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Creating Comfortable Boundaries:
 Scribes, Editors, and the Invention of the “Parson's Tale” 


Once a “text” has gained independence from its surrounding contexts and gains a separate title, is it ever permissible to remove that independent status?  Can a text ever be distinguished from its context in any essential or useful way since all “texts” are constituents of an ongoing discourse and any titled individuality is a critical construct that betrays questionable assumptions about identity and autonomy?  Even if the answers to these, and related, questions were clearly known, it would nevertheless be useful, for the sake of detailing historical processes, to attempt to distinguish one text (or stage in a “text”) from another, and to maintain an arguably separate, though no doubt contingent, existence for these texts (or stages).  In the case of the dynamic texts of medieval manuscript culture, according particular authority to one manuscript's “snapshot” of the state of the text may substitute a scribe's interpretation or an editor's judgment for his exemplar’s pre-text—or for what the author actually composed.
  By investigating how and when texts evolved into the forms that have survived, we can also learn something about the reception of the texts by their earliest readers.


Discriminating one state (or stage) in a text's transmission from another, with its additions and subtractions from the preceding stages, is a productive enterprise—even if it cannot, finally, ever claim to have located authorial intentions—or perhaps even authorial texts.  But there is, nonetheless, something useful to be learned about our modern “texts” and their cultural environments if, say, First Isaiah is distinguished from the Second, if the C-Text sections of Piers Plowman are separated from the A-Text preceding it in Trinity College, Cambridge, MS R 3.14, or if Chaucer's Anelida and Arcite is revealed to be two complete poems (either or both of which may be Chaucer's) rather than an incomplete single Chaucerian poem.
  At times, these scholarly fictions of textual evolution remain safely in the footnotes while the texts they qualify continue their simpler, unitary existence.  In some cases, however, the reverse may be true: the scribal and scholarly fiction of independent textuality becomes imposed firmly on the representation of the text itself, with the result that this independence is established in critical editions and proves very difficult to ignore or reverse.


Not all formal separations of one text from another, then, may deserve the acceptance and authority they have achieved, and sometimes applying “Occam's razor” might (paradoxically) impel scholars to stitch back together texts whose separation produces greater complications and interpretative difficulties than critics are able to resolve—or they can only “resolve” them by ignoring the complicating difficulties.  Received opinions, even when nearly unanimous, can be mistaken; and raising fundamental questions about commonplaces is not always a waste of time.  What follows focuses on the texts which today are called the “Parson's Tale” and the “Retractions,” and which “most Chaucerians believe . . .  Chaucer was responsible for placing . . . at the end of his Canterbury Tales.”
  Since this essay cannot address all the ramifications of this topic, it will confine itself to a few larger features of these texts and their transmission, and to sketching an argument about the logical stages by which the present separation of these texts achieved its consensus position.  It is a consensus that extends back almost to the very first editions of the Canterbury Tales, to the earliest manuscripts in which these two texts appear, and this historical fact makes any argument for eliminating the separation rather more difficult.  In the uncertain borderlands inhabited by textual archetypes, lost scribal exemplars, and authorial originals, logical inferences derived from ignored minor details of the extant witnesses sometimes provide the only dependable evidence for argument.  Such, then, is the argument proposed here:  the traditional division of these two texts is a scribal construct, and reasonable alternatives to this fiction can be readily adduced from details of the very manuscripts on which the largely unquestioned scholarly consensus is based.  As Owen has recently made clear, many of these manuscripts “show an uneasiness with the Parson’s Tale, expressed mainly at its juncture with the Retraction…” (“What the manuscripts tell us,” 239).  This “uneasiness” in the manuscripts has been largely marginalized and ignored, but the evidence is clear and, upon reflection, it offers substantial challenges to contemporary, and most subsequent, readings of these texts. Owen put it well:  “Those troubled by the Parson’s Tale have directed their efforts towards assimilating it into a reading of the work as a whole.  They have failed to consider the possibility that Chaucer intended it as an independent work, the Treatise on Penitence, with the Retraction as a fitting conclusion” (“What the manuscripts tell us,” 239).  What follows here attempts to identify and characterize the major evidence, to supplement that presented by Owen, and to articulate the stages by which (and some of the reasons why) such a comfortable consensus achieved early dominance, and continues relatively unchallenged in our own day.  The logical corollary to this investigation is that the text(s) of the “Parson’s Tale” and “Retractions” should be dissociated from the Canterbury Tales.


Nothing in the text of the “Parson's Tale” and “Retractions” demands that a division be made between them:  the syntax and substance of the penitential treatise and of the penitentially inspired prayers that comprise the “Retractions” do not require that the two be separated.  Rather, uninterrupted by the scribal rubrics, the text of the “Retractions” seems quite comfortably continuous with the “Parson’s Tale”:


.... Thanne shal men understonde what is the fruyt of penaunce; and, after the word of 


Jhesu Crist, it is the endelees blisse of hevene, ther joye hath no contrarioustee of wo


ne grevaunce; ther alle harmes been passed of this present lyf; ther as is the sikernesse 


fro the peyne of helle; ther as is the blisful compaignye that rejoysen hem everemo, 


everich of otheres joye; ther as the body of man, that whilom was foul and derk, is 


moore cleer than the sonne; ther as the body, that whilom was syk, freele, and fieble, 


and mortal, is inmortal, and so strong and so hool that ther may no thyng apeyren it; 


ther as ne is neither hunger, thurst, ne coold, but every soule replenyssed with the 


sighte of the parfit knowynge of God.  This blisful regne may men purchace by poverte 


espiritueel, and the glorie by lowenesse, the plentee of joye by hunger and 
thurst, and 


the reste by travaille, and the lyf by deeth and mortificacion of synne.  Now preye I to 


hem alle that herkne this litel tretys or rede, that if ther be any thyng in it that liketh 


hem, that therof they thanken oure Lord Jhesu Crist, of whom procedeth al wit and al 
goodnesse.  And if ther be any thyng that displese hem, I preye hem also that they 


arrette it to the defaute of myn unkonnynge and nat to my wyl, that wolde ful fayn 


have seyd bettre if I hadde had konnynge.


Only when the treatise is assigned to the Parson as his concluding contribution to the series of Canterbury tales do readers become uneasy with the “I” of the concluding “Retractions,” and this uneasiness about that voice alone would impel them to distinguish the author of the Canterbury Tales from the last in his series of his fictional narrators:  What may have been an independent, continuous prose text could function acceptably as the ending of the Canterbury Tales only if it were divided into two texts, one assigned to the fictional Parson, the other to the real author.  To accomplish this, the continuous text of the penitential treatise must be broken in two and that break marked in an obvious and uncompromising way.  Early manuscripts and recent editions offer various solutions which allow modern editors and critics (as they did earlier scribes and readers) the comforts of closure for the Canterbury Tales.  Consequently, scribal inventions have come to stand for authorial intentions, and potential complications recede before a desire for a satisfactory conclusion to Chaucer's final great work.


When they are adverted to at all, as they infrequently are, the rubrics at the beginning and end of the “Retractions” in modern editions, which frame this text and set it apart from the “Parson's Tale,” are (like most of the other rubrics) generally and quite rightly acknowledged as scribal additions to, and interruptions of, Chaucer’s prose.
  Manly and Rickert went so far as to exclude virtually all consideration of manuscript rubrics from their edition: 


We have not regarded as proper material for inclusion on the collation cards 


the Incipits, Explicits, tale or part headings, or page headings (these were 


often written many years later), except where they were clearly or apparently 


traditional—i.e. copied by the scribe from his exemplar.  In general, it is clear


from the MSS themselves that they did not belong to the textual tradition but, 


whether put in by the original scribe or by a special rubricator, were dictated by 


the supervisor according to his own taste and judgment. (M-R II.10)

Yet they, like many others who explicitly admit that most rubrics are scribal, nevertheless incorporate many of them into their text, and thus lend them approximate, if not actual, authorial warrant.  And critical discussions, which depend on such editions, are at least unconsciously influenced by such a warrant.
  While scholarly opinion is virtually unanimous, then, in attributing these rubrics to scribes (or their supervisors), modern editors continue to present rubrics prominently in their texts, and generally without any qualification; if this choice is a conscious one, as it must be, then presumably it issues from some belief that the rubrics they offer are consistent with, if not indeed reflective of, Chaucer's own intentions.
  It is a belief that has remained virtually unquestioned—except for the period from Thynne to Urry, when the text of the “Retractions” was simply omitted from printings of the Canterbury Tales.


While the “Retractions,” including the rubrics as a regularly accepted (if not indeed required) part of its text, may as a whole pose problems for later critics and editors, the rubrics themselves and their history are seldom singled out for attention.  But the variation among them in the surviving manuscripts quite clearly suggests that scribes were in no way following any one authoritative practice, and modern predilections for particular versions of those scribal rubrics can be imputed to critics' acquiescence in such editorial practice and to their comfort as readers of the Canterbury Tales.  In most manuscripts and editions, rubrics categorically separate the “Retractions” from what goes before and thereby distance readers from the difficult demands of the unrubricated text, which brings the fictional Parson into uncomfortable proximity to the historical author Geoffrey Chaucer.  But the modern editorial consensus oversimplifies the widely variant manuscript forms of those rubrics; and those forms indicate a high degree of “uneasiness,” in exemplars or on the part of scribes, about how they might best meet—or, more often, avoid—the demands of the uninterrupted text.  Though modern editors regularly acknowledge the rubrics’ scribal origin, they nonetheless retain the rubrics to help readers (including themselves) avoid facing the possibility that if the “Retractions” can be assigned to Chaucer in propria persona, then absent any intervening rubrics the foregoing “Parson's Tale” should also be as unimpersonatedly his.  But few readers of the Canterbury Tales would wish to be forced to such a conclusion, and the “Parson's Prologue” clearly proposes a different attribution of the following tale.  The choice is clear:  either dismiss this entire tale's assignment to the Parson (and deny it a place in the Canterbury Tales), or else find an alternative way to resolve the ambiguous attribution, caused by the tale’s prologue and “epilogue,” an alternative that maintains the necessary critical distinction between Parson and poet, fiction and fiction-maker (cf. Owen, “What the manuscripts tell us,” 239).  

