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      Context

      
      The Canterbury Tales is the most
            famous and critically acclaimed work of Geoffrey Chaucer,
         a late-fourteenth-century English poet. Little is known about Chaucer’s
         personal life, and even less about his education, but a number of
         existing records document his professional life. Chaucer was born
         in London in the early 1340s, the only son
         in his family. Chaucer’s father, originally a property-owning wine
         merchant, became tremendously wealthy when he inherited the property
         of relatives who had died in the Black Death of 1349.
         He was therefore able to send the young Geoffrey off as a page to
         the Countess of Ulster, which meant that Geoffrey was not required
         to follow in his ancestors’ footsteps and become a merchant. Eventually,
         Chaucer began to serve the countess’s husband, Prince Lionel, son
         to King Edward III. For most of his life, Chaucer served in the
         Hundred Years War between England and France, both as a soldier
         and, since he was fluent in French and Italian and conversant in
         Latin and other tongues, as a diplomat. His diplomatic travels brought
         him twice to Italy, where he might have met Boccaccio, whose writing
         influenced Chaucer’s work, and Petrarch.
      

      
      In or around 1378, Chaucer began
         to develop his vision of an English poetry that would be linguistically
         accessible to all—obedient neither to the court, whose official
         language was French, nor to the Church, whose official language
         was Latin. Instead, Chaucer wrote in the vernacular, the English
         that was spoken in and around London in his day. Undoubtedly, he
         was influenced by the writings of the Florentines Dante, Petrarch,
         and Boccaccio, who wrote in the Italian vernacular. Even in England,
         the practice was becoming increasingly common among poets, although
         many were still writing in French and Latin.
      

      
      That the nobles and kings Chaucer served (Richard II until 1399, then
         Henry IV) were impressed with Chaucer’s skills as a negotiator is
         obvious from the many rewards he received for his service. Money,
         provisions, higher appointments, and property eventually allowed
         him to retire on a royal pension. In 1374,
         the king appointed Chaucer Controller of the Customs of Hides, Skins
         and Wools in the port of London, which meant that he was a government
         official who worked with cloth importers. His experience overseeing
         imported cloths might be why he frequently describes in exquisite
         detail the garments and fabric that attire his characters. Chaucer
         held the position at the customhouse for twelve years, after which
         he left London for Kent, the county in which Canterbury is located.
         He served as a justice of the peace for Kent, living in debt, and
         was then appointed Clerk of the Works at various holdings of the king,
         including Westminster and the Tower of London. After he retired in
         the early 1390s, he seems to have been working
         primarily on The Canterbury Tales, which he began
         around 1387. By the time of his retirement,
         Chaucer had already written a substantial amount of narrative poetry,
         including the celebrated romance Troilus and Criseyde.

      
      Chaucer’s personal life is less documented than his professional life.
         In the late 1360s, he married Philippa Roet,
         who served Edward III’s queen. They had at least two sons together.
         Philippa was the sister to the mistress of John of Gaunt, the duke
         of Lancaster. For John of Gaunt, Chaucer wrote one of his first
         poems, The Book of the Duchess, which was a lament
         for the premature death of John’s young wife, Blanche. Whether or
         not Chaucer had an extramarital affair is a matter of some contention
         among historians. In a legal document that dates from 1380,
         a woman named Cecily Chaumpaigne released Chaucer from the accusation
         of seizing her (raptus), though whether the expression denotes that
         he raped her, committed adultery with her, or abducted her son is
         unclear. Chaucer’s wife Philippa apparently died in 1387.
      

      
      Chaucer lived through a time of incredible tension in
         the English social sphere. The Black Death, which ravaged England
         during Chaucer’s childhood and remained widespread afterward, wiped out
         an estimated thirty to fifty percent of the population. Consequently,
         the labor force gained increased leverage and was able to bargain
         for better wages, which led to resentment from the nobles and propertied
         classes. These classes received another blow in 1381,
         when the peasantry, helped by the artisan class, revolted against
         them. The merchants were also wielding increasing power over the
         legal establishment, as the Hundred Years War created profit for
         England and, consequently, appetite for luxury was growing. The
         merchants capitalized on the demand for luxury goods, and when Chaucer
         was growing up, London was pretty much run by a merchant
         oligarchy, which attempted to control both the aristocracy and the
         lesser artisan classes. Chaucer’s political sentiments are unclear,
         for although The Canterbury Tales documents the various
         social tensions in the manner of the popular genre of estates satire,
         the narrator refrains from making overt political statements, and
         what he does say is in no way thought to represent Chaucer’s own
         sentiments.
      

