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Canterbury Tales The Man of Law is one of the stories from Geoffrey Chaucer's seminal work,
"The Canterbury Tales," which was written in the late 14th century. This poem is a collection of
stories told by a group of pilgrims traveling to the shrine of Thomas Becket in Canterbury. Each
character in the tales represents a different aspect of medieval society, and the Man of Law is no
exception. Through his tale, Chaucer explores themes of justice, morality, and the complexities of
human nature, all while providing a glimpse into the legal practices and societal norms of his time.

Overview of The Man of Law

The Man of Law, also known as the Serjeant at Law, is presented as a knowledgeable and astute
figure. He is characterized by his mastery of the law, his eloquence, and his ability to navigate
through legal complexities. His introduction in the General Prologue indicates that he is highly
respected in his field, often compared to a wise and experienced scholar.

Characterization

- Intelligent and Learned: The Man of Law possesses extensive knowledge of legal matters,
showcasing his expertise in the field. He is described as one who can draw up contracts and knows
many statutes by heart.
- Respectable and Wealthy: He is portrayed as having a successful career, which affords him a
comfortable lifestyle. His character reflects the societal reverence for those who succeed in the legal
profession during Chaucer's time.
- Cunning and Persuasive: The Man of Law is adept at using language to his advantage,
manipulating words and arguments to achieve favorable outcomes in legal disputes.

The Tale of the Man of Law

The Man of Law's tale is a story rich with themes of virtue, justice, and the trials of fate. It follows
the life of Constance, a young Christian woman, who endures a series of hardships and misfortunes.

Plot Summary

1. Constance's Exile: The story begins with the King of Syria, who is enamored by Constance, the
daughter of a king from Britain. Despite her noble lineage, Constance is exiled due to her faith and
the jealousy of her mother-in-law.

2. Trials in a Foreign Land: After being sent away, Constance embarks on a perilous journey, facing
adversity in a foreign land. She is subjected to various trials, yet her faith and virtue remain
steadfast.



3. The Role of Providence: Throughout her trials, divine intervention plays a crucial role in guiding
Constance. She encounters a series of miraculous events that ultimately lead her back to her
homeland.

4. Reunion and Justice: The tale culminates in a dramatic reunion with her husband, who eventually
recognizes her virtue. Justice is served as Constance faces her adversaries, revealing the power of
righteousness and the importance of faith.

Thematic Elements

- Justice and Injustice: The tale explores the theme of justice, as Constance's unwavering faith leads
her to triumph over her adversities. It reflects the belief in divine justice that was prevalent in
medieval society.

- Faith and Morality: Constance embodies the Christian virtues of patience, humility, and devotion.
Her character serves as a moral compass throughout the tale, reinforcing the idea that virtue
ultimately prevails.

- Gender Roles: The story also addresses the roles of women in society. Constance's strength in the
face of adversity challenges the traditional perceptions of femininity during Chaucer's time.

Literary Techniques

Chaucer employs various literary techniques to enhance the narrative of the Man of Law's tale.

Use of Allegory

The story of Constance can be seen as an allegory for the trials of the soul and the journey toward
salvation. Her experiences reflect the struggles faced by individuals in their quest for virtue and
righteousness.

Symbolism

- Constance’s Name: The name "Constance" itself symbolizes steadfastness and unwavering faith,
highlighting her character's core qualities.
- Water Imagery: Water often symbolizes purity and renewal in the tale, representing Constance's
resilience and the transformative power of faith.

Irony and Contrast

Chaucer employs irony, particularly in the contrasting fortunes of Constance and her adversaries.



While they initially seem powerful and victorious, their downfall underscores the moral lesson that
virtue ultimately triumphs over vice.

Critical Reception

The Man of Law's tale has garnered significant attention from scholars and literary critics over the
years. Many appreciate how Chaucer uses the character of the Man of Law to reflect the
complexities of the legal profession and to critique societal norms.

Interpretations

1. Reflection of Society: Some critics argue that the tale serves as a commentary on the legal system
of Chaucer's time, highlighting its flaws and the moral dilemmas faced by those within it.

2. Feminist Readings: Feminist interpretations often focus on Constance's character, discussing her
agency and the implications of her trials within the context of medieval gender dynamics.

3. Religious Significance: The tale is also viewed through a religious lens, with scholars examining
the Christian symbolism and moral lessons embedded within the narrative.

Conclusion

In conclusion, "The Canterbury Tales: The Man of Law" offers a compelling narrative that
intertwines themes of justice, morality, and the human experience. Through the trials of Constance,
Chaucer not only entertains but also prompts readers to reflect on the nature of virtue and the
complexities of societal norms. The tale remains a significant exploration of the medieval worldview,
and its relevance continues to resonate in contemporary discussions about justice, gender, and
morality. The Man of Law's tale thus stands as a testament to Chaucer's literary genius and his
enduring impact on English literature.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are the main themes explored in 'The Man of Law's Tale'
from The Canterbury Tales?
The main themes include justice, virtue, and the trials of faith. The tale portrays the struggles of
Constance, a virtuous woman who faces numerous challenges, emphasizing moral integrity and
divine justice.



How does 'The Man of Law' characterize the role of women in
medieval society?
'The Man of Law' presents women as both virtuous and vulnerable, showcasing their strength and
resilience through Constance's character while also highlighting the societal limitations imposed on
them.

What narrative style does 'The Man of Law' employ in his tale?
'The Man of Law' uses a frame narrative style, weaving a story within a story that allows for rich
character development and multiple perspectives, while maintaining a moralistic tone.

What is the significance of Constance's character in 'The Man
of Law's Tale'?
Constance represents the ideal of Christian virtue and loyalty. Her character embodies the theme of
suffering for one's faith and the ultimate triumph of goodness over evil, making her a pivotal figure
in the narrative.

How does 'The Man of Law' incorporate elements of fate and
free will in his tale?
'The Man of Law' explores the interplay between fate and free will by showing how Constance's
unwavering faith and moral choices influence her destiny, despite the external forces that conspire
against her.
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