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by Mark Van Doren


ONLY THE greatest poems can be translated without loss, or at any rate without the fatal loss which most poems suffer as soon as they try to breathe in another language. The life of most poems is in their language merely. And this can be a delicious life for those who know that language. But it is nothing like the life of Homer, say, and Dante, a life that was lived in the heart and mind, and that consequently can flourish wherever there are men to listen. The same thing is true, all countries tell us, of Shakespeare. And it is true of Chaucer, whose language—a foreign one even to readers and speakers of English today—is one of the most charming a man ever used but the life in whose poems is so much more charming still that it is impossible to imagine a person dull enough to resist it. All anybody needs is half a chance to hear the voice of Chaucer talking and telling stories.


But it should be half a chance at least. I am not sure that Chaucer has ever had that much of a chance till now. If, in Mr. Lumiansky’s prose, he has that much and more, the reason is first of all the prose. I have long been convinced that verse is the heaviest disadvantage under which translations of great poetry can labor. I prefer Homer and Dante in prose; and I prefer Mr. Lumiansky’s modernization of The Canterbury Tales to any verse one now available.


This is not simply, of course, because Mr. Lumiansky has used prose. It is because his prose has found so natural a way to render the absolute plainness of Chaucer. It is Chaucer’s unique secret, this absolute plainness, this pretense that he is no poet at all, this air of being no more than a man who has been everywhere and learned everything that anybody knows. We love Chaucer instantly, and never cease to love him. And Mr. Lumiansky seems to guess why. He has got to the incorruptible center of a humorous, just, merciful man whose slyness has so little malice in it that we hasten to let it educate us in the ways of the absurd, unchanging world. Mr. Lumiansky’s prose has found this man and given him to us with neither archaism nor adornment. Nor with a modernity that anywhere is modish. For Mr. Lumiansky keeps himself out of sight as well as Chaucer does. It is merely the stories that we get, as clear as sunlight and as live as human speech.


If we do not get Chaucer’s wise, sweet verse—and it is our loss that we do not—there is at least no poor reminder of it in the shape of an impossible substitute. If we want it badly enough, we can go and learn Middle English, which indeed is an excellent thing to do. But short of that the best thing is to have what Chaucer becomes when by modernization he is deprived of his music. That he survives as he does in this book is the surest proof of his simple greatness, and of Mr. Lumiansky’s wisdom in never obstructing our view of what there is to see. The whole of the world is here to see. I for one have never enjoyed it more.




GENERAL INTRODUCTION:


The Canterbury Tales and the Tradition of English Literature
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by David Williams


THE IMPORTANCE OF THE WORK


A QUESTION OFTEN ASKED about the literature of the Middle Ages, as well as the literature before and just after it, is why we read it at all. Chaucer wrote the Canterbury Tales six hundred years ago in a form of English that is, when we encounter it for the first time, difficult to understand (although most readers adapt to Middle English with surprising speed). Chaucer also described a world that was, at least on the surface, vastly different from ours. Why should we go to the trouble of reading a text such as the Canterbury Tales?


The answers to this question are many, but particularly with the Canterbury Tales, they can all be distilled to one word: pleasure. It would be difficult to name any other single work that offers the range of pleasures that one may experience while reading the Canterbury Tales. From the aesthetic pleasure of reading (preferably aloud) some of the finest poetry ever written in any language, to the belly laugh of slapstick comedy, the Canterbury Tales is a cornucopia of delights. One may also find pleasure in satisfying a historical curiosity we all have about our biography, and if English is our mother tongue, no matter what our ethnic or racial origin may be, the biography of the English language and people are part of our own biographies.


Linked with this idea of our personal biographies is one of the greatest pleasures we encounter in reading the Canterbury Tales: discovering how people felt and thought about various moral, intellectual, and philosophical topics (they are all interrelated). This can be, at once, a fascinating, instructive, and surprising exercise, because we discover so much about ourselves and our society and how we have come to think the way we think. Our ways of viewing reality develop out of a long continuum of people and culture, and we are often surprised in reading the Canterbury Tales to discover how few of our concerns are fundamentally new and how few of our solutions are original.


In the Canterbury Tales Chaucer shows us the moral struggle of men and women. The characters he created are historically centuries removed, but, through great art, are present here and now. Some of these characters were struggling to balance their personal responsibility with the need for individual liberty; others, their self-interest with their concern for others. Some were responding to the demands of reason and of passion; still others were questioning these demands. Some were looking to nature and science for a guide to life; others were vegetating and marking time. Looking back through six centuries and seeing ourselves can be a dizzying, exhilarating, and humbling experience.


We are also humbled by finding ourselves in the presence of an artistic genius of great skill and vast knowledge. While admiring the artist’s skills in poetics and rhetoric, and while quite happy to enjoy his great comic ability, we still ask to what end Chaucer used them. That he wished to entertain, to give pleasure, is indisputable, but how refined is the entertainment? The detailed answer to this question will demonstrate that Chaucer is a philosophical poet unrivaled in his ability to blend intellectual perception with imaginative creation.


The Canterbury Tales has had an enormous influence on successive writers and audiences because it transmits one of the most brilliant illuminations of human experience—social, intellectual, and spiritual—that we possess. The poem has also maintained an important place in the tradition because in its illumination of the human experience it reflects upon the function of art and language in that experience—a pervasive concern of thinkers and artists for all times.


CRITICAL RECEPTION


Unlike some poetic geniuses, Chaucer was a literary hero in his own day and, while still living, was paid the supreme compliment of being imitated. Moreover, while many great literary figures have had their reputations wax and wane as periods of literary taste change, Chaucer’s high reputation has largely remained constant through the centuries.


The very first recorded tribute to Chaucer is by his French contemporary Eustache Deschamps, who, about 1368, pays the English poet an elegant compliment in which he describes Chaucer as a Socrates in philosophy, a Seneca in morals, and an Ovid in poetry. Such descriptions not only help us understand the kind of reputation Chaucer had in his own day but also suggest that by the fourteenth century there existed an international school of poetry very conscious of the importance of art and ready to make bold claims for its theoretical foundation.


In his own time Chaucer’s work was already a model for other artists, and Chaucerian “schools” grew up soon after his death. The Canterbury Tales in particular was imitated, and several poets of the fifteenth century expanded the original work by adding to it tales of their own creation. The so-called Scottish Chaucerians included King James I of Scotland, who, while imprisoned in England, wrote verse influenced by Chaucer.


An important fact not always given sufficient emphasis in discussion of Chaucer is that he is the first native English literary authority, and the extent of his authority is unequaled in English literature. This is due, in part, to Chaucer’s own awareness of the importance of his canon, his entire literary production, in forming a beginning to a larger, ever-growing English literary canon. Again and again Chaucer reflects upon the state of his art and authorship; this conscious tradition making seems to have found a response in later poets.


Chaucer is repeatedly referred to in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries as “Master” by aspiring and established writers alike. In his Apology for Poetry (1595), Sir Philip Sidney firmly established Chaucer (along with Gower) as the wellspring of English poetry: “I know not whether to marvel more, either that he in that misty time could see so clearly, or that we in this clear age walk so stumblingly after him.” Edmund Spenser, in The Shepheardes Calendar (1579), finds advantage in describing himself as the literary descendant of Chaucer. Shakespeare, who never mentions Chaucer, was clearly influenced by his predecessor’s work, especially by Troilus and Criseyde and the Canterbury Tales.


Dryden and Pope in the late seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries were quite explicit in their admiration of the master and devoted themselves to modernizing his work and publishing their versions of many of the tales. During the Enlightenment, Chaucer offered, in addition to his artistry, an English poet sufficiently antique to be regarded as a native authority within an ideology based on the authority of the past. This is perhaps most clear in Dryden’s “Preface” to Fables, Ancient and Modern, in which he groups Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales with the works of Ovid, while preferring “the Englishman to the Roman.”


