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reform the king's council. For the first time in the history of parliament, they chose a 

speaker to present their petitions for the entire session—Sir Peter de la Mare, a knight 

from the county of Hereford and steward of the earl of March. The commons urged 

Edward to "take to him such counsellors as would be willing loyally and profitably to 

advise and to ordain for his estate and for the realm and not give faith and credence to 

evil counsellors fmawez conseloursl and evil doers [male fesours]" (Anonimalle 

Chronicle 93). Edward Hi's chamberlain, Lord Latimer, and a number of lesser 

household officers were impeached, Alice Perrers was removed from the royal court, 

and nine new counsellors were appointed and sworn in parliament.

At the Good Parliament the commons' concerns were mainly fiscal and 

commercial. The knights of the shires chafed at the heavy taxes needed to carry on 

the war with France, while the burgesses complained of evasions of the staple and 

abuse of monopolies (McKisack 393). They demanded that the king live "of his 

own." However, less than a year later at a great council of lords and prelates held at 

Westminster, all of the statutes of the Good Parliament were annulled, the nine 

counsellors appointed under its auspices were dismissed, Latimer was restored to his

increase in the wool customs (a measure taken by Edward's administration to finance 
his grandiose war against France), the commons at the April 1342 parliament attempted 
to have the royal ministers appointed and sworn in parliament and the royal accounts 
audited (Rot. Pari. 2.128). Edward granted these terms, but later revoked the statute 
after his chancellor, treasurer, and some of the royal justices registered the first dissent 
ever recorded on the parliament rolls (Rot. Pari. 2.131; Foedera 2.4.112). Thus, the 
first parliamentary dissent in English history resulted from a struggle to control the 
king's council.
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seat on the council, and Alice Perrers was returned to court. Unlike in 1311, the 

commons had established their own voice in parliament by creating the position of 

speaker. However, in the absence of a personal threat to their status (like the threat 

Gaveston had represented or de Vere would come to represent), the magnates were 

apparently not willing to cede any measure of control over the king's council or the 

household to the commons.

The Good Parliament was but a preview to the fractious parliaments of a 

decade later. The commons continued to balk at royal taxation, repeatedly making 

the familiar demand that the king live "of his own."157 The barons complained of the 

Ricardian peace policy as well as Richard's distribution of patronage.158 In particular, 

Gloucester and Arundel chafed at the endowment of extensive lands and titles to de 

Vere and other members of the king's council (Tuck 58, 83-84). The fact that 

Richard was a minor upon ascending the throne further aggravated the already 

contentious issue of royal counsel, as had been the case during Henry ID's reign. The

157 Although the Lancastrian chroniclers vividly describe a luxurious and over-staffed 
court presided over by Richard, Tuck comments that "There is no good evidence for 
corruption or systematic mismanagement of finances by the council, nor is there any 
evidence that the royal household was unreasonably costly" (46; cf. Hutchison 90; 
Tout, Chapters 4.207; and Clarke, Fourteenth Century Studies 39). According to 
Brown's analysis, the chronic revenue shortages of Richard H's reign were caused by 
the continuing expense of the French and Scottish wars, as well as a drop in the annual 
yield from customs and subsidies (due mainly to the steady decline in the export of 
wool), from an average of £70,000 during the last 20 years of Edward Hi's reign to 
slightly under £50,000 during Richard H's reign (69).

158 For Richard's peace policy, see Chapter Four.
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domestic unrest engendered by the Rising of 1381, the miiitary disaster of the 

abortive Norwich crusade, and the threat of invasion scares from France left Richard 

in an even more vulnerable position.

