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Over thirty years ago, James Sledd reversed the prevailing critical opi-
nion about one of Chaucer's most perplexing tales in his essay, "The Clerk's
Tale: The Monsters and the Critics." He refuted the arguments about the
monstrous cruelty of Walter in testing his wife and of Griselda in surrender-
ing her children by insisting that the tale must not be read as a realistic
fiction. "Our difficulties will be lessened," Sledd writes, "if we remember
that Chaucer does not invite us, but ultimately forbids us, to apply the rules
of his fictional world outside his fiction" (169).

While Sledd's admonition has silenced most complaints about the
monstrosity of the characters of this tale, some critics, misusing his ap-
proach, have actually created two even more terrifying monsters, the Clerk
and Chaucer himself. Through a clever critical sleight of hand, they invoke
the Clerk's spiritual interpretation of his tale to justify a literal understand-
ing of the narrative. By insisting that the Clerk's Tale is simultaneously
an allegory of mankind's obedience to God and an exemplum about mar-
riage, these critics equate the husband with God, thus giving divine sanc-
tion to Walter's cruel testing of his wife. And by failing to distinguish be-
tween two distinct levels of narration, they radically restrict Griselda's
significance, implicitly denying the model she presents for all Christians
by emphasizing her as an ideal wife. These critics thus contend that both
the Clerk and Chaucer himself endorse an ideal of marriage which gives
the husband, as God's surrogate on earth, absolute and imperious authori-
ty over his wife.

Ironically, such literalism seems to be most pervasive in the critics who
most vehemently assert the allegorical mode of Chaucer's poetry, for the
best demonstration of this critical shell game is Bernard Huppe's interpreta-
tion of the Clerk's Tale in his A Reading of the Canterbury Tales. Although
Huppe purportedly repudiates the realistic level of the narrative in favor
of the allegorical, he ultimately concludes by privileging the letter and ig-
noring the spirit. Attributing the horror of the literal tale to the Clerk's
deliberate strategy for "leading the reader on to a carefully prepared literary
trap" (141), Huppe insists that the tale must be read emblematically. "Obe-
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