Denominated as the “Parson's Tale,” this treatise would provide a satisfactory, and fairly conventional, ending to the series of Canterbury tales:  a penitential recapitulation of human life as an “allegorical voyage” (Dean, “Likely Story”) with its achievements and failings measured against orthodox standards of virtue and vice.  Assigning the concluding “vertuous sentence” (I.63) to the “good shepherd” of the “General Prologue,” whose own prologue clearly indicates the approach of an ending and a final judgment (or Final Judgment), provides a relatively “safe,” orthodox, and generally unproblematic sense of an ending to the Canterbury Tales.  Its concluding “Retractions” provide an effectively “personal” ending to the treatise on penance, sin, and virtue, and to the tale of a conservative Parson.  Since this penitential treatise, however, in all but one of the manuscripts in which it appears, is firmly attributed by the foregoing “Parson’s Prologue” to the Parson, the last tale-teller on the Canterbury pilgrimage, additional complications arise:  does what proves satisfactory as a treatise's ending, or as a single tale's, also successfully conclude the entire Canterbury Tales?  Addressing the complications raised by the layering of drama and narrative in this tale-collection proves not easy, and most (but not all) early scribes variously resolved the apparently ambiguous attribution by separating the treatise's conclusion from the body of the “Parson's Tale.”  Having settled on one scribal version of the rubrics separating the “Retractions” from the preceding text, modern editors continue the practice of these early transmitters of Chaucer's text, and critics continue to grapple with the major ambiguities that arise when the penitential treatise is assigned to the Parson as his concluding tale for the Canterbury Tales. 


The long-established presence of rubrics in printed editions of the Canterbury Tales almost inevitably turn modern readers against any interpretation that excludes these rubrics from consideration.  The rubrics which appear in Ellesmere
 and a few other manuscripts have been elevated in the minds of generations of readers and critics to equal status with Chaucer’s prose.  Indeed, I would insist, these rubrics categorically constitute the two texts, and thus these rubrics have traversed the significant distance from being possible interpretations of the texts they mark to being necessary signs to and clarifications of the authorial idea.  They have progressed from their admittedly scribal origin to become in the minds of readers and critics definitive parts of the texts they frame.  But since these clarifications of the Chaucerian text are indeed the work of editors and scribes, should readers not maintain the distinction between the purportedly authorial and the admittedly scribal?  Are the texts that lie behind what Ellesmere and other editors have enacted as the conclusion of the Canterbury Tales recoverable?  Or should modern readers, heirs to six centuries of critical readings of the Tales, continue to accept the comfortable fiction that the scribal rubrics simply declare what is clearly implicit in Chaucer's text, a declaration he himself would presumably have made had he lived to revise and publish the ending to his “book of the tales of Caunterbury”?  The history of the “Retractions” has been marked by recurrent “solutions” to these problems, some as dramatic as complete excision of the text:  the folio containing the "Retractions" was excised from one of the extant manuscripts (Gg), and possibly from a second (Ll2); and the text was clearly omitted from Pynson's first edition ( ca. 1492)—though not from his second (1526)—and from all subsequent printed editions from Thynne (1532) to Urry (1721).
  The latter, posthumous edition revealed continuing uncertainty about the "Retractation" by setting it well apart from the "Parson's Tale" and printing it in a distinctive font (213-14); and Tyrwhitt subsequently bracketed part of the text as “an interpolation” (III.310).  These “solutions” reveal continuing problems with the texts of the “Parson's Tale” and the “Retractions,” and perhaps it is time at last to entertain even more radical solutions.


If manuscript rubrics have any underlying value, it remains necessary to ask which ones among them, finally, should be included in editions as the closest to the archetype(s) discoverable behind the surviving manuscripts?  Editorially authorizing any of the rubrics in Chaucerian manuscripts may be suspect.  Selecting as the “correct” rubrics one small group of scribal additions—however important those scribes may be as witnesses to the author's text—is potentially even more dangerous.  The comfort of modern readers provides no sure guide to historical or textual authority.  The great diversity in the surviving manuscripts’ rubrics, as in other textual matters, indicates significant differences in the assumptions and interpretations of the texts these scribes are gathering, organizing, and copying for themselves and their patrons or readers.  If Chaucer intended the “Parson’s Tale” and “Retractions” to comprise a single treatise, or if he died before finally making its division into two separate though related and contiguous texts in the evolving Canterbury Tales, editors and scholars would nonetheless be faced with the same salient facts:  none of the rubrics can be safely taken as Chaucer’s and their variety, furthermore, attests to a number of acceptable alternative, and nearly contemporary, readings of the text(s).


There may be little reason, then, to reject the principles upon which Manly and Rickert decide to exclude collation of incipits, etc.  And if there are doubts about editorial judgments with respect even to texts derived from a single archetype (which Canterbury Tales is, of course, decidedly not [M-R, II.41]), then how much more ought editors hesitate to accept the value and authority of purportedly independent matter, such as rubrics.  The rubrics and the text should doubtless be handled separately, and it may be that the rubrics of less good manuscripts indeed preserve better evidence of the form of the author's text than those in the best manuscripts (as can be the case, after all, with individual readings of any sort).  Yet calling for the exclusion of scribal rubrics (or other scribal readings) from authoritative editions is not inconsistent with considering these scribal artifacts as themselves having value:  they can be useful signs of how scribes understood or read the texts they were copying.  While it might be foolhardy to argue any simple evolutionary process at work in scribal reception of texts as complicated as those now comprising the Canterbury Tales, the “invention” of the “Parson's Tale” and the “Retractions” can be helpfully illuminated by identifying discrete categories of rubric types and hypothesizing something approximating an evolution of these types based on the evidence of the extant manuscripts.  

What the manuscripts in fact show in their rubrics is a continuum running the entire gamut from no separation of the two texts all the way to the modern editorial practice of dividing and separately titling them.  These widely diverse ways of “handling” the ending of Canterbury Tales arguably reveals a progressive hardening of the boundaries between distinct texts,
 boundaries which today are virtually unassailable.  By considering in more detail the available evidence, we can raise productive questions about the permanence or necessity of these accepted boundaries—and touch on the significant implications of their more reasonable answers.

II


Three elements mark the point of juncture between what are generally referred to as the “Parson's Tale” and the “Retractions”:  a textual close to the “Parson's Tale”; an explicit or equivalent rubric marking that tale's conclusion; and the “titling” of the “Retractions” by what I'll call a “leave-taking formula.”
  (In addition to these three elements, determining my five categories has also involved consideration of the close of the "Retractions" itself and its valedictory rubrics, and these will have some role in the following discussion.)  Alone, or in their various combinations, these elements define what are arguably distinct “receptions” of Chaucer's text(s):  by their presence (or absence) from the manuscripts, the variant forms of these three elements articulate the series of stages by which an independent “double treatise” on penitence and the seven deadly sins became the “Parson's Tale” and the “Retractions.”  The thirty manuscripts and Caxton's first printed edition (1478),  which can be adduced as witnesses to the “Retractions,”
 array themselves in terms of these three features into five groups of varying size and complexity: 



Category One:

Bo1, Gl, Ht, and Ra3


  (no boundaries)



Category Two:

Ad1, Cn, En1, En3, Ha4, Ma, Pp, Tk2, and To.



  (shorter “leave-taking”)



Category Three:

El, Gg, Ll2, and Ph1.



  (longer “leave-taking”)



Category Four:

Fi, Ha2, La, Lc, Mm, Pw, Ra2, Ry2, Se, and Tk1.



  (added explicit for “Parson's Tale”)



Category Five:

Cx1, Ii, Ne, and Tc2.



(omitted “leave-taking”)

Since there are, essentially, two versions of the close of the “Parson's Tale,” we can divide these five categories into two larger groups.  The first—comprising my first three categories—has what is generally taken to be the earlier version of the close of the “Parson's Tale” (ending with “mortificacioun of synne”).
  The remaining two categories contain a longer, presumably later, version—adding a clause (“to that life ... precious blood. Amen”)—which provides a more firmly conclusive ending for the tale.  (This latter version, it should be noted, is plainly extrapolated from the wording of the “Retractions.”)  These larger two groupings are fairly standardized, but the variability in form (and even presence or absence) of explicits and leave-takings is much greater.  


The descriptive titles assigned the categories will be filled out in some more detail in the following discussion.  The first category (“no boundaries”) offers no break at all between “Parson's Tale” and “Retractions.”  The manuscripts in the second contain a short version of the leave-taking formula—”Here takith the maker his leue” (Tk2)—which is expanded in the third, the “Ellesmere Group”:  “Heere taketh the makere of this book his leue” (El).  Categories Four and Five present the expanded close of the “Parson's Tale” mentioned above and introduce an explicit for that tale; and the former retains the leave-taking, in an expanded form related to Ellesmere, while the latter drops it.


Despite the assumed individual responsibility of scribes for their rubrics, there are obvious similarities (even identity) in scribes' practices which would support categories such as the five enumerated above.  They may not permit the presentation of a full stemma, but they can certainly point to groupings and even to stages in the fixing and transmission of the text.  If, for instance, Hg and El are the work of the same scribe, there are profound differences between the “individuals” responsible for the two manuscripts—if such individuality is adjudged by their ordering of the tales, their textual readings, and their rubrication.
  The defining features of these five categories and their relationships to each other will become clearer as discussion proceeds.  Our focus, however, will remain on a few “representative” manuscripts in the first three categories, with some brief allusion to the other two.  (A fuller inventory of the main features distinguishing the categories and their constituents appears in the appendix.)


The categories, defined and ordered as above, present logically plausible stages by which Chaucer's tract on “penitencia” or “septem peccatis mortalibus”—as the members of Category Five variously title it—could have become the “Parson's Tale” and the “Retractions.”  There is no evidence of any revision or “domestication” of the text of that treatise itself to personalize it for the Parson; and its connections with the “Parson's Prologue” depend, finally, on little more than the general appropriateness of subject matter, a few verbal echoes, and the consecutive placement of the two texts.  However, careful examination of the very features that Manly and Rickert left out of their collations can support a hypothetical series of distinct stages through which the “litel tretys” passed on its way to becoming a Canterbury tale.  The rubrics that Manly and Rickert, and many others who follow their monumental contributions to Chaucer studies, have largely ignored deserve more importance in our discussions of the genuinely Chaucerian texts they mark and, as Norman Blake has importantly suggested (Textual Tradition, 79-80), increased rubrication overall can probably be highly correlated with a manuscript's relative lateness in the text's evolution. 


The defining boundary-marking elements which appear in modern editions, and on which so much critical judgment depends, are evidenced by only a handful of manuscripts (out of the total of thirty-one witnesses considered).  However, since these five include important manuscripts like Ellesmere and Petworth, editors have been generally comfortable with employing them in their texts of the Canterbury Tales.  Generally unacknowledged, however, is the fact that a number of other important MSS, such as Harley 7334, offer fundamentally different rubrics—or none at all.
  Nothing internal to the two texts, after all, requires any rubrication:  those that are supplied neither mark nor accompany any significant syntactic or semantic shift in the text itself, nor do they mark any denominated change in “voice.”  Nevertheless, despite the diversity of the witnesses and the lack of any internal syntactic requirement for a division into two texts, all modern printed editions are consistent in including the rubrics, and many reinforce the division further with their own additional titles:  e.g., “Chaucer's Retraction.”
  In these cases, external interpretative requirements have overridden all indications of internal textual continuity.


