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Introduction

Geoffrey Chaucer

The writcr of The Canterbury Tales was many other things
besides a writer. He was not-of high birth but his education
and his powers of mind made him a very useful servant of
the king.

We think he was born in London about 1340. So he
would have been nincteen years old when he went to
France with Edward W ’s army. He was taken prisoner by
the French, but the king himself seems to have paid the
ransom to free him.

After that., Chaucer did work of several kinds for the -

king and his ministers. Sometimes he was sent to other
countries to speak for the king or the court. A visit of this
kind to Italy in 1372—73 is probably important for us. He
may have met Boccaccio himself. but he certainly became
interested in the Italian story-tellers and poets. We can be
sure he read Boccacdio’s Decameron (1348-—58).

We know that Chaucer planned his Canterbury Tales
in 1386 or 1387. He wanted to have stories told by thirty
pilgrims, but he was a very busy man, and the collection
was unfinished when he died in 1400. He himself made a
pilgrimage to Canterbary in 1388.

Geoffrey Chaucer was buried in Westminster Abbey.
His is the carliest of the great names in “Poets’ Corner” in

2
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the Abbey.

There is one more fact to remember. Printing, with
movable metal type, was introduced in Germamy about
1450. Caxton made the first printing press in England in
1477, and his press printed The Canterbury Tales in 1478.
So Chaucer himself never saw any prmtcd book of the kind
we know today.

The Canterbury Tales
Chaucer’s was not the first collection of short storiés. It
was not even a new idea to have a group of people each -
telling a story. In Boccaccio’s Decameron “ten people have
escaped to the country from tbe plagne a terrible 1llness,
in Florence in 1348. They pass the time by telling stories.

Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales also has a group of pcoplc
each telling a story, but our interest is as much in the stdf :
ry-tellers as in the stories. Each of them js-a real person.
Chaucer introduces them in the Prologue, and then we °
meet them again between stories. Before long, we feel -
that we know them personally.  We don’t have ‘pardoners -
and summeners today, but we all know people with charac-
ters just like the pardoner é_-nd-.the SUmmMoner . :

The Tales are told (in Chaucer’s book)in poetry. Most
of them are in “heroic couplets”™ — 10-syllable lines that -
rhyme in pairs (for example, fyve-and fyve in the first two .
lines below). Here is the beginning of Chaucer’s descrip-
tion of the Wife of Bath; '

In Chaucer’s English

She was a worthy womman al hir lyvc:
Housbondes at chirche dore she hadde fyve,
And thries hadde she been at Jerusalem;
She hadde passed many a strauage stiem;
At Rome she hadde been, and at Boloigne,

4
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In Galice at Seint-Jame. and at Coloigne.

Modern English

She had been a respectable woman all her life.

She had been married in church to five husbands,

And she had been [ on pilgrimage] to Jerusalem three
times;

She had crossed many foreign rivers;

She had been to Rome, and to Bologna,

To Santiago de Compostela in Galicia and te Cologne.