In the nineteenth century, interestingly enough, it is for different reasons that Chaucer maintains his position of prestige within the tradition. Chaucer’s naturalness and freedom from contrivance is what many of the Romantic poets admire in his work. Keats, for example, imitates the poetry and language of the Canterbury Tales to evoke a “medieval” tone in “The Eve of Saint Mark.” William Blake, in his illustration of the Canterbury Tales, provides a kind of visual interpretation of the poem that is typically nineteenth century. Coleridge not only extravagantly praises Chaucer but also explicitly prefers Chaucer to Shakespeare, for reasons of Romantic ideology. “The sympathy of the poet with the subjects of his poetry is particularly remarkable in Shakespeare and Chaucer; but what the first effects by a strong act of the imagination and mental metamorphosis, the last does without any effort, merely by the in-born kindly joyousness of his nature. How well we seem to know Chaucer! How absolutely nothing do we know of Shakespeare!”


In the modern period, Ezra Pound was another poet who preferred Chaucer to Shakespeare (he also preferred Chaucer to Dante), because “Chaucer had a deeper knowledge of life than Shakespeare.”1 It is interesting to note how often the question of relative superiority arises in poets’ discussions of these two literary ancestors. The somewhat provocative statements of preference for Chaucer over Shakespeare seem to have to do with a desire to challenge and rearrange the canon of English literary tradition while at the same time reinforcing its existence.


Probably the best-known use of the Canterbury Tales by a modern author is found in the opening lines of T. S. Eliot’s The Waste Land, which paraphrases the opening lines of Chaucer’s General Prologue, while inverting their sense. Eliot seems to have here understood and wished to continue in his own work the medieval practice of translatio, in which the artist revives literary monuments of the past by integrating or “translating” them into his own work and culture, giving them new or transformed meanings.


Modern scholarly criticism of the Canterbury Tales may be said to begin with George Lyman Kittredge, who established in the first decade of the twentieth century an interpretive view of Chaucer’s work which, in its general outlines, dominated at least the next forty years of Chaucer scholarship. While the Kittredgian view today seems rather outmoded and old-fashioned in its critical assumptions, it had the virtue of treating Chaucer’s poetry as literature rather than as philology, that is, as historically interesting written records. Briefly, Kittredge perceived two features of the Canterbury Tales. He pointed to the use of certain general themes in the tales around which individual tales were clustered, creating among the pilgrims a form of debate on the given theme. Thus, Kittredge explained, we see certain tales whose subject, generally, is marriage, its woes and joys; they are the Wife of Bath’s Tale, the Clerk’s Tale, the Merchant’s Tale, and the Franklin’s Tale. These form for Kittredge the famous “marriage group.” Equally influential for later critics was Kittredge’s view that the Canterbury Tales was an essentially dramatic poem depending, like all conventional drama, on the similarity of the dramatic action of the poem to human life and real human situations. Thus, for Kittredge, Chaucer’s triumph was to be found in his realism, and for his successors the “portraits” of the Canterbury Tales achieve greatness by creating characters who are memorable, psychologically accurate, true to life, or even larger than life. In this school of criticism art imitates life in a simple manner, and Chaucer’s art becomes, for the least imaginative of these critics, accurate reportage of actual events, personally observed. That these portraits seemed to resemble characters based on the cultural assumptions of the twentieth century, far more than those of Chaucer’s own times, eventually raised the suspicion and doubt of later critics. But Kittredge’s great scholarship and sensibilities allowed him to change the course of Chaucer study. Along with C. S. Lewis, who, in the modern period, reintroduced students to the essential question of medieval allegory, Kittredge reclaimed Chaucer from the philologists as a subject for serious literary consideration.


Although several scholars in the forties and fifties contributed important corrective studies that transcended the limitations of Kittredge’s realism,2 the next scholar to define and transform in a fundamental and thorough way, not only Chaucer scholarship but medieval literary study, is D. W. Robertson. With the publication of A Preface to Chaucer in 1962, Robertson created a turmoil in medieval studies that has lasted more than twenty years. It is a measure of his contribution that he transformed our ways of talking about Chaucer and his age either by exciting enthusiastic devotion to his views or ferocious resistance. Robertson’s theory as applied to Chaucer and several other medieval subjects is based on historical criticism and insists on the necessity of placing Chaucer in the context of his own cultural and intellectual milieu. Thus the Robertsonians brought us back to nonliterary, primarily philosophical and theological texts, in order to understand the structure, imagery, and intellectual content of medieval poetry. Robertson’s own massive scholarship described medieval aesthetics as one in which the central intellectual and moral concept was the Christian theory of charity, and he identified that idea as the central theme of Chaucer’s work and all other serious medieval poetry.


Robertson’s critical stance was in its time an important and necessary antidote to what seemed an increasingly impressionistic style of criticism. It was also a somewhat severe form of historicism which insisted that medieval aesthetics, and only medieval aesthetics, was the legitimate critical tool for the study of medieval literature. Perhaps unwittingly, this opening up of the literature of the Middle Ages to other medieval intellectual fields sometimes had the effect of isolating it once again from important new developments in modern literary theory. This is somewhat ironic since in bringing us back and insisting we understand medieval aesthetic theory, it is primarily D. W. Robertson who has helped reveal the particular pertinence of medieval aesthetics to modern critical theory.


The modern critic, with the advantage of possessing the great philological and historical work done by his or her predecessors, is turning more often to contemporary literary theory in an effort to illuminate Chaucer’s texts and to discover further veins of richness in the Canterbury Tales.





From The Canterbury Tales: A Literary Pilgrimage, Twayne Publishers, 1987.


1. Ezra Pound, ABC of Reading, New York: New Directions, 1960, 99.


2. The most important of these is Ralph Baldwin, The Unity of the Canterbury Tales, New York: AMS Press, 1972.





Some Introductory Observations for the Modern Reader of


THE CANTERBURY TALES
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A NEW TRANSLATION of Chaucer’s CANTERBURY TALES needs some explanation. The chief point to be made is that I believe this Human Comedy—as it is frequently subtitled—holds a great deal of enjoyment for the modern reader. It was not considered, when it was written, an “academic” book, although it now may seem to be one because of the difficulty of the language.


Quite a few translations from the original Middle English versions of the TALES have already been made. Several of these are in verse, some by very well-known poets; but even the poets have not been able to avoid a certain awkward and unnatural quality in their verse translations. Some translators of THE CANTERBURY TALES have followed a system of using archaic or out-of-date words and sentence structure to create the “flavor” of Middle English for a modern reader. But often this archaic language seems far stranger to the present-day reader than Chaucer’s usually familiar Middle English did to his audience.


In preparing this translation, I have tried to reproduce the tone in which THE CANTERBURY TALES was written—the colloquial idiom of the day, using the humorous, direct, often slangy expressions which were heard on the busy streets of fourteenth-century London. Although this language is the direct ancestor of Shakespeare’s English and of our own American idiom, the modern reader cannot appreciate or even understand Chaucer’s writings in the original without considerable study. And so, if his work is to have many modern readers, it must be made available in present-day English.


I have tried to reproduce Chaucer’s phrases exactly, almost word for word, in natural, idiomatic, colloquial, modern English, which will convey to the modern reader the same effects that Chaucer’s idiomatic Middle English conveyed to his audience. To accomplish this in rhymed or blank verse is, I think, almost impossible. Consequently, I have used prose, though in such a translation the rhyme and meter of the original are lost. This is the closest we can approach the language and spirit of Chaucer today.


THE CANTERBURY TALES was probably put together in the late 1380’s and early 1390’s. It was to be a collection of short stories told by a group of thirty-odd English pilgrims who are making the sixty-mile, four-day trip from Southwark, a suburb of London, to the shrine of St. Thomas Becket at Canterbury. Within the framework of their conversations, each pilgrim was to tell the company four stories. Chaucer completed only about one-fifth of this plan, and the part he did complete was left in great disorder. But in spite of these handicaps, the book is still very much alive today, appearing on most lists of “great books.” And no one would remove Chaucer from the company of Shakespeare and Milton, in the familiar sequence of the masters of English literature. It will be the purpose of these introductory remarks to indicate to the prospective reader of the TALES why the book is worth his reading.