Identifying and analyzing these stages of the text's rubrication can illuminate the different readings of Chaucer they enable.  Whether any of these admittedly scribal contributions to the “Retractions” can finally resolve the seemingly insuperable interpretative difficulties that attend present treatments of this problematic conclusion to the Canterbury Tales is a question that must remain for separate consideration.  Since most of surviving manuscripts of the “Retractions” in fact offer rubrics rather different from those found in Ellesmere and its descendants, this variety, and the relations among the individual forms, can significantly elucidate the early reception of the Canterbury Tales.  What follows does not deal exhaustively with the rubrics for the end of the “Parson's Tale,” for the “Retractions,” and for the end of the Canterbury Tales, but it does attempt to outline at least the early stages through which the modern editorial and critical consensus might have evolved.

III


Discussion can usefully begin with the current state of the texts in question.  The concluding portion of the Canterbury Tales presented in the most recent Riverside edition of Chaucer reads as follows: 



. . . . / This blisful regne may men purchace by poverte espiritueel, 



and the glorie by lowenesse, the plentee of joye by hunger and thurst, 



and the reste by travaille, and the lyf by deeth and mortificacion of synne./

(327) 




Heere taketh the makere of this book his leve.



  Now preye I to hem alle that herkne this litel tretys or rede, that if 



ther be any thyng in it that liketh hem, that therof they thanken oure Lord 



Jhesu Crist, of whom procedeth al wit and al goodnesse./  And if ther be any



thyng that displese hem, I preye hem also that they arrette it to the 



defaute of myn unkonnynge and nat to my wyl, that wolde ful fayn have seyd 



bettre if I hadde had konnynge./  For oure book seith, “Al that is writen



is writen for oure doctrine,” and that is myn entente./  Wherfore I biseke 



yow mekely, for the mercy of God, that ye preye for me that Crist have mercy 



on me and foryeve me my giltes;/ and namely of my translacions and enditynges 



of worldly vanitees, the whiche I revoke in my retracciouns:/ as is the book 



of Troilus; the book also of Fame; the book of the XXV. Ladies; the book of



the Duchesse; the book of Seint Valentynes day of the Parlement of Briddes; 



the tales of Caunterbury, thilke that sownen into synne; the book of the 



Leoun; and many another book, if they were in my remembrance, and many a 



song and many a leccherous lay, that Crist for his grete mercy foryeve me 



the synne./  But of the translacion of Boece de Consolacione, and othere 



bookes of legendes of seintes, and omelies, and moralitee, and devocioun,/ 



that thanke I oure Lord Jhesu Crist and his blisful Mooder, and alle the 



seintes of hevene,/ bisekynge hem that they from hennes forth unto my lyves



ende sende me grace to biwayle my giltes and to studie to the salvacioun of 



my soule, and graunte me grace of verray penitence, confessioun and 



satisfaccioun to doon in this present lyf,/ thurgh the benigne grace of hym



that is kyng of kynges and preest over alle preestes, that boghte us with 



the precious blood of his herte,/ so that I may been oon of hem at the day 



of doom that shulle be saued. Qui cum Patre et Spiritu Sancto vivit et 



regnat Deus per omnia secula. Amen.



  Heere is ended the book of the tales of Caunterbury, compiled by Geffrey 



  Chaucer, of whos soule Jhesu Crist have mercy. Amen.

(328)

With relatively minor changes, these are the text and rubrics that appear in all modern editions of Chaucer since Skeat.
  It would be necessary to go back to Morris’s and Wright’s mid-nineteenth-century editions to find significantly different treatment of them, the result of their preferring Harley 7334 as their base manuscript.
  Through format and rubrics, these editors leave readers in no doubt that they have two distinct texts here; the exact relations between them may be left a little indefinite, but it is clear that they are parts of the same “book,” whose “makere” takes “his leve” with the final paragraph.  And the only things marking this significant moment when the voice of the pilgrim-Parson modulates into that of this “makere” (presumably via the unmarked medium of the pilgrim-narrator of the Canterbury Tales) are the editorially supplied break in the layout of the prose text and the scribal leave-taking formula. 


The notes in the Riverside edition recognize only one significant textual variant:

1086  XXV] XIX three manuscripts (Cn Ma Ry2) and Skt Rob1; XV La.

In respect to variants in the explicits, etc., the various editors have taken little overt notice, treating them as largely irrelevant (because not authorial), and leaving unquestioned the attribution of the tale to the Parson.  Accepting that there is no codicological or editorial reason to omit the “Retractions” entirely, as Thynne and his successors for nearly two centuries did, editors are left with the necessity of distinguishing these two texts.  Most, obviously, feel that the “editor” (or “supervisor,” as opposed to “scribe”) of Ellesmere distinguished best between these two texts in his choice of rubrics.  Pratt’s admiration is evident in his announced decision:  “Headings and endings of the tales are from the Ellesmere manuscript” (561).  Other editors more often follow Ellesmere in silence.


Although it is relatively early in time, Ellesmere is, I would argue, logically posterior to treatments of Chaucer’s text in other manuscripts.  What its rubrics and the subsequent editorial consensus represent is arguably the end-point of a process begun with the first copyists of the Canterbury Tales, a process teleologically determined by the scribe's desire to “minimize” the  “incompleteness” of the “book of the tales of Caunterbury.”
  What Ellesmere achieved early in time, however, must not efface the very real probability that texts closer to Chaucer's original treated what now are generally taken as two texts as a single, unitary whole, and that the assignment of the treatise to a Canterbury pilgrim introduced complications unresolved, and perhaps unforeseen, at the moment of that assignment—whoever initiated it.  The earliest copies of the Canterbury Tales were not, after all, produced in any monolineal process controlled by, or even significantly affected by, the text of Ellesmere (or any other single manuscript, apparently).  Nonetheless, the necessity of inventing a distinction between the “Parson's Tale” and Chaucer's “Retractions” was early noticed.  The solution chosen by Ellesmere finally gained wide and continuing acceptance, but, although this solution was early arrived at, that precociousness should not prevent its being acknowledged as a logical “end-point” well beyond that evidenced by a number of other manuscripts whose witness cannot be entirely dismissed.  Logically (if not temporally) the “Ellesmere Group” stands—in this regard, as perhaps in others—at a significant distance from what may be inferred as the textual original from which it started.  The diverse treatment of tale-texts and tale-order may also be further testimony to the active editorial intervention of the (Hengwrt)Ellesmere scribe/supervisor and may thereby direct our attention elsewhere for the final authorial condition of, and intentions for, the Canterbury Tales.  In the case of the “Retractions,” specifically, these last are what, I will argue, the manuscripts in my Category One better represent.


We have, in that category, manuscripts which may claim to stand as logically anterior to the rubricated state of the Ellesmere and others.  Three manuscripts (Bo1, Gl, and Ht) do not interrupt the continuous text with explicits, leave-takings, titles, or the introduction of new lines.
  They entirely avoid any interruption of the prose text, and incorporate the “Retractions” as the concluding paragraph of a single continuous work.  No more than a littera notabilior—with or without a preceding paraph mark, and usual elsewhere within texts in these manuscripts (and frequently used in similar circumstances in this prose treatise)—appears in the manuscript line.


The three complete manuscripts offer an uninterrupted, continuous text similar to the following (transcribed from Bo1, and retaining its pagination and lineation):   

(433)



. . . . ¶ This blisfulle Reame mai men purchas 



bi pouert spirituall / and the glorie bi lownesse / the 



plente of ioye bi hungur and thirst / and the rest by 



trauaile / and the life bi dethe and mortificaciou[n] of



synne / ¶ Now pray I to theym alle that herkne to

(434)



this litle tretice or reden it / that if ther be any thing in it



that likith hem that therof thei thanke oure lord ihesu



crist of whome procedith alle witte and alle goodnes



And if ther be any thing that displeasith hem I prey



hem also that thei arrett it to the defaut of myn vnco[n]=



nyng and not to my wille that wold haue seid bettir



if I hadde cu[n]nyng / ffor the book seith that alle that is



writen is for oure doctrine And that is myn intent /



wherfore I beseche you mekeli for the merci of god



that ye prey for me that crist haue merci on me and



foryeue me my giltis / and nameli my translacions



and enditinges of worldli vanitees which I reuoke



in my retraccions / as to the book of Troilus / the boke



also of fame / the book of 25 ladies / the book of the



Duchesse / the book of seint Valentines day . of the p[ar]=



liament of birdis / the talis of Cauntirbury thilk þ[at]



sowu[n] into synne / the book of the leon / and many an



othir book if thei were in my remembrance and ma=



ny a song and many a lecherous lay / of the which



crist of his gret merci foryeue me the synne / But



of the translaciou[n] of Boice of consolacione / and oþ[er]



bokis of legendis of Seintes and Omelies and mo=



ralite and deuociou[n] that thank I oure lord ih[es]u crist



and his blisfulle modir and alle the seintis in heuen'



beseching hem that thei from hens furth vnto my



lyues ende send me grace to bewaile my giltis and



to studie to the saluaciou[n] of my soule and graunt



me space of veraye penitence confessiou[n] and satis



facciou[n] to do in this present life thurgh the benyngne



grace of him that is king of kingis and preest ouer



alle preestis / that bought us with the precious blode



of his hert / So that I mut be one of hem atte the



day of dome that shalle be saued Qui cum patre & c[etera]


This manuscript begins the text of the “Retractions” with the second word in the last line of its penultimate page, the recto of the last sheet in this paper manuscript.
  The choice to begin the “Retractions” here speaks volumes for this scribe's sense of the continuity of his text, since the amount of text remaining for the verso would not come close to filling that page.
  The mere suspicion of some required—or even possible—division would no doubt have led the scribe to begin the new paragraph at the top of the next page, a common feature in many other manuscripts and printed editions.
  Charles Owen comments (Manuscripts, 80) that “[o]n the whole Bo1 shows signs of more careful production” than its “twin”(M-R I.422) Ph2, which is missing the last folio of the Canterbury Tales (PsT 1061ff.).  He continues:

It gives a neater appearance, and in the Parson's Tale especially it sets off 

the divisions with space for multi-lined capitals, entirely missing in Ph2.  

