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THE WORLD’S CLASSICS
THE CANTERBURY TALES

GEOFFREY CHAUCER (c.1343-1400), the son of a well-to-
do London wine-merchant with court connections, began his
career as a page in the household of Elizabeth, Countess of
Ulster, wife of Edward IIT’s son Lionel, Duke of Clarence. As
a squire serving in Edward III's army when the king invaded
France in 1359, he was captured at the siege of Rheims, and
subsequently ransomed. A few years later he married Philippa
de Roet, a lady-in-waiting to Constance of Castile, the second
wife of John of Gaunt, Duke of Lancaster. It was to com-
memorate John of Gaunt’s first wife, Bianche, that Chaucer
composed in 1368 The Book of the Duchess, the earliest work
that can confidently be attributed to him. He served in various
campaigns in France and Spain, and twice visited Italy as a
negotiztor on important diplomatic missions. By the age of
31 he had becn appointed Controller of Customs and Subsj
of Wools, Skins, and Hides in the port of London, a very
responsible post which he held for twelve years. During this
period he found time to write such major and innovatory
works as The House of Fame, The Parliament of Fowls, and
Troilus and Cressida. In 1386 he became a Justice of the Peace
and Knight of the Shire to represent Kent in Parliament. Soon
afterwards his wife died, and he devoted the rest of his life to
composing the Canterbury Tales, a project that was never
completed. He died in 1400 and was buried in Westminster
" Abbey.

DavipD WRIGHT was Gregory Fellow in Poetry at the
University of Leeds. Besides his collected peems, To the Gods
the Shades, he has published an autobiography, Deafness,
edited the poems of Hardy and Edward T{nemas, and
translated Beowulf into medern English prose.
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INTRODUCTION

There is nothing quite like Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales in con-
ception and execution. It is not just the range and variety of the
poetry and of the tales themselves, or of their themes and subject-
matter, but the realism of the portraits of the people who tell the
stories, and the interplay between the tales and the characters
of the tellers, that is completely original. In conceiving the idea
of a pilgrimage to Canterbury in which the travellers amuse
themselves by competing to tell the best story they know,
Chaucer hit on a device by which he was able to hold up a mirror,
not only to the England of his times, but the world we live in.
As William Blake said,

The characters of Chaucer’s pilgrims are the characters which com-
pose all ages and nations: as one age falls, another rises, different to
mortal sight, but to immortals only the same; for we see the same
characters repeated again and again, in animals, in vegetables,
minerals, and in men; nothing new occurs in identical existence;
Accident ever varies, Substance can never change or decay. Of
Chaucer's characters, as described in his Canterbury Tales, some of the
names or titles are altered by time, but the characters themselves for
ever remain unaltered, and consequently they are the physiognomies
or lineaments of universal human life, beyond which Nature never
steps. Names alter, things never alter. T have known multitudes of
those who could have been monks in the age of monkery, who in this
deistica] age are deists. As Newton numbered the stars, and as Linneus
numbered the plants, so Chaucer numbered the classes of men ...
Every age is a Canterbury pilgrimage; we all pass on, each sustaining
one or other of these characters.

Geoffrey Chaucer was born to an eventful age. He began life in
the reign of Edward III, some time between 1340 and 1345, and
died in 1400, a few weeks after Richard II was deposed and
Henry IV crowned king. The Hundred Years War had broken
out a few years before Chaucer’s birth. The great naval victory
of Sluys took place in his lifetime, as did the battles of Crécy
and Poitiers, in which English bowmen destroyed the chivalrz
of France, and in so doing helped to end the feudal system (thoug
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Xii INTRODUCTION

here the deciding event was probably the Black Death of 1349,
and a series of further plagues which ultimately reduced the
population of England by as much as a third). It was an age of
religious schism exacerbated by two rival and warring gopw.
one in Rome and another in Avignon; of Wyclif, the church
reformer and, according to tradition, first translator of the Bible
into English; an age, too, of social unrest and uprisings, culminat-
ing in the peasants’ revolts in France and England, when Wat
Tyler and his followers sacked London, murdered the Archbishop
ot Canterbury, and almost became masters of England. It was an
age of transition (though every age is that) when chivalry was at
its zenith—the Order of the Garter was founded in 1349—while
at the same time the feudal structure was starting to crumble
and the mercantile class (to which Chaucer belonged) beginning
to flex its muscle. French, as the language of court and Parlia-
ment, was on its way out; in 1363 Parliament was first summoned
in English, which by the time of Chaucer's birth was well on the
road to domination.

