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Discussions of analogues or models for The Canterbury Tales focus almost exclusively on story collections that, like Chaucer’s, frame their tales in a narrative setting—as do Petrus Alfonsi’s Disciplina Clericalis, Boccaccio’s Decameron, Gower’s Confessio Amantis, and Sercambi’s Novelle. Some attention is given to other collections that have no framing structure, like the Gesta Romanorum, or that order their tales according to some external canonical structure, such as the liturgical calendar, as in the South English Legendary. Some collections (like the Decameron and Confessio Amantis, again) select their tales according to topic or theme, while others favor generic principles (collections of saints’ lives; Marie de France’s Fables or Lais).
 Although ‘earlier literature offers no exact analogue,’
 all of these are obviously pertinent to discussions of the structure and organization of Chaucer’s last tale collection. 

In earlier works such as the Legend of Good Women and Monk’s Tale Chaucer had experimented with collections of the third type and—as their suspended or 

interrupted endings arguably indicate—he discovered, and set out to reveal to his audience, the serious limitations of such groupings based upon a single genre. Similar criticisms might also be inferred from the dramatic interruptions of Sir Thopas and the Squire’s Tale about his attitudes toward the beads-on-a-string, episodic structure of popular romance narratives.
   Over the [page 260] last decades of his life, Chaucer experimented with various ways of structuring and enlivening the conventions of the late medieval tale collection; the final state of the Canterbury Tales suggests he may not have concluded those experiments before he died.
In earlier works, such as the Book of the Duchess and Parliament of Fowls, he had already demonstrated the more satisfying, and more effective, sorts of interactive complexities that could enrich stories embedded within narrative frames and involving multiple narratorial perspectives and voices, techniques he could have learned from any number of works, such as Roman de la Rose or Dante’s Commedia.  In the Canterbury Tales, furthermore, he continued to deepen the possibilities inherent in such tonally complex, multivocal structures and invented the almost stream-of-consciousness performances of the Wife of Bath, Pardoner, Canon’s Yeoman, and Nun’s Priest. In the structure of the Canterbury Tales as a whole, he set up richly varied, dynamic relations between the Pilgrim Chaucer’s memorial narrative and the pilgrimage drama it re-presents, and employed the kind of entrelacement that marks many of the more sophisticated medieval romances. 

After her careful and detailed survey of the usual (as well as some not so usual) suspects among the tale collections available to or contemporary with Chaucer’s, Helen Cooper concluded that Chaucer’s arrangement did not follow the conventions of fourteenth-century story collections. 

The variety of the tales in the Canterbury series is one of the most 

extraordinary things about it.  There were plenty of other mediaeval 

story-collections, but none of them is remotely like Chaucer’s; and 

that is itself remarkable, for the nature of a genre is to conform to a 

pattern—genres are patterns, in fact, and that is how one recognises 

them, distinguishing tragic patterns of form and content from those 

of the novel or the epic or the romance.  The story-collection was 

familiar enough in the fourteenth century to be a genre to itself; but 

the Canterbury Tales does not fit.
 

Without seriously qualifying this conclusion—and in the context of discussing other influences, such as the debate, the poetic contest and the almost formulaic association of pilgrimage and storytelling—Cooper later has advanced a more confident claim for the influential role of the Decameron in shaping Chaucer’s conception of the structure of Canterbury Tales: ‘Very few works offer any detailed resemblance; and of those that do, the Decameron is by far the closest, to the point where deliberate imitation becomes more likely than mere coincidence.’
 

 But the kinds of self-consciously framed collections of tales—or those based on shared genre or common topics—that have been the focus of scholarly and [page 261] critical attention are not the only analogues we can usefully invoke as models, or to define the generic context, for the Canterbury Tales. The frame of the Canterbury Tales, so dramatically narrated in the ‘General Prologue,’ has required us to give works like those of Boccaccio and Sercambi more prominence than they perhaps actually deserve. Modern readers of the Tales, after all, nearly invariably come to the tales through that framing ‘Prologue,’ and so inevitably give decisive prominence to the dramatic setting it narrates.  That prominence is of course further reinforced by the lively interactions among the pilgrims that frequently connect or contextualize their tales.  But it is also the case that these ‘links’ have defined the area of greatest contest and controversy about the text of the Canterbury Tales: cancelled or revised or spurious links are scattered throughout the manuscripts and their competing authority continues to raise unresolved, and perhaps irresolvable, questions about the evolution of the text of the Canterbury Tales.  

The liveliness of these dramatized scenes lend a degree of autonomy to the pilgrim tale-tellers that is even greater than that achieved by the narrator’s interlocutors in Chaucer’s earlier works, such as the Man in Black in Book of the Duchess, the birds in Parliament of Fowls, or the ‘egle’ in House of Fame.  And this achievement is manifest, despite the fact that the lines that narrate these moments of roadside drama constitute a small percentage of the entire work. Furthermore, the drama of the pilgrims and pilgrimage gains center stage only at the conclusion of the narrator’s memorial recollection of the meeting in the Tabard, after the relatively static narration of the gallery of portraits.  Yet how many readers perceive the Tales as drama rather than narrative?  Not all of the blame for this can be laid at the feet of the magisterial Kittredge; Chaucer, himself, effectively ‘spins’ the drama by disowning any responsibility other than merely recounting the facts of that April journey to Canterbury.