The system breaks down, however, for the Retraction, which begins in 

mid-line with a red paraph as its only mark of emphasis. 

Professor Owen's accepting the “Retractions” as a separate text arguably provides his sole justification for characterizing this as the only occasion where an otherwise “careful” and systematic scribe “breaks down”; a reasonable counterargument might adduce this as yet another indication of this scribe’s laudable care in presenting his text and its divisions.  That his text is not in line with modern editorial practices ought not lead to its being condemned at this point as broken down.


The other three manuscripts in Category One are more committed to marking the ends of their texts of the Canterbury Tales than is Bo1,
 yet the two which remain for our consideration (Gl and Ht) offer no greater intrusion between the “Parson's Tale” and the “Retractions” to help reinforce this sense of an ending.  In Gl the lines containing the juncture are as follows: 






. . . the life by deth[e]



and mortificac[i]ou[n] of synne Now praye to 



hym alle that herkene yet this tretise or reden  



þat þ[er]e be ....

The parallel lines in Ht read: 



                                                           . . . þe life  by



deth and mortificac[i]ou[n] of syn[ne] ¶Now prey I to hem all[e] that herken[e]



þis litul tretise or reden þat if þer[e] be …. 


Few editors or textual scholars might happily include any of these category-one manuscripts high among their most important manuscripts of the Canterbury Tales.
  They are not mentioned at all, for instance, in the index to Blake's Textual Tradition:  none of them was written in the first fifty/sixty years after Chaucer's death.  Nonetheless, if the scribal origin of the rubrics is seriously maintained, then these manuscripts approximate what may be the best logical candidate for the form of the Chaucerian “original” of the treatise that now appears at the end of the Canterbury Tales.  Though relatively late, all four of these manuscripts are in this portion of their text closely allied with two early and important “independent” (in Manly and Rickert's terms) manuscripts, Hengwrt and Harley 7334 (both part of Manly and Rickert's first textual “line” for the “Parson's Tale,” which includes the bcd-groups and others).  Though “minor” manuscripts, they may still be trustworthy witnesses to formal details of an important strain of manuscripts.  For these scribes, and their overseers and readers, the texts are a single text: the “Retractions” follows without any break after the “...synne” that usually ends the so-called “Parson's Tale.”  


How, then, does this allegedly “early” version of the integrated text survive in these manuscripts?  Is it likely that scribes simply ignored (or consciously omitted) the line-breaks, rubrics, and spacing that are so prominent a part of most of the other witnesses to the conclusion of the Canterbury Tales?  Or does their retaining a continuous text more likely attest to such a text's existing independently for more than fifty years, and so argue for an autonomous manuscript tradition that points back to Chaucer's own text?  Since we cannot directly identify in extant manuscripts what might pass for immediate exemplars for these four versions, the question must remain unresolved:  Was their unbroken text an “original” result of some inadvertent scribal mistakes in copying the text from exemplars containing one or other of the divided and rubricated forms?  Against an affirmative answer to this question stands the following:  since scholars have identified two distinct lines of textual affiliation/association in these four cases, the possible independent coincidence of such marked errors of omission is less likely than if all four manuscripts arrayed themselves firmly in a single line of descent.  On the other hand, their agreement in omitting any rubricated division may not be an agreement in error, and so open up long-closed window on the authorial original.


Is this, then, a case where the slighting of editorial attention to Manly and Rickert's first textual line for the “Parson's Tale”  manuscripts—in favor of El and the other manuscripts of their second group—has led scholars astray?  Hg is, of course, completely silent about the text of the “Retractions,” but if (as Manly and Rickert assert:  II.472) “the few variants indicate the persistence of the same groups as are found in PsP and PsT,” then if there had been a text of the “Retractions” in Hg it would likely have been “away” from El and others in the second line as it is elsewhere in the “Parson's Tale.”  Were this the case, then our four manuscripts would benefit immensely from sharing the authority of Hg, a text preferred by many (like Owen and the Variorum Chaucer) over that in the same scribe's later El.  In the absence of stronger positive evidence or more sustained argument, it is useless to attempt a reconstruction of what must have been the form of text missing from Hg.  But it should remain a distinct possibility—verging even on likelihood—that Hg, on the evidence of the related manuscripts in Category One above, may also have presented a text of the “Parson's Tale” and “Retractions” unbroken by rubrics or other text-defining boundary-markers.  (Discussion of the second important early manuscript connected with those in Category One, Ha4, will appear shortly.)  Arguing from silence is a dangerous practice, but let me risk it here:  If  the lost folios of Hg did indeed not separate the “Retractions” from the “Parson’s Tale,” that manuscript would stand as the authoritative exemplar for the manuscripts in my Category One, and thereby assure the antecedence of their form of the text to any contained in the remaining manuscripts.  By the time the same scribe came to copy Ellesmere, in this as in other matters, he saw the need for substantial editorial rearrangement and rubrication to create the “book of the tales of Caunterbury.”  


To address the matter in more general terms:  Is it likely that eye-catching divisions and rubrics found in exemplars for these category-one manuscripts would have been missed, ignored, or consciously omitted, by their copyists?  Is it not more likely, given usual scribal practice, that any such divisions would have been maintained and that more, rather than fewer, rubrics would have been introduced by other scribes in the textual transmission?  There are, for instance, in Ht many incipits and explicits for tales and prologues quite elaborately marked and spaced (M-R I.252), and Bo1 elsewhere takes care (as already noted above) to mark sections and divisions in its texts, as for example in the “Parson's Tale.”  While it would be foolhardy to dismiss as entirely implausible the loss of rubrics and divisional-spacing in the relatively long history of textual transmission that issues in these three late manuscripts (the earliest of which, Ht, is unlikely to be earlier than the 1450s), it would be even more suspect simply to assume that such is the demonstrated direction of change.  If the text contained in these category-one manuscripts is not representative, formally at least, of an earlier (if not perhaps the earliest) stage in the transcription of this treatise, then more convincing explanations must be provided, detailing how there came to be no formal boundaries or boundary-marks separating what others repeatedly present as two discrete texts.  Has such an explanation already been made?  Apparently not.  Indeed, there has been little argument, convincing or otherwise, that the two were originally discrete texts:  the virtually universal attribution of the rubrics to the scribes, and the ordinatio provided by them (or their supervisors), implies the exact contrary.  And this same conclusion has been reached by Charles Owen, whose voice must be listened to:


It seems likely, then, that the earliest state of the text, the one represented in Hengwrt, Hatton Donat 1, Physicians 388 and Bodley 414, had no division between the treatise and the Retraction.  The efforts to separate by rubrics the Retraction from the treatise testify to the uneasiness among early readers, who saw that the Retraction itself could not be part of the Parson’s Tale.  (“What the manuscripts tell us,” 243)

Can the evidence provided by other manuscripts encourage us to take seriously this radical conclusion?  Indeed:  their varied responses to the “uneasiness” Owen rightly notes would require it.

IV


Though the manuscripts in Category One evidence no desire to separate the prose they are copying into two separate texts, the other manuscripts do separate them in one way or another.  It is worth noting the diversity of means: some do little more than begin a new line (e.g., Ra2, Tk1, and To) with “Now pray I,” while others more firmly separate them into clearly differentiated units, each with its own explicit.  In addition to those in Category One, a few manuscripts—which I assign to other categories for various reasons—also do not contain any interruptive rubrics; they do, nonetheless, indicate a clear separation of the two texts, starting the “Retractions” with a large initial “N” on a new line, having “closed off” the “Parson's Tale” with, for example, a simple “Amen” (To: Category Two).  Others provide a more extensive closing formula:  “to thilke lif he vs bringe that boughte vs with his preciouse blood amen” (Ra2: Category Four); a variant of this appears in the closely related Tk1, which in addition leaves a blank line between the two texts. 


In addition to To, the eight other manuscripts in Category Two establish clear boundaries between the texts, usually by providing the shorter version of the leave-taking formula introducing the “Retractions”:  “Here takith the maker his leue” (Tk2).  Omitting the more definitive “of this book” found in Ellesmere and a number of others (in Categories Three and Four), this shorter version is arguably the earlier of the two, appropriate as an ending either for a tale, or even for the “tales of Caunterbury” before they later came to be more generally characterized as a “book.”
  Most of these nine manuscripts are members of Manly and Rickert's a-group, or (like Pp and To) have close connections to that group in this section of the Canterbury Tales.  All begin the “Retractions” on a new line (usually with a multi-line initial capital—or at least the space for it; Ma does not really have a multi-line capital, but it is more elaborate than usual).  And all but one (To) provides a leave-taking introduction to the “Retractions.”  Five of the nine add “Amen” after “synne” and this reinforcement (or establishment) of closure makes clear that the following leave-taking formula introduces a separate text, not simply the concluding stage of the preceding text.  The addition of these various new features (new line, intervening blank line, and leave-taking formula—with variable distribution of “Amen”) add progressively more clarity to the division between two texts.  This clarity, however, and its defining effect are not accomplished immediately.


The first, and perhaps most anomalous, manuscript in this category is Ha4.  A particularly important manuscript, ranking high among the early witnesses to the text and ordering of the Canterbury Tales, it is usually placed between Hengwrt and Ellesmere in the chronology of extant manuscripts.
 

Its anomalies might well have warranted its inclusion in Category One
—or even assignment to its own category.  Unlike the others in Category One, however, it does divide the two texts and presents what may well have been the first “title” given the text called the “Retractions”:  “Preces de Chauceres.”  This decidedly non-authorial title in French presumably takes the first three words of what follows (and the subsequent “preye”s) as its inspiration, identifying the “I” of these prayers as “Chaucer”—an identification supplied by glossators for many other first-person pronouns in these manuscripts also.  A gold-highlighted paraph mark introduces the title, in a two-line space between “synne” and the blue-and-red-infilled gold initial “N.”  This inserted heading provides the manuscript with its only rubrics in this portion of the Canterbury Tales:  there are no closing formulae before this rubric, and nothing follows the end of the “Preces,” with its concluding “Qui cum patre.”  