Though Chaucer was born over two hundred years earlier, we
know a good deal more for certain about his life than we do of
Shakespeare’s. But then Chaucer was a public man as well as a
poet: an eminent civil servant, diplomat, administrator, Justice
of the Peace, and Member of Parliament; his wife was closely
connected with the court and his sister-in-law married to one
of the most powerful members of the royal family. Shakespeare
moved in less exalted circles, so naturally fewer documentary
records of his affairs survive. »

The first we hear of Chaucer is, as D. S. Brewer remarks, ‘a
characteristic combination of vagueness and sharp outline’. It is
an inventory of clothes bought for him when he was a page in
the household of Elizabeth, Countess of Ulster, the wife of
Edward III's son Lionel, Duke of Clarence, and the date is
4 April 1357. She paid out seven shillings—about £100 today—
for a pair of shoes, a jacket, and a pair of black-and-red breeches.
That Christmas she made him a further gift of clothing at
Hatfield in Yorkshire, where the boy Chaucer would have met
his coeval, Edward III's fourth son, John of Gaunt; and most
probably his own future wife, Philippa de Roet, then in the
service of the countess. »

Chaucer’s father was John Chaucer, a well-to-do vintner or
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wholesale wine-merchant with a house in Thames Street, at that
time one of the wealthiest districts in London. The family came
from Ipswich and had been in the wine trade for a generation
or two. John Chaucer’s wife was Agnes de Copton, a rich heiress
related by a former marriage to the Baron of the Exchequer and
Keeper of the King’s Purse. They were obviously able to afford
to give their son a good education. Chaucer may have learned
his ABC in an infant’s school of the kind described in the
Prioress’s Tale, and gone on to St Paul’s cathedral school. He
would have learned Latin with the aid of a ‘Cato’—an anthology
of proverbs and adages supposedly collected by Dionysius Cato:
Chaucer often refers to this book in The Canterbury Tales. Later
he would have gone on to study Ovid’s Metamorphoses, a poem
which influenced him all his life. Much of the teaching would
have been in French, though before he died English was to become
the medium of instruction in schools. There is a possibility that
he may have studied law at the Inner Temple some time between
1360 and 1366 since, according to Thomas Speght’s 1598 edition
of Chaucer, a certain Master Buckley saw in the records of the
Inner Temple (now lost) that ‘Geffrye Chaucer was fined two
shillings for beatinge a Franciscan Fryer in fletestreate’. In view
of what is said about friars in The Canterbury Tales, the incident
seems not unlikely.!

All that is probability: but what is certainly known is that
Chaucer went to France with Edward III's invading army in
November 1359, and was captured by the French during the
siege of Rheims. On 1 March 1360 he was ransomed by the
Keeper of the King’s Wardrobe for £16—about £5000 nowadays
—which was a little less than the ransom paid out for Sir Robert
de Clynton’s war-horse. Soon afterwards he was employed as a
messenger to take letters from Calais to England, and that is the
last we hear of him for another six years. It has been supposed
that he may have gone with Lionel, Duke of Clarence to Ireland
when the latter became viceroy, but it is more probable that he

1 Chaucer was again in trouble in 1380, when one Cecily Chaumpaigne
released him from every sort of action ‘tam de raptu meo’. ‘Raptu’ means
rape or abduction. Nothing more is known about the case, but the word
was probably used in the latter meaning. Chaucer's own father had been
abducted when a boy by his aunt, in an attempt to force him to marry her
daughter, and so gain control of certain family property in Ipswich that
he had inherited.
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was in service with the king. By 1366 he was married. In that
year a certain Philippa Chaucer was given an annuity of 10
marks (about £400) for past and future services by Queen
Philippa, whose lady-in-waiting she had become. She was the
daughter of Sir Paon de Roet, one of the Flemish knights who
had come over in the train of Philippa of Hainault when she
married Edward III. Philippa Chaucer made her own career, and
seems to have become a person of some consequence. After the
death of the queen in 1368, she attended Constance of Castile,
the second wife of John of Gaunt, Duke of Lancaster. Philippa’s
sister, Katharine Swynford, was the governess or duenna of
Constance’s two daughters, and later became the mistress, and on
Constance’s death the wife, of John of Gaunt. Nothing is known
of Chaucer’s relations with his wife, but they were probably
much happier than the digs at marriage in the Merchant's Tale
and the Wife of Bath’s Pro%oguc seem to imply. In the fourteenth
century the institution of marriage was an accepted Aunt Sally:
the domineering wife was a stock joke, like the mother-in-law
joke of the Victorian music-halls.