As I indicated above, the answer to this lies in the fact that Chaucer has written some excellent short stories which are fun to read. In the second place, not only are the pilgrims themselves people well worth meeting—as are a number of characters in the stories—but surely there are, as well, new ideas and attitudes toward our own twentieth-century world and the people in it which can come to us from thinking about the motives and actions of these people in THE CANTERBURY TALES.


THE CHARACTERS


After a lifetime of close association with all kinds of Englishmen in his daily official life, Chaucer hit upon an almost perfect plan for presenting a cross-section of English society as a framework for his cross-section of popular narratives. THE CANTERBURY TALES is a record of a pilgrimage from London to the shrine of St. Thomas at Canterbury, during which the pilgrims tell stories “to shorten the way.” In his choice of a pilgrimage, Chaucer came close to the very core of the life of his times. For in fourteenth-century England, which was completely Catholic, formal religion was an important factor for everybody, and pilgrimages were strongly advocated by the Church. The journey to Canterbury was the “best” pilgrimage possible in England, and this certainly accounts for the presence of such truly devout people as the Prioress and the Parson among the pilgrims. But, then, almost as important as this religious consideration, a pilgrimage was a social event. All through the hard winter people were kept close at home, feeding fires and bundling up in heavy clothes. With the spring, however, came the possibility of going on a pilgrimage—the kind of vacation which had the approval of the Church and which impressed one’s neighbors. No doubt, the Miller and the Friar, among others, joined the pilgrims for this reason. It is the combination of these two motives for the pilgrimage—sincere devotion and a pleasure trip—which Chaucer skillfully introduces in the opening paragraph of the TALES and continues throughout the book.


The choice of a pilgrimage as the framework for his collection of stories also allowed Chaucer to accomplish one very unusual thing: the storytellers, the pilgrims, because of their interest as people, often overshadow the tales which they tell. Chiefly by means of the “General Prologue” and the links, Chaucer brought to life these thirty-odd memorable characters. Especially is the “General Prologue” remarkable for its gallery of portraits. Here, making full use of the little human affectations and pretensions, as well as the more admirable traits, which he had so often observed while performing his duties as diplomat and civil servant, Chaucer presented the outstanding series of brief character sketches in English literature. It is difficult to say just how Chaucer, in these rapid portraits, created such real characters, people who seem familiar to readers in any century. One eminent scholar argued, as convincingly as the scarcity of records and the lapse of over five hundred years permit, that Chaucer chose models from among his acquaintances for many of his pilgrims. Be that as it may, Chaucer’s method appears to have been the selection of characters who represent types of fourteenth-century society and who, at the same time, stand out as individuals. And the secret of his converting typical characters into living individuals seems to lie in his mastery of the pregnant phrase, the brief comment touching upon universal human actions or attitudes, which arose from his wide experience among all kinds of people, and which brings to the reader a host of associations based on his own experience among people. The outlines of his portraits Chaucer sketches factually; then, by means of these brief associative comments, the reader is led to fill in the many details of the character, until a living person steps forth from the page.


So it is with the Man of Law, “wary and wise,” to whom Chaucer devotes only twenty-two lines. He has risen to high legal renown, and deservedly so, for he knows his business thoroughly. But then comes the telling comment: “There was nowhere so busy a man as he, and yet he seemed busier than he was.” And with that the reader calls up pictures of the people he knows who “seem busier than they are.” We find the same sequence with the Merchant, who gets only fifteen lines in the “General Prologue.” From his clothes and manner, we know him to be a man of importance, or at least he considers himself so. But by several brief remarks Chaucer allows us to place this Merchant among people we have met. The Merchant is always talking about his profits, though he tells nobody about his debts; and he complains that the government is not doing enough for private enterprise. Then, in the last line of this portrait, Chaucer gives a pretty clear indication of his own feeling about the Merchant: “to tell the truth, I don’t know what people call him.” Despite Chaucer’s usual sociability—witness the second paragraph of the “General Prologue”—he spent about ten days in close company with this man and wasn’t sufficiently interested in him to find out his name!


There are many other instances of Chaucer’s creating living people by skillful use of the pregnant phrase—the Monk, a square peg in a round hole; the Friar, a social snob; the Franklin, a voluptuary. And such characterizations are by no means limited to the “General Prologue,” for Chaucer does the same thing time after time in the individual stories. For example, there is Absalom, “the village dandy” (as one critic calls him), in “The Miller’s Tale.” But no doubt the reader will enjoy finding other instances for himself. There is another point, however, which should be mentioned in this connection. Though Chaucer’s characters often show the range of his careful observation of human failings, he almost never uses biting satire in the treatment of the people he creates. Along with his great knowledge of human beings, he, like the Parson in the “General Prologue,” possessed tolerant understanding rather than a holier-than-thou attitude. Only once—in the case of January in “The Merchant’s Tale”—is Chaucer ruthless; and in this instance the result is superb irony directed at the rationalizing of an old man blinded by lust.


Having created this group of living people in the “General Prologue,” Chaucer kept them alive throughout the book by means of the links, the prologues and epilogues, between the stories. Here we get glimpses of the pilgrims as they move along on their journey, and throughout Chaucer treats them as real human beings, not as stiff, literary figures. At one point, probably because he felt that his audience would appreciate new faces in the group, two latecomers, the Canon and the Canon’s Yeoman, join the pilgrims.


From almost the beginning of the narrative Chaucer took advantage of another possibility afforded him by the choice of a pilgrimage as unifying device. Being members of a small group for a number of days brought the pilgrims into close contact with one another, and it is to be expected that antagonisms would spring up among them. Frequently these antagonisms heighten the dramatic interest for the reader and serve as motivating forces for the tales. Thus it is that the Reeve, who as an overseer of a farm has grain to be ground, and the Miller, who makes his living from reeves, are suspicious of each other; and it is quite understandable that each tells a story aimed at the other. The Friar and the Summoner form another such pair. In their unsavory work, both prey upon the same gullible people, and their two stories bear witness to their animosity.


Another method Chaucer used to make his pilgrims real people is to suit the tale and the teller. The Knight’s story is of chivalry, the Squire’s of romantic love, and the Second Nun relates the legend of St. Cecilia. Then there are several even more complicated arrangements whereby the portrait of a particular pilgrim in the “General Prologue” fits into the prologue to that pilgrim’s story, and the story itself complements its prologue. All three together serve to characterize the pilgrim in great detail. The Wife of Bath and the Pardoner are treated in this fashion.


The Wife of Bath certainly deserves a paragraph here all to herself. The marriage question was as much debated in the fourteenth century as it is today, and in this matter the Wife claims to be the greatest expert of her time. She believes that in any well-run family the wife should have the upper hand, and she has managed to establish this relationship with each of her five husbands. But Chaucer’s Wife is by no means interested in just the home. She is very proud of her position in her community and has a great deal of experience which she gained in her extensive travels—three trips to Jerusalem, and pilgrimages to Rome, Boulogne, Galicia, and Cologne. Also, the Wife is no stranger to books. She takes a firm stand against the widespread antifeminism of contemporary churchmen, and she can quote the Bible and other authorities in support of her arguments. Along with her advancing years, which restrict the continued satisfying of her great lust for living, the Wife has developed a kind of practical philosophy which finds expression in her statement: “But, Lord Christ! when I think back upon my youth and my gaiety, it tickles me to the roots of my heart, and does my heart good to this very day, that I have had the world in my time.” Though her beauty and vitality are fading, the Wife can still manage to be “right merry,” and her prologue and tale will always have a place among the great performances in English literature.


Throughout the book, there is that remarkable man, Harry Bailly, the Host, who is guide and governor for the pilgrims and reporter and judge for the stories. Wholly unabashed by his numerous responsibilities, he conducts the storytelling and manages the pilgrims in a masterful fashion, rising to his place among the really memorable characters of literature. But not even Harry is without a weak spot. Though he usually acts as lordly as a king on this pilgrimage, he can’t hide the fact that he is very much henpecked at home by Goodlief, his wife.