There is indeed no necessary insistence on closure here at all, since prayers may appear in other locations and, like the repeated “Canticus Troili” in Troilus, this rubric may be more intent on scribally marking the form/genre of this distinctive passage.  Or like the “Lenuoye de Chaucer” at the close of the “Clerk's Tale” —which this scribe also provides in a similarly elaborate script—attributing part of the tale to Chaucer may be scribal recognition of its being a substantively “original” contribution to the text Chaucer is otherwise “translating.”  Nonetheless, the scribal marking of the “Retractions” in what is likely the earliest surviving witness to that text does little to identify it as the end of the Canterbury and attributes the epilogic prayers of this treatise on sin and penance directly to Chaucer, unmediated by the drama of the pilgrimage narrative which plays so prominent a part elsewhere in the Canterbury Tales.  This scribe does not regularly insist on providing incipits and explicits for the tales, and so the absence of any firmly enunciated explicit, for the tale or Tales, will not be altogether surprising.  But this concluding text is one of the very few judged deserving of particular note by this scribe, on a par with “Lenuoye de Chaucer.”  As Blake notes (Textual Tradition,  70, 113-14, 118-19), compared to Hengwrt, this manuscript is even “less advanced” in its use of “sub-divisions of the tales and rubrics.... [and] marginal annotations.”  The sparing and inconsistent use of such elements in this early manuscript may indicate its exemplar's lack of them.  It also reinforces the likelihood that Blake is correct in his view that the elaboration in rubrics is a sign of relative lateness in the “hierarchy” of transmission.  At a minimum it is consistent with marking Ha4's independence from, and potential priority over, El and related category-three manuscripts.


To the extent that “Preces de Chauceres” might best be characterized as a descriptive rather than divisive rubric, Ha4 can readily be assimilated to its textually related cousins in Category One.  The anomalous form of Ha4's treatment of the ending of the Canterbury Tales, and particularly its early date in the textual transmission of the poem, encourages us to reconsider the critical and editorial consensus separating the “Parson's Tale” and “Retractions.”  The very form in which this important manuscript marks the closing stage of its text reinforces the likelihood that the textual format evidenced in Category One may have been close to that of Ha4's own exemplar, to which its scribe made his own important contributions.  It is considerably easier to imagine the version in Ha4 deriving from forms of the text like those in Bo1 or Gl or Ht than the reverse.  And it is even easier to dismiss Ha4's derivation from an exemplar closer to the more evolved and definitively separated form found in Category Two or Three.  Finally, its failure to share the distinctive leave-taking formula of Category Two might lead us to include it as the final member of Category One, a transitional manuscript whose formal separation of the two texts was not specifically related to those in Category Two, but may have made their scribal insertions possible.  If there had been an authorial or exemplary heading—or a marginal note—identifying the concluding “prayer” in the earliest copies of Chaucer’s penitential treatise (either in its earlier form as a separate text or in its later denomination as the “Parson's Tale”), it is striking that the three earliest surviving witnesses to that heading—Ha4, El, and La—differ so strikingly in their renditions of it.  In the textual history of the Canterbury Tales, the title in Ha4 has no close relatives and produced no surviving progeny; it differs radically from the others, and its text may in many important respects stand closer to later manuscripts found in Category One.


Though it has its own complicating features,
 En1 represents more fully the characteristic features of Category Two: it marks the separation of the “Parson's Tale” and “Retractions” with the shorter leave-taking formula: “Here the makr[e] taketh his leue.”
  The formula, in black ink as is usual for “rubrics” in this manuscript, is set in a six-line blank between the texts, and the “Retractions” begins with a three-line blue initial “N,” elaborated with red vinets reaching up to the middle of the folio and down to the bottom.  The elaborate initial and the six-line separation leaves the reader in no doubt about the initiation of a new text.  What is perhaps less clear is the exact identity of “the makr[e]” who is taking his leave.  This formulaic leave-taking contains some words familiar from the slightly longer form enshrined in standard editions of the Canterbury Tales:  these words (slightly reordered, and with or without “of this book” following “maker”) will prevail in most later manuscripts.  This early Group a manuscript (listed in Manly and Rickert's second line in the textual tradition of the “Parson's Tale”), therefore, signals another point of no return in defining the boundary and extent of the “Parson's Tale” and the “Retractions.”  Chaucer's prayers have now become a maker's taking leave.  The absence of the phrase “of this book” perhaps leaves open the possibility that the “makr[e]” being identified here is the one responsible for the “tretis” or tale immediately preceding:  that is, Chaucer as author of the penitential treatise, or the Parson as teller of the final Canterbury tale.


Four of the manuscripts in Category Two mark the shift to a new “text” with the leave-taking formula (or “Preces de Chauceres”) alone.
  The remaining five reinforce the closure of the “Parson's Tale” by inserting an “Amen” after “synne.”  In Cn, for example, this conclusion appears, followed by “Amen”; in the two-line space left after it, we find the introductory formula: “Here takith the maker his leve.”  The initial “H” of this is a three-line capital in the same (relatively modest) style as two-line initial “N” (of “Now”).  The heading was obviously produced before the scribe wrote the following text of the “Retractions,” since he disposed the words in its first line around the long descenders of the “H.”  Clearly this scribe was in no doubt about the separation, or the heading.


Yet Cn does little more to elaborate the closure of the Canterbury Tales; its “Retractions” ends elliptically, with its Latin prayer-closing formula:  “savyd. Qui cum deo p[at]re & c[etera].”  Unlike most others in its Category, Cn provides no colophon, no formal “Explicit”:  taking leave is sufficient to mark this text's ending.  In the evolution of rubrical forms, the absence of any colophon following the “Retractions” (or Canterbury Tales as a whole) may be invoked to support the priority of Category Two over Category Three, which the missing “of this book” may also have suggested.  The simpler treatment, on both counts, appears the earlier.  They may, of course, signal only differences in taste or style on the part of scribes, but if the more elaborate forms of Category Three did precede those of Category Two in time, they were clearly not perceived as necessary, or decisively authoritative; they did not preempt other (simpler, if potentially ambiguous) treatments of the ending of the Canterbury Tales. 


Another member of Category Two perhaps deserves mention:  the Trinity College Oxford manuscript (To), as we briefly noted earlier, altogether omits any “titling” of the text, which begins on a new line after its mid-line conclusion:  “…synne Amen.”
  Though it emphasizes the “new” text with a three-line blue initial “N” and has space in the blank half-line following its “Amen,” To does not offer a leave-taking formula. Although the scribe of To usually provides initial capitals (or space for them) elsewhere to mark the beginning of new texts (or sections of works), in this case he does not provide an accompanying section-defining rubric.  So some doubt must remain about the exact status of his “new” text.  Whatever he would have called it, however, in this case there can be little doubt that the scribe intended to set this concluding section somewhat apart.  He may have decided that the “Amen,” in combination with the following line-initial littera notabilior, would provide the required division; and simply omitting the leave-taking formula might avoid added complications.  Alternatively, he may have substituted the “Amen” for the formula, for which he judged there not to be quite enough space left in the line.  

He goes on to conclude the “Retractions” with an extended version of the prayer-closing formula suggested by Cn's “Qui cum deo patre & c[etera].”  Here again, To provides a conclusive “Amen,” but the “automatic” nature of his expansion of “etc” is made evident by his including the inappropriate (and, in the surviving Canterbury Tales manuscripts, unique) “& filio” in the formula here.  His colophon, appearing in the middle of his final folio (295v), ends the tales—not yet a “book”: “Explicit fabule de Caunterburi / s[e]c[un]d[u]m Chauchers”.
  While To does not rubricate the break between the “Parson's Tale” and the “Retractions,” he quite clearly intends us to read them as two texts, each deserving a closing “Amen.”  His colophon's referring to the text he has been copying as “fabule de Caunterburi” presumably reflects a consciousness of fictional narrators distinguishable from “Chauchers.”  His running head, “ffabula Rectoris,” at the top of this final folios of the MS reinforces this, but his resisting any alteration of it above the text of the “Retractions” on his final page may suggest that he (like others) reads this text as no more personally Chaucer's than any of the other “fabule” he characterizes as “s[e]c[un]d[u]m Chauchers.”


Three of the Category Two manuscripts we have discussed (Ha4, Cn and To) have distinctive differences from the fourth (En1), which may qualify them as representing earlier stages in the boundary-marking examined here.  The relations between the two from the “Amen” subcategory (Cn and To) introduce genuinely complicating features into any straightforward account of their evolution.  Although the manuscripts are fully in agreement in defining a boundary between what are clearly being presented as two distinct texts, it is less certain how exactly to name those two texts and assign them to individual voices.  In omitting the leave-taking formula, To appears to be simpler than Cn (and Ha4?), but the specificity of its closing “Explicit” arguably marks it as later in development.  If this be so, then the absence of the leave-taking formula may be the result of its scribe's simply not having written it in the half-line space available after the “synne Amen.”  The omission may be consistent with the “very hurried and careless” work of this “amateurish” scribe (M-R I.539), for though there are many corrections in this manuscript, they have some feeling of randomness, and a number of spaces left for his “few pale blue and red amateurish capitals” are not filled in (M-R I.536).  A blue capital “N” begins the “Retractions,” but presumably the leave-taking formula would have been, as similar rubrics are elsewhere, in red; and this would have required another “stint” for its provision.  Alternatively, John Leche (the To scribe/owner) may have omitted the leave-taking intentionally, because he thought it either unnecessarily redundant or inappropriate to what he took to be still “ffabula Rectoris.”


The logic of placing Category Two ahead of Ellesmere and its companions has been suggested a number of times above.  An argument based merely on its manuscripts' having simpler rubrics than Ellesmere may not be entirely persuasive, and so it would be worthwhile to consider if there is any other less obviously subjective (or tendentious) evidence in the manuscripts that could be adduced to support this.  That such an inference is possible is confirmed by two other manuscripts in Category Two, both of which do supply leave-taking formulae for the “Retractions”:  En3 ends the “Retractions”/Canterbury Tales with “Here endith the Persounys Tale” and the closely related Ad1 begins his colophon with “Explicit narracio Rectoris.”
  Their willingness to extend the “narracio Rectoris” to include the “leave-taking” of the “Maker/Autor” mentioned in their “title” for the “Retractions” betrays either an insensitivity (or indifference) to any dramatic distinction between Parson and poet, or an assumption that the voice of their “leave-taking” conclusion to the Canterbury Tales is unambiguously that of the Parson.  The potentially ambiguous reference to the “maker” (a.k.a. the Parson—or Chaucer) in the rubrics of category-two manuscripts is resolved, of course, in Categories Three to Five, where the added genitive phrase declares the voice to be unambiguously that of the book's maker, not simply the final tale’s. 


