
English 4555 
Capstone:  Chaucer 

Spring 2011 (MWF 11:00-11:50) 
 

“…here is God’s plenty.” 
--John Dryden (1700), after studying and translating The Canterbury Tales 

 
Dr. Josh Eyler  
Email:  eyler_joshua@colstate.edu 
Office:  Woodall Hall 146 
Office Phone:  565-4136 
Office Hours:  Mondays and Wednesdays, 1:00-3:00; Fridays, 10:00-11:00; and by appointment. 
 
 Upon his death in 1400, Geoffrey Chaucer was immediately hailed as the father of 
English literature.  In a very literal sense this is true:  Chaucer chose to write in English during a 
time when French was still the official language of courts and kings in England (although, to be 
fair, French’s influence was waning by the time Chaucer and his contemporaries sealed its fate).  
In doing so, Chaucer put English literature on the map in a way that no other writer had before 
him.  But these linguistic matters are not the only reason that Chaucer is credited with the 
creation of English literature.  He was also a remarkable poet, and he wrote some of the most 
beautiful and moving poetry in our language.  None of his works are more influential, more 
revolutionary, and more awe-inspiring, though, than The Canterbury Tales.  In this class, we will 
be going through the entirety of The Canterbury Tales in its original Middle English, drawing 
out its intricacies and its double-edged meanings.  By reading Chaucer’s masterwork so 
carefully, it is my hope that by the end of the semester you will all get a glimpse of the ways in 
which poetry can shake the world. 
   
Learning Outcomes: 
This course fulfills General Education Learning Outcomes in the broad categories of 
Communication and Critical Thinking, Cultural and Social Perspectives, and Aesthetic 
Perspectives as outlined by the university handbook.  While these outcomes are useful for 
thinking about the larger implications of your work in this class, I also have very specific 
learning goals for English 4555.  By the end of the semester, students will accomplish the 
following: 

• You will be familiar with the characteristics, forms, conventions, details, and themes of 
Geoffrey Chaucer’s The Canterbury Tales (one of the most important pieces of literature 
written in English), and you will be able to demonstrate the influence of Chaucer’s 
historical moment and of medieval socio-religious forces on this text. 

• You will understand Chaucer’s unique place in the history of English literature. 
• You will understand the problems inherent to studying medieval literature, and you will 

have made steps toward finding the solutions. 
• You will be able to read Chaucer’s dialect of Middle English with fluency. 
• You will improve your skills in writing and argumentation through several different kinds 

of assignments. 
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Required Texts: 
Chaucer, Geoffrey.  The Canterbury Tales.  Ed. Jill Mann.  Original Spelling Edition.  New  

York:  Penguin Classics, 2005.  ISBN:  014042234X.  [Note:  It is VERY important that 
you order this specific edition, because it is the only Penguin edition that includes all of 
the tales in the original Middle English.] 

 
Chaucer, Geoffrey.  The Wife of Bath’s Tale.  Ed. Peter G. Beidler.  Case Studies in  

Contemporary Criticism.  New York:  Bedford/St. Martin's, 1996.  ISBN:  0312111282.  
[Note:  This is also an essential text because of the essays in the back.] 

 
A standard, college-level dictionary. 
 
Course Requirements: 
1.  Writing Assignments 
  

A.  First Fragment Essay 
You will be required to write two major essays for this class.  The first focuses on 

creating an argument that explains the link between the tales of the First Fragment of The 
Canterbury Tales.  As we will discuss in class, the First Fragment is the only fragment 
that we can be relatively certain is structured the way in which Chaucer intended it to be 
structured.  The other fragments may have been juggled and swapped around many, 
many times by those who later propagated Chaucer’s text.  Thus, it also follows that the 
tales (the Knight’s Tale, the Miller’s Tale, the Reeve’s Tale, and the Cook’s Tale) 
included in the First Fragment are linked together by the author in any number of ways to 
make a cohesive unit.  Your assignment is to create a cogent, logical argument 
investigating what you think the connective link between the tales to be.  The link could 
be thematic, structural, philosophical, etc., and, to be sure, I am not looking for one 
fixed answer.  There are more possible answers to this assignment than there are people 
in this class.  You must decide, then, what you feel the most important and significant 
link to be and then argue for that link using direct evidence from the tales.  Please make 
sure to use at least one piece of direct evidence (although I would encourage you to 
use more than just one) from each of the four tales in your analysis.   
 