However natural and well established it may have become, emphasizing the drama of the Canterbury Tales as its primary organizing feature has not pointed readers to any persuasive model for the fragmented, partial construction of Chaucer’s Tales. And, besides, most seem now to agree that this framing prologue appeared at a relatively late stage in the evolution of the Canterbury Tales.
  Nevertheless, it now generates the dominant view of the formal structure of the Canterbury Tales structure, and long-standing critical disagreements have not been resolved by anything other than readers’ and critics’ widespread indifference to the irregularities that exist. The critical consensus is that we should simply proceed as if these problems did not matter, or had, for all practical purposes, been resolved.  Reordering the tales on the basis of the geographi-[page 262] cal and horological details scattered in the tales and links have not advanced our understanding of the structure of the Tales, and we cannot even agree whether Chaucer’s proposed journey is uni- or bi-directional, one tale per pilgrim or four. 

On the basis of Cooper’s analysis of the conventions of late-medieval story collections, and from the work of others who have studied analogues to Canterbury Tales, we might properly advance claims for Chaucer’s originality.  But we can also direct our critical attention to other possible models and influences. Given the lateness of the General Prologue (and possibly of many of the links between tales), we might usefully ask whether any signs remain of earlier stages in the evolution of the work’s structure.  There are, after all, other kinds of collections available in Chaucer’s own day which, while they may not have the attractions of the framed and structured collections we usually set alongside the Canterbury Tales, nevertheless provide parallels for many features we find in Chaucer’s Tales.  If we turn our attention to contemporary collections, like the Auchinleck MS, we can identify a number of useful parallels to Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales, elements that do not derive from a domineering emphasis on the dramatic frame of the tales of Canterbury. Laura Hibbard Loomis, of course, would have us place the Auchinleck MS in Chaucer’s hands, a proximity few would now consider genuinely likely.
  Nevertheless, looking at that collection of English vernacular works can reveal to other principles for arranging a collection of tales in fourteenth-century England; and other manuscript compilations might be usefully examined to similar ends.  In recent years, manuscripts such as Harley 2253 and Digby 86 and Laud Misc. 108, have also [page 263] been placed (whether seriously or playfully) in Chaucer’s line of sight, and it may be worthwhile to probe a little further the intuitions that generate such associations. Though Auchinleck, and these others, all lack the dramatic element that has attracted the attention of Chaucer’s readers and critics to Boccaccio and Sercambi, these English collections all reveal structuring features, as well as some content, that suggest they are not entirely dissimilar from Chaucer’s collection.
  Indeed, like the Decameron, these manuscripts deserve closer consideration, whether Chaucer knew them specifically or—as is more likely—not.  While study of Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales has benefited from comparisons with works like the Decameron, it will also gain from examination of other kinds of vernacular collections represented in well known compilations from fourteenth-century England such as those already mentioned, and others, like the Vernon and Simeon MSS, and the two MSS of Robert Thornton.
  Although such miscellanies and anthologies lack the framing narrative of the more usual analogues, they do contain a number of distinctive features germane to discussions of Canterbury Tales. 

Since the early 1970s, we have become increasingly aware of the importance of ‘booklets’ to the composition of many medieval manuscripts, not least among them English MSS of the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries.
  A ‘booklet,’ in Robinson’s definition, is established only where the ‘beginning and end’ of a quire or series of quires in a manuscript ‘always coincide with the beginning and end of a text or group of texts,’ where ‘its content forms a self-sufficient unit.’ 
 Such self-sufficient units in manuscripts, defined by the [page 264] correspondence of physical form and textual content, provide us with fertile sites for investigating the finer principles of medieval compilatio, and the particular compositional practices of English scribal and literary culture.  In them we can examine, practically, the dynamics of selection and arrangement.  What can we infer from the selection of texts for a given booklet, and how their order was constructed? What principles guided compilers in their sequencing of the booklets available to them as they compiled them into bound codices? Clearly, not all composite manuscripts are ‘motley collections of literary pieces copied together,’
 the result of chance or the irregular availability of exemplars.  In cases where there is an intelligence at work, what were the practical choices compilers faced, and on what bases were their decisions made?

With the Auchinleck MS as our example, what can we learn about Chaucer’s compositional principles by putting it side by side with the Canterbury Tales? Some of its features are dictated by material necessity and common practice: in a booklet that comprises many quires, its compiler (Scribe 1) provided catchwords at the end of one quire to ensure that the sequence of constituent quires corresponded to the textual contents. This practical guide for sequencing the unbound quires of each booklet he also employed to establish the artificial, material linkages that controlled the final order of booklets within the entire collection: he provided catchwords to link booklets into their final order, and this order, within booklets and of booklets, is also inscribed by the continuous numbering of textual items, again (apparently) in the hand of Scribe 1.  When we look at the extant manuscripts of the Canterbury Tales, and consider the debates that continue regarding the arrangements of its fragments, we search in vain for a similar imposition of signals of how Chaucer the compilator wanted his tales ordered. 
 Denied any natural, obvious order for the Canterbury Tales fragments, we would feel blessed to have similar paratextual numbering, and catchwords, to guide us.

There are at least four other features of the twelve surviving booklets that comprise Auchinleck that can be usefully compared to elements in the ten constituent fragments of Canterbury Tales.
  First, the booklets and fragments [page 265] vary considerably in size and shape. Second, common subjects and themes link tales that are not contiguous with one another. Third, both the Auchinleck MS and the Canterbury Tales evidence multiple ‘voices’: in scribal hands and literary style. And finally, both are willing to leave tales, and booklets, incomplete or unfinished.

The Canterbury Tales, unlike the Auchinleck MS (in its present state), has a clear beginning, and most Chaucerians continue to believe that it has a clear ending.
 As Derek Pearsall has suggested, however, the remainder of this collection might be usefully conceived of as a ‘partly assembled kit with no directions,’ a ‘set of fragments in folders’ with ‘incomplete information as to their nature and placement.’
 Do we dare go further and consider the possibility that Chaucer even conceived of his collection as continuing in this fragmented and fluid structure, a state which his later invention of the ‘General Prologue’ frame has only partially obscured but without fully displacing?

