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ABSTRACT 

This is a study of Ambrose Gwinett Bierce (1842-

1914?), a journalist, satirist, and fiction writer during 

the last three decades of the nineteenth century and the 

first decade of the twentieth century. As part of his 

narrative output, he turned to fables and produced over 300 

of them, attracted to the fable form apparently because it 

offered him a medium for control of style, tone, and reader 

response. The control motif is incorporated thematically 

in many of the fables as well. Yet the control may be, and 

generally is, only for the moment: the rhetorical moment, 

the historical moment, or, perhaps, the epiphanic moment. 

As a preliminary to an analysis of Bierce's use of the 

fable, this study begins with an attempt to identify the 

generally accepted characteristics of the fable, especially 

as the form has come down to us through representative 

written literature of Western civilization since the Middle 

Ages. The study then proceeds to examine Bierce's fables 

as devices for controlling a moment and to compare the 

fables with his invective satire and his short stories, in 

particular. The concluding section examines Bierce's use 

of the fable in contrast with two other nineteenth-century 

fabulists, Joel Chandler Harris and George Ade, and sug­

gests that Bierce's techniques anticipated those of three 
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twentieth-century fabulists, James Thurber, William March, 

and Robert Coover. 

The study is organized into five chapters: (1) Intro­

duction; (2) Fable: A Definition, synthesizing and dis­

tilling definitions from dictionaries, glossaries, and the 

works of fabulists themselves; (3) Ambrose Bierce: A Fabu­

list, exploring Bierce's own definition of fable and his 

satiric use of the fable; (4) Control: A Constant, sug­

gesting that certain techniques or themes present in the 

fables are present in other Bierce works; and (5) Summary 

and Significance, contrasting Bierce as fabulist with two 

of his contemporaries and comparing him with three twenti­

eth-century fabulists he anticipated. 
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

"The saddest thing about the trade of writing is that 

the writer can never know, nor hope to know, if he is a 

good workman" (X, 25).^ So says Ambrose Bierce in an es­

say "On Literary Criticism." In another essay, "Some Dis­

advantages of Genius," he says that the "ultimate umpire. 

Posterity, will figure the matter out" (X, 297). Posterity 

is still figuring and still debating among its representa­

tives just how good a "workman" Bierce was. In the first 

place, because he experimented with a variety of approaches 

to his writing, not everyone can agree on what is Bierce's 

best work to evaluate in order to assess his skills. Most 

of the critical attention focused on him so far has been 

limited to his short stories, particularly those from In 

the Midst of Life . also subsequently titled Tales of 

Soldiers and Civilians . and to The Devil's Dictionary, 

first published as The Cynic's Word Book . As a result, 

he is certainly best known for his stories--his Civil War 

stories in particular—and for his pithy, ironic defini­

tions. He deserves notice as well, however, as an early 

experimenter with the fable form in the nineteenth century. 

It is the purpose of this study to examine Bierce's fables 

and to suggest how he adapted one of the oldest forms of 
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story telling to his own objectives and style, primarily by 

seeing in them possibilities for controlling the moment, 

whether that moment be rhetorical, historical, or 

epiphanic. 

The fable, as it emerged in the nineteenth and twenti­

eth centuries in the United States, moved out of children's 

books and into newspapers and magazines. As Warren Agee, 

Phillip Ault, and Edwin Emery point out, a new reading 

audience emerged in the thirty-five years between the end 

of the Civil War and the turn of the century. Among these 

new readers were members of the rapidly-increasing labor 

class, many of them immigrants. The period is marked by an 

increased "adult interest in popularized knowledge" (84). 

That interest, combined with improved printing technology, 

low postal rates, and better communication links provided 

by cross-country telegraph lines, railroad tracks, and 

finally telephone lines, spurred the growth of periodicals. 

Agee, Ault, and Emery quote the following figures: 

By 1900 there were 3500 magazines with a 
combined circulation of 65 million an 
issue. Weekly newspapers tripled in number 
between 1870 and 1900, reaching a total of 
more than 12,000. During the same 30 years, 
the number of daily newspapers quadrupled 
and their total circulation increased 
almost sixfold; the figures for 1900 were 
1967 general circulation dailies selling 
nearly 15 million copies each day. (84-85) 



In his own way contributing to that growth from the begin­

ning was Ambrose Bierce, and a part of his success with the 

mass audience was his ability to inform, sway, and enter­

tain them through his fables.^ The strength of them, 

compared to some of his other work, is that their very form 

made it possible for him to generalize about the particular 

news of the moment so that the fables have endured beyond 

that moment. 