Important Information: 

• This essay will be due in class on Friday, March 3rd.  Along with your essay, you 
should include a Works Cited page in accordance with MLA formatting. 

• It will be your responsibility to meet with me during my office hours to discuss your 
topic and the progress of your draft any time before your essay is due.  If you cannot 
meet during office hours due to a scheduling conflict, please see me and we will make 
another appointment. 

• This essay should be six pages in length.  This does not mean five pages and a sentence 
at the top of the next page.  It means six FULL pages.  You should write your essays in 
Times New Roman or Garamond script with a 12-point or smaller font.  Your margins 
should be one inch all the way around, and there should be no extra spaces between 
paragraphs.  You should use MLA formatting throughout. 
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• DO NOT use any outside research for this essay.  I want you to develop your own 
argument and carry it out to its logical conclusion.  If you feel your argument requires 
an exception to this rule, please come see me.  I am willing to negotiate for the sake of 
good writing. 

• You may rewrite the essay if you wish, but we must meet about revision strategies 
before you do so.  Revisions will be due on the day scheduled for our final exam 
(TBA).  

 
 B.  Seminar Paper 

You will also write a formal seminar paper on any aspect of Chaucer’s 
Canterbury Tales.  The only subject off limits is that which you cover in your first essay.  
This paper must be at least 12 pages in length.  You must also include a minimum of 
five outside sources for this paper.  As a rule, it is wise to steer clear of websites, but if 
you find one you think is interesting just make sure to run it by me before using it.  The 
final product will be due in class on Friday, April 29th.  

I will be holding scheduled meetings outside of class during the week of April 
18th-April 22nd to discuss the progress of your essays.  These meetings will last 
approximately 30 minutes.  In preparation for our discussion, you will be required to 
bring with you to the meeting a one-page abstract of your argument and an 
annotated bibliography of your sources.  Annotations should be no more than a 
paragraph and should briefly summarize the argument of the source and its relevance for 
your essay.  Failure to bring either your abstract or your annotated bibliography 
will result in a grade deduction for the final paper. 

All writing for this class should use MLA formatting, which includes the use of a 
Works Cited page.  If you have any questions at all about the intricacies of the MLA 
guidelines, please let me know—they can be tricky.  Please note:  I will not accept any 
late papers.  Late work will be given a grade of “F” unless (a) there are significant 
circumstances and (b) you talk to me no later than one class period before the assignment 
is due. 

 
2.  Responses 
 

On our CougarNet homepage, I will post a reading question to which you must respond 
before each day’s class.  You must respond by 10:00 a.m. on the day the response is due 
(if not, it will be counted as a missed response), and you should be prepared to talk in 
class about what you have written as a means of engendering discussion. 
 
Each response should be at least 100 words in length.  There are no right or wrong 
answers here, but you cannot simply summarize the reading assignment.  You must 
interact with the reading and engage it on an interpretive level. 
 
Assuming that you meet the length requirement and that you are actively interpreting the 
text (using quotes and paraphrasings to support your interpretation), the breakdown of 
your grade for this requirement will look like this: 
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1 missed response (or none!) = A 
2 missed responses = B 
3 missed responses = C 
4 missed responses = D 
5 missed responses = F 

 
     3.    Class Participation 
 

Participation will consist of attendance and contribution to lucid class discussion.  
 

Attendance:  Attendance is essential.  Having said this, however, I am neither an 
unreasonable nor a naïve person, and I realize that sickness and other unfortunate 
circumstances will arise.  Therefore, each of you will be allowed three absences.  Any 
more than three will result in the dropping of your participation grade by one full letter 
grade for each absence after the allowable three.  After five absences, you will be 
dropped from the class with the grade of WF.  You are fully responsible for anything 
that you miss when you are absent.   
 
IF you are more than five minutes late, then you will be marked ABSENT. 

 
 IF you do not have the material for the day’s class (including the reading material), then   
 you will be marked ABSENT. 
 
 IF you are found sleeping in class, then you will be marked ABSENT. 
 
 IF you leave class early, then you will be marked ABSENT. 
  

IF you access your cell phones or other hand-held devices in any way, shape, or form, 
then you will be marked ABSENT. 
 
