with
the end hanging freely but, slm'lar to the- fashwn prevalent among the upper classes, -
He has bound it around his head.®. | He Is depicted as an upstart. This quality has
been reflected in his ‘matrimonial- rahﬁom as well; not on!y does he pride in the no-

 ble blood he has incorporated into his family *by marrying the parson's natura! daugh-

ter (1), but also he is-planning to marry-his daughter up in the social scale as a means
of achieving a higher social status (A 3981-82). :

_ The Reeve establishes paraliels. between Symkyn and his fellow ptlgnm Robin

‘the milfer so as to exhibit.three main follies in their character: pride of status, pride

" of their assumed wisdom and slyness, pride of virifity and physical strength. Exposing

Symkyn in his tale as duped, cuckolded and beaten by Aleyn and John, the Reeve a-
chieves his end, and the quimng theme between the Miller and the Reeve is fulfilled.
The Reeve ridicules the Miller in the ﬁgme of Symkyn. ,
- The duping of Symkyn as regards his trickery, pride of° lineage and strength has

‘been amply. treated, but the Reeve's insult to Robin’s virility has only been men-
tioned in passing by }anette Richardson ' ®.Therefore, it is neoessary to dwell on this
point to understarid the attack on Robin's Vltiﬁty ;
: As mentionied above, the imagefy of the kmfe and sword does not. appear in
the analogues. The ‘surprise! in the denouement requires a careful- settmg-up, there-
fore, the details in the portraits pre(me the reader for the outwme of the events. If
taken in this context the arms are df a prepantory nature in provmg the mmer s im-
" potance. :
g The swords and*knives asstgned to Symkyn are obwously phalhc symbols. ln
~ fact, in medieval French'and English manuscript illumianitons various symbaols have
. ‘been used for the male and female reproductive organs. The staff, the scrip and ham-

. mers were frequently employed as phallic symbols 10, Moreover, Various other ob-
jects of the similar kind were also used “ . Symkyn is described to carry a knife in. -

" his bag as well as one in his "hose":

A Joly poppene baar he i8 [sxc] in lm pouche.
\ " A Sheffeld thwitel bagr ke in his hose
. (A 393 I, 3933)

‘The quahfymg ad;ectwe “joly'' has beeq used for the "Poppere" which means notk
only "pretty" but also “"amorous" and "lusﬁul" i v

7y Jones, pp. 3 15 i : ‘ .

(8)  see Iris Brooke, A sttory of Euglisb Costume, 2nd ed. (London Eyre Methu-

, en, 1972), p.20.Max von Bohen, Modes and Manners (London ‘Harp and Co,
1932), I, 238 L

(9) . p.97. :

(10) see Alain dc Lille, The Complamt of Nature tram Douglns M, Moffat (New

11y Gunllaume de Loms and Jean da Menn, The Romaucc of the Rose trans Char-
les Dahlberg, (New Jersey,l’rinceton Ul’ 1971). P 136 C
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The phallic meéﬁmg of the ktﬁi;e’md %ﬁoswm& is further reiterated in the false
drem concocted by the Wife of Bath when she tri ies to persuade her ﬁfth ﬁu§bant-to—
be, }ankyn to marry her:~ ~

And eek I seyde Imette of hym al nyght ‘

He wolde han slayn me ug-I lay upright,’ ) ‘

" And al my bed was ful of verray blood; - ' .
(D 5. 77-79)

She mterprets the second half of the dteam symbohcally. f'But yet I hope that he
shal do me good,/ For blood bltokeneth gold, as me was taught." (A 580-81) She
equates blood te her money and wealth that she has acquired through four marriages.
She symbolically lmplles that -if Jankyn marries her, he will acquire all her wealth.
She uses the word “slay" symbolically to imply sexual intercourse !2.- Moreover,
‘the word “upright" has sexual overtones. Chaucer uses the word in the sexual con- -
text in the Reeve’s Tale also: Alan "swyvwed the milleres doghter bolt upright, "(A
4266). A similar usage occurs in the business transaction between Don John'and the
_ merchant's wife in the Shipman’s Tale. The wife agreed’ “'that for this¢ hundred fran-
kes he sholde al nyght / Have hire in his armes bolt upright; = (B 1506-7). We may de-
. duce from this fact that the "slaymg" may as well be done by the arms hsted in'the
portrait of Symkyn. .