In Bierce's columns, the fable became less a vehicle 

for general moral lessons particularized in simple narra­

tives and more a device for satire targeting particular 

follies and foibles in universalized settings. He took the 

offensive in print against politicians who had their hands 

in the public till; against hypocritical Christians who 

exploited and maligned non-Christians; against financiers 

who, for their own private gain, bilked the government and 

the taxpayers; against cant, corruption, dishonesty, sham, 

and egoism anywhere he found it. Through the fables he 

informed his readers by exposing the rogues in their midst; 

he swayed public opinion by provoking his readers to think; 

and he entertained his readers by creating witty narratives 

that frequently turned on them as well as on Bierce's pri­

mary targets. 

He wrote more than 300 fables, some of them for Brit­

ish periodicals during his three-and-a-half-year stay in 
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England from March of 1872 to September of 1875, and set a 

pattern for satire that would be followed by twentieth-

century writers such as James Thurber, William March, and 

Robert Coover. He capitalized on the traditional elements 

of the fable form and invested his own fables with thought-

provoking wit and pervasive irony. Before one can analyze 

Bierce's use of this form, however, one must first try to 

arrive at a working definition of fable. Thus chapter two 

of this study is an attempt to identify the generally ac­

cepted characteristics of the fable, especially as the form 

has come down to us through the written literature of West­

ern civilization. 

Because it is generally conceded that Chaucer is the 

first identifiable great author in English literature, it 

is fitting to begin examining the evolution of the literary 

fable with a look at attitudes and definitions current in 

the Middle Ages. Fables then were regarded as trifling 

fictitious narratives whose only redeeming quality was that 

they might teach a moral; a fable was simply an entertain­

ing means of instruction. Chaucer's Nun's Priest's Tale 

recognizes a justification for both merriment and morality, 

but it remained for the seventeenth- and eighteenth-century 

fabulists and audiences to reconcile the two functions. 

Jean de La Fontaine invokes the name of Aesop in his 

seventeenth-century fables and credits the ancient Greek, a 
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legendary character himself, with devising a unique formula 

that pulls together the two aspects of the fable. La 

Fontaine stresses that the entertainment function of the 

fable is necessary to attract the unsuspecting reader and 

lead him to self-knowledge. Thus the fables, as La 

Fontaine sees them, are deceptive tools requiring an 

author's ingenuity and subtlety. Fables must be concise, 

he says, a requirement common to most definitions, and they 

must contain humor or wit to be effective. They must fas­

cinate. La Fontaine makes no effort to distinguish between 

fable and parable, using the two terms as synonyms. 

Fabulists in the eighteenth century continued to rely 

on the Aesopian formula described by La Fontaine and called 

attention to the fable's pastoral qualities and its univer­

sality. John Gay and Tomas de Iriarte perpetuate the part 

of the formula calling for indistinct and remote settings 

and for the frequent use of animals to illustrate examples 

of virtue and vice. Their views of the fable emphasize the 

distancing of both author and reader from any definite time 

or place, allowing for the timelessness fables enjoy and 

for their worth as universal conveyors of lessons or morals 

or truths. 

Writers in the nineteenth century, Ambrose Bierce 

among them, retained something of Chaucer's emphasis on 

merriment, often playing the jester and presenting their 



wisdom in the guise of a fool. Rudyard Kipling returns to 

La Fontaine's idea that a fable must please if it is to 

preach and adds that writers of politically-inspired fables 

can protect themselves to some degree by being representa­

tional rather than direct with their criticism. The po­

litical nature of some of the nineteenth-century fables 

would seem to tie them so closely to the historic moment 

that they would lose their timeless quality, but the fable 

form allows the fabulist to generalize about the particular 

expose sufficiently so that he makes his point then and 

often so captures a moment of rascality that it remains 

relevant in succeeding generations. In these more topical 

and political versions of fables, nineteenth-century writ­

ers, many of them journalists writing columns in magazines 

and newspapers, are editorializing and addressing their 

adult readers. The apparent aim of at least some of these 

fabulists is to unsettle their readers, to disturb the 

complacency of the Gilded Age, to provoke their readers to 

think. 