      
      Chaucer’s original plan for The Canterbury Tales was
         for each character to tell four tales, two on the way to Canterbury
         and two on the way back. But, instead of 120 tales,
         the text ends after twenty-four tales, and the party is still on
         its way to Canterbury. Chaucer either planned to revise the structure
         to cap the work at twenty-four tales, or else left it incomplete
         when he died on October 25, 1400.
         Other writers and printers soon recognized The Canterbury
            Tales as a masterful and highly original work. Though Chaucer
         had been influenced by the great French and Italian writers of his age,
         works like Boccaccio’s Decameron were not accessible
         to most English readers, so the format of The Canterbury
            Tales, and the intense realism of its characters, were
         virtually unknown to readers in the fourteenth century before Chaucer.
         William Caxton, England’s first printer, published The Canterbury
            Tales in the 1470s, and it continued
         to enjoy a rich printing history that never truly faded. By the
         English Renaissance, poetry critic George Puttenham had identified
         Chaucer as the father of the English literary canon. Chaucer’s project
         to create a literature and poetic language for all classes of society
         succeeded, and today Chaucer still stands as one of the great shapers
         of literary narrative and character.
      

      
      Language in The Canterbury Tales

      
      The Canterbury Tales is written in Middle
         English, which bears a close visual resemblance to the English written
         and spoken today. In contrast, Old English (the language of Beowulf,
         for example) can be read only in modern translation or by students
         of Old English. Students often read The Canterbury Tales in
         its original language, not only because of the similarity between
         Chaucer’s Middle English and our own, but because the beauty and
         humor of the poetry—all of its internal and external rhymes, and
         the sounds it produces—would be lost in translation.
      

      
      The best way for a beginner to approach Middle English
         is to read it out loud. When the words are pronounced, it is often
         much easier to recognize what they mean in modern English. Most
         Middle English editions of the poem include a short pronunciation
         guide, which can help the reader to understand the language better.
         For particularly difficult words or phrases, most editions also
         include notes in the margin giving the modern versions of the words,
         along with a full glossary in the back. Several online Chaucer glossaries exist,
         as well as a number of printed lexicons of Middle English.
      

      
      The Order of The Canterbury Tales

      
      The line numbers cited in this SparkNote are based on
         the line numbers given in The Riverside Chaucer, the
         authoritative edition of Chaucer’s works. The line numbering in The
            Riverside Chaucer does not run continuously throughout
         the entire Canterbury Tales, but it does not restart at the beginning
         of each tale, either. Instead, the tales are grouped together into fragments, and
         each fragment is numbered as a separate whole.
      

      
      Nobody knows exactly in what order Chaucer intended to present
         the tales, or even if he had a specific order in mind for all of
         them. Eighty-two early manuscripts of the tales survive, and many
         of them vary considerably in the order in which they present the
         tales. However, certain sets of tales do seem to belong together
         in a particular order. For instance, the General Prologue is obviously
         the beginning, then the narrator explicitly says that the Knight
         tells the first tale, and that the Miller interrupts and tells the
         second tale. The introductions, prologues, and epilogues to various
         tales sometimes include the pilgrims’ comments on the tale just
         finished, and an indication of who tells the next tale. These sections
         between the tales are called links, and they are
         the best evidence for grouping the tales together into ten fragments.
         But The Canterbury Tales does not include a complete
         set of links, so the order of the ten fragments is open to question. The
            Riverside Chaucer bases the order of the ten fragments
         on the order presented in the Ellesmere manuscript, one of the best
         surviving manuscripts of the tale. Some scholars disagree with the
         groupings and order of tales followed in The Riverside Chaucer, choosing
         instead to base the order on a combination of the links and the
         geographical landmarks that the pilgrims pass on the way to Canterbury.
      