In short:  Because I will treat you with respect and professional courtesy, I expect each of 
you to conduct yourselves in a respectful and professional manner. 
 
Class Discussion:  There is no getting around it—the only way to prepare for the 
discussions (and to write your responses) is to do the reading.  Although at times the 
reading load will be heavy, if you stay on schedule you should have no problem keeping 
up.  In order to contribute to discussion, you must—in fact—speak.  I realize that some 
students can be shy and that the thought of speaking aloud in class can make the knees 
quake with nervousness.  In the professional world, however, rewards are only won 
through calculated risks.  In this particular class, you need to present your ideas during 
discussion in order to attain a participation grade with which you will be happy.   

 
4.  Oral Presentation 
  

You will be required to give a ten-minute presentation on your research.  These 
presentations will occur during the time scheduled by the registrar for our final exam 
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(TBA).  Presentations should address the key questions that brought you to your topic, 
your argument, and the evidence you used to support your argument.  You should make 
sure to provide a handout for each member of the class (including me) that outlines your 
presentation and provides the key passages from Chaucer’s text that you are discussing.  
Time will be allotted for questions after every presentation. 

 
5.  Translation “Opportunities” 

 
Beginning on Friday, February 4th, I will provide you with a translation opportunity once 
every two weeks, which will allow you to show off your skills in reading Middle English.  
You will have a total of six opportunities over the course of the semester, and I will drop 
your lowest score.  I assure you that I am not requiring this activity because I am a cruel 
person.  Since you must write essays on Chaucer’s work, you will need to be proficient 
with the language.  Having these opportunities periodically will allow you to polish your 
reading skills and/or seek extra help with Middle English. 
 

The Purpose of a College Classroom:  Simply put, I see a college classroom as an intellectual 
laboratory where we are not just learning the basics, but we are also constructing new 
knowledge.  In this course, you will be required to think for yourself and to arrive at your own 
interpretations of literature.  I do not want you to reflect back to me my own words and thoughts 
like some kind of mirror; instead, I want you to assess your cognitive models and to develop 
your own argumentative abilities.               
 
The “So What?” Clause:  At any point in the semester and during any class, you may politely 
interrupt the work of the classroom to ask me, “So What?”  Once you have asked me this, I will 
pause briefly to show you exactly why the subject we are discussing is important and relevant to 
your study of literature and to your educational goals as students.  To keep our classroom from 
breaking down into a succession of tangents, though, you will—collectively— have one “So 
What?” per day.  I have several reasons for making this clause a part of our course.  First of all, it 
ensures you that we are doing nothing frivolous in the classroom.  Secondly, I want you to see 
that literature has many webs of influence and importance that extend beyond the text we are 
reading at any given moment.  Finally, “So What?” is the question you will have to answer time 
and again in your written work for this course as you seek to understand the significance of the 
topics you are discussing. 
 
A Word about Office Hours:  I strongly encourage all of my students to make use of my office 
hours as often as possible.  I have tried to schedule them so that they might accommodate even 
the most rigorous of class schedules.  Office hours can be used to discuss the readings in more 
detail, to explore drafts of your essays, to work through any difficulties you might be having with 
the course, or simply to let me know how you’re doing. 
   
Grading:  Students will be evaluated using the standard grading scale for Columbus State 
University:  A, B, C, D, or F.  I hold all of my students to high standards, and I have confidence 
that each of you will achieve great success if you are willing to put in the effort required for this 
course.  Together, we will work to bring your writing and your analysis of literature to a level 
that demonstrates mastery of the course material, and you will reach the point where you are 
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producing strong, well-developed, inventive arguments that utilize textual evidence in effective 
and even unique ways. 
 
An A-paper is exceptional in every way—in its argument, analysis, organization, tone, and 
language. 
 
A B-paper has a good argument but has one or more major flaws in organization, logic, analysis, 
or language that impede the development and the defense of the argument. 
 
A C-paper has a poor argument along with major flaws in the development of the essay.  Often I 
find that C-papers are made up almost entirely of summary. 
 
A D-paper has no argument, has no textual evidence, has not fulfilled the requirements of the 
assignment, or has some combination of these problems. 
 