The legacy of the fable coming into the twentieth 

century was one combining the merriment, the morality, the 

simplicity, the indefiniteness, the universality, and the 

timelessness. It is a combination of particularizing the 

general, as H. J. Blackham characterizes the fable's con­

crete illustrations of rather abstract general truths; and 
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of generalizing the particular, as one might explain the 

fable's suitability for exposing specific instances of vice 

and folly in general settings. Blackham's definition of 

f^^le is one that figures prominently in this study. A 

fable, he says, is "a narrative device, to provoke and aid 

concrete thinking, focusing on some general matter of con­

cern" (xvii). 

Other definitions generally stress the brevity of 

fables, although by the twentieth century that distinction 

is not an absolute one. For the most part, this study will 

limit itself to an examination of the very brief fables of 

Ambrose Bierce and finally compare or contrast them with 

the equally brief fables of James Thurber and William March 

and with the slightly longer fables of Joel Chandler Harris 

and George Ade. The longest fable discussed is a novella-

length one by Robert Coover. 

Since the aim of this paper is to explore all the 

possible advantages the fable form might provide for a 

writer like Bierce, a writer committed to short forms of 

literature, to wit and satire, and to correctness of form 

and style, no one critical theory will dictate an approach 

to analysis. The unifying thesis is that Bierce exhibited 

a propensity to try to control his material and his 

reader's response, and yet he realized at the same time. 
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and even illustrated in some of his fables, how inevitably 

and paradoxically futile such an effort is. 

Still, the value of the fable for Bierce and his suc­

cessors is its ability, at least occasionally, to control 

the immediate historical moment and yet, because of its 

ability to generalize the particular, to capture the truth 

of that moment for all time. Specific responses to spe­

cific wars or specific graft or corruption or scandal alle­

gorized into fables become representative responses to all 

wars, all graft and corruption or scandal. So it is with 

Bierce and later with Thurber and March, in particular. 

Coover hangs in the balance between particularizing the 

general and generalizing the particular by virtue of his 

choice of a popular culture "myth" as a basis for his 

parody. 

Bierce, who preferred to be identified as a satirist 

rather than a humorist, aimed his wit at a number of tar­

gets. When the targets were too specific, however, only 

the historical moment was served, and pieces such as those 

collected in Black Beetles in Amber seem dated today. 

Thus of all the short satirical forms with which he experi­

mented—the brief invective portraits, the epitaphs, the 

ironic definitions, and the fables--only the definitions 

and the fables retain that continuing timeliness of the 

timeless. In both forms, a general statement is the focus. 
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Bierce's definition of dictionary, for example, is "[a] 

malevolent literary device for cramping the growth of a 

language and making it hard and inelastic." He adds, "This 

dictionary, however, is a most useful work" (VII, 71). The 

very nature of a dictionary definition is to state gener­

ally what a word means, and Bierce does that throughout his 

collection, giving each entry an ironic twist that brings 

energy and elasticity to the language. His dictionary does 

remain "a most useful work." Similarly, his definition of 

fable as "[a] brief lie intended to illustrate some impor­

tant truth" ( Enlarged 90) , describes its function suc­

cinctly and captures its paradoxical nature. Working 

within the two forms gives Bierce greater control over his 

material as he creates it. 

Control works at several other levels in Bierce's life 

and in his fables, and it is with that focus that chapter 

three proceeds. As a demanding stylist, Bierce insisted on 

absolute control of his own material and the methods he 

used to present it. He refused to submit his work to be 

edited by anyone else, whether that work be written for 

publication in periodicals or in book form. Certainly one 

of his aims as a journalist, primarily a columnist, was to 

create and control public opinion. Therefore, he produced 

works that were designed not only to inform and to enter­

tain his readers, but also to influence their opinion, to 
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editorialize. Using Aesopic fables as points of departure 

for a number of his own, Bierce approached them somewhat 

agonistically and revised, in the sense Harold Bloom de­

scribes, and corrected until they became his. Within many 

of the fables too, control becomes a dominant theme as 

individuals struggle to control themselves or other indi­

viduals, as ideals or virtues compete for control, and as 

illusion and reality often confuse control of perception. 

Considering the fables are but one part of Bierce's 

narrative output, one can examine them in relation to cer­

tain of his other works, and that is the purpose of chapter 

four. Control of material and of form is a concern of 

Bierce's in all his writing, and the attempt of a writer to 

control a reader is most evident the story "The Suitable 

Surroundings." His invective satire is a means of control­

ling the immediate historical moment, but its impact is 

limited to that moment because of the directness of its 

attack. The tendentious wit it exhibits is mollified, and 

the aggressive stance is made less abusive in the fables. 