Did he think of the ‘tales of Caunterbury’ as comprised of independent booklets or, like Emily Dickinson, arrange individual tales in bound ‘fascicles’ and unbound ‘sets,’ which she may never have conceived as issuing in a final, fixed arrangement within a bound volume?
 We should particularly recall that among the works he listed in the so-called Retractions Chaucer conspicuously denies the denomination ‘book’ to the ‘tales of Caunterbury.’ The general assumption is that Chaucer did conceive of the collection as comprising a [page 266] single ‘book,’ one that ‘[f]or reasons unknown [he] left …incomplete and without final revision.’
 But that is an assumption, and we cannot entirely dismiss the possibility that he had no intention of turning his ‘tales’ into a ‘boke.’ 

Readers since soon after Chaucer’s death, however, do know The Canterbury Tales as a book because scribes and editors have felt compelled to compose their versions of such a book. Of course, if the Hengwrt MS was compiled under Chaucer’s supervision or with his collaboration, we’ll have to accept some idea of an authorial Book of the Tales of Canterbury. But the unique nature of its selection and ordering of the tales, and the differences with other early manuscripts (such as Harley 7334 or Ellesmere), points to the tentative nature of its arrangement, an experiment in compiling the tales into a book.  And the fundamental variations in these early MSS could as easily be invoked as indicative of the non-bookish basic form of the Tales.  The problem may not simply be that Chaucer died before he finished the book; it may be that he never really conceived of it as a book.

No one has yet dared to follow Pearsall’s radical suggestion, and a portfolio Canterbury Tales probably would not appeal to a publisher.  Nevertheless, in the world of 
digital texts we now inhabit, we may finally be able to produce that kind of unbound ‘book,’ one that would respond to the essential fragmentariness of the Canterbury Tales.  

In the world of scribes and printers, however, from the Adam Pynkhurst—the Hengwrt/Ellesmere scribe
—to the editors of the Riverside Chaucer, each compiler has been forced by practical, physical necessity to impose a fixed sequence on Chaucer’s fragmented, and fragmentary, collection.  Is it necessary for us to require that sort of form, when we know that many longer or composite texts circulated (among scribes and readers alike) is fascicles, or booklets, or even in single quires? We cannot deal exhaustively with all, perhaps with any, of these issues in the present article, but sketching in details of the features adduced above will provide some ground for the thesis and offer some more substance to the generalizations above. 

Both Auchinleck and the Canterbury Tales are composed of more or less independent ‘booklets’ (or ‘fragments’) that contain a varied number of texts. Fragment VII (Group G) of the Canterbury Tales comprises 6 tales, while the first (extant) 

booklet of Auchinleck has (at least) 9, and its third booklet, 8. And both also contain booklets made up of a single work (the Man of Law’s Prologue and Tale, Manciple’s Prologues and Tale, Parson’s Prologue and Tale in the Canterbury Tales; King Richard and The Simonie in Auchinleck). Is it simply a coincidence that both have booklets/fragments containing single works at the end of their collections? [page 267]
The pieces within an Auchinleck booklet may not be as ‘inseparably linked’ as Thomas Tyrwhitt insisted the tales within the fragments of Canterbury Tales were,
 and Auchinleck’s tales are not of course conjoined by transitional ‘wordes’ of the Host or dramatized interactions between personified narrators of its tales.  In Canterbury Tales such transitions make it impossible for us, for instance, to disconnect the Pardoner from the Physician, or separate the fabliaux from the Knight’s Tale, or from each other.  There is nothing quite like these in Auchinleck, but there are clear instances where tales in Auchinleck are verbally linked. The short life of Seynt Margrete, for example, concludes with a wish that ‘Ihesu þat on þe rode was don · / Our soules forto borwe · /  Scheld ous fram þe pine of helle · / & bring ous out of sorwe ·…’ (408-11), while the following life of  Seynt Katerine begins with a similar prayer: ‘He þat made heuen & erþe · / & sonne & mone for to schine / Bring ous in to his riche · / & scheld ous fram helle pine ·’ (1-4).  However conventional these words may be, they nevertheless reinforce the generic links between these two female-saints’ lives.  They do not ‘explicitly refer to a tale just told or to one that immediately follows’ but they do establish an association that is difficult to ignore.

More impressive than this, however, the selection and arrangement of separate romances, in Auchinleck’s fourth booklet, depend on topical and genealogical connections.  There, under a single number, in the original compiler’s sequential numeration, we find two formally distinct romances of Guy of Warwick (the first in couplets, the second in stanzas); and this double-romance is followed by an account of the adventures of ‘Sire Gij is sone þat hi3te Rey[n]broun’ (line 11). The couplet Guy does not have a marked conclusion: there’s no ‘Amen par charite’ (rhyming or otherwise) as at the end of the stanzaic continuation.  Yet it is clear, from the change of scribal hand and verse form, as well as from the conventional rhetoric of beginning that marks the opening stanzas of the ‘continuation,’ that a new, though obviously linked, text is underway.  In addition, if the missing leaf that interrupts the present Reinbrun contained its conclusion and completed this fourth booklet, then the genealogical connection linking it to the double-romance of Guy originally extended even further, past the physical boundary of this booklet, since the following booklet (#5) begins with the adventures of Beves of Hamtoun ‘and of is fadre / Sire Gii’ (8-9).  In both tales of these two sons of Guy, their father is specifically mentioned in the opening stanzas, and this suggests a clear continuity with the foregoing paternal adventures.  Though brief, these words establish links at least as real as that found in the opening line of, say, the prologue of Chaucer’s Canon’s Yeoman thats make it inseparably bound to the Second Nun’s Tale; or as the words that link the Parson’s Prologue to the the Manciple’s Tale. [page 268]
In the body of the texts themselves, such words provide links as significant as any quire-end catchwords inscribed by the compiler of the Auchinleck MS. The kind of link that arguably makes its fourth and fifth booklets inseparable is altogether less definite that the explicit verbal connection that joins the end of Roland and Vernagu in Booklet 6 to Otuel at the start of Booklet 7. The two tales are part of the Charlemagne cycle and so have a similar sort of topical connection as we saw above, with Guy. Likewise, we here are facing a moment when the work of two separate scribes is present: following Bliss, I take Otuel as the sole extant contribution of Scribe 6 to the collection.
  At this juncture of the work of two distinct hands, or stints,
 Scribe 1 closes the sixth booklet with three lines that declare that the fame of Roland, after his defeat of the Saracen hero Vernagu, came to the attention of another Saracen warrior, Otuel:

