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Teaching notes 

Analysing Chaucer’s metre 
Jenni Nuttall 

These teaching notes help students make their own analysis of Chaucer’s metre in The Canterbury 
Tales. 

The basics: Chaucer’s decasyllabic line 
Re-read the explanation of Chaucer’s decasyllabic line on p. 9 of the article on Chaucer’s Riding 
rhyme.  Below is a basic representation of the usual metrical structure of Chaucer’s line (with x 
representing an unstressed syllable and / representing a stressed syllable) to remind you. Underneath 
that is a line from The Merchant’s Tale describing the unregulated freedom experienced by bachelors 
in love, with the stressed syllables marked in bold type. 

  x     /  x  /      x   /     x      /     x     / 

  In libertee and under noon arreest (The Merchant’s Tale, line 68) 

Scanning a line 
Below are two ‘normal’ lines for you to practise scanning (i.e. marking with x and / which syllables you 
think are unstressed and which are stressed). It often helps to read the line aloud. To check your 
answers, possible scansions for these lines are given on the final page of these teaching notes. 
Remember that writing metrically and scanning lines are arts rather than sciences, and there can 
therefore sometimes be two equally plausible ways to scan a line. Chaucer was not aiming to write 
perfect iambic pentameter, and often the first three or four syllables of a line will not fall 
unambiguously into an iambic ( x / ) rhythm. 

The rhyming syllable in Chaucer’s couplets is almost always stressed and is usually the tenth syllable 
of the line. Where a line ends on the stressed rhyming syllable, it is said to have a masculine line-
ending. There may be a further unstressed syllable after this rhyming syllable – this extra eleventh 
syllable doesn’t count towards the ten syllables of the line’s usual metre and is called a feminine line-
ending. It may help to work in reverse from the rhyming syllable back toward the beginning of the line.  
Remember that the line will usually start with an unstressed syllable (unless it is a headless line where 
the first unstressed syllable has been omitted). Have a try at scanning these two lines. 

The first is something Proserpina says to Pluto in The Merchant’s Tale: 

 What rekketh me of youre auctoritees? (1062, rhyming with gees in the line above). 

 [What do I care about your examples from Scripture?] 
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The second is Alison, the Wife of Bath, approving of Genesis 9.7 (‘be ye fruitful, and multiply’): 

 That gentil text kan I wel understonde (Pro, 29, rhyming with housbonde in the next line). 

 [I can fully understand that noble bible verse] 

One of these lines has a masculine ending and one has an extra-metrical eleventh syllable and thus 
has a feminine ending. Can you work out which is which? 

Metrical licences 
Chaucer, like poets in other centuries, could vary the pronunciation of some of his words to help him 
create the metrical patterns of his poetry.  Re-read the explanation of some of the metrical licences 
which Chaucer make use of on p. X of the article.  Here are two lines from the Nun’s Priest’s Tale 
describing (in rather hyperbolic terms) the hens’ morning singing: 

But swich a joye was it to here hem synge, 
Whan that the brighte sonne gan to sprynge (Nun’s Priest’s Tale, 567–8) 

[But it was such a joy to hear them sing when the bright sun began to rise] 

The first line in this couplet is fairly straightforward: it has ten monosyllabic words and thus it should be 
relatively easy to mark the pairs of unstressed and stressed syllables. The second line in this couplet 
looks (if you pronounce the words according to Modern English fashion) as if it only has eight words 
and could thus be only eight syllables.  Chaucer, however, uses metrical licences to provide the two 
‘missing’ syllables.  Can you work out where the extra two syllables are in the second line of the 
couplet?  

Inversions 
As the article explains, Chaucer uses poetic licence (the special allowances given to poets to use 
language in unconventional ways) to help create the alternating rhythm of his poetry. Here is a 
description of morning sunshine from The Merchant’s Tale, the morning on which May and January 
roam in the garden with Damian already hidden up above in the pear tree. This is an example of the 
rather strange and experimental style of The Merchant’s Tale, where Chaucer uses rhetorical tropes 
and flourishes more characteristic of romance, or other kinds of high-style poetry, to embellish the 
events of the Merchant’s fabliau narrative (a fabliau is a short story written in a bawdy and humorous 
style, often featuring sex or obscenity in its plot).  

Bright was the day, and blew the firmament; 
Phebus of gold his stremes doun ysent 
To gladen every flour with his warmnesse. (Merchant’s Tale, 1007-9) 

[The day was bright and the sky was blue; Phebus (the sun) sent down his streams of gold to 
cheer every flower with his warmth.] 

Using the Modern English translation in square brackets as guide, think about the word order we 
would normally expect in this sentence and note how Chaucer has altered it. Which words are 
highlighted by being out of order? 

In the first line, the rhetorical emphasis created by the word-order inversion in the first half of the line 
may override the usual iambic pattern of the metre, meaning that the line might begin /  x x / .  In the 
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second line, there is considerable syntactical inversion to aid the rhyme and metre. What aspects of 
this morning scene do the inversions and the metre make more prominent? 

The article encourages you to link the metre of a Chaucerian line with its meaning. Once we recognise 
the metrical pattern of a line, this might give us a clue as to which words are made more prominent by 
being given metrical stress. Metre allows the author to recreate or to emphasise the rhetorical stress 
we find in everyday speech and conversation. 

Here again is Proserpina’s dismissive response to Pluto in the Merchant’s Tale: 

 What rekketh me of youre auctoritees? 

And here is the Wife of Bath’s response to Genesis 9.7 (‘be ye fruitful, and multiply’) 

 That gentil text kan I wel understonde 

The stressed syllables are emphasised in bold.  Compare your own practice scansion of these lines. 
You should see that as well as the usual stresses on polysyllabic and monosyllabic content words, the 
metre of both lines also stresses the pronouns me, youre and I. The metre confirms our feeling (if we 
were to read the lines out loud) that we would stress these pronouns in speech (compare the Modern 
English what do I care about your authorities?). 

Think about how you would relate the metre of these lines to the meaning of the text.  Both lines 
feature female characters responding to ideas and examples found in the Bible, the sort of passages 
and ideas often cited by learned male figures.  What does the metrical stressing of the pronouns in 
each line allow us to imagine about the tone of Proserpina’s question and of Alison’s comment? What 
does this tell us about their attitude to such Scriptural authority? 

Useful website 
This Harvard University webpage has a more detailed discussion of Chaucer’s metre:  
https://sites.fas.harvard.edu/~chaucer/teachslf/less-3.htm 

Podcast 
This episode of the Radio 4 series ‘In Our Time’ by Melvyn Bragg discusses Chaucer and his 
Canterbury Tales. 

http://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/p003hycq 

Video 
This podcast by Professor Daniel Wakelin of the University of Oxford discusses the work of Chaucer 
and explains how he was one of the first to use everyday spoken English as a literary language in the 
fourteenth century. 

http://podcasts.ox.ac.uk/chaucer 


