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I Middle English Literature

When discussing English literature, critics usually divide it into
three periods; Old English Literature, Middle English Litera-
ture, and Modern English Literature. Old English Literature re-
fers to the literature in the period from 450 to 1066. The year
450 marked the coming of the Anglo-Saxons to England to settle
in Wessex while the year 1066 witnessed William Duke of Nor-
mandy conquering England. The most important work in Old
English Literature is the epic Beowul f, which tells the story of
Beowulf, a warrior prince from Sweden, who goes to Denmark
and kills a monster that has been attacking the great hall built by
the Danish king. Middle English Literature refers to the litera-
ture in the period from 1066 to 1485, that is, from Norman Con-
quest to the founding of the Tudor Dynasty, 1485 being the year
when Richard [l was killed on the battlefield and Henry Tudor
became king of England. The most important work in this period

is Chaucer’s The Canterbury Tales.
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Geoffrey Chaucer (1340—1400)

About the Author

Chaucer was born of a wine-merchant’s family. He fought in the
war with France and was taken prisoner. In 1366 he married
Philippa, a lady in waiting of the Queen, and entered the service
of King Edward, [. He travelled widely on diplomatic missions
and came on close contacts with the Italian Renaissance. He was
a favourite of John of Gaunt, one of the most influential uncles
of King Richard [I , and his close connection with the English
royal court brought him special privileges. Even in the reign of
Henry IV he still enjoyed the royal favour.

In his lifetime Chaucer served in a great variety of occupa-
tions. As courtier, office-holder, soldier, ambassador and legis-
lator, he had broad and intimate acquaintance with persons high
and low in all walks of life and knew well the whole social life of
his time, This varied life of rich experiences helped him to pro-
duce literary works of lasting merits. He was the first to be bur-

ied in the Poet’s Corner of Westminster Abbey.

On the Selection

The Canterbury Tales was written between the years 1387 —
1400, generally considered his masterpiece. It begins with a gen-
eral prologue that explains the occasion for the narration of the
tales and gives a description of the pilgrims who narrate the
tales, and then follows the 24 tales that make up the bulk of the
book, with separate prologues and links intersected between the

main narrations. The book remains unfinished upon Chaucer’s
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death.

The Canterbury Tales are tales told by the pilgrims on their
way to Canterbury to beguile with the time. They go to Canter-
bury to pay homage to Thomas Becket, a saint killed on 29
Dec. , 1170 by the henchmen of Henry [I when the two quar-
relled fiercely over religious questions and each wanted more
power over the other. The pilgrims include men and women of
different professions and social status, so the total effect of the
poem is a comprehensive picture of the social reality of Chaucer’s
time. Our excerpt is taken from the beginning of the poem, the
General Prologue in which Chaucer explains the background for
the stories and gives a vivid description of the pilgrims. The lan-

guage is modernized.

THE CANTERBURY TALES

The Prologue’

When the sweet showers of April fall and shoot

Down through the drought of March to pierce the root?,
Bathing every vein in liquid power®

From which there springs the engendering of the flower,*
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 fowls’ are making melody

That sleep away the night with open eye

(So nature pricks them and their heart engages)®
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Then people long to go on pilgrimages
And palmers long to seek the stranger strands’
Of far-off saints, hallowed in sundry lands®,
And specially, from every shire’s end!
In England, down to Canterbury'? they wend"®
To seek the holy blissful martyr'*, quick
In giving help to them when they were sick.

It happened in that season that one day
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 shortly, when the sun had gone to rest,
By speaking to them all upon the trip
I was admitted to their fellowship
And promised to rise early and 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??,
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And what apparel®® they were riding in;

And at a Knight I therefore will begin.

There also was a Nun, a Prioress® ;
Simple her way of smiling was and coy®.
Her greatest oath was only “By St Loy!”%
And she was known as Madam Eglantyne?’.
And well she sang a service®, with a fine
Intoning through her nose, as was most seemly,?
And she spoke daintily® in French, extremely,
After the school of Stratford-atte-Bowe® ;
French in the Paris style she did not know.
At meat her manners were well taught withal;
No morsel from her lips did she let fall,
Nor dipped her fingers in the sauce too deep;
But she could carry a morsel up and keep
The smallest drop from falling on her breast.
For courtliness she had a special zest.
And she would wipe her upper lip so clean
That not a trace of grease was to be seen
Upon the cup when she had drunk; to eat,
She reached a hand sedately for the meat.
She certainly was very entertaining®?,
Pleasant and friendly in her ways, and straining
To counterfeit® a courtly kind of grace,
A stately bearing fitting to her place,
And to seem dignified in all her dealings.
As for her sympathies and tender feelings,

She was so charitably solicitous
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She used to weep if she but saw a mouse
Caught in a trap, if it were dead or bleeding.
And she had little dogs she would be feeding
With roasted flesh, or milk, or fine white bread.
Sorely she wept if one of them were dead

Or someone took a stick and made it smart;

She was all sentiment and tender heart.

Her veil was gathered in a seemly way,

Her nose was elegant, her eyes glass-grey;

Her mouth was very small, but soft and red,
And certainly she had a well-shaped head,
Almost a span across the brows,* I own;

She was indeed by no means undergrown.

Her cloak, I noticed, had a graceful charm.

She wore a coral trinket on her arm,

A set of beads, the gaudies® tricked®® in green,
Whence hung a golden brooch of brightest sheen
On which there first was graven a crowned A,

And lower, Amor vincit omnia. ¥’

A worthy woman from beside Bath® city

Was with us, somewhat deaf, which was a pity.
In making cloth she showed so great a bent®
She bettered those of Ypres and Ghent.

In all the parish not a dame dared stir

Towards the altar steps in front of her,*

And if indeed they did, so wrathe was she

As to be quits put out of charity*?,

Her kerchiefs were of finely woven ground*;