The factionalism between the court party and the baronage came to a head at 

the "Wonderful Parliament" of 1386, which Chaucer attended as a knight of the shire 

of Kent.159 The duke of Gloucester and the earls of Arundel and Warwick led 

parliament in impeaching Richard's chancellor, Pole, and treasurer, John Fordham, 

bishop of Durham, on charges of malfeasance. In the parliament roll, the commons 

are depicted coming before the king, prelates, and lords and accusing the chancellor 

orally (Rot. Pari.. 3.216). Steel says simply that the magnates "were successfully 

dominating the commons" (124). Jones says that this is the first time the barons used 

the commons in parliament as "their instrumentality" to crush "unpopular favourites 

of the monarch" (35).160 Although historians have unanimously exonerated Pole, he 

was made to bear the brunt of the barons' initial attack on Richard's courtiers by 

virtue of his high office and probably because Richard agreed to sacrifice Pole and

159 ..The return of Chaucer as a knight of the shire for Kent and his payment for 
expenses incurred while attending parliament are printed in Life-Records. 364-69.

160 In his Governance of England (ca. 1475), Fortescue comments that all too often 
the commons remained token representatives in the service of the lords: "what lower 
man was ther sytinge in that counsell, that durste say ayen the openyon off any off the 
grete lordis?" (145).
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Fordham "in return for a guarantee of immunity for his personal friends" (Clarke 48), 

namely de Vere.161

That the real power struggle lay not between the chancellor and parliament but 

between the court party and the baronage is evident from the fact that, in the midst of 

the parliamentary proceedings, Gloucester went to Richard's residence at Eltham and 

there threatened to depose him. Knighton's reconstruction of Gloucester's speech to 

Richard, which aside from the articles of the deposition is probably the most 

frequently cited document of the reign, takes the shape of the topos of controlling 

royal counsel:

It is permitted by another ancient law—and one put into practice not 
long ago, unfortunately-that if the king by malignant counsel or 
foolish contumacy or contempt or wanton will or for any other 
improper reason, should alienate himself from his people, and should 
be unwilling to be governed and guided by the laws and statutes and 
laudable ordinances with the wholesome counsel of the lords and 
magnates of the realm, but rashly in his insane counsels exercise his 
own peculiar desire, then it is lawful for them, with the common 
consent of the people of the realm to pluck down the king from his

161 Tout has shown that while Pole was chancellor the expensa hospicii were actually 
lower than at any other period of the reign (4.207). In McKisack's judgment, "the case 
against Suffolk [Pole] was manifestly weak" (445). Steel finds that Pole's impeachment 
was "an open travesty of justice" (123). Hutchison remarks that "every charge of 
peculation and misappropriation . . . trumped up against him was easily though 
fruitlessly rebutted" (90). Clark concludes that the impeachment "degenerated into 
three badly sustained and trivial charges, behind each of which motives of malice or 
private interest may be suspected" (51). Jones defends Pole as "a diligent and efficient 
executive officer who was not only obedient in the main to decisions made in 
parliament, but also prompt in putting them into effect" (32).
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royal throne, and to raise to the throne in his stead some very near 
kinsman of the royal house.162

Whatever Gloucester may have actually said to Richard, he no doubt raised the

specter of Edward II to compel the king to return to parliament, where Richard

appointed Thomas Arundel the new chancellor and John Gilbert, bishop of Hereford,

the new treasurer. However, what issued from Knighton's pen was much more than a

report of this event.163 Knighton carefully employed the topos of counsel to invent a

speech for the ages. The topos of controlling royal counsel aligns Gloucester's

speech with the Magna Carta, the Provisions of Oxford, the Song of Lewes, and the

Ordinances, each of which consistently defines the king's council in opposition to the

universitas. that is, the peers of the realm. In particular, Gloucester's speech echoes

the Song of Lewes, which declares:

Sive rex consentiens per seductionem.
Talem non percipiens circumventionem,
Approbaret talia regni destructiva;
Seu rex ex malitia faceret nociva,
Prononendo legibus suam potestatem.

162 EHD, 151; Rot. Pari.. 11.219. "Habent enim ex antiquo statuto et de facto non 
longe retroactis temporibus experienter, quod dolendum est, habito, si rex ex maligno 
consilio quocunque vel inepta contumacia aut contemptu seu proterva voluntate singulari 
aut quo vis modo irregulari se alienaverit a populo suo, nec voluerit per jura regni et 
statuta ac laudabiles ordinantiones cum salubri consilio dominorum et procerum regni 
gubemari et regulari, sed capitose in suis insanis consiliis propriam voluntatem suam 
singularem proterve exercere, extunc licitum est eis cum communi assensu et consensu 
populi regni ipsum regem de regali solio abrogare, et propinquiorem aliquem de stirpe 
regia loco ejus in regni solio sublimare."