An F-paper has either completely missed the point of the assignment, or it is so far below the 
page requirement that it does not even merit reading, or it is a paper that has been plagiarized (a 
condition that comes with other, more severe penalties, as well—see below). 
 
**Note:  I do not discuss grades over email.  If you wish to talk about your grades (and I am 
more than happy to do this), please set up a meeting with me.  
 
Course Grade: 
Seminar Paper (at least 12 pages) 40% 
First Fragment Essay (6 pages) 20% 
Class Participation   10% 
Responses    10% 
Translation Opportunities  10% 
Oral Presentation    10% 
 
Plagiarism:  Plagiarism, as its name seems to suggest, is the plague of the academic community 
and will not be tolerated in this class in any of its shapes or forms.  Acts of plagiarism may 
include, but are not limited to, failure to properly cite an author’s ideas, passing off another’s 
work as your own, and giving another your work to pass off as his/her own.  The penalty for 
plagiarism is failure for the course. 
 
Students with Disabilities:  If you have a documented disability as described by the 
Rehabilitation Act of 1973 (P.L. 933-112 Section 504) and Americans with Disabilities Act 
(ADA) and would like to request academic and/or physical accommodations, please contact Joy 
Norman at the Office of Disability Services in the Center for Academic Support and Student 
Retention, Tucker Hall (706) 568-2330, as soon as possible.  Course requirements will not be 
waived but reasonable accommodations may be provided as appropriate.  I am committed to 
making the necessary arrangements that allow all students to participate fully and fairly in the 
educational process.  To this end, all course materials can be made available in alternate formats 
(such as large print, etc.) by request. 
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Final Notes: 
• I reserve the right to change any part of this syllabus at any time. 
• All aspects of this course must be completed in order to earn a passing grade. 

 
Course Calendar: 
*Each reading assignment must be completed by the date listed on the syllabus. 
**Penguin = Penguin edition of The Canterbury Tales, edited by Jill Mann. 
***BE = Bedford/St. Martin’s edition of The Wife of Bath’s Tale, edited by Peter G. Beidler. 
 
M 1/10—The Snowstorm to End All Snowstorms; or, The Snowpocalypse 
W 1/12—Course Introduction 
F 1/14—Introduction to the Middle Ages 
[**Learning Survey due in class today, 1/14.]  
     
M 1/17—No Class; Martin Luther King, Jr. Day 
W 1/19—Introducing Geoffrey Chaucer:  His Life and Works 
F 1/21—Literary Criticism and the Study of Chaucer 

Lee Patterson, “Historical Criticism and the Development of Chaucer Studies”      
(handout) 

  
M 1/24—Reading Middle English 
[**Bring your book to class.  We will use the opening lines of the General Prologue to begin 
our study of Middle English.] 
W 1/26—General Prologue (Penguin 3-35) 
F 1/28—General Prologue, continued 
 
M 1/31—General Prologue, continued 
W 2/2—Knight’s Tale, parts 1 and 2 (Penguin 35-71) 
 F 2/4—Knight’s Tale, parts 3 and 4 (Penguin 71-114)   
[**First Translation Opportunity will be given today.] 
 
M 2/7—Knight’s Tale, continued   
W 2/9—Miller’s Prologue and Tale (Penguin 114-41) 
F 2/11—Miller’s Tale, continued  
 
M 2/14—Miller’s Tale:  The Question of Sources and Analogues 

  Masuccio Salernitano, Viola and Her Lovers  
<http://www.courses.fas.harvard.edu/~chaucer/canttales/milt/viola.html> 

   Hans Sachs, The Smith and the Kneading Tub 
 <http://www.courses.fas.harvard.edu/~chaucer/canttales/milt/hansachs.html> 
    Heile van Beersele (handout) 

  Biggs, Frederick M.  “The Miller’s Tale and Heile van Beersele.”  Review of English  
Studies 56 (2005):  497-523.  [Access the PDF full-text file in the ProQuest 
Research Database.]      
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W 2/16—Reeve’s Prologue and Tale (Penguin 142-59)  
F 2/18—Cook’s Prologue and Tale (Penguin 159-63) 
    The Idea of Fragments 
    Casey, Jim.  “Unfinished Business:  The Termination of the Cook’s Tale.”  Chaucer  

Review 41 (2006):  185-96.  [Access the PDF full-text file in the MLA 
Database.]    

