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The Pilgrimage From The Oxes Stalle’:

Allegory in Chaucer’s Clerk’s Tale and Nun’s Priest’s Tale

     The tale-telling contest in Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales is an earnest game written for both our doctrine and our curiosity; tales both teach and entertain.  The inseparable, and often indistinguishable, play between game and earnest in Chaucer’s poetry draws the reader into participating in the pilgrimage.  As well as being a literal pilgrimage, the journey Chaucer’s pilgrims took in The Canterbury Tales from the Inn to the Cathedral resembles the Christian journey of humanity from bondage in the Earthly City to the promised land of the Heavenly City.  On several occasions Chaucer portrays the imprisonment of a soul and its impending pilgrimage by comparing it to an ox in a stall.  We see this in Chaucer’s own poem "Truth," or "Balade de Bon Conseyl," in which a pilgrim ox is urged forth from the confines of its stall.  Also, pilgrimages within two Canterbury tales, The Nun's Priest's Tale and The Clerk's Tale, begin at an "oxes stalle" and the framing Canterbury pilgrimage begins at an inn and stables.  In his essay, “A Beastly Origin: Journeys from the Oxes Stalle’ in Chaucer’s Poetry,” John B. Marino proposes an allegorical reading of The Canterbury Tales by applying the poem “Truth”, The Clerk’s Tale and the role of dream vision in The Nun’s Priest’s Tale.  He says, “The Nun’s Priest’s Tale acquires greater resonance if we recognize in it, and especially in the exempla, cross-references to other tales” (1).  The significance of the oxes stall, then, may lie in its allegorical significance to the Canterbury pilgrimage via its reference to the poem “Truth” and the lessons in the pilgrims’ tales and dreams.  

     Spiritual bondage is a condition of fallen humanity in the world, and these circumstances easily apply to the Canterbury pilgrims, who are preoccupied with worldly concerns rather than remission of fleshly sins and the soul's liberation obtained through pious pilgrimage.  Spiritual bondage is often associated with beastliness, as Original Sin brings a beast-like condition to fallen humanity.  Beastly imprisonment begins the journey in "Truth," and the Canterbury pilgrims begin in sin at a worldly locale, the tavern.  Marino suggests that this place “typologically suggests worldliness binding the soul and necessitating a journey to freedom” (2).  All humanity (and thus the Canterbury pilgrims) resembles the ox in "Truth" who strives "as doth the crokke with the wal" (12) while "wrastling for this world" (16). The world is typified by an imprisoning city in opposition to the liberating Heavenly City.  This dichotomy of cities is also seen in the opposition between Tabard and Canterbury, a passage from the worldly state of the Inn to the spiritual state of the Cathedral.  

     The tendency of a medieval pilgrim to linger, preoccupied with watching the world rather than looking toward the destination, may be exactly what Chaucer is trying to exemplify in his poem “Truth”, The Nun’s Priest’s Tale, and The Clerk’s Tale.  “Truth" urges a beast, an ox, to journey to freedom away from the confines of its prison.  The ox lingers in worldliness and must be prompted to deliverance: "Forth, pilgrim, forth! Forth, beste, out of thy stal!" (18); and "Therfore, thou Vache, leve thyn old wrecchednesse; / Unto the world leve now to be thral" (22-23).  The pilgrim ox is in a state of spiritual and physical bondage.  The stall is a prison and starting point of a journey to the "hevenlich mede" (27).  Similarly, The Nun's Priest's Tale contains a pilgrimage beginning at an ox's stall. Chauntecleer tells Pertolete the story of two pilgrims.  One lodges at an inn, one in an ox's stall. The better lodged fellow dreams his companion was murdered and buried in a dung cart, and he finds the body to expose the guilty.  The dreamer-pilgrim is urged to journey forth at morning and toward the west gate of the town "Arys up erly in the morwe tyde" (4206), and so, "For on the morwe, as soone as it was day, / To his felawes in he took the way" (4215-4216).  At the stall, he finds his companion had departed at daybreak.  He then departs from the stall without further tarrying: "And forth he gooth no lenger wolde he lette" (4224-4225).  Marino notes, “Chaucer clarifies the ox's stall three times, while in his sources there is only Cicero's mention of an ox-cart (bubulco) in which the body is found” (3).  The second part of The Clerk's Tale also contains a journey beginning at an ox's stall, Griselda's social journey from village to palace (207).  Curiously, according to Marino, the ox's stall is not found in Chaucer's sources.