163 According to Ruth Morse, both the actual words and circumstantial details of 
speeches in medieval chronicles were "open to literary modification according to the 
skill of the writer" (89).
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Abutendo viribus propter facultatem:
Sive sic vel aliter regnum vastaretur,
Aut regnum finaliter destitueretur,
Tunc regni magnatibus cura deberetur,
Ut cunctis erroribus terra purgaretur (587-96; 
emphasis added).164

Knighton's reconstruction of Gloucester's speech is in keeping with his theme 

in the Chronicon of the conjoint responsibility of the barons and the king for the 

welfare of the realm. He parallels the reigns of Edward II and Richard II by 

depicting both kings as wilfully alienating themselves from their natural counsellors, 

the barons. Knighton portrays Edward II's antagonist, Thomas of Lancaster, as dying 

for the "justice of church and realm" (1.426). Similarly, he describes the appellants 

as "friends of the king and kingdom, defenders of the truth, and stalwart guardians, 

with God's help, of the poor." Echoing The Song of Lewes, he refers to the five 

leading royalists (Pole, de Vere, Burley, Tresilian, and Brembre) as "the seducers 

fseductoresl of the king."165

164 "Whether the king, seduced to give his consent, not perceiving the design, should 
approve measures so destructive to the kingdom; or whether the king should follow 
such an injurious course with an ill design of setting his own power above the laws, 
abusing his strength to please his own will; if thus or otherwise the kingdom be wasted, 
or the kingdom be finally left destitute, then the magnates of the kingdom are bound to 
look to it, that the land be purged of all errors" (Wright 101-02).

165 244. " . . .  amicos regis et regni et veritatis defensores, et pauperum in instanti 
negotio, deo adjuvante, fortissimos tutores." For the use of "seductores" to refer to the 
courtiers (another echo of the Song of Lewes), see 236, 237, 243. The earls of 
Leicester and dukes of Lancaster were patrons of Knighton's monastery, the abbey of 
St. Mary of the Meadows (Gransden 178).
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After impeaching Richard’s chancellor and treasurer, the lords and commons 

set up a "graunt et continuel counseil" (Rot. Pari.. 3.221) in place of the traditional 

king's council. Although the statute authorizing the "commission of 1386" stipulated 

that it was to expire on 19 November, 1387, the appellants illegally extended it until 

Richard finally assumed his majority in May of 1389.166 Gloucester and Arundel 

were the leading lay members of the commission. Two men with whom Chaucer had 

been serving on a Kentish peace commission were appointed members, lord John 

Cobham and Sir John Devereux.167

The commission of 1386 rendered Richard a virtual figurehead. In the words 

of R. H. Jones, the commission "wrested all power over the government from the 

king" (33; cf. Tout 2.418). Final authority to supervise the offices of state, the 

household, and the courts of law, as well as to hear and amend all grievances 

presented in parliament now lay with the members of the commission rather than with 

the king in his council.

Royal-baronial factionalism now gave birth to the spectacle of a travelling 

royal council operating in opposition to the baronial council installed at Westminster. 

According to the Monk of Westminster, Richard "withdrew in a huff from contact

166 Under the rule of the appellants "acts of state were warranted per concilium, and 
'council' now meant, in substance, the time-expired commission" (Tout, Chapters 
2.428).

167 Chaucer's tenure on the peace commission lasted from 1385-89 (Life-Records 
348-59).

R eproduced  with perm ission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without perm ission.



1 3 4

with the commissioners and travelled far afield; though from time to time during this 

summer he did hold councils at various places."168 Although late medieval English 

kings still kept itinerant councils on such occasions as military campaigns, this was an 

extraordinary set of circumstances.169 The two most notable sessions of Richard's 

travelling council were the famous consultations with the judges, first at Shrewsbury 

and then at Nottingham in August 1387, the result of which was to declare the 

establishment of the commission of 1386 an act of treason.