Finally, the symbolic slgmf' cance of the knwes can further be assesed through.
an analysis of the Reeve's character. As Curry has rightly pointed out, the Reeve
has a lecherous character which is tmphed through his physiognomical traits 13,0 In
‘his own prologue the Reeve: refers 1o some of his- youthful interests, and by alludmg
" to old men like hlmself hesays: :

We olde men, I drede, so fare we: :
Til we be roten, kan we nat be rype, .
We hoppen alwey whil the world wol pype. '
For in oure wyl ther stiketh evere a nayl,
To have an hoor heed and a grene tayl,
As hath a leek; for thogh oure myght be goon.
Oure wyl desireth folie evere in.oon.
For whan we mey nat doon, then wol we speke;
'Yet in oure asshen olde is fyr yreke.

(A 3872.3882)

The dance, whlch is suggested through the verb. "hoppen" is certamly "loves-daun-
‘ce’" mentioned by Criseyde, that Pandarus- complains of hopping always behind (TC,
11 1106-7) and, is a sexual‘act. The Reeve unlike Pandarus, boasts of keeping up with.
" the pipe which is obviously suggestion of c;mal love. The type of music réferred to is
again piping; so, similar to Robin and Symkyn, the Reeve is himself dancing to the
“"old song "the carnal life that must be given over before the sp:ntual life ( sing ye to

(12) see Beryl Rowland "On the 'ﬁmely Beath of the Wife ot Bath's Fourth Hus-
. band," Archiv, 209 (1973), 273 82
(13) Medieval Sciences, pp. 73 ft
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the Lord a new song )ecan begingd .. {l;e Reeve's prologue which is infact a dra-
matic monologue through which’ ‘his traits. are made mamfest, proceeds, he claims to
be in possesion of “a coltes tooth" (A 38&8), which is again a sexual image. More- ’
over, one detail of the Reeve's array which i is symbolically related to his character has
usually been. overlooked ‘and this is the rusty sword that "by his syde he baar" (A
618). Although Brooks Forehand ‘has poinged out in passing that the rusty sword 7
emblematically signifies the Reeve's old age, this is only a partial mterpretatlon

It is obvious that, the rusty sword isin  fact of no use to the Reeve's but if it is mter- .
preted as a phallic symbol it will be ful!y relevant to the Reeve's age, character, and .
carnal desires. Although he is past his’ prime and no more virile he i is still préoccupied
with sexual matters as can be understood from his words: "Whan we may nat doon,

than wol we speke.” (A 3881) 'n this respect, the Reeve is fond of using figurative

speech and, hence, employs the same symbol in his tale and adds to the sexual in--
nuendo of the insult directed at the’ Mﬁler. a

Furthermore, the quitting theme and the ammal and other :conographu: lore in

‘the Reeve’s Tale are ‘additional proof of the speclﬂc purpose of the kmfe-sword im-
- agery in this fabliau. .

“The Reeve's mtentton in teﬂmg a fabhau |mmed|ately after the Mlller is to re-

' pay him in simifar coin: "'by youre leve, | shall hym qurte anoon;/Rightin his cherles
- terimes wol I speke. "(A 3916-17). _He portrays such a miller in his tale that the re-

semblance is evident immedately, as illustrated above, However, he arranges his tale
so as to make the millet's downfall threefold; Symkyn at the end of the tale is pun-
ished for his pride in his social status: a‘ndAsiyn‘e.ss, and he is exposed as ari impotent
lecher. As Cooke has argued the “rhetoric in the fabliaux is frequently the fall guy in
comedy; he is set up only to be knocked down 6. . “The Reeve seems to be jealous
of Robin's strength and virility; hence, in his tale he prepares the reader to a fall in
this aspect also To this end he portrays Symkyn armed to the teeth, so the imagery
of the knives functions congriousty and implies the m:ﬂers pride ‘in-his sexual po-

~tency. In his portrait this facet of his character Ts. emphasnzed There is a reference to

his interest in piping, and he is refered to as the "hoote deynous Symkyn" (A 3941)
The word "hoote" was also used in the sexual context !7.- However, Symkyn never.
exhlblts his power all through the tale; he is physmally beaten without having any

. chance to use any of his arms and-he does not prove his boasted virility. As Richard-

son claims “the man who prides: himself upon the very thing he lacks is a favorite
character with Chaucer, 18 and Symkyn is.no exception. Symkyn tries to expose

 himself as a vmle and potent marn.. However, has Mfe‘s surprise at the extraordinary