¶ & al þe folk of þe lond

For onour of roulond ·

Þonked god old & 3ong ·

& 3ede a procesioun ·

Wiþ croice & gomfaynoun ·

& salue miri song ·

Boþe widowe & wiif in place ·

Þus þonked godes grace ·

Alle þo þat speke wiþ tong ·

To otuel also 3ern ·
Þat was a sarra3in stern ·

Ful sone þis word sprong ·
(lines 869-80; emphasis added)
[page 269] While we can be fairly confident that Scribe 1 provided the catchword at the end of Roland and Vernagu—’Herkneþ boþe 3ing & old’—to link this quire (and the booklet it concludes) to the first line of Otuel in the following one, we may also wish to claim, though perhaps not with quite as much confidence, that Scribe 1 also composed these concluding lines of Roland to provide a verbal transition to the following booklet commissioned (or obtained) from Scribe 6.  Nothing suggests that these lines were added later than the lines preceding them, in a later stint, but if these words are indeed Scribe 1’s own contribution to his exemplar (or source, if he is in the process of translating rather than merely copying), then he obviously knows where he is going: he has Scribe 6’s booklet already in hand (or at least in mind) and is aiming his conclusion toward an explicit link with it.  Is it serendipity, or careful planning, that has Roland conclude merely one line short of completely filling the verso of the last folio in its quire? And does the omission of any explicit or ‘amen’ (as was the case at the end of the couplet Guy) reinforce the continuity between these two distinct, though obviously related, romances.

These two examples of clear links between what seem otherwise to be separate booklets may indeed force us to re-examine our original definition of a ‘booklet’ since one might reasonably claim that here the correspondence of quire-ending with tale-ending may be only coincidental, and that the genealogical or verbal links provide more substantial connections, distinct from the mechanical catchwords, and mark the paired booklets in both cases as being properly single units. Or do we need to introduce a category that defines such composite booklets? Do these explicit textual linkages require us to treat these paired booklets as one codicological and textual unit, a booklet-containing-booklets, or metabooklet? Of course, we may take them to be merely signs that the compiler, later in the book-making process, desired to link components originally conceived of as independent.  We face a similar issue with the last two fragments in Canterbury Tales: despite their regular physical continuity and the explicit mention of the Manciple in the first line of the Parson’s Prologue in virtually all MSS, modern editors separate them into two distinct fragments because they cannot accept that the short Manciple’s Tale lasted from morning until the late afternoon of the Parson’s Prologue.

Not all links between tales involve beginnings and endings: some are more topical and thematic than verbal, what Cooper has called ‘connections of theme and motif.’
 If we look for more comprehensive, unifying themes for the texts in Auchinleck, we rise to a level of generality that may be less than completely [page 270] satisfying, as with Kittredge’s ‘Marriage Group’ in the Canterbury Tales. The sequence that links Guy of Warwick and the romances of his sons Reinbrun and Beves may have particular, local significance, if (as Turville-Petre has suggested) the manuscript may have been intended for a family like the Beauchamps.
  At the beginning of Auchinleck’s second booklet, we had already seen the Speculum Gy de Warewyke, and these Warwick connections—combined with other ‘nationalistic’ works like Booklet 3’s Battle Abbey Roll, Booklet 10’s Shorter Metrical Chronicle (Liber Regum Anglie), and the two pieces which presently conclude the MS, King Richard and The Simonie—provide fairly convincing foundations for Turville-Petre’s incisive claim for the manuscript’s unifying concept being ‘England the Nation.’
While the lives of St. Margaret and St. Katherine are suitably contiguous in its first surviving booklet, some tales in Auchinleck that might seem to belong together, such as the lais Sir Orfeo and Le Freine, are not in the same booklet.  If there is a logic for this, it is not apparent. The separation cannot be explained by mechanical considerations of available space: the length of Orfeo (in booklet 9) corresponds quite closely to that of the Roland and Vernagu that follows Le Freine (in Booklet 6).  While we cannot infer much about the order in which the various texts he copied became available to Scribe 1, if in this case he was aware of the similarities between the two, he was not interested in putting them together (as Chaucer did, say, with his fabliaux).  But if this is so, then there is probably even more need to justify the present location of both of these lais. The scribe’s or compiler’s decision to separate the two perhaps gains even more significance if Bliss was correct in concluding that the two lais shared closely related prologues.  But of course, the explanation may be that Orfeo came into Scribe 1’s hands only after he had already followed Le Freine with Roland and Vernagu, and established its subsequent link to Otuel.  But we are left asking whether the Roland cries out to follow Le Freine, or the Four Foes, to succeed Orfeo?
The Auchinleck MS offers a unique, and perhaps more complicated, instance of scribal collaboration in the production of a vernacular collection. The coordinated activity of 6 (or 4 or 5) different scribes
 in this large collection of Middle English texts lends some weight to Loomis’s hypothesis about a scribal [page 271] workshop in London about the time of Chaucer’s birth.  The existence, and economic viability, of such an institution in the 1340s would be significant, but such a claim is of no particular interest here, any more than the claim that Chaucer was familiar with the Auchinleck MS itself.  What is of interest is, rather, the highly visible presence of multiple scribes at work in Auchinleck and whether their distinct ‘voices’ might provide a visual, graphic analogue to the diversity of dramatized aural voices in Chaucer’s impersonated tale-telling.