According to T. F. T. Plucknett, the judges' responses to Richard's questions 

regarding whether the commissioners had violated the prerogatives and liberties of the 

crown and thus committed treason were a reasonable interpretation of the law.170 

There were no established legal precedents for parliament's actions in 1386. The 

justices declared that the king has full authority to arrange the agenda for parliament 

and dissolve the assembly at his pleasure, that the king alone can "remove any of his

1
Westminster Chronicle 186. "Asserens se ad hoc coactum fuisse, nec fuit 

intencionis sue, ut dixit, omnem potestatem suam regalem aliis delegare et sibi quasi 
nullam penitus reservare. Indignanter igitur retraxit se ab eis et ad partes remociores 
divertit; consilia vero in ista estate diversis locis interim celebravit."

169 Richard's circuitous journey from February 1387 to November 1387 has become 
known as the king's "gyration," after Knighton: "Revera non est auditum quod aliquis 
rex gyraverit fines regni in tam breve tempore sicuti ille fecit" (Chronicon 2.242). For 
the political significance of Richard's travelling council, as well as an itinerary, see 
Tout, Chapters 2.420-24.

170 See "State Trials under Richard II, Transactions of the Roval Historical Society. 
5th ser., 2 (1951): 159-66. The questions to the judges and their answers are published 
in Rot. Pari.. 3.233, and the Westminster Chronicle. 198-203.
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officers and justices and bring them to justice for their misdeeds," and that, therefore, 

Pole's impeachment was "erroneous and revocable."171 The judges answers were "a 

more explicit statement than any which had yet been articulated in England of the 

right of the monarch to select his own ministers and advisers without interference" 

(Jones 42).

The consultations with the judges led to civil war. A contingent of royal 

forces commanded by de Vere was defeated by the combined forces of the appellants 

at Radcot Bridge, just outside of London, in December of 1387. According to the 

Westminster Chronicler, the appellants went so far as to depose Richard for three or 

four days in the weeks leading up to the Merciless Parliament (218-28). However, 

they decided against permanently deposing him at this time and opted instead for 

purging his council at the parliament that met at Westminster on 3 February 1388.172

Gloucester and Arundel were joined in laying a bill of appeal against the 

king's leading ministers by Thomas Beauchamp, earl of Warwick; Thomas Mowbray, 

earl of Nottingham; and Henry of Lancaster. Tout remarks that this exclusive group 

of five magnates represented "the inheritance, the traditions and the mentality of half 

the great baronial houses of the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries. We are again in 

the atmosphere of the early years of Edward II" (2.410). The key charge against the 

royal retainers resonates with the trials of the Despensers during Edward It's reign:

171 For the king's powers over parliament, see Stubbs, 2.643-48.

172 For a fuller treatment of Richard's temporary deposition, see Chapter Seven.
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"accroaching to themselves royal power, by disfranchising our said lord the king of 

his sovereignty and impairing and diminishing his royal prerogative and regality they 

made him so far obey them that he was sworn to be governed, counselled, and guided 

by them."173 The articles of the appeal relentlessly describe the accused as a faux 

cown who controlled Richard with their malveis counseill and prevented les bones 

conseillers le rov from advising him.

The February 1388 parliament was truly the "parliamentum sine misericordia" 

(Knighton 2.249). Sentence of death was pronounced upon 17 persons-a number 

never before or since matched (Duls 29n2). Pole and de Vere escaped to the 

continent and died abroad. The sentence of the justices who had consulted with 

Richard was commuted to loss of property and banishment to Ireland. But Tresilian 

was executed along with the following: Nicholas Brembre, former mayor of London; 

Thomas Usk, under-sheriff of Middlesex and formerly clerk to John of Northampton; 

John Blake, the royal serjeant-at-law who had drafted the questions to the justices in 

1387; and the four chamber knights, Sir Simon Burley, Sir John Beauchamp, Sir 

James Berners, and Sir John Salisbury. The purging of the king's council was 

complete.