THE TALES


We hear frequently that the twentieth century is “the age of the short story.” Of course, short narratives have been popular in all ages, but it does seem, probably because of the speeding up of our way of living and the consequent cutting down in the time we have for reading, that the short story is our most popular form of literature. Hundreds of magazines offering short stories appear each week, and each year there are several collections of the year’s “best” short stories. Now, as I said before, THE CANTERBURY TALES is a collection of short stories grouped around the central idea of a pilgrimage from London to the shrine of St. Thomas Becket at Canterbury, and into this collection it seems that Chaucer planned to put representatives of the various types of short narratives which were popular in his day. Some of these types have remained popular through the centuries, while others, chiefly those containing extensive moralizing, appeal less to modern taste.


Since the book was left unfinished, we are by no means sure about Chaucer’s intentions; but, as we have it, the collection consists of a “General Prologue,” twenty-four tales, and numerous links—the short conversations, usually between the Host and some one or more of the pilgrims—which join the stories. Of the twenty-four stories, three are incomplete: the Cook’s story of Perkin, the idle apprentice, who has all the appearance of an interesting character; the Squire’s tale of Canace, which sounds much like a story from THE ARABIAN NIGHTS; and Chaucer’s own story of Sir Thopas, a burlesque of the widely read metrical narratives about chivalrous knights and their ladies, which Harry Bailly will not allow Chaucer to complete. There has been a great deal of arguing about why Chaucer left these three stories unfinished; whatever the reason, most readers will feel some regret that two of these tales—the Cook’s and the Squire’s—are fragments. And, for anyone familiar with the romances which were so plentiful in the Middle Ages, there is great fun in “Sir Thopas.”


The longest of the twenty-one complete stories, “The Knight’s Tale,” can be compared to a modern novelette better than to a short story. In retelling this story of Palamon and Arcite, the two young knights who fall in love with the beautiful Emily, Chaucer stressed spectacle and movement. In the descriptions of the building of the lists for the tournament and of the burial of Arcite, the reader feels almost that Chaucer had pictures before him as he wrote. And in the account of the tournament itself, we are reminded of an important football game in a large stadium. Also there is careful differentiation in character between the two suitors for Emily’s hand: it seems that Arcite is much more given to introspection and to pondering over causes and results than Palamon, who drives more directly toward what he wants, at least until Arcite’s death. Throughout the story, Theseus serves as a kind of master of ceremonies; using standard medieval philosophical ideas, he urges making a virtue of necessity and brings the events to a happy end by marrying Emily to Palamon. As the Host says, the Knight has got the storytelling game off to a fine start.


Though we don’t know just what sequence for the stories Chaucer would have decided upon if he had completed the TALES, we can see that contrast was one of the guiding principles which he had in mind. There is an alternation in types of stories in order to avoid monotony. After the Knight’s tale of chivalry, the kind of story most popular among the nobility, we find the stories of the Miller and the Reeve. These two stories belong to a type less “elevated,” and many critics think that they show Chaucer at his best as a storyteller. Certainly there is in them an inevitability of sequence of events and a deftness of situation which can hardly be rivaled by short stories in any age. The fun reaches its highest point, I think, when the superstitious and gullible carpenter in “The Miller’s Tale,” hearing clever Nicholas scream for water to cool his scorched flesh, thinks that a second flood has arrived, cuts the ropes which hold his tub to the ceiling, and falls headlong to the cellar. Almost as entertaining is the scene in “The Reeve’s Tale” in which the miller’s proud wife beats her husband over the head with a stick, thinking him one of the “false students.” Later the Shipman tells a story which is similar in type to the Miller’s and the Reeve’s. In it, the stinginess of the merchant of St. Denis brings him both cuckolding and loss of a hundred francs.


Several of the stories in THE CANTERBURY TALES concern the supernatural. The Wife of Bath, the liveliest and most argumentative of the pilgrims, tells of a young and handsome knight who, as punishment for a wicked deed, must answer the question “What do women most desire?” in order to save his life. He learns the answer from an old hag, whom he is forced to marry. Though he has escaped death, he is still sad, for his wife is old, poor, and of low birth. Everything turns out satisfactorily, however, when the old hag, after sternly lecturing the knight about his snobbishness, becomes young and beautiful. The Franklin’s story also hinges upon a magical act. A scholar from the University of Orleans, a school noted in the Middle Ages for its courses in magic, removes some hideous black rocks from the coast of Brittany. This act makes it possible for all four of the main people in the story to reveal their nobility of character. But the most likable of the supernatural figures in the TALES is the yeoman in “The Friar’s Tale.” This yeoman is really a devil, and the reader is delighted when, in his disguise as a yeoman, he forces the greedy summoner to consign himself to Hell.


Only one story in THE CANTERBURY TALES seems to be based on contemporary events. A great many people in Chaucer’s day were cheated by men who claimed to know the secret of the philosopher’s stone. Had these men lived in the 1900’s, they probably would have sold stock in fictitious gold mines with equal success. In “The Canon’s Yeoman’s Prologue and Tale” we meet the Canon’s Yeoman, who has worked for such a swindler, and who gets a great deal of satisfaction out of telling how a priest was cheated by an alchemist.


Mickey Mouse, Donald Duck, and Porky Pig will bear witness to our enjoyment of beast fables, and in this respect we differ little from Chaucer’s audience. There are two such fables in the TALES. The Nun’s Priest’s story of the rooster, the hen, and the fox is probably the most widely known of Chaucer’s writings. So well drawn are these characters, and so full of human quirks, that the reader sometimes forgets that they are not people. And when Chanticleer almost comes to grief because of his wife’s hold over him, we find hints of the Nun’s Priest’s dislike of “petticoat rule” as represented by his boss, the Prioress. The Manciple’s tale of the Crow is by no means so good a beast fable as the Nun’s Priest’s, but it will strike most of us as a sophisticated version of such old favorites as “How the Rabbit Lost His Tail.”


As I said earlier, the medieval audience was fonder of moralizing stories than most of us are today. For this reason I have chosen to present only brief summaries of three of Chaucer’s tales in this volume—the Monk’s series of tragedies, the long “Tale of Melibeus,” and the Parson’s sermon on penitence.


Several other tales have distinctly medieval characteristics. The Man of Law’s story of the steadfast Constance seems almost an earlier exaggerated version of “The Perils of Pauline,” and modern wives will probably feel very little sympathy for patient Griselda, whom the Cleric learned about from Francis Petrarch. The Second Nun fittingly tells the legend of St. Cecilia, and from the Physician we have the pathetic story of Virginia, whose beauty causes her death.


Critic after critic has praised the Pardoner’s story of the three rioters as Chaucer’s finest work as a storyteller. This little tale is like a modern short-short-story. One cannot find a flaw in Chaucer’s motivation of the characters or his arrangement of the action, and the ironic figure of the old man, who shows the rioters the way to the heap of gold and thus to death, is unforgettable. This story perfectly illustrates the Pardoner’s text: “The root of all evil is greed.”


THE SOURCES


Like Shakespeare, Chaucer felt no hesitancy in borrowing materials for his stories from earlier writers. In THE LEGEND OF GOOD WOMEN he tells us that he owned sixty books old and new—an impressive library in the fourteenth century—and there is plentiful evidence in his works that he read and re-read a considerable number of the best-known books of his day. His use of these books in his writing takes various forms. Sometimes he borrows a complete plot, sometimes a long passage, and then at times only a brief phrase or figure of speech. At times he seems to be writing with his sourcebook in front of him; again his borrowings seem to come from his memory. Frequently, he appears to have used translations of well-known books, but often he works from original versions. As a general rule, we can say that Chaucer’s works, when examined in their probable chronological order, show a steadily increasing complexity of sources; that is, the earlier works follow their sources fairly faithfully, while the later ones include extensive original elements plus borrowings from many different sources.