A number of Chaucer’s Tales are, for one reason or another, left incomplete.  Similarly, tales and booklets in Auchinleck are broken off.  We do not, of course, know when most of the texts in Auchinleck achieved the ‘incomplete’ form they now have, but it is unlikely that Chaucer (had he seen the codex) would have seen anything like its current fragmented state.  Nevertheless, there is at least one instance of an originally unfinished text: the Nativity and Early Life of Mary. It concludes the tenth quire and was likely the final text in what survives as the second booklet in Auchinleck.  Its text concludes, if it can be said to be a conclusion, with the following words about Joseph, which fill six lines at the top of the first column on an otherwise blank verso (fol. 69v): 

He þou3t he wald oway flen ·

Þat no man schuld it wite ·

A ni3t as he awayward was ·

An angel to him cam

& bad him bileuen al þat diol ·

Þat he to him nam · (Lines 306-11)

This offers little indication of concluding the narrative, but the remainder of the page is blank—except for the catchwords at the lower right, which cite the opening line of the following item, On þe seven dedly sinnes, which begins the next quire.
 

While it is not as visually obvious as this interrupted tale- and booklet-ending, the romance Arthour and Merlin stops short of a convincing conclusion.
 Although its final lines in Auchinleck offer an aura of closure, they do not complete the action of the romance:

Þe oþer paiens flowe swiþe ·

& our went o3ain biliue ·[page 272]
Into þe cite of Carohaise 

Wiþ her feren hem made at aise ·

Þai maden gret blis & fest ·

& after 3eden hem to rest ·  (lines 9933-38 [=9758-63 in Auchinleck])

In his comment on the last line, Macrae-Gibson states that the text in Auchinleck ‘thus comes to an end, with no formula of conclusion; though we are at a pause in the action a good deal of the plot is left in the air.’
 Despite the absence of any rubricated Explicit or an ‘amen,’ there can be no doubt that this is the last of the romance in Auchinleck: it is followed by the regular introductory miniature to the first of the short pieces that fill out this booklet begun with Beues of Hamtoun: i.e., Þe Wenche þat Loved þe King.
  Macrae-Gibson offers what strikes me as a most plausible suggestion when he comments that ‘the “general editor” of the whole manuscript … decided that AM [Arthour and Merlin] as he knew it was too long for his anthology, and so directed the scribe to stop at what seemed a convenient point.’ 
  He goes on to admit that even in such a case, or in one where the exemplar was incomplete, ‘one would have expected some formula of conclusion to be cobbled up.’ And while this leads him then to conclude that he ‘cannot suggest any really satisfactory explanation,’ others (including me) will find this fairly persuasive, and be particularly attracted by its suggestive parallels with Chaucer’s ‘interrupted’ tales, of the Cook, Monk, and Squire, and Geffrey’s own tale of Thopas.  Though each of these is considerably shorter than the nearly 10,000 lines of Of Arthour and of Merlin, few readers (and probably even fewer listeners) would wish any of these much longer.

In the cases of these unfinished tales in Auchinleck, we are unlikely to make the kind of sophisticated cases that have been advanced for so many of Chaucer’s unfinished tales or works.
  Nevertheless, such examples remind us of the often fragmentary form of texts that are frequently found in fourteenth-century MSS, and Chaucer probably had ample opportunity to be made aware of tales—and booklets—which remained unfinished, as a result of accident or—more interestingly—of personal decisions by scribes or compilers. Must we [page 273] assume that all the MSS Chaucer would have known in the later fourteenth century would have been ‘perfect’? Even if Auchinleck was not yet reduced to its current state, with a large number of its texts physically interrupted before they reach their endings, weren’t there likely to have been many other MSS that were not complete for reasons other than the later harvesting of attractive miniatures or interesting capital letters—or of the ordinary depredations of time or later indifference?

The arrangement and condition of the tales in Auchinleck provide no more convincing evidence than Loomis’s verbal echoes to support the hypothesis that this important English literary MS was in Chaucer’s hands.  As attractive as that hypothesis might have been, study of Chaucer and the language of popular romance has made it increasingly less likely that Loomis’s argument can be persuasive. Certainly, nothing in the present study of the MS sustains her claims.  Nevertheless, even if we cannot claim Auchinleck as a source for verbal, generic, and stylistic elements in some of Chaucer’s tales, we may still invoke it as a pertinent analogue for certain features in the actual structure of the surviving Canterbury Tales collection.  If Chaucer (and his scribes) were familiar with compilations like Auchinleck—as he likely was—he would have been aware of the variable sizes and shapes of their constituent booklets.  He would also have recognized the artificial sequencing of those booklets in any larger book.  He would have seen how some booklets felt more coherent than others, and how some—such as the lais in 6 and 9, or the lives of women saints in 1 (Margrete and Katerine) and 2 (Mary Magdalene), or the theme of ‘England the Nation’--provided strands to link separate booklets and contribute to an overall sense of a cohesive, if not insistently unified, collection of tales.  The parallels with Canterbury Tales are not difficult to locate.