Meanwhile Chaucer was advancing his public career. Early in
1368 he went to Spain with the Black Prince, whose victory at
Najaro put Pedro the Cruel on the throne of Castile.? In the same
year he became an Esquire of the King’s Household. Apart from
personal service, the duties of a squire could include going abroad
on diplomatic errands, and that is how Chaucer was often
employed during the next ten years. His most important journeys
were those to Italy in 1372 and 1378. On the first of them he
was one of the three commissioners sent to the Duke of Genoa
to arrange the choice of an English port where Genoese merchants
could set up their headquarters. He visited Florence, then a great
place for books, where he must certainly have acquired Dante’s
Divina Commedia. His second trip, when he gave his friend the
poet John Gower power of attorney to act in his absence, was
with Sir Edward de Berkely to negotiate ‘for certain affairs touch-
ing the expedition of the King’s war’ with Bernabo Visconti, Duke
of Milan,® and his son-in-law, the great condottiere soldier of

2 Pedro was later assassinated by his brother, and Chaucer made him
the subject of one of the ‘tragedies’ in the Monk’s Tale.

3 He was murdered in 1385 and his fate is another of the Monk's
‘tragedies’. See ‘Of Bernardo of Lombardy’ in the Monk's Tale.
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fortune, Sir John Hawkwood. Visconti was a tyrant but a close
friend of Petrarch, who was godfather to one of his sons. On this
visit Chaucer became acquainted with the work of Boccaccio,
notably his Filostrato and Teseide, which latter became the basis
of the Knight’s Tale. However, Chaucer seems never to have heard
Boccaccio’s name, and probably found his works in unsigned
manuscripts.

In June 1374 Chaucer was appointed to the responsible and
onerous post of Controller of the Customs of Wools, Skins, and
Hides in the port of London. The wool trade was the foundation
of the country’s wealth, and wool customs a main source of the
king’s revenue. Chaucer had to keep the accounts in his own
hand and oversee the collectors, who were all substantial city
business men—one of them was William Walworth, the future
lord mayor of London who brought the Peasants’ Revolt of 1381
to an end when he stabbed Wat Tyler to death at Smithfield. This
post Chaucer held for twelve years, longer than anyone else, so
he must have been a success. When he was given the additional
post of Controller of Petty Customs in 1382, he became the only
person in Richard II’s reign to hold both offices simultaneously.

While he was Controller, Chaucer and his wife lived in a
house above Aldgate, one of the four original city gates. In those
years he must have been very comfortably off. Besides his income
as Controller, he had an annuity from the king, and the grant of
a daily pitcher of wine—which he commuted to another annuity
—as well as a pension from John of Gaunt. His wife also received
annuities from John of Gaunt and the king. It has been calculated
that their combined income was probably around £99 a year—say
£30,000 in today’s money. No wonder Chaucer could afford to
collect a considerable library. Books were of course very scarce
and expensive before the invention of printing; few households
possessed more than one. Chaucer haa’ sixty-—a good deal more
than many an Oxford and Cambridge college could boast.

All this while, despite so busy and full a life, Chaucer was
writing poetry. In the court circles where he moved as a young
man, English was spoken but the language of culture was French
or Latin. His choosing to write in English was a new departure,
almost as revolutionary as Dante’s decision to abandon Latin for
the vernacular at the beginning of the century, though when
Chaucer started to write he had probably never heard of Dante.
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The innovation caught on: his contemporary, John Gower, who
had begun by composing all his works in Latin or French, ended
by following Chaucer’s ﬁzad. Theirs was the English of cultivated
Londoners; in the fourteenth century the vernacular was spoken
in a variety of dialects. Chaucer himself observed of his Troilus
and Cressida: ‘ther is so grete diversite/In Englissh and in writing
of our tonge .../That thou be understonde, God I biseche!
Eventually it was Chaucer’s London dialect that evolved into
standard English, though this was due not so much to Chaucer's
literary achievement as to the political, social, and economic
importance of London, which drew to it people from all parts of
the kingdom.

