
the friar in canterbury tales

Introduction to the Friar in Canterbury Tales

The Friar is one of the most intriguing characters in Geoffrey Chaucer's "The Canterbury Tales," a
collection of stories written in the late 14th century. The work provides a vivid portrayal of various
characters from different social classes, each sharing their tales on a pilgrimage to Canterbury. The
Friar represents the religious figures of the time, but Chaucer’s depiction invites readers to question
the integrity and morality of such individuals. This article explores the character of the Friar, his
attributes, the social critique embedded in his portrayal, and the broader implications of his tale.

Character Analysis of the Friar

The Friar is introduced in the "General Prologue," where Chaucer provides a detailed description of his
appearance and demeanor. He is characterized by several key traits that simultaneously highlight his
charm and hypocrisy.

Appearance and Personality

- Physical Description: The Friar is described as well-dressed and jovial, sporting a hood that is "like a
whale." His attire indicates that he is not living in poverty as one might expect of a religious figure.
- Charm and Manipulation: He is depicted as a smooth talker, skilled in persuasion, able to win over
people with his witty banter and charm. This ability allows him to exploit his position for personal
gain.
- Hypocrisy: Although he is supposed to live a life of poverty and piety, the Friar is more concerned
with wealth and social status. He is known to be corrupt, often taking advantage of the vulnerable for
monetary contributions.

Social Standing and Influence

The Friar occupies an ambiguous position in Chaucer's society:

- Social Class: As a member of the clergy, the Friar holds a position that ideally should command
respect. However, his actions reveal a different reality.
- Interaction with Others: He is well-connected among the wealthy and influential, often mingling with
the upper class rather than serving the poor, which contradicts the expectations of his role.
- Role in Society: The Friar represents a critique of the ecclesiastical institutions of Chaucer's time,
showcasing how some religious figures failed to live up to their spiritual obligations.



The Friar’s Tale: A Reflection of His Character

The Friar’s tale is a fable about a summoner, a church official who collects debts owed to the church.
This tale serves as a vehicle for Chaucer to explore themes of corruption, justice, and morality within
the church.

Summary of the Tale

- Plot Overview: The Friar tells the story of a Summoner who is deceitful and exploits his power. He
encounters a devil who reveals the Summoner's treachery and ultimately leads him to his downfall.
- Moral Dilemma: The tale illustrates the consequences of corruption and the idea that those who
exploit others may eventually face justice.

Irony and Hypocrisy

The irony of the Friar telling this tale is palpable:

- Self-Reflection: Although he criticizes the summoner, the Friar himself exhibits similar corrupt
behavior, making his condemnation hypocritical.
- Social Commentary: Through this tale, Chaucer highlights the flaws within the church and the
individuals who misrepresent its teachings for personal gain.

Thematic Elements in the Friar’s Character

Several themes emerge in the Friar's portrayal that resonate throughout "The Canterbury Tales" and
reflect the wider social context of the time.

Corruption and Greed

The Friar’s behavior exemplifies the broader theme of corruption within the church:

- Exploitation of Faith: The Friar uses his religious authority to exploit the faithful, soliciting money
under the guise of performing spiritual services.
- Materialism: His desire for wealth and social status undermines the spiritual values he is supposed to
uphold.

Social Critique of the Church

Chaucer’s work serves as a critique of the medieval church:



- Moral Failings: The Friar's character represents the moral failings found in many religious figures of
the time, suggesting that the church is not fulfilling its duty to serve the community.
- Hypocrisy of Clergy: The portrayal of the Friar serves to expose the hypocrisy prevalent among
clergy, who often prioritized personal gain over their spiritual responsibilities.

Contrast with Other Characters

The Friar's character can be juxtaposed with other pilgrims in "The Canterbury Tales":

- The Parson: Unlike the Friar, the Parson is portrayed as a genuinely pious and humble figure,
devoted to serving his community without seeking personal gain.
- The Summoner: Both the Friar and the Summoner exhibit corrupt behavior, but the Friar's charm
and social connections offer a different perspective on the theme of corruption.

Historical Context and Influence

Understanding the Friar's character requires a grasp of the historical context of the late 14th century:

Religious and Social Climate

- Church Authority: During Chaucer's time, the Catholic Church wielded significant power, but it was
also facing criticism due to instances of corruption and moral failings among its leaders.
- Rise of the Middle Class: The emergence of a more educated middle class led to increased scrutiny
of the church, as people began to question the integrity of its representatives.

Chaucer’s Role as a Social Commentator

Chaucer's work is notable for its critical examination of society:

- Literary Innovation: "The Canterbury Tales" is one of the first works to portray a diverse range of
characters from various social classes, highlighting the complexities of human nature.
- Legacy: The Friar's character remains relevant as an exploration of the perennial themes of
hypocrisy, corruption, and the moral obligations of those in power.

Conclusion

The Friar in "The Canterbury Tales" serves as a compelling character that encapsulates the
contradictions and complexities of 14th-century society. Through his portrayal, Chaucer critiques the
corruption within the church and the moral failings of its representatives. The Friar’s tale, filled with
irony and hypocrisy, reinforces the idea that those who exploit power may ultimately face their own
reckoning. Chaucer's deep understanding of human nature and societal flaws ensures that the lessons



from the Friar's character resonate with readers even today. In a world where the integrity of leaders
is often called into question, the Friar remains a timeless reminder of the importance of accountability
and moral responsibility.

Frequently Asked Questions

What role does the Friar play in 'The Canterbury Tales'?
The Friar in 'The Canterbury Tales' serves as a corrupt religious figure who exploits his position for
personal gain. He is more interested in profit and socializing with the wealthy than in helping the poor
and needy, which highlights the theme of hypocrisy within the Church.

How does the Friar's character contrast with other religious
figures in 'The Canterbury Tales'?
The Friar contrasts sharply with other religious figures like the Parson, who is portrayed as virtuous
and dedicated to his flock. While the Parson embodies true Christian values, the Friar represents the
corruption and moral decay present in some members of the clergy.

What are some of the Friar's notable characteristics in his
tale?
The Friar is depicted as charming, witty, and manipulative. He is skilled at flattery and knows how to
exploit his social standing to gain favors, often using his charm to woo wealthy patrons for donations
rather than focusing on his spiritual duties.

What message does Chaucer convey through the Friar's
portrayal?
Chaucer uses the Friar to critique the corruption within the Church and the moral failings of its
representatives. His character serves as a warning against the superficiality of those who misuse their
religious roles for personal gain.

How does the Friar's tale reflect the social issues of Chaucer's
time?
The Friar's tale reflects the social issues of late medieval England, including the widespread
disillusionment with the Church and its leaders. The Friar's behavior exemplifies the greed and moral
laxity that many contemporaries believed plagued the clergy, prompting calls for reform.
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