173 Westminster Chronicle 241. " Accrochantz a eux roial poair en deffanchisantz 
nostre dit seignur le roy de soveraignete, emblemissantz et amenussantz sa roial 
prerogative et regalie, luy firent si avant obeiser qil fuist jurre destre goveme, conseille 
et demesne par eux.” Accroaching royal power was also the key charge made against 
the Despensers. See Statutes of the Realm. 1.181.
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The Merciless Parliament was not a genuine attempt to make the king's 

council more economical, effective, and responsive to the common interest, but a 

hostile takeover by a baronial faction intent on redirecting royal patronage and 

establishing itself as the power behind the throne. None of the offenses alleged 

against the royal ministers in the articles of the appeal came under the definition of 

treason stipulated in the Treason Act of 1352.174 To meet this objection, the 

appellants invoked the doctrine that peers can only be tried by their peers in 

parliament, along with the notion that matters touching "the person of our said lord 

the king, and the estate of his whole realm" shall be treated in parliament (an allusion 

to the Statute of York). On this basis, they then declared that the "ley du parlement" 

(Rot. Pari. 3.236) was above both common and civil law. As Jesse Gellrich has 

observed, the appellants arbitrarily passed off the "law of parliament"—which was 

nothing more than "what they discussed on that occasion" (179)—as the supreme law 

of the land. They had so manipulated parliament that their "law" was not the triumph 

of consultative government (as it has often been portrayed) but a gross distortion of 

this principle. Accordingly, Plucknett has cleared the royal ministers of the 

appellants' charge of treason, an opinion seconded by McKisack.175 Anthony Steel 

has called the appeal "little better than lynch law" (152). In the absence of sound

174 The key charge against the king's ministers—encroaching upon the royal 
prerogative—is not listed in the Treason Act of 1352. See Stubbs, The Constitutional 
History of England 536.

175 See "State Trials under Richard 11," 159-66; see also McKisack, 459.
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legal precedents, the appellants relied upon the topos of counsel, which they 

strategically employed in the bill of appeal and throughout the trial proceedings, to 

make their case against the royal ministers.176

The extent to which the commission of 1386 and the acts of the Merciless 

Parliament had divided the realm was not folly evident until 1397, when Richard 

finally took his revenge upon the appellants. The trials of Gloucester, Arundel, and 

Warwick, were hailed as a means to ending royal-baronial factionalism and reunifying 

the realm. Richard also sought to eliminate baronial factionalism and restore the full 

power of the royal prerogative. In his sermon opening the Westminster parliament of 

1397, Edmund Stafford, bishop of Exeter, suggests that for most of Richard's reign 

England had been more like two nations than one. He took as his text Ezekiel 37:22, 

which refers to the future union of Israel and Judah under one king: "And I will make 

them one nation in the land on the mountains of Israel, and one king shall be king 

over them all: and they shall no more be two nations, neither shall they be divided 

any more into two kingdoms."177

176 The appellants have been further discredited by the fact that they took £20,000 for 
the "great expenses they had laid out for the salvation of the realm" (Hot. Pari.. 3.245, 
248)—twice as much as they had raised by selling off lands confiscated from the king's 
ministers. Thus, although they had promised a reform government, "On almost every 
count, the Appellants failed to live up to the hopes that had been placed in them" (Tuck 
133).

177 EHD 4.405-6; Rot. Pari.. 3.347.
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The commission of 1386 was repealed as "a usurpation of [the king's] dignity 

and royal power . . . made by constraint and compulsion, against the will of the king" 

(Rot. Pari.. 3.350). Gloucester, Richard of Arundel, and Warwick were all convicted 

of treason. Richard of Arundel, who refused to confess to treason, was beheaded; 

Gloucester, who stood too near to the throne, was probably murdered by retainers of 

the king; and Warwick, who broke down and confessed to treason, was sentenced to 

perpetual banishment to the Isle of Man.178 Thomas of Arundel was sentenced to 

forfeiture of his temporalities and perpetual banishment.