Chaucer, too, might have found, in the many scribal ‘voices’ in a MS like Auchinleck, a suggestive multiplicity of distinctive ‘types’ that he could personify in the different speakers of his Canterbury Tales.  Since that collection was never authorially compiled into a book, with all its ‘catch-words’ supplied, we can only speculate about the kinds of further links, dramatic or mechanical, he might have employed to establish and fix the order of the ‘inner’ fragments of Canterbury Tales.  And we may even—pace Linne Mooney—conclude that Derek Pearsall’s imagined loose folders of tales (Chaucer’s own booklets) were never, or at least not yet, conceived as parts of a firmly ordered, fixed sequence.

It remains important for us to continue examining the well known analogues for Canterbury Tales—if only to be further convinced of Chaucer’s divergence from the established conventions. But focusing on framing narratives, whatever their origins and characteristics, unhelpfully narrows the picture of what was available to Chaucer as models for organizing and arranging his ‘tales of Caunterbury.’  It may prove more advantageous, at this point in our discussions of his incomplete Tales, to throw open the window a bit more and to give [page 274] greater attention to the less dramatic principles operating in collections like the Auchinleck MS.  The Canterbury Tales had not yet evolved into—and perhaps was never intended to achieve—any fixed and continuous arrangement of the fragmented stages of its narrated drama of pilgrimage from the taberna to the tabernacula. But even what it had evolved into when ‘maked Chaucer na moore’
 was likely itself a relatively later construction.  Some of the works we know as ‘tales of Caunterbury’ had independent earlier existence, such as the ‘love of Palamon and Arcite / Of Thebes’ or the ‘lyf … of Seynt Cecile’ mentioned in the prologues to the Legend of Good Women (F 420-21, 426; G 408-9, 416).  If the Canterbury Tales made use of pre-existing materials like these, and others, then it may also be that it also contains evidence of previous principles of collection-arrangement. 

In the booklets of the Auchinleck MS, and others like it, we may detect some of the underlying principles of arrangement and organization that contributed to the juxtapositioning and sequencing of tales that came into play as Chaucer moved from the Legend of Good Women and the Monk’s Tale toward the dramatically framed narrative of the late Canterbury Tales. Instead of awarding exclusive, definitive control to the framing narrative, then, and concentrating all attention on where Chaucer stands among the traditions produced by ‘Greek and Arabic Outlooks,’
 or in respect to the derived conventions of the late medieval tale collection, we may well discover in English manuscript anthologies and miscellanies useful models to place alongside the more obviously self-conscious tale collections that have dominated our sources and analogues for Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales.

� Robert Armstrong Pratt and Karl Young, ‘The Literary Framework of the Canterbury Tales,’ in Sources and Analogues of Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales, ed. W. F. Bryan and Germaine Dempster (1941; New York: Humanities Press, 1958), 1-81, esp. 1-20; Helen Cooper, The Structure of the Canterbury Tales London: Duckworth /Athens, GA: University of Georgia Press, 1983), esp. 1-55; ‘Sources and Analogues of Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales: Reviewing the Work,’ SAC 19 (1997): 183-210 (reprinted with slight revision in Robert M. Correale and Mary Hamel, ed., Sources and Analogues of the Canterbury Tales, vol. 1 [Cambridge / Rochester, NY: D.S. Brewer, 2002], pp. 1-22); Katharine S Gittes, ‘The Canterbury Tales and the Arabic Frame Tradition,’ PMLA 98 (1983): 237-251; Framing the Canterbury Tales: Chaucer and the Medieval Frame Narrative Tradition (New York: Greenwood Press, 1991); and, for an interesting treatment of framing that focuses on art historical comparisons and psychology of perception, see Linda Tarte Holley, Chaucer’s Measuring Eye (Houston: Rice University Press, 1990).


� Larry D. Benson, The Riverside Chaucer, 3rd edition (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1987), pp. 3-4, 795-97; the quoted words are taken from p. 795.


� It will be apparent from this that I do not share the views on the matter of the incomplete tales expressed by N. F. Blake in ‘Geoffrey Chaucer: The Critics and the Canon,’ Archiv für das Studium der Neueren Sprachen und Literaturen 221 (1984): 65-79. 


� Cooper, Structure, p. 3.


� Cooper, ‘Sources and Analogues’, p.192.


� This was the consensus of opinion expressed by participants in the seminar panel on ‘Re-reading and Re-thinking the General Prologue’ at the 2004 Glasgow NCS Congress, 17 July 2004.


� Laura Hibbard Loomis, ‘Chaucer and the Auchinleck Manuscript: ‘Thopas’ and ‘Guy of Warwick’,’ in Essays and Studies in Honor of Carleton Brown, ed. (New York: New York University Press, 1940), pp. 111-28; ‘Chaucer and the Breton Lays of the Auchinleck Manuscript,’ Studies in Philology 38 (1941): 14-33; “The Auchinleck Manuscript and a Possible London Bookshop of 1330-1340,” PMLA 57 (1942): 595-627: all are reprinted in the collection of her essays: Adventures in the Middle Ages: A Memorial Collection of Essays and Studies (New York: Burt Franklin, 1962).  See also her detailed chapter on Sir Thopas in Bryan and. Dempster, Sources and Analogues, 486-559. At the panel on ‘Chaucer’s Language and the Middle English Compendium’ at the recent NCS Congress (University of Glasgow, 16 July 2004). Frances McSparran responded to Christopher Cannon’s paper on ‘Chaucer and the Auchinleck Manuscript’ with the opinion that his evidence confirmed the developing consensus that Loomis’s claims for Chaucer’s direct dependence on texts of the Auchinleck MS were ‘increasingly dubious,’ and showed instead that Chaucer was ‘deeply familiar’ with the language of popular poetry in his day.  The most sustained critique of Loomis’s thesis is that offered in the 1981 University of Connecticut dissertation by Judith Crounse Mordkoff: ‘The Making of the Auchinleck Manuscript: The Scribes at Work’ (Dissertation Abstracts International 42 [1981-82], p. 207A), in which she concludes that ‘the manuscript is not a commercial product made on speculation, but the bespoke product of the traditional scriptorium of a religious house in which inmates worked together with lay craftsmen’ (abstract). 