   
      Plot Overview

      
      General Prologue

      
      At the Tabard Inn, a tavern in Southwark, near London,
         the narrator joins a company of twenty-nine pilgrims. The pilgrims,
         like the narrator, are traveling to the shrine of the martyr Saint
         Thomas Becket in Canterbury. The narrator gives a descriptive account
         of twenty-seven of these pilgrims, including a Knight, Squire, Yeoman, Prioress,
         Monk, Friar, Merchant, Clerk, Man of Law, Franklin, Haberdasher,
         Carpenter, Weaver, Dyer, Tapestry-Weaver, Cook, Shipman, Physician,
         Wife, Parson, Plowman, Miller, Manciple, Reeve, Summoner, Pardoner,
         and Host. (He does not describe the Second Nun or the Nun’s Priest,
         although both characters appear later in the book.) The Host, whose
         name, we find out in the Prologue to the Cook’s Tale, is Harry Bailey,
         suggests that the group ride together and entertain one
         another with stories. He decides that each pilgrim will tell two
         stories on the way to Canterbury and two on the way back. Whomever
         he judges to be the best storyteller will receive a meal at Bailey’s
         tavern, courtesy of the other pilgrims. The pilgrims draw lots and
         determine that the Knight will tell the first tale.
      

      
      The Knight’s Tale

      
      Theseus, duke of Athens, imprisons Arcite and Palamon,
         two knights from Thebes (another city in ancient Greece). From their prison,
         the knights see and fall in love with Theseus’s sister-in-law, Emelye.
         Through the intervention of a friend, Arcite is freed, but he is
         banished from Athens. He returns in disguise and becomes a page in
         Emelye’s chamber. Palamon escapes from prison, and the two meet
         and fight over Emelye. Theseus apprehends them and arranges a tournament
         between the two knights and their allies, with Emelye as the prize.
         Arcite wins, but he is accidentally thrown from his horse and dies.
         Palamon then marries Emelye.
      

      
      The Miller’s Prologue and Tale

      
      The Host asks the Monk to tell the next tale, but the
         drunken Miller interrupts and insists that his tale should be the
         next. He tells the story of an impoverished student named Nicholas,
         who persuades his landlord’s sexy young wife, Alisoun, to spend
         the night with him. He convinces his landlord, a carpenter named
         John, that the second flood is coming, and tricks him into spending
         the night in a tub hanging from the ceiling of his barn. Absolon,
         a young parish clerk who is also in love with Alisoun, appears outside
         the window of the room where Nicholas and Alisoun lie together.
         When Absolon begs Alisoun for a kiss, she sticks her rear end out
         the window in the dark and lets him kiss it. Absolon runs and gets
         a red-hot poker, returns to the window, and asks for another kiss;
         when Nicholas sticks his bottom out the window and farts, Absolon
         brands him on the buttocks. Nicholas’s cries for water make the
         carpenter think that the flood has come, so the carpenter cuts the
         rope connecting his tub to the ceiling, falls down, and breaks his
         arm.
      

      
      The Reeve’s Prologue and Tale

      
      Because he also does carpentry, the Reeve takes offense
         at the Miller’s tale of a stupid carpenter, and counters with his
         own tale of a dishonest miller. The Reeve tells the story of two
         students, John and Alayn, who go to the mill to watch the miller
         grind their corn, so that he won’t have a chance to steal any. But
         the miller unties their horse, and while they chase it, he steals
         some of the flour he has just ground for them. By the time the students
         catch the horse, it is dark, so they spend the night in the miller’s
         house. That night, Alayn seduces the miller’s daughter, and John
         seduces his wife. When the miller wakes up and finds out what has
         happened, he tries to beat the students. His wife, thinking that
         her husband is actually one of the students, hits the miller over
         the head with a staff. The students take back their stolen goods
         and leave.
      

