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Chapter 1 Medieval Literature
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Geoffrey Chaucer (X% 2 - 5F8 £ 1343—1400)
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[fEmi%iE]
Canterbury Tales (excerpt)

On their way to Canterbury, the pilgrims meet at the Tabard Inn in a London
suburb. The host of the inn suggests entertaining themselves on the journey to and
from Canterbury by telling stories, which is accepted by all. The Prologue
provides a framework for the tales. The twenty-nine pilgrims, representing
almost all the classes and social groups of the 14th century England, are
portrayed very vividly by combining humor with satire. The following is the
beginning part of the General Prologue.

The General Prologue
Whan that April with his showres soote
The droughte of March hath perced to the roote,
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And bathed every veine in swich licour.

Of which vertu engendred is the flowr;
Whan Zephyrus eek with his sweete breeth
Inspired hath in every holt and heeth

The tendre croppes, and the yonge sonne
Hath in the Ram his halve cours yronne,
And smale fowles maken melodye

That sleepen al the night with open ye—
So priketh hem Nature in hir corages—
Thanne longen folk to goon on pilgrimages,
And palmeres for to seeken straunge strondes
To ferne halwes, couthe in sondry londes;
And specially from every shires ende

Of Engelond to Canterbury they wende,
The holy blisful martyr for to seeke

That hem hath holpen whan that they were seke.

Bifel that in that seson on a day,

In Southwerk at the Tabard as I lay,

Redy to wenden on my pilgrimage

To Canterbury with ful devout corage,

At night was come into that hostelrye

Wel nine and twenty in a compaignye

Of sondry folk, by aventure yfalle

In felaweshipe, and pilgrims were they alle
That toward Canterbury wolden ride.

The chambres and the stables weren wide,
And wel we weren esed at the beste.

Arid shortly, whan the sonne was to reste,
So hadde I spoken with hem everichoon
That 1 was of hir felaweshipe anoon,

And made forward erly for to rise,

To take oure way ther as I you devise.

But nathelees, whil I have time and space,
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Er that I ferther in this tale pace,

Me thinketh it accordant to resoun

To telle you al the condicioun

Of eech of hem, so as it seemed me,

And whiche they were, and of what degree,
And eek in what array that they were inne:
And at a knight thanne wol I first biginne.
A Knight ther was, and that a worthy man,
That fro the time that he first bigan

To riden out, he loved chivalrye,

Trouthe and honour, freedom and curteisye.
Ful worthy was he in his lordes werre,

And therto hadde he riden, no man ferre,
As wel in Cristendom as hethenesse,

And evere honoured for his worthinesse.

At Alisaundre he was whan it was wonne;
Ful ofte time he hadde the boord bigonne
Aboven alle nacions in Pruce;

In Lettou had he reised, and in Ruce,

No Cristen man so ofte of his degree;

In Gernade at the sege eek hadde he be

Of Algezir, and riden in Belmarye;

At Lyeis was he, and at Satalye,

Whan they were wonne; and in the Grete See
At many a noble arivee hadde he be.

At mortal batailes hadde he been fifteene,
And foughten for oure faith at Tramissene
In listes thries, and ay slain his fo.

This ilke worthy Knight hadde been also
Sometime with the lord of Palatye

Again another hethen in Turkye;

And everemore he hadde a soverein pris.

And though that he were worthy, he was wis,
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And of his port as meeke as is a maide.

70  He nevere yit no vilainye ne saide
In al his lif unto no manere wight:
He was a verray, parfit, gentil knight.
But for to tellen yoo of his array,
His hors were goode, but he was nat gay.

75  Of fustian he wered a gipoun
Al bismotered with his haubergeoun,
For he was late come from his viage,
And wente for to doon his pilgrimage.

(Selected from The Norton Anthology of English Literature (5th Edition).
Ed. by M. H. Abrams. New York: W. W. Norton & Company, 1986.)

[Modern English Version]
When in April the sweet showers fall
And pierce the drought of March to the root, and all
The veins are bathed in liquor of such power
As brings about the engendering of the flower,
5 When also Zephyrus with his sweet breath
Exhales an air in every grove and heath
Upon the tender shoots, and the young sun
His half-course in the sign of the Ram has run,
And the small fowl are making melody
10  That sleep away the night with open eye
(So nature pricks them and their heart engages)
Then people long to go on pilgrimages
And palmers long to seek the stranger strands
Of far-off saints, hallowed in sundry lands,
15  And specially, from every shire’s end
Of England, down to Canterbury they wend
To seek the holy blissful martyr, quick
To give his help to them when they were sick.
It happened in that season that one day
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In Southwark, at The Tabard , as I lay
Ready to go on pilgrimage and start

For Canterbury, most devout at heart,

At night there came into that hostelry

Some nine and twenty in a company

Of sundry folk happening then to fall

In fellowship, and they were pilgrims all
That towards Canterbury meant to ride.

The rooms and stables of the inn were wide:
They made us easy, all was of the best.
And, briefly, when the sun had gone to rest,
I'd spoken to them all upon the trip

And was soon one with them in fellowship,
Pledged to rise early and to take the way

To Canterbury, as you heard me say.

But none the less, while I have time and space,
Before my story takes a further pace,

It seems a reasonable thing to say

What their condition was, the full array

Of each of them, as it appeared to me,
According to profession and degree,

And what apparel they were riding in;

And at a Knight I therefore will begin.

There was a Knight, a most distinguished man,
Who from the day on which he first began ‘
To ride abroad had followed chivalry,

Truth, honor, generousness, and courtesy.
He had done nobly in his sovereign’s war
And ridden into battle, no man more,

As well in Christian as in heathen places,
And ever honored for his noble graces.

When we took Alexandria, he was there.

He often sat at table in the chair

Of honor, above all nations, when in Prussia.