� One of the texts in Auchinleck does, however, offer a dramatically framed series of tales: The Seven Sages of Rome is regularly included in discussions of the analogues to Canterbury Tales.


� See, for example, the essays by S.S. Hussey and A. I. Doyle in Studies in the Vernon Manuscript, ed. Derek Pearsall (Cambridge: D.S. Brewer / Rochester, NY: Boydell & Brewer, 1990); those by John J. Thompson, Barbara Nolan, and Susanna Fein in Studies in the Harley Manuscript: The Scribes, Contents, and Social Contexts of British Library MS Harley 2253, ed. Susanna Fein (Kalamazoo: Medieval Institute Publications, 2000); and Seth Lerer, ‘Medieval English Literature and the Idea of the Anthology,’ PMLA 118 (2003): 1251-67.


� Pamela R. Robinson’s B.Litt. Thesis, ‘A Study of Some Aspects of the Transmission of English Verse Texts in Late Mediaeval Manuscripts’ (Oxford 1972) was perhaps the first to give the issue real prominence. Its main conclusions were published in “The ‘Booklet’: A Self-Contained unit in Composite Manuscripts,” in Codicologica, ed. A. Gruys and J. P. Gumbert, vol. 3 (Leiden: Brill, 1980), pp. 46-67.  See also her ‘Self-Contained Units in Composite Manuscripts of the Anglo-Saxon Period” Anglo-Saxon England 7 (1978): 231-38 (repr. in Mary P. Richards, ed. Anglo-Saxon Manuscripts: Basic Readings [New York/London: Garland, 1994], 25-35). Ralph Hanna III offers useful amendments to her criteria and categories in ‘Booklets in Medieval Manuscripts: Further Considerations,’ Studies in Bibliography 39 (1986): 100-11 (repr. in his essay collection, Pursuing History: Middle English Manuscripts and Their Texts [Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1996], pp. 21-34). 	On the booklets, or fascicles, of Auchinleck specifically, see Mordkoff.


� Robinson, Codicologica, p. 47.


� Gittes, ‘The Canterbury Tales and the Arabic Frame Tradition’, p. 146.


� The competing orders are succinctly presented by Ralph Hanna III in the textual notes to the Canterbury Tales in Riverside, pp. 1120-21.


� I avoid calling the Fragments of the Canterbury Tales ‘booklets’ because we do not have clear evidence of the physical construction of any autograph MS.  But a glance at the Hengwrt MS, which may have been produced in Chaucer’s lifetime and with his collaboration or supervision, shows its construction in five such booklets .  They are called ‘structural sections’ on pp. xxiv-xxv of the introduction to the Variorum facsimile: The Variorum Edition of the Works of Geoffrey Chaucer, ed. Paul G. Ruggiers and Donald C. Baker [Norman OK: University of Oklahoma Press, 1979), Vol. I:  The Canterbury Tales: A Facsimile and Transcription of the Hengwrt Manuscript, with Variants from the Ellesmere Manuscript, Intro. by Donald C. Baker, A. I. Doyle, and M. B. Parkes.  Only the first, second and fifth of these, however, correspond to the usual Fragment/Group designations; the third and fourth are composites that mix and match tales from other Fragments/Groups in a unique arrangement. Benson (Riverside 5) calls the fragments ‘editorial units determined by the existence of internal signs of linkage—bits of conversation or narration that explicitly refer to a tale just told or to one that immediately follows.’  The narrative, textual linkage for these units does not always correspond with the physical, material structure of book(let)s in the extant manuscripts.  The nineteenth-century editorial inference of Fragments/Groups in the Canterbury Tales maintains a wide degree of critical consensus, and may derive ultimately from another version of the booklet construction we find in Hengwrt.  It remains beyond our current knowledge to decide whether any (and which) of these arrangements is Chaucer’s original plan, his revised plan, or his supervised one-off experiment.  Benson (Riverside 5) describes the fragments as ‘editorial units determined by the existence of internal signs of linkage—bits of conversation or narration that explicitly refer to a tale just told or to one that immediately follows.’  


� I have elsewhere argued that the Parson’s Tale is probably not Chaucer’s intended conclusion to the Canterbury Tales: ‘Creating Comfortable Boundaries: Scribes, Editors, and the Invention of the Parson’s Tale,’ in Rewriting Chaucer: Culture, Authority, and the Idea of the Authentic Text, 1400-1602, ed. Thomas A. Prendergast and Barbara Kline, (Columbus: Ohio State Press, 1999), pp. 45-90.


� The Canterbury Tales (London: George Allen and Unwin, 1985):  23.