A

P

(14) V.A. Klove, "Chauoer and Vx&ual Arts", in Writers and thexr Background
Geoffrey Chducer, ed Derek Brewer (London; G. Bell and sons, 1974). p.313
(15) “'Old Age and Chaucer's Reeve” PMLA, 69 (1954), 984-89. (p984), where Fo-
rehand suggests that "the Reeve is past the age for using it (i.e. the sword) and
~ asserts that he wears it because "he likes to think of things youthful".
(16) Thomas D. Cooke, Thel'OId French and Chaucerian Fabligux: A Study of their
Comic Climax, (Columbia and London, Unw of Missouri Press, 1978, p.80.
(17) Ross,sv. "hoote". ° . R . : _
(18) ‘Richardson, p.81. ComA
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* nightly activity which she belleves dbma‘hy her husband is prwf of his impo-
tency. Hence, the extraordinary’ importance zjven to the listing of tbc arms illustra-
tes Symkyn s symbolic exhibition of the power he facks. o

~* The symbol operates significantly on this plane- through the swords assigned to
the clerks. Contrary to the two poor and needy clerks who invest in-the bag of com
- as their only capital in the apalogues-of: tha Reeve's Tale, Aleyn and John beg their

manciple-to allow them to take the corn to ‘the n mil! The :tmosphere is one of *'ga-
me and contest" as Olson has sugcstcd 19, .5 e .

Te.mf they wcre, and Iuay for ta plcye.
‘And, oonly for hire myrthe énd reveirye,
Upon the wardeyn bisily they crye =
To yeve hem leve, but a litel stounde, -
To goon to ‘mille and seen kir com ygrounde .
T (A4004-8).
The clerks set out to the mxll to-have their cormn ground. With regard to the symboi-

_ism of the Middle Ages, the idiom has sigmﬁcame 1t is generally admitted that sym-

bolically the miller was equated to the husband and the mill to the wife. Hence, their
action foreshadows the future events they are to take part in. The figurative applica-

tion of the idiom is also in keeping with ‘the only dctad of array mentloned of the

“élerks:

‘This Aleyn mekéth redy al m"um.“ ;
And on an hors the sak he caste anon.
- Forth goth Aleyn the clerk, and also John,
: Wu‘h good swerd and with: bokeler by hir syde..
‘ (4 4018-19) o
. These lterns of thetr garb are not-only "a detad in.anyway requu'cd by the internal
economy of the plot, and has all the appearance of empirical reafism reflecting actual
‘life" 2 but also an element of .imagery to reinforce the theme of contest of wits
between the clerks and the miller, and to. symbohcally foreshadow the future events.
A contest of wits between' "churt“ and “scholar” is set up in the tale. The
clerks set out with the mtcntson of winning. the contes, After. the fi rst victory,
~Symkyn, having stolen a good amount of the clerks' corn meal, openly challengcs
- ‘them: . . . S < : I

~ Myn hou& is stmt but ye han lemed art; . .
" Ye konne by grgumentes make a place ' '
A myle brood of twenty foot of spade.
: Lat se now if this place may sufﬁse,
Or make it rowm with speche, as is your gise.

R (A 4122-26) '
The clerks in fact do’ provc the room to be Jarger than it is by changmg the place of
the cradle and gettmg into dtfferent beds. They also take revenge by employing their
swords and tzkmg back thetr com meal Moreover the revenge becomes threefold as

3 A
N

(19) "The Reeuz s Tale- asFeblmu M 35 (1974), 219 30 \“
.(20) “The Reevcc Tale and' Ksng; Hall, Camhﬂdze, : C'hau B 5 (1971). 311 17.

~
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they not only get back- their mmm&w cake, but also "swyve" the miller's:

daughter and wife and, thus, in the. procus cxposc Symkyn asan impotent fecher,

~ and they beat him in slyness. ~ . '
The sword imagery. in the tale fum:tmns te expose the Mil!er's pride in his as

sumed virility and in the end is ridiculed. Moreover, through the application of this

imagery both. in the Reeve's portrait and His tale the link between the tale and tel~

" ler is firmly establised and the tale refors back to the narrator. The quarrel and the vi-

cious attacks of the Miller and the Reeve are alsoremforced through the insult of the
churls, both trying to expose the. other as sinful lecherous and cuckolded Thus, itis

" a literary tour de force which Chaucer achieves through the manifold slgniﬁcance of

his pilgrims'iconographical desciiptions. His images function on different levels of
meaning, which are mterrelated and gwe the mder an msnght into the character of
his ptlgnms A |
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