Since the twenty-four stories in THE CANTERBURY TALES were not all written at the same period of Chaucer’s life, we are not surprised to find wide variety in his use of source material in the TALES. It should be borne in mind that many of the tales represent complications of sources too detailed for presentation here, while for others no sources have been found, though that does not mean necessarily that Chaucer did not have a source before him. Also, in quite a few instances there is not general agreement among scholars about exactly what source Chaucer did use. Nevertheless, one thing which seems certain is that Chaucer did not borrow the idea of a pilgrimage as the framework for a collection of tales. This device, which results in the “General Prologue” and the links—to many critics the outstanding element of the TALES—is Chaucer’s original contribution, though within these sections there are numerous short borrowings. A brief description of the materials which went into four of the tales will give some idea of the variety in Chaucer’s “literary method.”


First of all, there are a number of tales, most of them written, we think, when Chaucer was at the height of his powers, for which no source has been discovered. For example, “The Miller’s Tale” is made up of three motifs skillfully put together. These three motifs have been named “The Flood,” “The Misdirected Kiss,” and “The Branding,” and a number of analogues (tales which contain similar incidents, but which Chaucer did not certainly know) have been found. Probably, Chaucer worked from a lost French tale in which these three motifs were already combined. At any rate, a reader of “The Miller’s Tale” will be struck by the artistry with which Chaucer has welded these three incidents together.


Next, some of Chaucer’s tales are close translations of their sources. Typical of these is the Cleric’s tale of patient Griselda. Chaucer found this story told in Latin by Francis Petrarch, and he knew it also from a rather literal anonymous translation of Petrarch’s Latin into French prose. Except for numerous expansions and an occasional omission, Chaucer’s story follows these two versions almost sentence for sentence, though we can see that he depended more on the French source than on the Latin. But, even in this close translation, we find alterations that furnish evidence of the storytelling ability which Chaucer exhibits so liberally in his later and better tales. Walter becomes more obstinately cruel; Janicula is a more realistic father; and Griselda is more pathetically and courageously meek.


Third, we find that there are several tales in which Chaucer has greatly altered and improved the principal source from which he was writing. For “The Knight’s Tale” he used Boccaccio’s TESEIDA as basic source, but his tale is by no means a translation of the Italian poem. Where the latter has roughly ten thousand lines, “The Knight’s Tale” has something over two thousand, and only about a third of these are from the TESEIDA. In general, Chaucer speeds up the narrative by condensing lengthy sections of Boccaccio’s poem; thus, the whole first book of the TESEIDA is covered in the opening twenty-five lines of “The Knight’s Tale.” Also, the tone of Chaucer’s tale differs considerably from that of the Italian poem by reason of philosophical passages in the tale which Chaucer borrowed from Boethius’ CONSOLATION OF PHILOSOPHY.


Last, and most difficult to describe, come those tales probably written late in Chaucer’s career which show a multiplicity of borrowings. An example of this method is “The Wife of Bath’s Prologue and Tale.” Her “Prologue” is practically an anthology of borrowings from the antifeminist ecclesiastical writers, to whose attitudes the Wife is so vigorously opposed. In her tale, for which no source has been found, Chaucer joined two well-known narrative motifs: “the hag transformed through love” and “the man whose life depends on the correct answer to a question.” These two motifs are welded into the perfect “clincher” for the Wife’s claim, advanced in her “Prologue,” that in any well-run marriage the wife must have the upper hand.


This, then, is a glimpse of the methods Chaucer used in his handling of the materials from which he made his stories. One often-stated conclusion emerges: whatever his method of putting a given story together, Chaucer always added something of his own, and, particularly in his later tales, that something represented an immortal touch.


THE AUTHOR


There is of course no explaining where or how Chaucer acquired his ability as a great storyteller. However, the fact that he was a man of affairs as well as a man of books, a civil servant who dealt frequently with people from all walks of life, seems to have had great influence on the writing he did at night when he returned home from the office. Chaucer left us a picture of his double life—the office and the study—in a poem called THE HOUSE OF FAME. There the Eagle, one of the most entertaining of all Chaucer’s characters, jokingly scolds the poet for overwork. He says: “For when your work is all done and you have finished all your accounts, instead of resting or doing different things, you go home to your house at once and sit as dumb as any stone with another book until your eyes are completely dazed.” We can be sure that many of the realistic details and the keen insights into people which we find in Chaucer’s stories came, not from the books he read at night, but from his daily contact with the world in carrying on his various jobs.


From birth (somewhat after 1340, probably) it seemed certain that Chaucer would take an active part in the affairs of his world. His father and grandfather had prospered as wine-merchants and had held positions as officials of the Crown. Our first record of the poet is as a page in the household of Prince Lionel. Then in 1359 Chaucer was taken prisoner by the French near Rheims, and the King contributed to his ransom. Somewhat later he seems to have entered the service of King Edward III, who, in 1367, granted him a pension for life. It is also believed that in 1366 Chaucer married Philippa Roet, who served the Queen.


Between 1368 and 1374 Chaucer traveled steadily back and forth between England and the Continent in the King’s service, and in the latter year the King granted him a daily pitcher of wine as a reward for his good diplomatic work. Of considerable importance is his trip to Italy to help select a harbor in England for Genoese ships, for during this mission Chaucer is supposed first to have come in contact with Italian literature.


After this period of diplomatic service, Chaucer settled in London. In 1374 the City gave him a house rent-free, and he was appointed Controller of Customs. Various records from this period show that he had become a wealthy and important man, and between 1376 and 1378 he was called back into diplomatic work, serving Richard II, who came to the throne in 1378, just as he had served Edward III. Then followed seven years’ work at the Customs House. In 1385 he was living in Kent, in which county he held public offices, but there is evidence that he was in difficult financial circumstances during his stay there.


In 1389, Chaucer was appointed Clerk of the King’s Works, an important post which he held for almost two years, and which he probably gave up voluntarily in 1391. In the same year he received his next appointment—deputy forester of a royal forest in Somerset. He continued to travel about England a great deal and was still very much in favor with the King. This same appointment was renewed in 1398 and seems to have been Chaucer’s last regular job. In 1399, Henry IV was crowned, and he, like Edward III and Richard II, held Chaucer in high esteem. Though some authorities think that Chaucer was poverty-stricken during his last years, he was able in 1399 to lease a house near Westminster Abbey for fifty-three years. Less than a year, however, was left to him; he died on October 25, 1400.


This brief listing of dates and events is enough to show the fullness and variety of Chaucer’s life as diplomat and civil servant. His success in public affairs under three kings is proof of his ability, tact, and understanding of his fellow men. But what of his first love, the writing for which he is remembered today?


THE WRITING OF THE TALES


Actually we don’t know a great deal about the order of or the circumstances surrounding the composition of Chaucer’s writings. There is clear evidence in them that Chaucer was familiar with a considerable number of the great books of his time, and it is fairly well established that his writings show a steady increase in his literary skill. The earlier pieces, such as THE BOOK OF THE DUCHESS and THE HOUSE OF FAME, are highly imitative of the popular French poetry of the period. Then come such works as THE PARLIAMENT OF BIRDS and THE LEGEND OF GOOD WOMEN, in which there is evidence of Chaucer’s profiting from the materials he had encountered on his diplomatic missions to Italy. Shortly afterward he wrote his longest single piece, TROILUS AND CRISEYDE, a love poem based on the same story which Shakespeare later used for a play. Finally, as most critics put it, Chaucer reached the height of his powers in THE CANTERBURY TALES. This statement, however, is a bit misleading, for not all the stories for the TALES were written late in Chaucer’s career. There is no doubt that in the tales of the Miller and the Reeve, the Nun’s Priest and the Wife of Bath, among others, we see Chaucer at his best; but it is also certain that such stories as the Manciple’s and “The Tale of Melibeus” were done much earlier. The whole situation is further confused by the fragmentary nature of the TALES and the fact that the book has come down to us in manuscripts which Chaucer himself never saw.


