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January Helping May into 
the Tree by Warwick Goble 

Introduction
‘The Merchant’s Tale’ is part of Chaucer’s Canterbury 
Tales, a medieval collection of stories in which the Host 
of the Tabard Inn in Southwark proposes to a group 
of 30 pilgrims heading for the shrine of St Thomas at 
Canterbury that they each tell two stories on the way 
and two on the way back. It’s unfinished as a text — we 
only have 24 stories. 

In this tale from the Merchant, January, an old and 
wealthy knight, chooses a young and beautiful wife, 
May. Damian, January’s young squire, languishes in 
bed, sick for love of May. When January is struck blind, 
he becomes jealous and controlling, creating a garden 
to enjoy her alone. But May arranges a duplicate key, 
allowing Damian access. The climax of the tale involves 
sex up a tree, a dispute and a clever compromise.

Literary context
The relationship between tellers and tales in The Canterbury Tales is a dynamic 
one. Unlike The Decameron by the Italian poet Boccaccio, in which young and 
aristocratic speakers tell all the stories, Chaucer is keen to present a range of 
tellers from a knight to a ploughman. The pilgrims bicker over what they hear 
and interrupt each other. Chaucer seems to enjoy the clash of tale and teller, so, 
for example, the Wife of Bath, who is sexually combative, tells a romance when 
we might expect a fabliau (a kind of crude story). 

This ‘mix and match’ approach enables Chaucer to play with types of 
stories, offering fresh perspectives on genre and stereotype. The work-in-
progress feel to ‘The Merchant’s Tale’ is perhaps present because the story 
was written before Chaucer had decided who would tell it. The style of the 
poem morphs from courtly love to crude fabliau, often within a very few lines, 
making it experimental — entertaining and disorientating by turns. Its rich 
intertextuality, from biblical stories to Greek myths and Latin poetry, means 
that there’s no one fixed way of reading it. 

Cultural and social context

Pilgrimages
By the time Chaucer was writing the poem in the 1380s, pilgrimages 
were already less devotional than commercial; they were a form 
of entertainment. All the paraphernalia that goes with travel were 
in place: guidebooks, ferry services, hostels and souvenirs. In ‘The 
Merchant’s Tale’, religion is used and abused in the story, despite 
much of the apparent soul-searching of January who is anxious that 
his marriage might offer him so much joy that he will be denied the 
bliss of heaven. The priest’s cursory wedding ceremony seems nothing 
more than a swift stamp of approval for January’s lustful designs.

Audiences
Chaucer’s immediate audience was a group of sophisticated listeners 
and readers who were part of the court, though probably not royalty 
so much as career diplomats, knights, squires and civil servants. 
However, the pilgrims are the fictional audience, so we have several 
layers of audience, being either amused or possibly shocked and 
perhaps placated (as in our tale the narrator apologises to ‘ladies’ for 
his rudeness) by the story. His playful wit is inviting us to share his 
cleverness in mixing styles and being both inside January’s vain head 

and also outside looking at him critically. This playing with our quick-
wittedness makes reading the poem a kind of literary game to see if 
we can keep up with the leaps of textual interplay — for example, 
when Justinus, a character within the tale, uses the Wife of Bath, 
a character from the outer frame of the story, as an example in his 
argument against marriage (line 473).

Women
‘The Merchant’s Tale’, sandwiched as it is between the prologue and 
the epilogue in which two men (the Merchant and the Host) lament 
their own unhappy marriages, may be read as a misogynist text. 
But May’s cleverness and ingenuity mean we root for her as she 
outwits the controlling January. Her authority (her voice dominates 
the final section of the poem) is interesting as another woman grants 
her this power; this sets up a challenge to patriarchy in the poem. 
Proserpina’s mocking ‘What rekketh me of youre auctoritees?’ (line 
1064) reverberates throughout the tale, where viewpoints clash and 
tradition is turned upside down. The tale can be read as a critique 
of the gender imbalance of the medieval marriage market in which 
women were traded as commodities.

Historical and political context
The fourteenth century was a time of immense 
upheaval. The Black Death struck mid-century and 
recurred four times. The effect was cataclysmic: within 
the first 18 months of its arrival in England in 1348 
between a third and a half of the population was dead. 
The ‘great mortality’ (the name given to the plague 
by medieval writers) can be seen in ‘The Merchant’s 
Tale’ where January claims he is ‘almost…on my pittes 
brinke’ (line 189), while May asks him that if she is 
unfaithful he should ‘strepe me and put me in a sak, / 
And in the next river do me drenche’ (lines 986–87).

The plague also created opportunities for gain, both 
social and financial. Chaucer’s own life was socially 
mobile: as the son of a vintner, he moved from being 
a page in a noble household to becoming a Clerk of 
the King’s Works. The Merchant’s prosperity and wily 
nature are seen in his portrait in the ‘General Prologue’, 
where the narrator ends his account with ‘For sooth he 
was a worthy man with alle, / But, sooth to seyn, I noot 
how men him calle.’ (lines 285–86). So clever is he that 
even his name is not known, allowing him to trade with 
his identity as well as with goods. 