The numerous manuscripts in Categories Four and Five reveal even more firmly defined boundaries than do those in the other Categories (including the “Ellesmere Group”).  Their distinguishing features are an expanded closural formula for the “Parson's Tale” (with accompanying “Amen”) and the introduction of a variety of explicits for that tale.  Both of these are features infrequently found in Categories Two or Three (Pp and Ll2 providing the only explicits to PsT in these Categories).  The logical and exact temporal relations between Categories Four and Five will not be discussed in detail here, but their manuscripts correspond with, respectively, the c/d and b groups in Manly-Rickert's scheme.  The expanded close of the tale in the two categories, with the regular variant thilke (or that ilke) life / that life, suggests their division from an earlier bcd.  This differentiation is maintained in the form of the explicit and in the regular omission of the leave-taking formula by the members of Category Five.


La, one of the two earliest manuscripts preserving a text of the “Retractions,” may serve as a representative example of Category Four.  At the boundary point being examined, this manuscript reads: 


(fol 254v)



be trauayle & þe lyf be deþ & mortificacione of sinne. To þilke lif he vs  



bringe þat bouht vs wiþ his p[re]cious blode AmeN



Explicit ffabula Rectoris


(fol 255) (include a blank line before if this runs continuous with the foregoing)


   Composito [sic] huius libri hic capit licenciam suam



Now preye I to hem all[e] þat herken þis litel tretis or rede þ[at] 



   if þ[er]e bue any þinge in it.... 


Variations occur in the form the explicit of the “Parson's Tale” takes:  Pw and Mm share the Latin of La; Ry2 and Fi anglicize it as “Thus (Fi: Here) endeth þe p[ar]sones tale,” while the anomalous Se has “Here enden the talis of Caunturbury.”  Ha2 has an oddly placed “ffinis” (following the leave-taking formula and extending into the margin)
; and Lc omits the explicit and shortens the leave-taking, presumably for lack of space.  The remaining two manuscripts (Ra2 and Tk1[olim Dl]) offer no rubrics (explicits or leave-takings) to separate the “Parson's Tale” from the “Retractions.”  Like To, however, both provide distinct breaks, beginning the “Retractions” on a new line with a multi-lined initial “N.”  Tk1 leaves a full line blank between them (which may have been intended, of course, to contain some form of explicit and/or leave taking—as could the large space remaining in the line after “Amen” in Ra2).
  As was the case with To, the “Amen” indicates that something is ending, and starting the “Retractions” on a new line reinforces the sense that another text is beginning.  The absence of any form of the explicit, however, restrains confident assertions about the nature of these two texts.  And the running head—”¶Thee parsonis tale”—of the final folio of the Canterbury Tales in Tk1 may, as elsewhere, encompass the “Retractions” which fills the lower half of the page—or may simply be a sign of the lack of oversight.  Little additional information about what is ending may be gleaned from the final explicits that close these two manuscripts:  for Ra2 what is concluded here is the enigmatic “fabula script[?a] p[ro][erasure]”; for Tk1 the foregoing is the by now more common “book of the talis of Caunterbery.”


Category Five contains representatives of Manly and Rickert's b-group of manuscripts (and Caxton's first edition).  They share a variant of the extended conclusion to the “Parson's Tale” (“to þat lif he vs bringe....); have a distinctive Latin explicit for that tale (Ne: “Explicit tractatus Galfridi Chaucer...vt dicitur pro fabula Rectoris”)
; and they omit (or, as appears in the case of Ii, erase) the leave-taking.  Category Five divides easily into two pairs, Ii/Ne and Cx/Tc2.  The first pair calls the “tractatus” of its explicit to the “Parson's Tale” “de vij [Ii: septem] peccatis,” while Cx/Tc2 identify it as “de Penitencia.” Ii/Ne conclude with a colophon, reading (in Ii surprisingly at the top of a new folio): “Explicit liber [Ne: Tractatus] Galfridi Chawcer De gestis / Peregrinoru[m] Versus Cantuariam.”  Cx has no such colophon, nor does Tc2 (though there has been an effective erasure of something in the space below its concluded text).  Their regular omission of the common leave-taking formula raises questions about what status and genre they conceived the “Retractions” as having, and since they name Chaucer as the author of the “tractatus” usually called the “Parson's Tale,” they complicate the matter of attribution.  This is further confused in Ii/Ne, which go on in their concluding colophons to assign the entire foregoing “liber [Ne: Tractatus] ... De gestis Peregrinoru[m] Versus Cantuariam” to the same “Galfrid[us] Chawcer.”  


Taken together Categories Four and Five indicate that, late in the development and transmission of the Canterbury Tales, there are fundamental uncertainties about the exact status of the final text(s) of the work.  It is hardly surprising therefore that further variations appear in the other early printed editions.  The “Retractions” are omitted from Pynson's first edition and are partially rewritten by Wynkyn de Worde.  Though Pynson restored the text in his second edition, Thynne followed the “solution” of his first and omitted the “Retractions” from his three printings and thereby established a precedent which was followed until Urry restored the text in 1721.  While Urry (or, after his death, Timothy Thomas) forcefully separates his text of the “Retractation” from the “Parson's Tale” by printing it on a separate page (214) and in a distinct font, Tyrwhitt integrated it more into the text of the “The Persones Tale,” merely skipping a line after the “Amen” before printing the untitled “Retractions” (a title he specifically denies it: III.309).  Despite the preceding “Amen” (following the longer conclusion of the “Parson’s Tale”), he remarks (III.310) that “the beginning of this passage (except the words or reden it in line 19.) and the end make together the genuine conclusion of the Persones Tale, and that the middle part, which I have inclosed between hooks, is an interpolation.”  (The bracketed lines are those mentioning the specific titles of works being revoked in his “retracciouns,” which Tyrwhitt [III.309] believes to be a separate, “distinct piece.”)  While later editors removed Tyrwhitt's brackets, many critics (notably Wurtele) have notionally retained them in their interpretations of the text, and scholarship has not in this regard progressed much beyond the position he arrived at more than two centuries ago.  Tyrwhitt clearly recognized a crucial shift in the “voice” of the “Retractions,” and others (from Speis to Travis) have shared this view.  In the absence of any demonstrable textual support for the interpolation, and weighing the remaining difficulties with it as an interpolation (discussed briefly above in note 8), there is little reason to adopt Tyrwhitt’s insight as a guide for editorial intervention.

	�  For some recent stimulating reflections on complexities in these questions, see for example Louis Hay's essay, "Does 'Text' Exist?"  Studies in Bibliography 41 (1988): 64-76.


	�  A. S. G. Edwards, "The Unity and Authenticity of Anelida and Arcite: The Evidence of the Manuscripts," Studies in Bibliography 41 (1988): 177-188.  Other examples might also be adduced: for example, John C. Pope, "An Unsuspected Lacuna in the Exeter Book: Divorce Proceedings for an Ill-Matched Couple in the Old English Riddles," Speculum 49(1974): 615-22.  And cf. N. F. Blake ( The Textual Tradition of the Canterbury Tales [London: Arnold, 1985], 85-6) for the argument that the "Man of Law's Prologue" and the "Man of Law's Tale" were not intended to go together.


�  James Dean, “Chaucer’s Repentance: A Likely Story,” Chaucer Review 24 [1989]: 65.  The recent important essay by Charles A. Owen, Jr.—“What the manuscripts tell us about the Parson’s Tale,” Medium Ævum 63 (1994): 239-49—anticipated many of my major conclusions and presented them with enviable directness.


An essential bibliography on the “Retractions” would include at least the following:  James D. Gordon, “Chaucer’s Retraction: A Review of Opinion,” in MacEdward Leach, ed., Studies in Medieval Literature in Honor of Albert Croll Baugh (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1961),  81-96; Olive Sayce, “Chaucer’s ‘Retractions’: the conclusion of the Canterbury Tales and its place in literary tradition,” Medium Ævum 40 (1971): 230-48; Donald R. Howard, The Idea of the Canterbury Tales (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1976), 210ff., 288ff., and 376-80; Douglas Wurtele, "The Penitence of Geoffrey Chaucer," Viator 11 (1980): 335-59; Gayle C. Schricker, “On the Relation of Fact and Fiction in Chaucer’s Poetic Endings,” Philological Quarterly 60 (1981): 13-27; Robert S. Knapp, “Penance, Irony, and Chaucer’s Retraction,” Assays 2 (1983): 45-67; Rosemarie Potz McGerr, “Retraction and Memory: Retrospective Structure In the Canterbury Tales,” Comparative Literature 37 (1985): 97-113; James Dean, “Dismantling the Canterbury Book” PMLA 100 (1985): 746-62; Victor Yelverton Haines, “Where Are Chaucer’s ‘Retracciouns’?,” Florilegium 10 (1988-91):127-49; and Peter W. Travis, “Deconstructing Chaucer’s Retraction,” Exemplaria 3 (1991): 135-58.  To these should be added recent discussions of the Parson’s Tale: Carol V. Kaske, “Getting Around the Parson’s Tale: An Alternative to Allegory and Irony,” in Rossell Hope Robbins, ed., Chaucer at Albany (New York: Franklin, 1975), 147-78; Lee Patterson, “The Parson’s Tale and the Quitting of the Canterbury Tales,” Traditio 34 (1978): 31-80; and David Lawton, “Chaucer’s Two Ways: The Pilgrimage Frame of The Canterbury Tales,” Studies in the Age of Chaucer 9 (1987): 3-40.





	�  The text here is taken from Larry D. Benson, gen. ed., The Riverside Chaucer (Boston:  Houghton Mifflin, 1987), 327-28.  I have omitted the intervening blank space, page break, and italicized rubrics, which divide the “Retractions” from the “Parson’s Tale.”


	�  See, among others, John M. Manly and Edith Rickert, The Text of the Canterbury Tales Studied on the Basis of All Known Manuscripts, 8 vols. (Chicago and London: University of Chicago Press, 1940), II.41, 475, 488ff; III.528; M. B. Parkes, “The Influence of the Concepts of Ordinatio and Compilatio on the Development of the Book,” in Medieval Learning and Literature:  Essays Presented to Richard William Hunt, eds. J. J. G. Alexander and M. T. Gibson (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1976), 115-41; Blake, Textual Tradition, passim; and Charles A. Owen, Jr., The Manuscripts of the Canterbury Tales, Chaucer Studies, 17 (Cambridge: D. S. Brewer, 1991), 6. 


	The few instances that Manly and Rickert report (e.g., “The Stag of an hert” after F 346 of the “Squire’s Tale”) are recorded because they assist them in determining manuscript agreements and affiliations (II.10).


	�  There is a good summary of these matters by Siegfried Wenzel in the notes to the Riverside Chaucer (965).  Blake (Textual Tradition) includes frequent reference to rubrics.  Blake holds that the exemplars for the early manuscripts probably lacked rubrics (or at least of many rubrics); however, the repeated forms that occur in later manuscripts clearly suggest that scribes felt less free to diverge from their exemplars when they were rubricated.  The wide variety of rubrics, and the categories into which they fall, witness an early impulse toward rubrication, and the hardening of established patterns once rubrics are introduced.  