There is one fact about Chaucer’s writings in general and THE CANTERBURY TALES in particular which we should not fail to appreciate—Chaucer wrote in English. Latin was the standard literary language all over western Europe in the fourteenth century and, though his choice of English may have been influenced by Dante’s having used Italian, we can see in the choice Chaucer’s desire to write for the English people as a whole, rather than for just the learned few. And when we come to examine the English which Chaucer used, we are impressed by the great effect which his official life—his rubbing shoulders with people of all ranks and occupations—had upon his literary life. For his English is not the language of the universities or the court, except when he wants it to be; usually it is the highly colloquial, everyday language of the streets. One of the really remarkable things about THE CANTERBURY TALES is that within the rigid requirements of Middle English verse Chaucer managed to reproduce the rhythms of natural conversation.
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Such in brief are the stories and the background of THE CANTERBURY TALES. Chaucer himself, in the prologue to “The Miller’s Tale,” wrote the perfect advice to the reader: “If you do not like one story, “turn over the page and choose another tale. . . . Don’t blame me if you choose amiss.”


—THE TRANSLATOR
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GENERAL PROLOGUE
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HERE BEGINS THE BOOK OF THE TALES OF CANTERBURY: When April with its gentle showers has pierced the March drought to the root and bathed every plant in the moisture which will hasten the flowering; when Zephyrus with his sweet breath has stirred the new shoots in every wood and field, and the young sun has run its half-course in the Ram, and small birds sing melodiously, so touched in their hearts by Nature that they sleep all night with open eyes—then folks long to go on pilgrimages, and palmers to visit foreign shores and distant shrines, known in various lands; and especially from every shire’s end of England they travel to Canterbury, to seek the holy blessed martyr who helped them when they were sick.


One day in that season when I stopped at the Tabard in Southwark, ready to go on my pilgrimage to Canterbury with a truly devout heart, it happened that a group of twenty-nine people came into that inn in the evening. They were people of various ranks who had come together by chance, and they were all pilgrims who planned to ride to Canterbury. The rooms and stables were large enough for each of us to be well lodged, and, shortly after the sun had gone down, I had talked with each of these pilgrims and had soon made myself one of their group. We made our plans to get up early in order to start our trip, which I am going to tell you about. But, nevertheless, while I have time and space, before I go farther in this account, it seems reasonable to tell you all about each of the pilgrims, as they appeared to me; who they were, and of what rank, and also what sort of clothes they wore. And I shall begin with a Knight.


There was among us a brave KNIGHT who had loved chivalry, truth, and honor, generosity and courtesy, from the time of his first horseback rides. He had performed admirably in his lord’s wars, during which he had traveled as widely as any man, in both Christendom and heathen countries, and he had always been cited for his bravery. He had been at Alexandria when it was conquered, and had sat at the head of the table many times in Prussia, above all the foreign knights. He had fought successfully in Lithuania and in Russia more frequently than any other Christian knight of similar rank. Also he had been in Granada at the siege of Algeciras, and had fought in Benmarin. He had been at Ayas and Attalia when they were won, and had taken part in many an armed expedition in the Mediterranean. He had fought in fifteen large battles, in addition to the three times he had defended our faith in lists in Algeria, and each time he had killed his opponent. This same brave Knight had once been with the lord of Palathia to fight against another heathen in Turkey, and he had always been given valuable loot. But though he was brave, he was prudent, and as meek in his conduct as a maid. He had never yet in all his life spoken discourteously to anybody. He was a true and perfect gentle Knight. But let me tell you of his clothing and equipment: his horses were good, but he was not gaily dressed. He wore a thick cotton coat, which was all stained by his breastplates, for he had just returned from his travels and had set out at once on his pilgrimage.


With him there was his son, a young SQUIRE, a lover and a lusty bachelor, with hair as curly as if it had been set. He was about twenty years old, I would say, and he was of average height, remarkably agile, and very strong. He had already been on cavalry raids in Flanders, in Artois, and in Picardy, where he had borne himself well for one so young, in an effort to win favor with his lady. His clothes were as covered as a meadow with white and red flowers. All day he sang or played the flute; in fact, he was as joyful as the month of May. His cloak was short, with long, wide sleeves, and he sat his horse well and rode excellently. He could compose the words and music for songs, joust and also dance, and draw and write very well. So ardently did he love that he slept no more at night than a nightingale. He was courteous, humble, and helpful, and carved at the table for his father.


The Knight had brought along only one servant, for he wished to travel that way, and this YEOMAN was dressed in a green coat and hood. He carefully carried a sheaf of bright, keen peacock arrows attached to his belt, and a strong bow in his hand. He knew very well how to care for his equipment, and the feathers on his arrows never drooped. His hair was cut short, and his complexion was brown. He understood all the tricks of woodcraft. He wore a bright leather wristguard, and carried a sword and a small shield on one side, and a fine ornamented dagger, as sharp as the point of a spear, on the other. A Christopher hung on his breast, and he had a hunter’s horn with a green cord. In my opinion he was a real forester.


There was also a Nun, a PRIORESS, whose smile was very quiet and simple. Her harshest curse was “by St. Loy,” and she was named Madam Eglantine. She sang the divine service very well, with excellent nasal intonation, and spoke French fluently and carefully with the accent of the school at Stratford-Bow, for the French of Paris was unknown to her. Her table manners were admirable: she allowed no crumb to fall from her lips, nor did she wet her fingers deeply in her sauce; she knew exactly how to carry the food to her mouth and made sure that no drops spilled upon her breast. She was very much interested in etiquette. So carefully did she wipe her lips that no trace of grease could be seen in her cup when she had drunk from it. She reached for her food very daintily, and truly she was very merry, with a pleasant disposition and an amiable manner. She took pains to imitate court behavior, to be dignified in bearing, and to be considered worthy of respect. But to tell you of her tender feelings: she was so kind and so full of pity that she would weep if she saw a dead or bleeding mouse caught in a trap. She had several small dogs which she fed with roasted meat or milk and fine bread; if one of her dogs died, or if someone beat it with a stick, she cried bitterly. Indeed, with her everything was tenderness and a soft heart. Her wimple was very neatly pleated, her nose shapely, her eyes blue, and her mouth very small, soft, and red. But, truly, she had a fair forehead; it was almost a hand’s-breadth wide, I swear, for, to tell the truth, she was not particularly small. I noticed that her cloak was very well made. On her arm she wore a coral rosary with large green beads for the paternosters, from which hung a brightly shining golden brooch. And on this brooch was first inscribed a capital A, surmounted by a crown, and after that Amor vincit omnia. This Prioress had another NUN, who was her chaplain, and three priests with her.


There was a MONK, an outstanding one, whose job it was to supervise the monastery’s estates, and who loved hunting. He was a manly person, quite capable of serving as abbot. He had many excellent horses in his stable, and when he rode you could hear his bridle jingling in the whistling wind as clearly and also as loudly as the chapel bell at the subordinate monastery where this lord was prior. Because the rule of St. Maurus or of St. Benedict was old and somewhat stringent, this monk let old-fashioned things go and followed newfangled ideas. He didn’t give a plucked hen for that text which says that hunters are not holy, and that a monk who is irresponsible is like a fish out of water—that is to say, a monk out of his cell. For he thought that text not worth an oyster; and I said his reasoning was good. Why should he study and drive himself crazy, always poring over a book in his cloister, or work and slave with his hands as St. Augustine orders? How shall that serve the world? Let Augustine have his labor for himself! Therefore this monk was a true hunter: he had greyhounds as swift as birds in flight; his greatest pleasure, for which he would spare no cost, was to ride and hunt the hare. I saw his sleeves edged at the wrist with fur, and that the finest in the land; and he had a very rare pin made of gold, with a love knot in the larger end, to fasten his hood under his chin. His head was bald and shone like glass, as did his face also, as if he had been oiled. He was a fine, fat lord, and in good shape. His protruding eyes rolled in his head and gleamed like coals under a pot. His boots were supple, and his horse richly equipped. Now surely he was a fair prelate; he was not pale as a tormented ghost. Of all roasts he loved a fat swan best. His horse was as brown as a berry.