A. L. Brown has commented that late medieval English government was 

"personal government": "The great kings of the period, Edward I, Edward HI, and 

Henry V, largely created their own success and the personal inadequacies of Edward 

II, Richard II and Henry VI largely brought about their own downfall" (2). Although 

personality has always played a role in historical outcomes, the conciliar rivalries, 

treason, civil war, and judicial murders that dominated the middle of Richard H's 

reign were clearly more than manifestations of the personality disorders of a man who 

wore a crown. They were part of a two-centuries long struggle for power between a 

baronage seeking to redefine itself and a monarchy seeking to consolidate itself during 

the transition of England from a regionalized feudal state to a centralized nation-state.

178 ....The most detailed accounts of the trials of the former appellants are Annales 
Ricardi Secundi. 208-18, and Eulogium. 3.371-76. For Gloucester's mysterious death, 
see James Tait, "Did Richard n  Murder the Duke of Gloucester?" Historical Essays. 
ed. Tout and Tait: 193-214; and A. E. Stamp, "Richard II and the Death of the Duke of 
Gloucester," English Historical Review 38: 249-51.
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The factionalist struggle for control of royal counsel was informed and 

conditioned by rhetoric. In order to assert their authority over the king, the English 

baronage had often employed the topos of counsel in documents ranging from the 

Magna carta to the articles of the appeal of 1388. For their part, late medieval 

English kings attempted to defme a royalist doctrine of counsel in such documents as 

the Statute of York and the questions to the judges in 1387. The Man of Law's Tale 

explores the rhetorical understructure of royal-baronial factionalism by displacing the 

religious elements of Trevet's story of Constance with exchanges of court counsel.

Chaucer's Secularization of the Constance Story 

Trevet placed the Constance story in a "universal history," which modern 

editors have called the Cronicles. Composed in Anglo Norman around 1330 and 

dedicated to Princess Mary Woodstock, daughter of Edward I and a nun of Amesbury 

(one of the English cells of the abbey of Fontevrault), the Cronicles begin with the 

Creation and proceed to the fourteenth century. Prior to the Cronicles. Trevet had 

written two histories: a detailed account of the six English kings from Stephen to 

Edward I (1135-1307), and a far-ranging, cross-referenced account of Roman and 

ecclesiastical history. However, he devoted the Cronicles to the lives of martyrs, 

saints, and mystics, apparently in deference to Princess Mary whose tastes according 

to Ruth Dean inclined towards devotional and romantic literature.179 Nevertheless,

1*7 A

Ruth Dean, "Nicholas Trevet, Historian," in Medieval Learning and Literature: 
Essays Presented to Richard William Hunt, ed. J. J. G. Alexander and M. T. Gibson 
(Oxford: Clarendon P, 1976), 340.
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since a saint's life fit into the basic medieval definition of historia as a narrative of 

real or plausible past events, Trevet's story of Constance was not out of place in a 

historical text.180 Trevet thus liberally mixes historical figures, place names, and 

dates with the miracles of his heroine Constance, whom he celebrates as a "seint 

pucele" (15) or holy woman.181

In fact, Trevet begins by comparing conflicting historical sources for his 

narrative: Roman "cronikes" (3), which establish the sixth century Byzantine emperor 

Tiberius Constantine as Constance's father and Maurice of Cappadocia as her husband 

who succeeded Tiberius' throne; and "lez Aunciene cronikes de sessounz [the 

Saxons]" (3), which identify Constance's husband as the Northumbrian king Alla 

(idle) and make Maurice her son. Elsewhere, Trevet cites the names of other 

historical personages in order to authenticate his narrative. For instance, he gives 

John II as the name of the pope whom Tiberius consults on the marriage negotiations 

with the Sultan, and he identifies the pope whom Alla visits while on pilgrimage in 

Rome as Pelagius I. Margaret Schlauch speculates that the "Anglo Saxon" chronicle 

Trevet consulted was Bede's De ratione temporum (161), but the figures of Tiberius, 

Maurice, and Alla can also be found in Bede's Ecclesiastical History of the English

180 rrwThe locus classicus for the medieval definition of history is the Rhetorica ad 
Herennium. ed. and tr. Harry Caplan (Loeb, 1954), 1.18.13; see also Beryl Smalley, 
Historians in the Middle Ages (New York: Scribner, 1975), 22-24.