 
M 2/21—Man of Law’s Prologue, Tale, and Epilogue (Penguin 164-210) 
W 2/23—Man of Law’s Tale, continued 
    Fragments Reconsidered 
F 2/25— Wife of Bath’s Prologue and Tale (BE 42-85)  
 
M 2/28—Introduction to Scholarly Criticism on the Wife of Bath’s Tale (BE 89-114) 
         The Wife of Bath meets Freud and Psychoanalytic Criticism (BE 189-220) 
W 3/2—The Wife of Bath meets Feminism (BE 255-89) 

  Cannon, Christopher.  “Raptus in the Chaumpaigne Release and a Newly Discovered  
Document Concerning the Life of Geoffrey Chaucer.”  Speculum 63 (1993): 74-
94. 
<http://courses.fas.harvard.edu/~chaucer/special/varia/life_of_Ch/chris.htm>  

F 3/3—Finding Your Critical Lens  
Glancing Backward, Peering Forward 

[**First Fragment essays are due in class today—Friday, March 3rd.] 
  
M 3/7-F 3/11—No Class; Spring Break 
 
M 3/14—Friar’s Prologue and Tale (Penguin 255-69) 
W 3/16—Summoner’s Prologue and Tale (Penguin 270-92) 
F 3/18—Clerk’s Prologue and Tale (Penguin 293-339) 
 
M 3/21—Clerk’s Tale, continued 
     The Source (?):  Boccacio’s Decameron 10.10 

<http://www.courses.fas.harvard.edu/~chaucer/special/authors/boccaccio/boc
10-10.html> 

     Petrarch’s Letter to Boccaccio 
<http://www.courses.fas.harvard.edu/~chaucer/special/authors/petrarch/pet-
intr.html> 

W 3/23—Merchant’s Prologue, Tale, and Epilogue (Penguin 339-80) 
F 3/25—Squire’s Prologue and Tale (Penguin 381-405) 
 
M 3/28—Franklin’s Link, Prologue, and Tale (Penguin 406-38)    
W 3/30—Physician’s Tale (Penguin 439-48)   
F 4/1—Pardoner’s Link, Prologue, and Tale (Penguin 449-73) 
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M 4/4—Pardoner’s Tale, continued  
   Benson, C. David.  “Chaucer’s Pardoner:  His Sexuality and Modern Critics.”     

Medievalia 8 (1985 [for 1982]):  337-46. 
   <http://www.courses.fas.harvard.edu/~chaucer/canttales/pardt/pard-cdb.htm>   
W 4/6—Shipman’s Tale (Penguin 474-89) 
 F 4/8—Prioress’s Link, Prologue, and Tale (Penguin 489-99) 
 
M 4/11—Prioress’s Tale, continued 

   Calabrese, Michael.  “Performing the Prioress:  ‘Conscience’ and Responsibility in  
Studies of Chaucer’s Prioress’s Tale.”  Texas Studies in Literature and Language 
44 (2002):  66-91.  [Access the PDF full-text file in the MLA Database.]    

W 4/13—Read:  Sir Thopas Link and Tale (Penguin 500-09) 
    Read:  Melibee Link (Penguin 509-11) 
    Skim Closely:  Tale of Melibee (Penguin 511-61)  
F 4/15— Monk’s Prologue and Tale (Penguin 562-96) 
 
M 4/18— Nun’s Priest’s Prologue, Tale, and Epilogue (Penguin 596-621) 
W 4/20—Second Nun’s Prologue and Tale (Penguin 622-43) 
F 4/22—Canon’s Yeoman’s Prologue and Tale (Penguin 643-76) 
[**We will be having meetings this week to discuss your Seminar Paper.  Your Abstract 
and Annotated Bibliography are due at the time of your individual meeting.] 
 
M 4/25—Manciple’s Prologue and Tale (Penguin 677-91) 
W 4/27—Read:  Parson’s Prologue (Penguin 691-93) 
    Skim Closely:  Parson’s Tale (Penguin 694-782) 
      Read:  Chaucer’s Retraction (Penguin 782-83) 
F 4/29—Class Wrap-up 
    Final Thoughts on The Canterbury Tales 
[**Seminar Papers are due in class today—Friday, April 29th.] 
    
M 5/2—No Class; Work on Your Presentations! 
 