There was a wanton, merry FRIAR, a licensed beggar and a very gay man. No member of all four orders knew so much of gossip and flattering talk. He had found husbands for many young women at his own expense. A noble representative he was of his order. Among the franklins all over his district, and also among the respectable women in the towns, he was well liked and intimate, for he had, as he said himself, more power of confession than a parish priest, since he was licensed by his order. He heard confession very agreeably, and his absolution was pleasant. When he thought he would get a good present, he was an easy man in giving penance. For to give a present to a poor order is a sign that a man is well shriven. He even boasted that he knew that a man who contributed was repentant, for there are many men with hearts so stern that they cannot weep, even when they are contrite. Therefore, instead of weeping and praying, people could give silver to the poor friars. His cloak was always stuffed full of knives and pins to be given to pretty women. And, certainly, he had a pleasant voice: he could sing and play the fiddle excellently. At ballad-singing he won the prize hands down. His neck was as white as the lily, but he was as strong as a champion wrestler. He knew the taverns well in every town, and cared more for every innkeeper and barmaid than for a leper or a beggar; it was not fitting, as far as he could see, for such an important man to be acquainted with lepers. It is not honest, and it will not advance a man, to deal with such poor folks; rather, he should deal with the rich and with the food-merchants. And, above everything, wherever there was a chance for profit, this Friar was courteous and humbly helpful. There was no man anywhere more capable at this work. He was the best beggar in his order, and paid a certain sum for his grant so that none of his brethren came into his district. And even if a widow did not own a shoe, his greeting was so pleasant that before he left he would have got a coin. The money which he picked up on the sly amounted to more than his regular income. And he could frolic just like a puppy. During court meetings he could be of great help, for then he was not like a cloisterer with a coat as threadbare as a poor scholar’s but like a master or a pope. His short coat was of double worsted, as neat as if it were freshly pressed. He intentionally lisped a bit in his joking, in order to make his English roll sweetly from his tongue, and when he played the harp after singing, his eyes twinkled in his head just like the stars on a frosty night. This worthy licensed beggar was named Hubert.


There was a MERCHANT with a forked beard, dressed in clothes of varied colors and sitting proudly on his horse; he wore a beaver hat from Flanders, and his boots were neatly fastened. He spoke his opinions very pompously, talking always about the increase in his profits. He wished the sea were kept open at all costs between Middleburg and Orwell, and was expert in selling money on the exchange. This responsible man kept his wits about him: so closemouthed was he about his dealings in bargaining and in borrowing and lending that no one knew when he was in debt. Nevertheless, he was really a worthy man; but, to tell the truth, I don’t know what he was called.


There was also a CLERIC from Oxford, who had long ago applied himself to the study of logic. His horse was as thin as a rake, and he himself, I assure you, was by no means fat, but looked hollow and solemn. His overcoat was threadbare, for as yet he had found no benefice, and he was not worldly enough to hold a secular position. For he would rather have twenty books of Aristotle and his philosophy bound in red or black at the head of his bed than rich clothes, or a fiddle, or a gay psaltery. But though he was a philosopher, he still had but little gold in his chest, for he spent all he could get out of his friends on books and on schooling, and prayed earnestly for the souls of those who gave him money with which to go to school. He was most concerned and occupied with studying. He spoke not one word more than was necessary, and that which he did say was correct and modest, brief and to the point, and filled with worthwhile meaning. His talk centered on moral themes, and gladly would he learn and gladly teach.


A LAWYER, careful and wise, a most excellent man long practiced in legal discourse, was also there. He was discreet and well thought of—at least he seemed so, his words were so wise. Many times he had served as justice at assizes, appointed by letters from the King and also in the regular way. He had earned many large fees and presents of clothes as a result of his skill and his wide reputation. There was nowhere so able a buyer of land: he always sought unentailed ownership, and his papers were never invalidated. No man was so busy as he, and yet he seemed busier than he was. He had all the cases and decisions which had occurred since the time of King William at the tip of his tongue. He could compose and draw up a legal paper so that no one could complain about his phrasing, and he could recite every statute by heart. He rode unostentatiously in a coat of mixed color, with a silk belt on which there were small bars—I shall tell no more about his dress.


A FRANKLIN was with the Lawyer. His beard was as white as a daisy, and he was sanguine by nature. Dearly did he love his bread dipped in wine in the morning. He had the habit of living for pleasure, for he was a true son of Epicurus, who held that pure pleasure was truly perfect bliss. He was a substantial landowner, St. Julian in his part of the country. Always his bread and ale were of the best, and nobody had a better cellar. His house was never without baked fish and meat in such quantity that it snowed food and drink, the choicest that you could imagine. His menus changed in accordance with the various seasons of the year. Many a fat bird was in his coop, and many a bream and pike in his fishpond. Woe to his cook unless the sauce were pungent and sharp and all the equipment in order. All day long his table stood ready laid in the hall. He was lord and sire of the sessions and had frequently served as member of parliament from his shire. A short dagger and a pouch of silk hung from his milk-white belt. He had served as administrator and as auditor for his shire. Nowhere was there such a worthy subvassal.


A HABERDASHER and a CARPENTER, a WEAVER, a DYER, and a TAPESTRY-MAKER were with us, all clothed in the uniform of a great and important guild. Their equipment was all freshly and newly decorated: their knives were mounted with silver, not with brass; their belts and pouches were in every respect well and cleanly made. Indeed, each of them seemed suited to sit on a dais in the guildhall as burgess. Each, because of his wisdom, was able to serve as alderman. For they owned sufficient goods and money, as even their wives had to agree, or else they certainly would be blameworthy. It is a very fine thing to be called “Madam,” to go in first to evening services, and to have a train carried like royalty.


These guildsmen had a COOK with them for the trip to boil chickens with the bones and with the flavoring powder and the spice. He could easily recognize a draught of London ale, and could roast and boil, broil, fry, make stew, and bake good pies. But it was a shame, I thought, that he had a large sore on his shin. For he could make blancmange with the best.


There was a SAILOR who lived far in the west; for all I know he was from Dartmouth. He rode upon a nag as best he could, in a coarse gown which came to his knees. Under his arm he had a dagger which hung down on a cord about his neck. The hot summer sun had tanned him heavily, and certainly he was a good fellow. Often while the wine-merchant slept, he had tapped the wine casks he brought from Bordeaux. He gave no heed to scruples. When he fought and had the upper hand, he made his prisoners walk the plank. But in his business—the correct reckoning of tides and streams; the handling of the ship’s controls; the knowledge of the harbors, the moon, and the compass—there was none so good from Hull to Carthage. He was bold and wise in any undertaking. His beard had been shaken by many a tempest. He knew the condition of all the anchorages from Gotland Isle to Cape Finisterre, and every creek in Spain and Brittany. His ship was called the “Magdalen.”


With us there was a PHYSICIAN; in all the world there was not another like him for talk of medicines and of surgery, for he was trained in astrology. He skillfully and carefully observed his patient through the astrological hours, and was quite able to place the waxen images of his patient so that a fortunate planet was ascendant. He knew the cause of every disease—whether hot, cold, moist, or dry—and how it developed, and of what humour. Indeed, he was the perfect practitioner: the cause and root of the disease determined, at once he gave the sick man his remedy. He had his apothecaries quite ready to send him drugs and syrups, for each of them worked to the other’s profit—their friendship was not newly begun. This Physician knew well ancient Aesculapius and Dioscorides, and also Rufus, Hippocrates, Haly and Galen, Serapion, Rhazes, Avicenna, Averroes, Damascenus and Constantine, Bernard, Gatesden, and Gilbertine. His diet was moderate—not too much, but that little nourishing and digestible. But little time did he devote to the study of the Bible. He was dressed in red and blue cloth lined with taffeta and with silk; and yet he was not quick to spend his money. He held on to that which he gained during a plague. For, in medicine, gold is healthful in drinks; therefore, he especially loved gold.