      
      The Cook’s Prologue and Tale

      
      The Cook particularly enjoys the Reeve’s Tale, and offers
         to tell another funny tale. The tale concerns an apprentice named
         Perkyn who drinks and dances so much that he is called “Perkyn Reveler.” Finally,
         Perkyn’s master decides that he would rather his apprentice leave
         to revel than stay home and corrupt the other servants. Perkyn arranges
         to stay with a friend who loves drinking and gambling, and who has
         a wife who is a prostitute. The tale breaks off, unfinished, after
         fifty-eight lines.
      

      
      The Man of Law’s Introduction, 
         Prologue, Tale, and Epilogue
      

      
      The Host reminds his fellow pilgrims to waste no time,
         because lost time cannot be regained. He asks the Man of Law to
         tell the next tale. The Man of Law agrees, apologizing that he cannot
         tell any suitable tale that Chaucer has not already told—Chaucer
         may be unskilled as a poet, says the Man of Law, but he has told
         more stories of lovers than Ovid, and he doesn’t print tales of
         incest as John Gower does (Gower was a contemporary of Chaucer).
         In the Prologue to his tale, the Man of Law laments the miseries
         of poverty. He then remarks how fortunate merchants are, and says
         that his tale is one told to him by a merchant.
      

      
      In the tale, the Muslim sultan of Syria converts his entire
         sultanate (including himself) to Christianity in order to persuade
         the emperor of Rome to give him his daughter, Custance, in marriage. The
         sultan’s mother and her attendants remain secretly faithful to Islam.
         The mother tells her son she wishes to hold a banquet for him and
         all the Christians. At the banquet, she massacres her son and all the
         Christians except for Custance, whom she sets adrift in a rudderless
         ship. After years of floating, Custance runs ashore in Northumberland,
         where a constable and his wife, Hermengyld, offer her shelter. She
         converts them to Christianity.
      

      
      One night, Satan makes a young knight sneak into Hermengyld’s chamber
         and murder Hermengyld. He places the bloody knife next to Custance,
         who sleeps in the same chamber. When the constable returns home,
         accompanied by Alla, the king of Northumberland, he finds his slain
         wife. He tells Alla the story of how Custance was found, and Alla
         begins to pity the girl. He decides to look more deeply into the
         murder. Just as the knight who murdered Hermengyld is swearing that
         Custance is the true murderer, he is struck down and his eyes burst
         out of his face, proving his guilt to Alla and the crowd. The knight
         is executed, Alla and many others convert to Christianity, and Custance
         and Alla marry.
      

      
      While Alla is away in Scotland, Custance gives birth to
         a boy named Mauricius. Alla’s mother, Donegild, intercepts a letter
         from Custance to Alla and substitutes a counterfeit one that claims
         that the child is disfigured and bewitched. She then intercepts
         Alla’s reply, which claims that the child should be kept and loved
         no matter how malformed. Donegild substitutes a letter saying that Custance
         and her son are banished and should be sent away on the same ship
         on which Custance arrived. Alla returns home, finds out what has
         happened, and kills Donegild.
      

      
      After many adventures at sea, including an attempted rape, Custance
         ends up back in Rome, where she reunites with Alla, who has made
         a pilgrimage there to atone for killing his mother. She also reunites
         with her father, the emperor. Alla and Custance return to England,
         but Alla dies after a year, so Custance returns, once more, to Rome.
         Mauricius becomes the next Roman emperor.
      

      
      Following the Man of Law’s Tale, the Host asks the Parson
         to tell the next tale, but the Parson reproaches him for swearing,
         and they fall to bickering.
      

      
      The Wife of Bath’s Prologue and Tale

      
      The Wife of Bath gives a lengthy account of her feelings
         about marriage. Quoting from the Bible, the Wife argues against
         those who believe it is wrong to marry more than once, and she explains
         how she dominated and controlled each of her five husbands. She
         married her fifth husband, Jankyn, for love instead of money. After
         the Wife has rambled on for a while, the Friar butts in to complain
         that she is taking too long, and the Summoner retorts that friars
         are like flies, always meddling. The Friar promises to tell a tale
         about a summoner, and the Summoner promises to tell a tale about
         a friar. The Host cries for everyone to quiet down and allow the
         Wife to commence her tale.
      

