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Mistaken Identity



 In a world of saints and sinners, it is sometimes hard for you to tell the two apart. The Bible says in Romans 3:23, “For all have sinned and come short of the glory of God…” I think in Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales every single character has one (or more) feature(s) about them that make them less than perfect. Even the Prioress, a holy ambassador for the Church has a flaw; that flaw being her “seemingly” over compassionate heart, which contrasts greatly with “Her tale concerning the murder of a small child at the hands of Jews who loathe the child for singing about the Virgin Mary.” I feel the only character described in The Canterbury Tales who was pictured or described as nearly perfect was the knight. But was this chivalric hero all that Chaucer, our narrator, made him out to be or was he just the image and idea of what a knight and true Christian should be? Chaucer writes:




“A knight ther was, and that a worthy man,




  That fro the tyme that he first bigan




  To ridden out, he loved chivalrie.” (Chaucer 1-3)


The knight in Chaucer’s The Canterbury Tales was a man of adventure and action, a man constantly on the go. What knight in the fourteenth century would not be riding to and fro in the countryside fighting and defending those in need of them? Thus we come to the knight’s first fault, the obsessive love of “chivalrie.” So much that he had almost abandoned his family and left them to their own demise. There is much evidence of this we can find in the knight’s son, the squire:                                                       

“In hope to win thereby his lady’s grace. 

   


  Prinked out he was, as if he were a mead




  All full of fresh-cut flowers white and red




  Singing he was, or flutting, all the day;”(Chaucer 90-94)

 In Proverbs 22:6 it says, “Train up a child in the way he should go: and when he is old, he will not depart from it.” The knight had not taught his son to be a gentleman and a man of restraint concerning women. The knight’s son, the squire was always looking to get together with some girl by showing off and flirting.  



So do we fault the knight for letting his son go astray and for not teaching him better? I think we should take into consideration as well that he is an excellent fighter and well respected. Chaucer writes:




“Ful worthy was he in his lordes were,




  And therto hadde he ridden, no man farre,




  As wel in cristendom as in hethenesse,




  And evere honoured for his worthynesse.”(Chaucer 49-52)                                                           


Our knight was a man who knows how to fight well, but can we be sure he fights for the right reasons?




“…Decorated with the belt of knighthood, they rise up 




  against their fellow Christians, rage violently against the




  Patrimony of Christ, plunder and spoil the poor subject to 




  them, afflict the wretched pitiably and pitilessly, and 




  fulfill their extravagant wills and lusts.”(Bowden 46)


I feel it could be said that a knight did fight for the right reasons, but he had fought in the crusades. You weren’t at all holy if you were a knight. “In Jerusalem they never stopped killing the Muslims.”

In the holy land, there were knights who would go through the streets killing and pillaging. In the year 1095 there was the ideal of chivalry that was introduced as a method of governing knights.  This was brought about by Pope Urban II who proclaimed:

"Now let those who have been in the habit of wastefully waging private wars, even against believers, proceed against the infidel in worthy battle…Now let those who lived not long ago as plunderers be soldiers of Christ; now let those who formerly contended against brothers and kinsfolk rightly fight against the barbarians; now let those who were wont to be mercenaries for a small sum, obtain eternal rewards!”(Bowden 45)

There was the idea of chivalry was already being put into place when the crusades took place, so it is apparent in relation to the crusades, that the idea of chivalry did little.


I think the knight in Chaucer’s The Canterbury Tales, along with being well experienced in battle, had to have been prideful as well of all his accomplishments and achievements in battle.


            Of mortal battle he had fought fifteen…

…And always won he sovereign fame for prize. (Chaucer 62, 69)

I think the knight’s pride goes against the very first principle in the Code of Chivalry, which states:


Thou shalt believe all that the Church teaches and shalt 



  observe all its directions.

Pride also goes against scripture, which states in 1John 2:16 of the Bible,

"For all that is in the world, the lust of the flesh, and the lust of the eyes, and the pride of life, is not of the Father, but is of the world."

It could also be said of the knight that people were treated respectfully by him, but I believe this is only partially true.



“He never yet had any vileness said, 



  In all his life, to whatsoever wight.



  He was a truly gentle knight.”(Chaucer 71-73)

Imagine you were being invited to a wedding and you were showing up in old grubby, dirty, smelly clothes that were torn, frayed, mangled and wrinkled. That would be grossly disrespectful to the host. As horrid as this sounds, this is what the knight has done. This crusade was joined by him as he was bound for St. Thomas in Canterbury in his battle clothes that were still stained with the blood from those who had just so recently killed on the battlefield.



“Of simple fustian wore he a jupon



  Sadly discolored by his habergeon,



  For he had lately come from his voyage



  And now was going on this pilgrimage.” (Chaucer 66-69)

Understandably, when you are fighting in the manner in which they fought in the 1300s, with swords and spears, getting blood on your clothes was a rather common thing, but to show up in the same clothes you that had been worn by you and had been fought in seems hardly appropriate. Do the members of the U.S. services show up in their field uniform at a formal party? No, they wear their dress uniform. The smell of the blood would have to be put up with as well by the travelers; he would be a walking remnant of dead corpses.

So why was the knight traveling to Canterbury? Was it for pleasure, or for spiritual reasons? Knowing that he has just so freshly come off the battle field, he could be going to repent for all the people he killed. But if this were the case, would he truly be sorry? I think if you are a knight, killing is part of your job;  you would constantly be committing the same sin over and over. This is not true repentance. True repentance is being sorry for what we have done and doing our best not to commit the sin again. In 2 Corinthians 7:10 of the Bible it says, “For godly sorrow worketh repentance to salvation not to be repented of: but the sorrow of the world worketh death.”

 While the knight in Chaucer’s time was thought to embody the beliefs and ideals of a true Christian and obey the “Code,” I feel this was simply 

not the case for many knights. Many were caught up in their own selfish greed and lust. Knights were not “perfect” by any stretch of the imagination; they were just as human as any other person.  While Chaucer’s knight is admirable, as we would like to think of all knights being, this is simply not the case. The reality of fallen man weighs too heavily on mankind, including those who are “seemingly” perfect.