     Critics have proposed a relation between Griselda in the Clerk’s Tale and the Nativity.  Marino writes, “Like Christ and the ox, Griselda begins in a low condition where human and beast lodge together” (3).  In lines 197-207 Chaucer writes:
          Noght fer fro thilke paleys honurable,
          Wher as this markys shoop his mariage,
          There stood a throop, of site delitable,
          In which that povre folk of that village 
          Hadden hir beestes and hir herbergage,
          And of hire labour tooke hir sustenance,
          After that the erthe yaf hem habundance.
          Amonges thise povre folk ther dwelte a man 
          Which that was holden povrest of hem alle;
          But hye God somtyme senden kan 
          His grace into a litel oxes stalle.
Near the end of the second part of the tale, we are again reminded of Griselda's beastly origin: "That she was born and fed in rudenesse, / As in a cote or in an oxe-stalle" (397-398).  As does the pilgrimage in The Nun's Priest's Tale, Griselda's social journey, her wedding, begins in the morning: "The time of undren of the same day / Approcheth, that this weddyng sholde be" (260-61).  Her pilgrimage to high condition begins at an ox's stall from which she is called forth by Walter, called forth like the pilgrims in The Nun's Priest's Tale and "Truth".  At lines 288-291 Chaucer writes:
And as she wolde over hir thresshfold gon,
The markys cam and gan hire for to calle;
And she set doun hir water pot anon,
Biside the thresshfold, in an oxes stalle.
As the pilgrim in The Nun's Priest's Tale departs without further tarrying, "no lenger wolde he lette" (4223-4224), nearly the same words describe Griselda: "And in she gooth withouten lenger lette, / And to the markys she hir fader fette" (300-301).  Beyond a social journey, Griselda's mobility also reflects the pilgrimage of life from birth to death; she paraphrases.  At line 871-872 she states, " Naked out of my fadres hous,' quod she, / I cam, and naked moot I turne agayn'". 

     The dream in The Nun's Priest's Tale is emblematic of the Canterbury pilgrimage and the "Balade de Bon Conseyl", yet in this same tale, tales are suspect, especially tales told by pilgrims in a game.  This is apparent in The Nun's Priest's Tale where truth is debatable, and dreams within tales are suspect.  Marino writes, “Truly there may be truth in tales, yet there are ever tales in truths.  Canterbury tales contain a kernel of truth, yet we know not where pilgrims' "lesinges" have been sown along the road to the Cathedral” (6).  Immediately following the journey in The Nun's Priest's Tale, where truth in dreams urges the pilgrim forth, a second tale containing a dream urges a potential traveler to tarry in the city without undertaking a voyage, a type of anti-pilgrimage.  Although in both cases, dreams are the means of revelation, these pilgrims' destinations are oppositional.  Likewise, in The Canterbury Tales as a whole, pilgrims may earnestly travel to the Cathedral following pious truths revealed in tales, or gamely linger at the Tavern through ribaldry.  The choice is apparent.  Perhaps then, in The Nun's Priest's Tale, the Clerk’s Tale and the whole Canterbury Tales, Chaucer is playing a game with the reader in which he both urges him to search for allegorical signposts pointing to the Heavenly City and tempts him into lingering in the worldly tavern where the tale contest began.  Whichever the destination, the pilgrim ox of "Truth," Griselda, the pilgrim in The Nun's Priest's Tale, and the Canterbury pilgrims all began their journeys at an ox's stall or at an inn and stables, a beastly origin from which they are summoned forth. 
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