      
      In her tale, a young knight of King Arthur’s court rapes
         a maiden; to atone for his crime, Arthur’s queen sends him on a
         quest to discover what women want most. An ugly old woman promises
         the knight that she will tell him the secret if he promises to do
         whatever she wants for saving his life. He agrees, and she tells
         him women want control of their husbands and their own lives. They
         go together to Arthur’s queen, and the old woman’s answer turns
         out to be correct. The old woman then tells the knight that he must
         marry her. When the knight confesses later that he is repulsed by
         her appearance, she gives him a choice: she can either be ugly and
         faithful, or beautiful and unfaithful. The knight tells her to make
         the choice herself, and she rewards him for giving her control of
         the marriage by rendering herself both beautiful and faithful.
      

      
      The Friar’s Prologue and Tale

      
      The Friar speaks approvingly of the Wife of Bath’s Tale,
         and offers to lighten things up for the company by telling a funny
         story about a lecherous summoner. The Summoner does not object,
         but he promises to pay the Friar back in his own tale. The Friar
         tells of an archdeacon who carries out the law without mercy, especially
         to lechers. The archdeacon has a summoner who has a network of spies
         working for him, to let him know who has been lecherous. The summoner
         extorts money from those he’s sent to summon, charging them more
         money than he should for penance. He tries to serve a summons on
         a yeoman who is actually a devil in disguise. After comparing notes
         on their treachery and extortion, the devil vanishes, but when the
         summoner tries to prosecute an old wealthy widow unfairly, the widow
         cries out that the summoner should be taken to hell. The devil follows
         the woman’s instructions and drags the summoner off to hell.
      

      
      The Summoner’s Prologue and Tale

      
      The Summoner, furious at the Friar’s Tale, asks the company
         to let him tell the next tale. First, he tells the company that
         there is little difference between friars and fiends, and that when
         an angel took a friar down to hell to show him the torments there,
         the friar asked why there were no friars in hell; the angel then
         pulled up Satan’s tail and 20,000 friars
         came out of his ass.
      

      
      In the Summoner’s Tale, a friar begs for money from a
         dying man named Thomas and his wife, who have recently lost their
         child. The friar shamelessly exploits the couple’s misfortunes to
         extract money from them, so Thomas tells the friar that he is sitting
         on something that he will bequeath to the friars. The friar reaches
         for his bequest, and Thomas lets out an enormous fart. The friar
         complains to the lord of the manor, whose squire promises to divide
         the fart evenly among all the friars.
      

      
      The Clerk’s Prologue and Tale

      
      The Host asks the Clerk to cheer up and tell a merry tale,
         and the Clerk agrees to tell a tale by the Italian poet Petrarch.
         Griselde is a hardworking peasant who marries into the aristocracy.
         Her husband tests her fortitude in several ways, including pretending
         to kill her children and divorcing her. He punishes her
         one final time by forcing her to prepare for his wedding to a new
         wife. She does all this dutifully, her husband tells her that she
         has always been and will always be his wife (the divorce was a fraud),
         and they live happily ever after.
      

      
      The Merchant’s Prologue, Tale, 
         and Epilogue
      

      
      The Merchant reflects on the great difference between
         the patient Griselde of the Clerk’s Tale and the horrible shrew
         he has been married to for the past two months. The Host asks him
         to tell a story of the evils of marriage, and he complies. Against
         the advice of his friends, an old knight named January marries May,
         a beautiful young woman. She is less than impressed by his enthusiastic
         sexual efforts, and conspires to cheat on him with his squire, Damien. When
         blind January takes May into his garden to copulate with her, she
         tells him she wants to eat a pear, and he helps her up into the
         pear tree, where she has sex with Damien. Pluto, the king of the
         faeries, restores January’s sight, but May, caught in the act, assures
         him that he must still be blind. The Host prays to God to keep him
         from marrying a wife like the one the Merchant describes.
      