� See R. W. Franklin, The Editing of Emily Dickinson: A Reconsideration (Madison/Milwaukee/London: University of Wisconsin Press, 1967) and ‘The Emily Dickinson Fascicles,’ Studies in Bibliography 36 (1983): 1-20.  Franklin’s first sentence in his Introduction to Editing should perhaps be revised and adopted by Chaucerians: ‘Emily Dickinson did not publish’ (xv)


� Benson, Riverside, p. 5


� Linne Mooney’s lecture, ‘New Evidence on the Hengwrt/Ellesmere Scribe and the City,’ presented on 17 July 2004 at the NCS Congress, University of Glasgow.  


� In the appended Introductory Discourse to his landmark edition, The Canterbury Tales, 5 vols. (London, 1775-78), vol. IV, p. 171. 


� A. J. Bliss: ‘Notes on the Auchinleck Manuscript,’ Speculum 26 (1951): 652-58.   His numbering is adopted by Derek Pearsall and I. C. Cunningham in their facsimile edition: The Auchinleck Manuscript: National Library of Scotland Advocates’ MS. 19.2.1 (London: The Scolar Press, 1977).   And also by Alison Wiggins in the National Library of Scotland’s Auchinleck pages: http://www.nls.uk/auchinleck/editorial/physical.html. The digital facsimile and the conservative edition of texts in Auchinleck, as well as the introductory and supplementary materials, at this site are of exceptional value to scholars and readers. For other assessments of the number and distribution of hands, see below, note 26.  Since there are apparently six original numbered items missing between Otuel (xxxvii) and King Alisaunder (xliiii), it may be that this scribe was not limited to a single item.


� For the purposes of my argument, we can downplay Robinson’s assertion that Bliss’s Scribe 6 (Otuel) is in fact Scribe 1 (her Scribe D), a view she offers as the ‘opinion of Mr. M. B. Parkes in a personal communication’ (in her 1972 Oxford thesis, p. 130). This opinion has been recently endorsed by no less an authority than Ralph Hanna: ‘Reconsidering the Auchinleck Manuscript,’ in New Directions in Later Medieval Manuscript Studies: Essays from the 1998 Harvard Conference, Ed. Derek Pearsall (York, England: University of York, 2000), pp. 91-102. Even if the scribe of Otuel is the main scribe of Auchinleck (Scribe 1), his hand here is so strikingly different in its visual effect that my hypothesis about different ‘voices’ can still be maintained.  My view of the final lines of Roland, however, makes it less likely that the text of Otuel is as distant in time as seems required for the differences between Roland and Otuel. The case has been persuasively[,] advanced by Alison Wiggins in an essay that reached me after the completion of this article: ‘Are Auchinleck Scribes 1 and 6 the Same Scribe? The Advantages of Whole Data Analysis and Electronic Texts’, Medium Ævum, 73 (2004), 10-26.


� For a discussion of the relations between these and other Charlemagne stories, and their derivation from French and Anglo-Norman sources, see J. B. Severs, ed., A Manual of the Writings in Middle English 1050-1500, vol. 1 (New Haven: Connecticut Academy of Arts and Sciences, 1967), pp. 87-94.


� Cooper, ‘Sources and Analogues’, p,\. 197.


� England the Nation: Language, Literature, and National Identity, 1290-1340 (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1996), p. 136.


� Eugen Kölbing—’Vier romanzen-handschriften,’ Englische Studien 7 (1884): 177-91—identified five scribes; Pamela Robinson (Oxford thesis, pp. 128-31) identified four; and Bliss identified six (652-4, with five plates, between pp. 656 and 657).  There are, furthermore, substantial disagreements among the three that go beyond the total numbers of scribes involved: e.g. Bliss’s Scribe 4 (Battle Abbey Roll) is identified with his Scribe 2 (their B) by both Kölbing and Robinson, an identification I am willing to adopt.  A detailed comparative inventory of the three sets of attributions can be found online at: http://faculty.washington.edu/miceal/auchinleck/table.html.


� Two items (in the original numbering scheme xviiii and xx) appear to be missing, since the Nativity is  item xxvii [recte xviii] and On þe seven dedly sinnes, numbered xxi, begins a new quire.  Unless there has been simply an error in numbering (which would not be unique to this MS) we may reasonably conclude that xviiii and xx constituted a self-contained booklet, which was excised after the consecutive numbering was introduced but before the catchwords (at least here) were added.


� I am grateful for Siobhain Bly Calkin for calling this example to my attention.  See O. D. Macrae-Gibson, ed., Of Arthour and of Merlin, Early English Text Society, O.S. vols. 268, 279 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1973, 1979). 


� EETS O.S. 279, p. 161.


� This is one of the few miniatures remaining in the MS, left unharvested perhaps because its center had been scraped away; indeed, little of the text below it is readable, and the remainder of the tale has been lost with the excised folio following it, the first three columns of which appear to have contained the remainder of this short piece.  The last piece in this booklet, Hou our leuedi saute was ferst founde, concludes with ‘amen’ ten lines from the top of the second column of 260v, the remainder left blank.


� EETS O.S. 279, p. 161.  I hold that the ‘general editor’ and the ‘scribe’ [Bliss’s Scribe 1] are most likely one and the same.


� By, for example, Larry Sklute in Virtue of Necessity: Inconclusiveness and Narrative Form in Chaucer’s Poetry (Columbus: Ohio State University Press, 1984); or Rosemarie Potz McGerr in Chaucer’s Open Books: Resistance to Closure in Medieval Discourse (Gainesville: University Press of Florida, 1998).


 


� Adam Pynkhurst’s note at the end of the Cook’s Tale.


� Gittes’s title for her third chapter: Framing the Canterbury Tales, pp. 21ff.


� An earlier version of this paper was presented at the Glasgow Congress of the New Chaucer Society, 19 July 2004.





�Published in Archiv für das Studium der Neueren Sprachen und Literaturen 242 (2005): 259-74.