The fables have greater appeal to the intellect and less to 

the emotions, making them effective satire for the long 

term. The fable form forces Bierce and his readers to be 

more detached from the actual and the literal and more 

reliant on the ironic and the representative. 
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The general theme of control can be traced through a 

number of Bierce's narratives, as it contributes to the 

conflict so essential in storytelling. "The Coup de Grace" 

compares with two fables treating the same theme, and only 

by reading the three selections together does one get the 

full impact of the ironic paradox Bierce presents in the 

story. Other stories in which the control theme is par­

ticularly evident are "George Thurston: Three Incidents 

in the Life of a Man," "A Son of the Gods," and "A Horseman 

in the Sky." In each case, the unthinking protagonist 

relies on some sort of rigid code and responds to it almost 

mechanically so that his effort to control himself or oth­

ers is doomed. He is, after all, a fool. The only control 

possible, even for a moment, is that prompted by thought. 

Happiness, a rare but not altogether non-existent 

commodity in Bierce's fiction, defies control, as the tale 

"Haita the Shepherd" illustrates. A complementary fable is 

"The Secret of Happiness." In both the tale and the fable 

the message is that happiness does exist, but it cannot be 

planned or controlled intellectually. To encounter it is a 

serendipitous moment. Reading these and other stories and 

fables together one discovers significant correspondences 

suggesting that Bierce's fabular techniques and themes 

carry over in his longer narratives. 
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Ambrose Bierce's place in American literature is still 

debated, but one point can be made with some certainty: 

his adaptation of and experiments with the fable form an­

ticipated similar adaptations and experiments in the twen­

tieth century, a connection examined in chapter five. His 

approach, first of all, was different from the approaches 

of two other American fabulists in the nineteenth century, 

Joel Chandler Harris and George Ade. Harris was a folklor-

ist, Ade a humorist. Bierce was a satirist. Bierce was 

critical of regionalism, of extensive use of dialect, and, 

especially, of the use of slang. His fables are more 

nearly like those of George Thomas Lanigan, a Canadian-

American writing as a journalist in New York and Philadel­

phia during the latter part of the nineteenth century. 

Mark Twain also produced some satirical fables about the 

time Bierce's Fantastic Fables were published in 1899, 

but Twain's were not published in Fables of Man until 

1972. 

Three of Bierce's heirs in the twentieth century are 

James Thurber, William March, and Robert Coover. They all 

wrote fables, and they are all satirists. Thurber's and 

March's fables are most like Bierce's in that they are 

brief and ironic, and they frequently target the fools and 

rogues of the moment but in general terms. Unlike Bierce, 

Thurber and March include morals, in the form of witty 
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epigrams, at the ends of their fables. Bierce's epigrams 

he treats as separate literary forms. A substantial number 

of them are included in volume eight of The Collected 

Works . Thurber and March also use a "revisionist" ap­

proach to adapting the traditional fables for their own 

use. Robert Coover could also be described as a "revision­

ist," although the label usually applied to his work is 

"metafiction." The two terms are not necessarily incompat­

ible, however. Coover's A Political Fable more or less 

explodes the fable form by making it longer and more com­

plex than that used by Bierce, Thurber, and March. More­

over, Coover parodies not the ancient beast fables but a 

modern "beast" from a children's story, the Cat in the Hat. 

Nevertheless, Coover does work by extending a metaphor and 

by pointing or opening himself to a truth. 

From the compression of Bierce's fables to the expan­

sion of Coover's, certain constants are apparent. The 

narrative still remains relatively brief. Even Coover's 

novella is only eighty-eight pages in a small format; 

Bierce's shortest fable is seventeen words long. In one 

way or another the fable points or reveals a general, im­

portant truth by provoking its readers to think through a 

particular but at the same time representative example. 

Satirical fables rely on wit and irony and fantasy to 
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delight the reader and often to surprise him into aware­

ness. Sometimes the surprise is a jolt; it is always un­

settling. 