Chaucer’s earliest work was probably the translation of a long
love poem in French, the Roman de la Rose, into octosyllabic
couplets—though only the first 1700 lines can be attributed to
him with any certainty. There followed The Book of the Duchess,
in the same metre, a courtly and aristocratic elegy on the death
of Blanche of Lancaster, John of Gaunt's first wife, written about
1368~9. However, it was in Book II of his unfinished House of
Fame that Chaucer first displayed that genius for vivid characteri-
zation, bland irony, oblique humour, and mix of practicality and
imagination, rhetoric and realism, that he brought to full flower-
ing in his Canterbury Tales and in Troilus and Cressida. Chaucer
was not, of course, the only poet writing in English at that time.
Masterpieces like Sir Gawain and the Green Knight, The Pearl,
and William Langland’s Piers Plowman were roughly contem-
poraneous with The Canterbury Tales. But these works are rather
the last fruits of an Anglo-Saxon metric, more suited to that
stronger, inflected language than the freer Middle English that
succeeded it: the end rather than the beginning of a tradition.
For Chaucer discarded their Anglo-Saxon alliteration—dismissing
it as ‘rum, ram, ruf'—in favour of an adaptation of French
versification and rhyme-schemes ‘so far but no farther than the
language allowed . .". It brought a new clarity into English verse;
the language itself grew clearer.” Indeed Chaucer’s mettical inno-
vations alone are enough to earn him the title of ‘father of
English poetry’ bestowed upon him by Dryden. In one of his
ealiest translations, An A.B.C., he used a five-stress line, the

¢ C. H.Sisson, Times Literary Supplement, 12 September 1980.
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pentameter, apparently for the first time in English poetry. For
The Parliament of Fowls he cut down and simplified—'since rym
in Englissh hath such scarcity’—the intricate structure of the
French ballade-form to produce a seven-line stanza called ‘rhyme-
royal’ which he later used with great success for long narrative
ms like Troilus and Cressida. He also invented that staple of
nglish poetry, the rhyming pentameter or heroic couplet, first
employed in his Legend of Good Women. It became the principal
metre for The Canterbury Tales. In it Chaucer found he had an
ideal vehicle, not only for either rhetoric or the plain style, but
na;raﬁon, description, and conveying the rhythms of ordinary
talk.

Chaucer’s poetry was designed to be read aloud—printing was
not invented for nearly a hundred years after his death. If an
illustration in an early manuscript of Troilus and Cressida is to
be believed, Chaucer himself read his poems to a court audience.
That he did so seems attested by the mask or persona that he
creates for himself in The Canterbury Tales and in poems like
The House of Fame. There he poses as a portly, bookish, well-
meaning, rather dim-witted sort of chap, not much good at
making love or poetry, but doing the best he can; which may be
‘a simple and easy way of endearing the poet to his audience and,
by implication, of winning delighted acclaim when he wrote
better than he had promised. It may also have had something to
do with Chaucer’s bourgeois origins and his position as court poet
seeking to please his social superiors.”® And also, perhaps, to do
with disassociating himself from any dangerous or upsetting
opinions expressed in the poetry.

The Canterbury Tales were begun about 1387, in which year,
so far as is known, Philippa Chaucer died. The poet continued
to work on them till his own death thirteen years later, when
he Jeft them unfinished. He had given up his posts of Controller
of Customs in 1386 and moved from his lodging at Aldgate to
another in Kent, most probably in Greenwich. At any rate by
1386 Chaucer had become a Justice of the Peace, and one of the
two Knights of the Shire to represent Kent in Parliament. There
he had no easy time. In February 1388 was convened the ‘Merci-
Jess Parliament’, when the baronial party led by Richard 1I's