      
      The Squire’s Introduction and Tale

      
      The Host calls upon the Squire to say something about
         his favorite subject, love, and the Squire willingly complies. King
         Cambyuskan of the Mongol Empire is visited on his birthday by a
         knight bearing gifts from the king of Arabia and India. He gives
         Cambyuskan and his daughter Canacee a magic brass horse, a magic
         mirror, a magic ring that gives Canacee the ability to understand
         the language of birds, and a sword with the power to cure any wound
         it creates. She rescues a dying female falcon that narrates how
         her consort abandoned her for the love of another. The Squire’s
         Tale is either unfinished by Chaucer or is meant to be interrupted
         by the Franklin, who interjects that he wishes his own son were
         as eloquent as the Squire. The Host expresses annoyance at the Franklin’s
         interruption, and orders him to begin the next tale.
      

      
      The Franklin’s Prologue and Tale

      
      The Franklin says that his tale is a familiar Breton lay,
         a folk ballad of ancient Brittany. Dorigen, the heroine, awaits
         the return of her husband, Arveragus, who has gone to England to
         win honor in feats of arms. She worries that the ship bringing her
         husband home will wreck itself on the coastal rocks, and she promises
         Aurelius, a young man who falls in love with her, that she will
         give her body to him if he clears the rocks from the coast. Aurelius
         hires a student learned in magic to create the illusion that the
         rocks have disappeared. Arveragus returns home and tells his wife
         that she must keep her promise to Aurelius. Aurelius is so impressed
         by Arveragus’s honorable act that he generously absolves her of
         the promise, and the magician, in turn, generously absolves Aurelius
         of the money he owes.
      

      
      The Physician’s Tale

      
      Appius the judge lusts after Virginia, the beautiful daughter
         of Virginius. Appius persuades a churl named Claudius to declare
         her his slave, stolen from him by Virginius. Appius declares that
         Virginius must hand over his daughter to Claudius. Virginius tells
         his daughter that she must die rather than suffer dishonor, and
         she virtuously consents to her father’s cutting her head off. Appius
         sentences Virginius to death, but the Roman people, aware of Appius’s
         hijinks, throw him into prison, where he kills himself.
      

      
      The Pardoner’s Introduction, Prologue, and Tale

      
      The Host is dismayed by the tragic injustice of the Physician’s
         Tale, and asks the Pardoner to tell something merry. The other pilgrims contradict
         the Host, demanding a moral tale, which the Pardoner agrees to tell
         after he eats and drinks. The Pardoner tells the company how he
         cheats people out of their money by preaching that money is the
         root of all evil. His tale describes three riotous youths who go
         looking for Death, thinking that they can kill him. An old man tells
         them that they will find Death under a tree. Instead, they find
         eight bushels of gold, which they plot to sneak into town under cover
         of darkness. The youngest goes into town to fetch food and drink,
         but brings back poison, hoping to have the gold all to himself. His
         companions kill him to enrich their own shares, then drink the poison
         and die under the tree. His tale complete, the Pardoner offers to
         sell the pilgrims pardons, and singles out the Host to come kiss
         his relics. The Host infuriates the Pardoner by accusing him of
         fraud, but the Knight persuades the two to kiss and bury their differences.
      

      
      The Shipman’s Tale

      
      The Shipman’s Tale features a monk who tricks a merchant’s
         wife into having sex with him by borrowing money from the merchant, then
         giving it to the wife so she can repay her own debt to her husband,
         in exchange for sexual favors. When the monk sees the merchant next,
         he tells him that he returned the merchant’s money to his wife.
         The wife realizes she has been duped, but she boldly tells her husband
         to forgive her debt: she will repay it in bed. The Host praises
         the Shipman’s story, and asks the Prioress for a tale.
      

      
      The Prioress’s Prologue and Tale

      
      The Prioress calls on the Virgin Mary to guide her tale.
         In an Asian city, a Christian school is located at the edge of a
         Jewish ghetto. An angelic seven-year-old boy, a widow’s son, attends
         the school. He is a devout Christian, and loves to sing Alma
            Redemptoris (Gracious Mother of the Redeemer). Singing
         the song on his way through the ghetto, some Jews hire a murderer
         to slit his throat and throw him into a latrine. The Jews refuse
         to tell the widow where her son is, but he miraculously begins to
         sing Alma Redemptoris, so the Christian people
         recover his body, and the magistrate orders the murdering Jews to
         be drawn apart by wild horses and then hanged.
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