Spring 2008
English 201: Five British Writers

Paper #1 Assignment: The Canterbury Tales

The Assignment:

In the General Prologue to Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales the host, Harry Bailly, proposes a story-telling contest in which he will be the judge. A prize will be awarded to the pilgrim who tells the tale, in the host’s words, “of best sentence and most solas” (l. 798). In setting up the ground rules for the contest with two powerful Middle English words, the Host links two traditional standards for judging literature: “sentence” [significance] and “solas” [enjoyment]. The best tales, in other word, should both teach and delight. How exactly a story does those things, and what constitute the instructive and the delightful features will, of course, be judged differently by different people. As the narrator says of the different responses of the pilgrims to The Miller’s Tale, “Diverse folks diversely they saide” (Reeve’s prologue l. 3).

Your job in this assignment is to take the role of Harry Bailly and to award the prize for the best Canterbury Tale. Since you haven’t read all the tales (at least not for this class), we will assume for the purposes of this essay that the four finalists for the prize are the tellers of the four tales we have studied: The Wife of Bath, the Oxford Scholar, the Miller, and the Pardoner. Your essay should offer a detailed argument for why you see one of these tales as most closely matching the standard of “best sentence and most solas.” While the essay should give major attention to the tale you have chosen as the winner, you should also pay some attention to each of the other three tales, devoting at least one paragraph to each of them in which you indicate what their strengths and limitations are in “sentence” and “solas.”

Obviously, there is no single “right” answer to the question of which is the best Canterbury Tale. However, there can be more effective and less effective arguments, well-informed and poorly-informed understandings of the tales and their tellers. I will, therefore, be looking at the quality of your reasoning, the depth of your thinking about the four tales, and the clarity of your written presentation.

Length: 5 pages [about 1000-1200 words]

Due: Wednesday, February 25th; Free extension until Wednesday February 27th
General specifications and policies for papers for English:
Papers must be typed or word processed

Papers must be double-spaced

Papers should have an interesting title [not just Chaucer Paper or Paper #1]; The title should reflect some aspect of the paper’s argument

No late papers will be accepted unless previous agreement has been made with me

Advice on the use of quotations:

1. Always have a reason to quote something. The quotation should add important detail and precision to your argument.

2. Never quote simply to fill out the paper. Use quotes as part of your argument, not as description. Don’t assume that quotations “speak for themselves” with relation to your argument. You must make the connection for your reader between your argument and the language of the quotation. 

3. Never quote more than you actually need to make your point. Don’t quote five lines if just one line will make your point. And don’t quote a whole line if one word will do.

4. Provide citations by page number (if you are using the Penguin edition) or by line numbers (if you are using the Harvard interlinear translation online).  Give a reference in parentheses at the end of the sentence in which your quotation appears [See the examples in the first paragraph of the assignment].

5. Always introduce longer quotations or embed the quoted words you excerpt from the text smoothly into the structure of your own sentence. [Again, see examples in the first paragraph of the assignment].

6. Finally, remember that Chaucer is writing in verse form, and if you quote more than one line you must print your quotation in a way that respects the poetic lines. In such cases, you should introduce the quotation with a sentence that ends with a colon, and then indent the quotation, making sure that you end each line on the page just as Chaucer did.

Example:

In the General Prologue, Chaucer observes how little the Monk cares about the ancient texts that would be relevant to the life of a priest; instead, this Monk thinks of himself as a thoroughly modern man:



This ilke Monk let old thinges pace



And held after the newe world the space. (ll. 175-6)