�  And so Travis, for example, can quite explicitly present the opening “leave-taking” rubric as Chaucer’s own words (“Deconstructing,” 142).


	�  While the omission of the "Retractions" from earlier printed editions may imply that the whole text was judged an interpolation, the theory that the middle section enumerating Chaucer's works may have been editorial was first (apparently) voiced by Thomas Tyrwhitt (Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales [London, 1775], III.309-11); for a recent, more sustained argument, see Wurtele, " Penitence" (ably criticized as a “tortured attempt” by Travis, “Deconstructing,” 141).  The point has also been advanced by others: e.g., W. W. Skeat, ed., The Complete Works of Geoffrey Chaucer, 6 vols. and Supplement (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1894-97), III.503; and Norman Eliason, The Language of Chaucer's Poetry (Copenhagen: Rosenkilde and Bagger, 1972): 209ff. 


	There is, of course, no manuscript evidence to support this selective excision of text; and there are not a few difficulties with defining the extent of the interpolation.  Wurtele's division (following Speis) of the concluding lines (356-57) has syntactic and other difficulties: for instance, the change from third to second person (ll. 1081-82, 1084), and the formulaic oddity (to say nothing of the theological irregularity) raised by having the Parson pray "that Crist have mercy on me . . . . and graunte me grace . . .  thurgh the benigne grace of hym that is kyng of kynges and preest over alle preestes, that boghte us with the precious blood of his herte. . ." (ll. 1084, 1090-92). 


	�  Furnivall and the Chaucer Society gave prominence to Ellesmere (and Hengwrt) in the last century.  Prior to that, of course, and to some extent since, Harley 7334 (Ha4) had been a favored early authority.  Though the position of El has been under considerable attack in the last decade or so, yet (as Blake notes, Textual Tradition, 39) "El is still used as the basis for editions and its order was considered a good order" and despite the continuing critical agreement that "Hg was the earliest manuscript and had the best text.... the attempt to work out the relationship between Hg and El so that Hg is given proper recognition is a long and painful one; El still commands the support of sentiment, tradition and some conviction." 


	� William Thynne, The Workes of Geffray Chaucer newly printed ... (London: Godfray, 1532; and later editions printed by Bonham: 1542 and ?1545; STC 5068, 5069, and 5071); John Stow, The Works of Geoffrey Chaucer, newlie printed ... (London: Kyngston for Wight, 1561; STC 5075); Thomas Speght, The Workes of our Antient and Learned English Poet, Geffrey Chaucer, newly printed (London: Islip for Bishop, 1598: STC 5077; his second edition--Islip, 1602--is STC 5080); John Urry, The Works of Geoffrey Chaucer, Compared with the Former Editions and Many Valuable MSS.  (London:  Lintot, 1721).


Blake’s implication (Textual Tradition, 6 and 8) that both of Pynson’s editions omitted the “Retractions” is incorrect. The text is printed in the second edition: Here begynneth the boke of Caunterbury Tales, dilygently corrected and newly printed (London, 1526; STC 5086).  His first edition is STC 5084 (London ?1492). John Urry, The Works of Geoffrey Chaucer (London:  Linton, 1721)


�  See Owen, “What the manuscripts tell us,” 243-44 for his account of these stages.


	�  One manuscript (Ha4) precedes the "Retractions" with what we might more correctly call a title: "Preces de Chauceres." 


	�  Twenty-eight manuscripts contain the text of the "Retractions"; they comprise one-third of all the manuscripts containing any of the Canterbury Tales, and make up one-half of those witnessing the "complete" text of the poem.  There is, of course, ample evidence for the loss of other contemporary manuscripts, and any textual inferences, therefore, will imply many more manuscripts than those in which the text(s) in question actually survive today.


	Two further manuscripts, Gg and Ll2—both as it happens members of the editorially favored "Ellesmere Group" (Category Three)—preserve no text of the "Retractions" proper.  Gg has its leave-taking formula clear at the bottom of the last folio of its "Parson's Tale"; the next folio is lost, but it no doubt did contain the text of the "Retractions."  Like Gg, Ll2 is also missing the folio immediately following the one in which the "Parson's Tale" concludes.  In this case, however, matters are more complicated since Ll2—the one instance where the tale exists in its independent form as a tract on "penitencie," without the "Parson's Prologue," or the "epilogue" which accompanies it when it appears at the end of a Canterbury Tales—may never have contained a text of the "Retractions."  But even though it presently concludes with a more forceful explicit than Gg—putting "¶Explicit deo gracias" in the middle of the next line—the question must still remain open whether this unique marking of final closure was supplied by the scribe/rubricator after the decision was made to excise the folio containing the (now unacceptable) “Retractions.”  It is not, pace Owen (Manuscripts, 105ff.), absolutely the case that Ll2 did not include the "Retractions" at some point.  While on the strength of the explicit it may be more likely that it was never an approved part of this manuscript's text, yet it does not therefore follow that it was not part of his text—or of its exemplar.  That exemplar was, after all, closely related to El and its tradition, and there is no doubt about the text of the "Retractions" existing there.  It remains, finally, a curious coincidence that two of the surviving early witnesses to a text closely related to El should no longer contain the "Retractions."  Like the omitted text of the "Retractions" in Pynson's first edition, this correspondence of Gg and Ll2 raises questions not only about textual transmission but also about subsequent "editorial" deletion of the troublesome folio.  While this deletion may be safely inferred to have been the case for Gg, it still must remain a possible inference for Ll2, even if its tracks have been more completely obscured.  Perhaps at this early stage of transmission of the “Parson’s Tale” and “Retractions” excision offered as attractive an alternative as inserting categorical rubrics.


	�  Further information on the manuscripts identified by these sigla can be found in the Appendix.


	�  This first type of closing for the "Parson's Tale" is sometimes reinforced by a following "Amen," which leaves no doubt about the tale's conclusion, and the longer version of the tale's close invariably ends with that punctuating word.  While I earlier considered the presence of "Amen" with the synne-ending a more systematically distinctive feature--i.e., distinguishing one category (which closes the "Parson's Tale" with "synne Amen") from another (which ends with "synne" alone)--upon further examination I concluded that the use of "Amen" was simply too fluid and irregular to underwrite such a categorical distinction.  It may help distinguish subcategories (as it does in Category Two), and although its presence or absence at any given point does not, finally, support stable distinctions between or among groups of texts, it is nonetheless a significant marker of scribal reading and interpretation of the text.  It certainly is, at least, a trustworthy sign that one text has ended and, consequently, that what follows has its own independent textual identity.


	�  R. V. Ramsey—in "The Hengwrt and Ellesmere Manuscripts of the Canterbury Tales: Different Scribes," Studies in Bibliography 35 (1982): 133-55—would add spelling to this list; that point is disputed by M. L. Samuels, in "The Scribe of the Hengwrt and Ellesmere Manuscripts of the Canterbury Tales," Studies in the Age of Chaucer 5 (1983): 49-65.


�   Owen (“What the manuscripts tell us”), of course, is the notable exception: he devotes considerable attention to Harley 7334.


	�  In their classroom editions neither Albert C. Baugh nor E. T. Donaldson prints the entire “Parson's Prologue and Tale,” but both provide the title "CHAUCER'S RETRACTION" above the leave-taking formula heading their texts of the "Retractions."  Donaldson, unlike Baugh, omits the closing colophon for the “Retractions.”  Baugh (Chaucer's Major Poetry [Englewood Cliffs, N.J.: Prentice Hall, 1963], 532) explains his omission of the “Parson’s Tale” as follows: "The 'myrie tale in prose' which the Parson promises is actually a treatise or sermon on Patience [sic] and the Seven Deadly Sins.  Since the present volume is limited to Chaucer's poetry, it is not included."  Donaldson's rationale (Chaucer's Poetry: An Anthology for the Modern Reader,  2nd ed. [New York: Ronald Press, 1975], 1112) is that the "piety" of this "enormously long discussion in prose. . . . does not, however, raise it into the realm of literature, and although it has moments of imaginative art it remains on the whole a tract of rather specialized interest."  


	Fisher, similarly, titles it “Retraction” at the top of a new page of  his edition:  John H. Fisher, The Complete Poetry and Prose of Geoffrey Chaucer (1977; New York: Holt, Rinehart and Winston, 1989), 397.


	"Retract(at)ion(s)" is, as Tyrwhitt pointed out (III.309)., not a title ever used in any of the manuscripts or early printed editions and is only derived from the purportedly self-referential comment in the text itself.  The first use of this "title" for the conclusion seems to be by Thomas Hearne (1709 letter to Mr. Bagford, in Remarks and Collections of Thomas Hearne, II.200):  see Caroline F. E. Spurgeon, Five Hundred Years of Chaucer Criticism and Allusion, 1357-1900 (1914-24; New York: Russell, 1961), I.307-08.


	�  A.W. Pollard, M.H. Liddell, H.F. Heath, W.S. McCormick, eds., The Globe Chaucer (London: Macmillan, 1898); F. N. Robinson, ed., The Works of Geoffrey Chaucer (1933; Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1957); Robert A. Pratt, ed., The Tales of Canterbury (1966; Boston: Houghton Mifflin,  1974); and Fisher.  The same could be said for the earlier editions of Arthur Gilman (The Poetical Works of Geoffrey Chaucer..., Riverside edition of British Poets, vols. 11-13 [Boston: Houghton, Osgood, 1879]) and Thomas R. Lounsbury (The Complete Works of Geoffrey Chaucer, 2 vols. [New York: Thomas Crowell, 1900]).


	�  Richard Morris, ed., The Poetical Works of Geoffrey Chaucer, Aldine Edition of the British Poets, vols. 8-13 (London: Bell and Daldy, 1866); Thomas Wright, ed., The Canterbury Tales of Geoffrey Chaucer, Percy Society, vols. 24-26 (London: Richards, 1847-51).


	At the other end of the publication history, Wynkyn de Worde, who offers a widely variant, “modernized” text of the “Retractions,” begins that text at the top of the penultimate page, concluding it (and the book) with a colophon (about a third of the way down the second column):  “Here endyth the boke of the tales of / Caunterbury Compiled by Geffray / Chaucer | of whoos soule Criste haue / mercy.  Emprynted at Westmestre by / Wynkin de word þ[e] yere of our lord.M / .CCCC.lxxxxviii..”  (The final page has a woodcut print of the pilgrims feasting at a round table.)  The “Parson’s Tale” he ends six lines six lines from the top of the recto preceding the “Retractions.”  He follows this with about four blank lines; the explicit “Here endyth the Person his tale”; a print of a well-dressed pilgrim on horseback; and a leave-taking “Here takyth the make of this boke his leue” about a line from bottom.