Posterity's umpire has ruled that Bierce, Harris, Ade, 

Thurber, and March are probably forever stuck in the minor 

leagues of literature, and no definite decision has been 

made about Coover, who is still in the game. Those who 

know Bierce, Harris, Ade, and Thurber know them best 

through their short fiction; March is probably best known 

as the author of The Bad Seed and Coover as the author of 

The Universal Baseball Game . It is not my purpose to 

suggest that Bierce, or any of the others discussed herein, 

should be elevated to the status of a major figure in 

American literature. In spite of the fact that he wrote 

for mass circulation periodicals for most of his profes­

sional life, Bierce was an intellectual elitist; he, per­

haps more than anyone, realized that he wrote finally for a 

select audience capable of thinking and willing to think. 

It is the purpose of this paper to look closely at Bierce's 

fables, a significant portion of his work that has received 

scant attention, and to suggest how they figured in his 

quest for control of the moment. 
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Notes 

All references to Bierce's Collected Works will be 
designated by volume number and page number. 

2 
An interesting addendum to the figures provided by 

Agee, Ault, and Emery are those reported in an Associated 
Press story carried in the Amarillo Daily News December 
26, 1991. According to the article, the number of daily 
newspapers in the United States peaked at 2,600 in 1909 and 
had diminished to 1,611 in 1990. Quoted in the story is 
Dominic Lasorsa, journalism researcher at the University of 
Texas in Austin, who says his studies show that there is a 
difference in the number of things people think about in 
proportion to the number of newspapers available to them. 
He says his findings support the view that with "more 
sources of information, you're going to be aware of more 
alternatives and weigh them more closely" (A7). Ambrose 
Bierce and his fellow journalists competed with each other 
in their columns to give their readers a number of things 
to think about and a variety of alternatives. 
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CHAPTER II 

FABLE: A DEFINITION 

Even though virtually everyone has an idea about what 

a fable is, a precise and comprehensive definition of 

f̂ tple is difficult to determine. The familiar beast fables 

of Aesop are easy enough to recognize and point to as mod­

els, but how are later adaptations and outright departures 

from those models to be described? This chapter proceeds 

on the premise that one must first rely on generally ac­

cepted definitions that have evolved in dictionaries and 

glossaries and on definitions or descriptions that emerge 

in the works of the fabulists themselves or in critical 

studies of fables. Then one can use those definitions as a 

point of departure in order to synthesize and speculate and 

finally provide a working definition that will serve the 

purpose of this study. 

Most current dictionary definitions of fable agree on 

two basic characteristics: fables are brief, and fables 

have a moral. Thrall, Hibbard, and Holman, in A Handbook 

to Literature , offer this initial statement to describe a 

fable: "A brief tale, either in prose or verse, told to 

point a moral" (196). Barnet, Berman, and Burto, in A 

Dictionary of Literary Terms, begin similarly: "A brief 

moral tale, in verse or prose. . ." (41). A typical 
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dictionary definition is that found in the Random House 

American Colleap Dictionary' "a short tale to teach a 

moral. . ." (430). In spite of the general consensus, 

however, one immediately obvious problem with these abbre­

viated definitions is that they are not exclusive enough. 

What is to distinguish a fable from a parable, for example, 

when the definition for parable in Barnet, Berman, and 

Burto says it is "a short narrative from which a moral can 

be drawn" (6)? Or is it even necessary to make the dis­

tinction? 

Other phrases in the various definitions do offer some 

additional refinements or suggestions about what a fable 

is. Certainly one type of fable is that known as a beast 

fable, one in which the characters are animals. But all of 

the sources are careful to point out that not all fables 

have animal characters and that, even when they do, the 

animals have human characteristics and frequently serve to 

illustrate, often satirically, the follies of mankind. 

Another characteristic mentioned by Thrall, Hibbard, and 

Holman is that the subject matter of fables is often super­

natural. Barnet, Berman, and Burto say that a fable makes 

"little or no pretense to being historical" (41). Dictio­

nary definitions also apply the supernatural and fictional 

labels. 
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The source and the audience of some fables are speci­

fied in the various definitions. Fables are sometimes 

derived from folklore, legends, or myths, say the lexicog­

raphers. Furthermore, fables frequently target children as 

their audience. These two characteristics influence style, 

sometimes described as child-like. 

To sum up the definitions, a fable traditionally is 

short; it contains or implies a moral; it frequently, but 

not always, features animal characters; its subject matter 

may be supernatural or at least non-historical, derived 

from folklore, legend, or myth; and it is aimed often at 

children. Thus far definitions focus on form, function, 

source, and audience. 

How have the fabulists themselves perceived the fable? 