181 All citations of Trevet's work are taken from "The Life of Constance," in 
Originals and Analogues of Some of Chaucer's Canterbury Tales. 2nd ser. 7 (Oxford: 
Oxford UP, 1887; rpt. 1928), 1-53.
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People.182 Tiberius and Maurice (Tiberius' son-in-law in real life) were sixth-century 

Byzantine emperors who ruled back to back. King JEfta, who is cited in the Anglo 

Saxon Chronicle as dying in 588,183 was the first ruler of the Deirans, an Anglian 

tribe settled near present-day Yorkshire that united with the kingdom of Bernicia to 

form Northumbria in the early seventh century. Contrary to Trevet, Chaucer does 

not give a single date in the Man of Law's Tale, saying simply that the events 

occurred "whilom" (2.134).184 As well as omitting dates, Chaucer also reduced the 

number of proper names in Trevet's account. He calls Constance's father only by his 

title of Roman "emperour," and he does not name the figure of the pope. Moreover, 

Chaucer cut Trevet's brief biography of Maurice, which recounts how he became 

known as "Mauricius christianissimus imperator" (51), as well as Trevet's list of the 

places where Constance, Alla, and Tiberius were buried and the dates on which they 

died. Instead, Chaucer directs his audience to "the olde Romayn geestes" (2.1126) 

for such facts.

Bede's Ecclesiastical History of the English People, ed. and tr. Bertram Colgrave 
and R. A. B. Mynors (Oxford: Clarendon P, 1969). For Tiberius Constantine, see 126; 
for Maurice, see 68-72,102, 106, 108, 114, 130; for JEWt, see 134.

] 0 0

See Dorothy Whitelock, ed., English Historical Documents, vol. 1 (London: Eyre 
Methuen, 1979), 158.

184 For a detailed collation of Chaucer's and Trevet's texts, see Edward Block, 
"Originality, Controlling Purpose, and Craftsmanship in Chaucer's Man of Law's 
Tale." PMLA 68 (1953): 572-616. Block states that in his translation Chaucer 
suppressed "information about people's names and ages, as well as place-names, dates, 
and duration of time" (580).
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At one point in Chaucer's narrative, the Man of Law objects that he does not 

know what to call the Moorish castle where Constance's ship drifts after she is exiled 

from Northumbria, because "the name in my text noght I fynde" (2.905). Trevet 

does not name the castle itself; he simply locates it somewhere upon the cliffs of 

Spain. Chaucer is at once hinting at the occlusions of history in chronicle sources and 

reflexively pointing out the lack of concrete historical references in his own text. The 

Man of Law's objection suggests that Chaucer was not interested in annalistic history 

(a circumstantial record of extra-literary events), but rather in the metalinguistic 

structure of historical narrative, the active process of selecting and shaping discursive 

exchange.

Granted, the Man of Law’s Tale strips most of the chronological and 

biographical references from Trevet's text. However, by secularizing Trevet’s 

version of the Constance story, Chaucer provides a contemporary socioeconomic and 

cultural context that prepares the audience for the political exploration of court 

counsel. Trevet misses no opportunity to emphasize Constance's holiness. While 

still in Rome, she converts a group of Arab merchants described only as "Marchauntz 

paens" (5) to Christianity, a detail which Gower includes (2.597-610) but Chaucer 

excludes. Instead of focusing on the heathen religious practices of the merchants, 

Chaucer identifies their nationality as Syrian (one of the few factual details he adds to 

his adaptation) and highlights their commercial success (2.134-40). Chaucer also 

mentions the diplomatic services they perform for the Syrian Sultan by informing him
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