
canterbury tales sergeant at law
Canterbury Tales Sergeant at Law is one of the fascinating characters in Geoffrey
Chaucer's landmark work, "The Canterbury Tales." Written in the late 14th century, this
collection of stories offers a vivid portrayal of medieval society through the eyes of various
pilgrims traveling to the shrine of Saint Thomas Becket in Canterbury. Each character
represents a different social class and profession, providing insights into the values,
behaviors, and attitudes of the time. The Sergeant at Law, in particular, serves as a
noteworthy figure who embodies the complexities of law, social status, and the moral fabric
of medieval England.

Character Overview

The Sergeant at Law is characterized as a highly competent and respected lawyer. Chaucer
describes him as someone who is wise and knowledgeable about the law, which helps him
gain a prominent position in society. However, his portrayal also hints at the potential
hypocrisy and pretentiousness of legal professionals during that era.

Physical Description

Chaucer provides a brief physical description of the Sergeant at Law, noting that he is
dressed in a "homely" but elegant manner. He wears a "silk gown" and has a "buckle" that
signifies his social standing. This attire reflects both his professional success and his status
as a member of the educated elite.

Personality Traits

The Sergeant at Law is depicted as:

- Eloquent: He can articulate complex legal matters clearly, making him a sought-after
lawyer.
- Cunning: His wisdom is often tinged with shrewdness; he knows how to navigate the legal
system to his advantage.
- Respected: He earns the esteem of his peers and clients, reflecting the high regard in
which lawyers were held in medieval society.
- Ambitious: He is always looking to increase his wealth and status, which drives much of
his behavior.

Role in Society

The Sergeant at Law represents the legal profession in medieval England, a time when law



was a burgeoning field intertwined with both politics and religion. His character reveals the
societal perception of lawyers and the legal system during Chaucer's time.

Legal Authority

As a Sergeant at Law, he holds a position akin to that of a modern-day barrister. His role
includes:

- Advising clients: He provides legal counsel to those in need, often dealing with matters of
property, contracts, and personal disputes.
- Representing clients in court: The Sergeant at Law is known for his courtroom prowess,
demonstrating a deep understanding of the law.
- Drafting legal documents: His expertise extends to creating wills, contracts, and other
essential legal papers.

Social Status and Wealth

The Sergeant at Law enjoys a comfortable lifestyle, indicative of his success. Chaucer notes
that he has acquired considerable wealth, which allows him to live well and maintain a
respectable position in society. His economic success is a reflection of the growing
importance of the legal profession during the Middle Ages, where lawyers often became
wealthy through their work.

Chaucer's Critique

While the Sergeant at Law is portrayed as knowledgeable and competent, Chaucer subtly
critiques his character and, by extension, the legal profession. This critique can be analyzed
through several lenses.

Hypocrisy and Pretense

The Sergeant at Law's outward appearance of respectability may mask a more flawed
character. Chaucer hints at the potential for legal professionals to be more concerned with
their status and wealth than with justice. This can be seen in:

- His focus on reputation: The Sergeant at Law is portrayed as being more concerned with
his image than with the ethical implications of his work.
- Use of legal jargon: He uses complex terminology to impress others, which may serve to
obfuscate rather than clarify legal matters.



Social Critique

Through the Sergeant at Law, Chaucer examines broader societal issues, including:

- Corruption: The legal system is depicted as potentially corrupt, where those with power
can manipulate laws for personal gain.
- Class disparities: The character highlights the inequalities present in society, where access
to legal representation can depend on wealth and status.

The Sergeant at Law in Context

To fully appreciate the character of the Sergeant at Law, it is essential to place him within
the broader context of "The Canterbury Tales" and the historical setting of the late 14th
century.

Medieval Legal System

During Chaucer’s time, the legal system was undergoing significant changes. Key
characteristics included:

- Emerging Common Law: The common law system was being established, moving away
from feudal laws and local customs.
- Increased Litigiousness: With the rise of a merchant class and more property disputes,
legal representation became increasingly important.
- Education and Training: Legal education began to formalize, with institutions such as the
Inns of Court emerging.

The Role of Pilgrimages

"The Canterbury Tales" is framed as a pilgrimage, a common spiritual journey in medieval
times. The journey to Canterbury serves multiple purposes:

- Religious: It reflects the spiritual devotion of the pilgrims.
- Social: The pilgrimage allows for interaction among different social classes and
professions.
- Literary: The storytelling format provides a diverse tapestry of narratives that critique and
celebrate various aspects of society.

Conclusion

The Sergeant at Law in "The Canterbury Tales" serves as a multifaceted character that
encapsulates the complexities of the legal profession during the medieval period. Chaucer’s



nuanced portrayal invites readers to consider not only the character’s attributes but also
the implications of his role within society. Through this character, Chaucer critiques the
legal system while also highlighting the importance of legal expertise in a rapidly changing
world. The Sergeant at Law remains a significant figure, reminding us of the enduring
complexities of law, morality, and social status that continue to resonate in contemporary
discussions about the legal profession and its impact on society.

Frequently Asked Questions

Who is the Sergeant at Law in 'The Canterbury Tales'?
The Sergeant at Law is a character in Geoffrey Chaucer's 'The Canterbury Tales' who is a
knowledgeable lawyer, respected for his legal expertise and eloquence.

What role does the Sergeant at Law play in 'The
Canterbury Tales'?
The Sergeant at Law serves as a representative of the legal profession and presents a tale
that reflects his understanding of law and justice.

How is the Sergeant at Law characterized in 'The
Canterbury Tales'?
He is portrayed as wise and knowledgeable, with a reputation for being discreet and skilled
in his profession, often seen as somewhat self-important.

What themes are explored in the Sergeant at Law's
tale?
His tale explores themes of justice, morality, and the complexities of human behavior within
the legal system.

What is the significance of the Sergeant at Law's
profession in the context of 'The Canterbury Tales'?
His profession highlights the social structure of medieval England, emphasizing the
importance of law and order in society and the power dynamics at play.

How does the Sergeant at Law's tale reflect Chaucer's
views on the legal profession?
The tale often critiques the legal profession's complexities, showcasing both the intellectual
rigor and the potential for corruption within the system.



What literary techniques does Chaucer use in the
portrayal of the Sergeant at Law?
Chaucer employs irony, satire, and vivid characterization to illustrate the Sergeant at Law's
personality and the societal implications of his profession.

How does the Sergeant at Law interact with other
characters in 'The Canterbury Tales'?
He engages with the other pilgrims, often presenting himself as knowledgeable and
authoritative, which can evoke admiration or skepticism from his peers.
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