	Pynson 1526 introduces the “Retractions” with "Explicit tractat[us] Galfridi Chau= / cer de Penitentia | vt dicitur / pro fabula rectoris"; and follows it with “Thus endeth the boke of Caunterbury / tales. Imprinted at London. . . .”


	Urry ends the “Parson’s Tale” in the middle of 213: “Here endeth the PARSON’s TALE”; heading the text of the “Retractation” at the top of 214 is the following: “What follows is published out of MS. Ch. [i.e., Tk1 (olim Delamere = Cholmondeley)] with some amendments out of other MSS. where the sense required it.” 


	Tyrwhitt has the extended conclusion for the “Parson's Tale” (“to which life he us bring, that bought us with his precious blood.  Amen.” [the “which” being his emendation]), skips a single line, and proceeds directly with the text of what Urry called “Retractation” (III.276; cf. 309).  (The emendation aside, this closely emulates the format of Tk1.)  After about six blank lines following the conclusion of that text, he closes his edition with: “The End of the Canterbury Tales” (III.278)


	�  This is not, in fact, completely accurate: the reading "XV" is found only in Mm; in La a second "x" (ergo “xxv”) can be clearly seen in the crease that runs through the middle of the number (and the length of the folio), as Manly-Rickert noted in their variants (VIII.546), and as I have confirmed by my own examination.  The error derives, apparently, from Robinson, who reports this in the textual notes of his first edition (p.1015)—and an apparent copyediting error in the second edition’s note (898) added further difficulty by attributing this same reading to Ha (=Harley 7334).  (That manuscript clearly reads "25," which had been earlier misreported in Robinson’s first edition as "29"—the result of a not-unprecedented misreading of the leaning "5" as a "9".)  Of the manuscripts not cited in the Riverside textual notes, Gl offers the only other significant variant at this point:  it reads “Twenty.”


	�  Owen, Manuscripts, 6.  In "Adam Scriveyn" and at the end of Troilus, for example, Chaucer certainly separates the scribal role from his own role as maker of poems and supervisor of scribes.  As Donald Howard (The Idea of the Canterbury Tales [Berkeley: University of California Press, 1976), 56ff.) has convincingly argued, the attribution of "book" to the Canterbury Tales in these final rubrics must also be scribal, rather than authorial.  Chaucer nowhere refers to Canterbury Tales as a book, and critics at least from Brusendorff and Tatlock (Blake, Textual Tradition, 34-5) to Charles Owen and Norman Blake would insist that it did not exist as one at Chaucer's death.  Even if not (yet?) qualifying as the "book" that we know as the Canterbury Tales, it is likely that some "tales of Caunterbury" were known in Chaucer’s lifetime (cf. Blake, Textual Tradition, 51-52), though them may not have been in circulation for copying.  The fragmentary nature of the tales' collection supports its not yet having attained "book"-status.  


	�  The fourth manuscript in this category, Ra3, is unfortunately missing its penultimate folio and so is missing the transition from "Parson's Tale" to "Retractions"; however, because of its close relations to Gl—and to a lesser extent to Ht—it fits best in this category.


	�  Manly and Rickert state (I.58) that the last quire (#28) is a six; I counted only find five paper sheets. 


	�  There are approximately eight blank lines remaining on this page; they were subsequently filled by later notes.  Given the absence from this manuscript of a number of multi-lined capitals for which space is left, we might also infer that the scribe intended to supply a colophon for the Canterbury Tales here.  In any case, postponing (and even rubricating) the "Now pray I..." would not have come close to using up the available space on the verso.


	�  For example, Gg, La, (Ll2, possibly), Ne, and Pp; among printed editions, the move to a new page (with or without accompanying heading or rubric) is found in Cx2, de Worde, Urry, Skeat, Robinson (second edition), Baugh, Fisher (both editions), and Riverside.


	�  In respect to the text of the "Parson's Tale," Ht (like Bo1, though perhaps even more directly) has distinct connections with Hg; the other two manuscripts, Gl and Ra3, are affiliated with Ha4.  Connected with two important early textual traditions, these four manuscripts offer a number of interesting variants.  They confirm, for instance, the very close ties between Gl and Ra3 (and perhaps less dramatically those with Ha4).  


	At the end of the "Retractions" there is clear individuality in the four manuscripts.  Where Bo1 reads "...saved Qui cum patre & c[etera]," Ht reads "...saved And he that wrote this boke also. AMEN. Qui cum patre."  (The remaining three-fifths of this final verso of Ht are entirely blank—only stubs survive for the remaining three folios of this quire of eight.)  Ra3 has an elaborate "Deo gracias" following the same insertion after "saved" and the expanded Latin prayer-close:


						...saved and 


		he that wrot this boke also. Qui cum patre et sp[irit]u sancto vi 


		uit et regnat deus per infinita secula Amen 


Gl closes without the added English words but with the identical Latin closing formula, including the "infinita" distinctive to these two manuscripts: 


						...saved. Qui 


		cu[m] patre et sp[irit]u s[an]c[t]o uiuit et regnat deus p[er] 


		infinita secula amen. 


	�  The underlined words are in slightly enlarged script, and, beginning with the very much elongated  "N," are written in red ink like many personal names, quotations, or important phrases (some even as long as three consecutive lines) in Latin and English in this work.


�  Charles Owen indeed grants Hatton considerable importance, derived from its close relation to Hengwrt:  “Hengwrt and Hatton Donat 1 reflect the earliest state of the text” (“What the manuscripts tell us,” 243).  He also asserts that Hengwrt “undoubtedly once included the Retraction …” (243).


	�  Cf. Owen, “What the manuscripts tell us,” 243-44.  Alone in these category-two manuscripts, the scribe of Tk2 concludes his copying of the Canterbury Tales (fol. 274) with a prayer "for the writer of this book,"  reminiscent of those in Category One.  (It is not,however, "at the end of the MS," as Manly and Rickert claim [I.120]).


	�  Owen, Manuscripts, 9ff. and “What the manuscripts tell us,” 239and 243 ; Blake, Textual Tradition, 68ff. and 109ff.  The other manuscript by this scribe (Corpus Christi 198) is missing the end of the "Parson's Tale." 


	�  We saw above the textual associations of Ha4 with Gl and Ra3. Ha4 and the four category-one manuscripts share a couple of unique textual readings: at line 1087 all read "of the which Crist" where other MSS agree to "that Crist" (or simply replace the “that” with a punctuation mark); at line 1085 (Ra3 out) they do not have "of" (or “for,” as in some manuscripts) before "my translacions."  They also agree (along with five other manuscripts:  Ad1, Cn, En3, Ma and Tk2) in reading “seintis in heven” instead of  “seintes of hevene” (1089). 





	�  The main obstacle to placing it confidently in the present discussion is the loss of the original final folio (271: i.e., I 1085b ff.), which was replaced in the early 1700s, perhaps by William Thomas, one of the collaborators on Urry’s edition (M-R I.131).  The exemplar for this seems to have been a manuscript (or print) related to Pepys 2006.  Or, since such an exemplar would in any case be closely affiliated with En1, perhaps the damaged original folio itself.


�  I’ve rendered the looping ascender above the “r” as a suspension for “e”; it may simply be an otiose stroke—not unusual in this scribe’s hand. 


	�  Pp reinforces the division more strongly than other manuscripts.  It precedes the leave-taking formula with a unique explicit—“Explicit de Satisfact[i]o[n]e”—and follows it with "Om[n]e p[ro]missu[m] est Debitu[m]" and about ten blank lines.  The "Retractions" begins at the top of the next page with a two-line initial "N." 


	�  Unlike the other manuscripts employing "Amen," To's textual affiliations are not altogether clear.  The others are closely related to each other.  Ma is directly copied from Cn's "immediate exemplar" (M-R I.350; cf. Owen, Manuscripts, 15ff.).  En3 and Ad1 were, according to Owen, considerably influenced by the Cn tradition, and their “Parson's Tale” (with the "Retractions") "is the only full tale with its text from Cn" (Manuscripts, 87).


	Manly and Rickert assert (II.472) that the "Retractions" in general provides "little evidence for classification, but the few variants indicate the persistence of the same groups as are found in PsP and PsT."  Their one important qualification of this, however, concerns To: "The relation of To [to their Group II] is not ctm (cf. 1082, 1087), as in PsT; whether genetic or acco it is impossible to say" (II.473).  To these two examples, we might well add 1085, 1086, and 1091 as other instances of To's connection with their Group II (which includes a, El, Gg, et al.)  (For those not intimately familiar with Manly-Rickert’s shorthand:  ctm is “contamination, contaminated” and acco is “accidental coincidence” [II. 245].)


	�  The rubric reads the plural "fabule," not "fabula" as reported by M-R I.539.


	�  For To, "Melibee" is "fabula Chauceris" while Sir Thopas is simply "Thopas" in the running head.  If the now-separated text of the "Retractions" is assigned anyone, it remains the Parson's.  


	�  Owen (Manuscripts, 104) notes, in this regard, that “[h]eadings for the prologues and tales are similarly sparse, sometimes omitted (92a), sometimes in a simple 'Explicit' (170b), set off when present in a similar paraph-cradle.…  Little preparation or forethought and little expense went into the production of To.”


	�  The rubricator of Tk2 may be invoked to support this possibility:  his eye-catching running head at the top of the page containing the bulk of the "Retractions" is "[ffabula] Rectoris."


	�  The "AmeN" is highlighted with blue ticks, and the “Explicit ffabula Rectoris” is in red (as is the Latin leave-taking following).  The final “Explicit” (which follows the “Retractions” after one blank line) is also in red, and the remainder of the page (about fourteen lines) is blank.


	�  Ha2, presumably after the fact, felt the need for some definitive explicit and inserted the “ffinis,” substituting it, perhaps for reasons of space, for the longer versions found elsewhere.  The concluding “Amen” is wholly in the margin of the preceding line.  It is plausible that since the one-line blank left for the rubrics here was not sufficient for the fuller leave-taking formula, it was (as I suggested was also the case with To) abbreviated by omitting “of this book.”  


	�   The varied evidence of Tk1's textual cousins in my Category Four—e.g., Ha2, Lc, Ry2—gets us little closer to determining what, if anything, might have been intended for this blank line in Tk1.


�  See Owen, “What the manuscripts tell us,” 240-41.
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