3 S. S. Hussey, Chaucer: An Introduction.
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uncle, the Duke of Gloucester, imprisoned or beheaded the king's
friends, some of whom were Chaucer’s Custom-house colleagues.
However, in May 1389 the young king, having reached the age
of twenty-three, successfully asserted his right to rule and re-
assumed the reins. Shortly afterwards Chaucer was appointed
Clerk of the King’s Works, responsible for the maintenance and
repair of the Palace of Westminster, the Tower of London, and
other royal palaces. One of his first tasks was to put up the
scaffoldings for two sets of tournaments held at Smithfield in
1390—a job which obviously furnished material for the brilliant
description of the great tournament in Part IV of the Knight's
Tale. In that year Chaucer managed to get robbed no less than
three times in four days—on the second occasion twice on the
same day by the same robbers! who stole not only the money
he was carrying but his horse as well. It was a considerable sum,
worth about £6000; however, the money was not his, but the
king’s. He was excused from repaying it, but not long after was
replaced as Clerk of the Works and appointed del;‘uty keeper of
the royal forest of North Petherton in Somerset: which may have
been some kind of sinecure. There seems to be no truth in the
legend of his impoverished old age. Without going into more
detail it may be said that Chaucer remained reasonably well off
for the rest of his life. Both Richard II, and Henry IV who deposed
him in 1399, continued to pay annuities to the poet, who in the
last year of his life leased a house in the garden of Westm.inster
Abbey. There he died and was buried in what has since come to
be called ‘Poet’s Corner’. In his lifetime Chaucer was famous and
highly regarded, so this may have been a special honour, for
Westminster Abbey was then primarily a burial place of royalty.
Chaucer was in fact only the second commoner to be interred
there. According to the inscription on his tomb, erected more
than a century and a half after his death, he died on 25 October
1400.

The late Patrick Kavanagh remarked, ‘it takes a lot of living
to make a poem’. A lot of living is what Chaucer put in before
he sat down to write his Canterbury Tales. To reflect life in its
variety, illuminate the humdrum and penetrate the motives and
actions of men and women, requires a thorough involvement in
the actual world. No one could have had a better preparation
than Chaucer for a work of such scope. He had served in military
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campaigns, and travelled widely as a diplomat; as a courtier he
was familiar with politics and high life, as an administrator with
all sorts and conditions of people; moreover, he was one of the
new men, a bourgeois, neither insulated in the coded world of
the feudal aristocracy nor trapped in the bondage of the labour-
ing classes. Apart from that, he was a man of exceptional?' wide
reading, not only by the standards of his times: he read and spoke
French and Italian as well as Latin, was expert in astronomy,
and had more than a smattering of physics, history, theology,
philosophy, medicine, law, and even alchemy. His two visits to
Italy must have been crucial—it was the Italy of the Trecento,
when cities like Milan, Florence, and Pisa were built or building.
Here he became acquainted with the New Learning, with the
work of Petrarch, Boccaccio, and above all ‘the grete poete of
Ytaille/That highte Dante’.

Dante’s choice of the vernacular for poetry must have con-
firmed Chaucer in his view that he had been right to choose
English as the medium for his own. The subtle deployment of
telling realistic detail in the Divina Commedia must also have had
an influence when Chaucer came to describe the pilgrims in the
General Prologue to his Canterbury Tales. The debt to Boccaccio
—whose name Chaucer never mentions, but whose work he
knew well—is more obvious but less profound. From him he took,
and transformed, the plots and dramatis personae for Troilus and
Cressida and the Knight's Tale. It is possible that Boccaccio’s
somewhat mechanic contrivance for hooking together the collec-
tion of stories in the Decameron gave Chaucer the idea for his
Canterbury pilgrims. But if so, Chaucer transmuted Boccaccio’s
metal into gold. The story-tellers of the Decameron all belong to
one class and, moreover, are pasteboard figures. There is nothing
like the quarrelling Reeve and Miller, or Friar and Summoner
scoring off one another with their scurrilous tales—and inci-
dentally drawing some of the most realistic pictures of ordinary
daily life in mediewal England. There is nothing like the ‘marriage
debate’ sparked off by the Wife of Bath’s magnificent feminist
monologue: the Oxford Scholar’s half-ironic story of patient
Griselda, the Merchant’s bitter tale of January and May, and its
resolution by the generous Franklin. Chaucer is the only English
writer to treat marriage (as distinct from love) seriously and at
length in poetry. There have been essays by George Meredith,