Their writings give some clues, at least as far back as the 

Middle Ages, when Chaucer included two fables in the Can­

terbury Tales and specifically referred to fables in four 

others. Apparently the medieval fable, as a concept and as 

a genre, was not held in high esteem. The Summoner, for 

example, accuses the friar in his tale of serving the 

people "with nyfles and with fables" (SumT 1760),^ that 

is, with trifles and silly stories and with falsehoods. 

The Squire emphasizes that he speaks truly, "withouten any 

fable" (SqT 180), as he describes the brass horse in his 

tale. The Physician introduces the false judge Apius and 
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then assures his hearers parenthetically, 

(So was his name, for this is no fable. 
But knowen for historial thyng notable: 
The sentence of it sooth is, out of doute). . . 
(PhysT 156-157) 

In response to the Host's request that he tell a fable, the 

Parson 

. . . answerde, al atones, 
"Thou getest fable noon ytoolld for me. 
For Paul, that writeth unto Thymothee, 
Repreveth hem that weyven soothfastnesse 
And tellen fables and swich wrecchednesse. 
Why sholde I sowen draf out of my fest. 
Whan I may sowen whete, if that me lest?" 
(ParsT 30-36) 

Nevertheless, one of Chaucer's merriest tales is a fable 

told by the Nun's Priest, and Chaucer's own apparent view 

of the fable emerges as one observes the curious links and 

the complex contrasts between the Nun's Priest's Tale and 

the other four tales alluded to above.^ 

The Summoner, the Squire, the Physician, and the Par­

son suggest a general and unfavorable understanding of the 

word fable in Chaucer's time. It was a silly falsehood 

based on nothing historical and was of no more import than 

the chaff to be blown away by the wind. Those views corre­

spond historically with definitions cited in the Oxford 

English nirtionarv describing the fable as "A fictitious 
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narrative or statement; a story not founded on fact" and as 

"A foolish or ridiculous story; idle talk, nonsense." The 

narrator of the Nun's Priest's Tale does admit to what 

these other pilgrims fault. The Nun's Priest certainly 

makes no claims that his tale is true or factual. Instead, 

he says his story about Chauntecleer and Pertelote is as 

true "As is the book of Launcelot de Lake" (3212), a popu­

lar romance in the Middle Ages. Another link is that be­

tween the Parson's and the Nun's Priest's mention of Saint 

Paul and fables, but to slightly different purposes. The 

Parson warns that, as an authority, "Paul, that writeth 

unto Thymothee,/Repreveth hem that weyven soothfastnesse 

[turns aside from truth]/And tellen fables and swich 

wrecchednesse" (32-34). The Nun's Priest observes that 

"Seint Paul seith that al that writen is,/To cure doctrine 

it is ywrite, ywis" (3441-3442). Interpreted narrowly, the 

written doctrine he refers to is that found in the Bible, 

and, in that light, the Nun's Priest's allusion to Saint 

Paul could be a reinforcement of the admonition to beware 

of false flatterers like Daun Russell "That plesen you wel 

moore, by my feith,/Than he that soothfastnesse unto you 

seith" (3327-3328). Thus one of the morals of the tale 

emerges in that interpretation. 

A broader interpretation of "al that writen is," how­

ever, allows for the intriguing notion that morals and 
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perhaps even merriment are justification enough for the 

existence of fables. Chaucer's final lines in the Nun' s 

Priggt's? Tale bring together the allusion to Saint Paul 

and the wheat and chaff metaphor employed also by the 

Summoner and the Parson. Both the Summoner and the Parson 

invite a comparison of the "fruyt" and the "chaf" appar­

ently in order to toss out the fable with the chaff. The 

Summoner claims that the friar he describes takes the lit­

eral fruit from the people, "a busshel whete, malt, or 

reye" (SumT 1745), and gives them back only the chaff of 

his "nyfles" and his "fables." Even more to the point, the 

Parson, in his refusal to tell a fable, says, "Why sholde I 

sowen draf out of my fest,/Whan I may sowen whete, if that 

me lest" (35-36)? And he clearly indicates that the 

"whete," or "fruyt," is "moralitee and vertuous mateere" 

(38), that is, teaching. 

Determining what is wheat and what is chaff in 

Chaucer's tale underscores the controversy about the worth 

of fables in the Middle Ages and suggests finally what 

choices both author and reader must make. Stephen Manning 

describes the two views of the fable—one suspect, the 

other acceptable--during the Middle Ages and says that each 

fable would be judged as a medium of entertainment or of 

instruction. 
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