There was a good WIFE from near Bath, but she was somewhat deaf, which was a shame. She had such skill in cloth-making that she surpassed the weavers of Ypres and Ghent. In all her parish there was no woman who could go before her to the offertory; and if someone did, the Wife of Bath was certainly so angry that she lost all charitable feeling. Her kerchiefs were of fine texture; those she wore upon her head on Sunday weighed, I swear, ten pounds. Her fine scarlet hose were carefully tied, and her shoes were uncracked and new. Her face was bold and fair and red. All of her life she had been an estimable woman: she had had five husbands, not to mention other company in her youth—but of that we need not speak now. And three times she had been to Jerusalem; she had crossed many a foreign river; she had been to Rome, to Bologna, to St. James’ shrine in Galicia, and to Cologne. About journeying through the country she knew a great deal. To tell the truth she was gaptoothed. She sat her gentle horse easily, and wore a fine headdress with a hat as broad as a buckler or a shield, a riding skirt about her large hips, and a pair of sharp spurs on her heels. She knew how to laugh and joke in company, and all the remedies of love, for her skill was great in that old game.


There was a good man of the church, a poor parish PRIEST, but rich in holy thoughts and works. He was also a learned man, a cleric, who wished to preach Christ’s gospel truly and to teach his parishioners devoutly. He was benign, wonderfully diligent, and extremely patient in adversity, as he had proved many times. He did not at all like to have anyone excommunicated for non-payment of tithes; rather, he would give, without doubt, a portion of the offering and also of his salary to his poor parishioners. He needed little to fill his own needs. His parish was wide and the houses far apart, but he never failed, rain or shine, sick or well, to visit the farthest in his parish, be he rich or poor, traveling on foot with a staff in his hand. To his congregation he gave this noble example: first he practiced good deeds, and afterward he preached them. He took this idea from the gospels and added to it another: if gold rust, what shall iron do? For if a priest whom we trust is not worthy, it is no wonder that an ignorant man sins. And it is a shame, if a priest only realizes it, to see a wicked priest and a godly congregation. Surely a parson should set an example by his godliness as to how his parishioners should live. This Priest did not hire out his benefice and leave his people in difficulties while he ran off to St. Paul’s in London to look for an endowment singing masses for the dead, or to be retained by a guild. He stayed at home and guarded his parish well so that evil did not corrupt it. He was a pastor and not a mercenary. And yet, though he himself was holy and virtuous, he was not contemptuous of sinners, nor overbearing and proud in his talk; rather, he was discreet and kind in his teaching. His business was to draw folk to heaven by fairness and by setting a good example. But if any sinner, whether of high or low birth, was obstinate, this Parson would at once rebuke him for it sharply. I don’t believe there is a better priest anywhere. He cared nothing for pomp and reverence, nor did he affect an overly nice conscience; he taught the lore of Christ and His twelve Apostles, but first he followed it himself.


With him there was a PLOWMAN, his brother, who had hauled many a load of manure. He was a good and true laborer, living in peace and perfect charity. With all his heart he loved God best at all times, whether it profited him or not, and next he loved his neighbor as himself. He would thresh and also ditch and dig, free of charge, for the sake of Christ, to help a poor neighbor, if it were at all possible. He paid his tithes promptly and honestly, both by working himself and with his goods. Dressed in a laborer’s coat, he rode upon a mare.


There were also a Reeve, a Miller, a Summoner, and a Pardoner, a Manciple, and myself—there were no more.


The MILLER was a very husky fellow, tremendous in bone and in brawn which he used well to get the best of all comers: in wrestling he always won the prize. He was stocky, broad, and thickset. There was no door which he could not pull off its hinges or break by ramming it with his head. His beard was as red as any sow or fox, and as broad as a spade. At the right on top of his nose he had a wart, from which there grew a tuft of hairs red as the bristles of a sow’s ears, and his nostrils were wide and black. A sword and a shield hung at his side. His mouth was as huge as a large furnace, and he was a jokester and a ribald clown, most of whose jests were of sin and scurrility. He knew quite well how to steal grain and charge thrice over, but yet he really remained reasonably honest. The coat he wore was white and the hood blue. He could play the bagpipe well and led us out of town to its music.


There was a friendly MANCIPLE of an Inn of Court whom other stewards might well imitate in order to buy provisions wisely. For no matter whether he bought for cash or on credit, he always watched his purchases so closely that he was constantly solvent and even ahead. Now isn’t that a fine gift from God, that such an uneducated man can outwit a whole heap of learned men? He had more than thirty masters, who were expert and deep in legal matters; a full dozen of them were capable of serving as steward of the moneys and the lands of any lord in England, and of making that lord live within his own income and honorably out of debt (unless he were crazy), or just as sparingly as he wished. And these lawyers could take care of any emergency that occurred in the administration of a shire; and yet this Manciple made fools of them all.


The REEVE was a slender, choleric man. His beard was shaved as close as possible, and his hair was cut round by his ears and clipped short in front like a priest’s. His legs were as long and lean as sticks, completely lacking calves. He knew fully how to keep a granary and a bin; there was no accountant who could get the best of him. From the drought and from the rainfall he could tell the expected yield of his seed and grain. His lord’s sheep, cattle, dairy, swine, horses, equipment, and poultry were wholly under this Reeve’s care, and his word had been accepted on the accounting ever since his lord was twenty years old. There was no one who could find him in arrears. There was no bailiff, no sheepherder, nor any other laborer, whose petty tricks and stealings were not known to the Reeve; they were as afraid of him as of death. His house was well placed upon a heath and shadowed by green trees. He was better able to buy than was his lord. He had privately accumulated considerable money, for he knew very well how to please his lord subtly, to give and lend him money from the lord’s own stock and therefore to receive thanks, plus a coat and hood. As a youth he had learned a good trade: he was a very fine woodworker, a carpenter. This Reeve rode upon a large, fine, dappled-gray horse called Scot. He wore a long blue topcoat, and carried a rusty sword by his side. This Reeve that I am telling about was from Norfolk, near a town called Bawdswell. His coat was tucked up like a friar’s, and he always rode last in our procession.


There was a SUMMONER with us there who had a fiery-red babyish face, for he was leprous and had close-set eyes. He was as passionate and lecherous as a sparrow, and had black scabby brows and a scraggly beard. Children were frightened by his face. There was no quicksilver, litharge, or brimstone, borax, white lead, or any oil of tartar, or ointment which would rid him of his white pimples or of the bumps on his face. He really loved garlic, onions, and also leeks, and to drink strong wine, red as blood, after which he would speak and shout like a madman. Then, when he had drunk his fill of the wine, he would speak no word but Latin; he knew a few phrases, two or three, that he had learned out of some church paper—that is not unusual, for he heard Latin all day; and you know very well how a jay bird can say “Wat” as well as the Pope. But if anyone attempted to discuss other learned matter with the Summoner, it was at once evident that he had spent all of his philosophy; he would always cry: “The question is what is the law?” He was a friendly and a kind rascal; you couldn’t find a better fellow. For a quart of wine, he would allow a good fellow to have his mistress for a year, and excuse him fully. And he could pull the same trick quite expertly on someone else. If he came across a good companion, he would teach him to have no fear of the archdeacon’s excommunication, unless that man’s soul was in his purse; for the punishment was sure to be in his purse, since, as the Summoner said, “The purse is the archdeacon’s Hell.” But I know very well that he certainly lied; every guilty man ought to be afraid of excommunication, which will as surely kill the soul as absolution will save it, and a man should also beware of a Significavit. This Summoner controlled all the young people of the diocese in his own way, and he knew their secrets and was their favorite adviser. He had placed a bouquet on his head, large enough to decorate an alehouse signpost. He had made himself a shield of a cake.
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