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CHAPTER ONE

The Canterbury Tales

—

C
(ﬂ Author: Geoffrey Chaucer

Known as the first English author, Geoffrey Chaucer wrote in English at a time when Latin
was considered the language which would not change, and most of the upper-class English
spoke French. Chaucer revolutionized the literary scene of the Middle Ages, and hence
venerated as “the father of English literature”, or, alternatively, “the father of English poetry”.
Chaucer was the first buried in Poets’ Corner in Westminster Abbey. His use of English in his
poetry helped establish Middle English vernacular as the mainstream language of the day,
replacing Latin and French and in doing so, paving the way for other literary greats such as
Shakespeare. In his lifetime he was able to achieve many accomplishments in a variety of fields
including most famously as an author and poet but also as a philosopher, astronomer, diplomat
and civil servant.

Geoffrey Chaucer was born around 1343 to John and Agnes de Copton Chaucer, a
prosperous second generation wine merchant. By the time he was a young man in 1357, he got
the position to work at the court under the charge of Elizabeth, Countess of Ulster and her
husband Lionel, Earl of Ulster. While working at the court Chaucer impressed his employers
with his splendid story-telling ability and song composition. His life in court was interrupted
when the Hundred Years’ War began to unfold on the international stage in 1359. Edward III
invaded France. Elizabeth’s husband, travelled to France as part of the English army and
Chaucer accompanied him. Chaucer was captured during a siege at the French city of Reims.
Fortunately for the young Chaucer, Edward III paid a large ransom to secure his release.

Chaucer and Gaunt had a connection through marriage, as they had both married the
daughters of Sir Paon de Roet, a French Knight. John of Gaunt, who would later become an
influential figure in Chaucer’s own political career, as well as serving to inspire one of his first
poems. “The Book of the Duchess”, written around 1368, was one of Chaucer’s first major

poems, and it commemorated the death of Blanche de Lancaster, Gaunt’s late wife. In the poem
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there are various references to the word “white”, referring to the name Blanche and it ends with
the phrase “long castel”, a link to the House of Lancaster. The poem itself has hints of
traditional French poetry although Chaucer developed his own style through the relationship
between the fictionalized narrator of the poem and the mourner, representative of Gaunt.
Chaucer continued to develop this originality of style in his later writing career.

Meanwhile, in serving as a member of the royal court of Edward I1I, Chaucer undertook
various roles which involved diplomatic missions across Europe. His travels took him to
France, Genoa and Florence. These experiences allowed him to familiarize himself with the
work of esteemed authors such as Boccaccio and Dante, who had an enriching impact on his
work. His poem “Troilus and Criseyde”, influenced by Italian language and literature, tells a
story of medieval romance doomed to fail against a backdrop of the historic scene of the Battle
of Troy. The poem took its inspiration from Dante’s love for Beatrice as told in “Convito”
(1307) and from Petrarch’s love for Laura as manifested in the sonnets.

In the 1370’s, Chaucer played an important role in domestic politics. In 1374 he was
granted the important post of controller of customs taxes on hides, skins, and wool. Chaucer
had to keep the records himself as well as oversee the collectors. By 1386 he had become a
member of parliament in Kent and attended the famous “Wonderful Parliament” of November
1386, a parliamentary session which attempted to reform King Richard II’s administration. He
continued to hold important roles in politics and served in various positions ranging from
customs control to Justice of the Peace, an MP and in 1389 a clerk of the king’s work.
Eventually, his work involved administrating and managing royal building projects. In his
lifetime he ended up serving Edward III and Richard II whilst holding a variety of royal posts.

Unfortunately, in 1390, he was robbed of both his and the king’s money three times in four
days. Though there was no direct punishment, in 1390 or 1391 he was eased out of his clerk’s
job. Chaucer eventually got into financial trouble; his last poem, “the Complaint to his Purse”,
is a letter asking King Henry for money. Nonetheless, Chaucer moved to a house in the
Westminster Abbey because a house on church grounds granted him sanctuary from creditors.
Chaucer died in 1400, and he was buried in Westminster Abbey. And then comes the tradition
of burying poets, or erecting memorials to them, in Westminster Abbey.

L

N/
<" Excerpt

(General Prologue)

When in April the sweet showers fall

That pierce March’s drought to the root and all
And bathed every vein in liquor that has power
To generate therein and sire the flower;

When Zephyr!also has with his sweet breath,
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Filled again, in every holt and heath,

The tender shoots and leaves, and the young sun
His half-course in the sign of the Ram has run,
And many little birds make melody

That sleep through all the night with open eye
(So Nature pricks them on to ramp and rage)
Then folk do long to go on pilgrimage?,

And palmers to go seeking out strange strands,
To distant shrines well known in distant lands.
And specially from every shire’s end

Of England they to Canterbury went,

The holy blessed martyr there to seek

Who helped them when they lay so ill and weak
It happened that, in that season, on a day

In Southwark, at the Tabard, as I lay

Ready to go on pilgrimage and start

To Canterbury, full devout® at heart,

There came at nightfall to that hostelry*

Some nine and twenty in a company

Of sundry persons who had chanced to fall

In fellowship, and pilgrims were they all

That toward Canterbury town would ride.

The rooms and stables spacious were and wide,
And well we there were eased, and of the best.
And briefly, when the sun had gone to rest,

So had I spoken with them, every one,

That I was of their fellowship anon’,

And made agreement that we’d early rise

To take the road, as I will to you apprise®.

But none the less, whilst I have time and space,
Before yet further in this tale I pace,

It seems to me in accord with reason

To describe to you the state of every one

Of each of them, as it appeared to me,

And who they were, and what was their degree,
And even what clothes they were dressed in;
And with a knight thus will I first begin.

A KNIGHT there was, and what a gentleman,

The Canterbury Tales
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Who, from the moment that he first began

To ride about the world, loved chivalry,

Truth, honour, freedom and all courtesy.

Full worthy was he in his sovereign’s war,

And therein had he ridden, no man more,

As well in Christendom as heathenesse,

And honoured everywhere for worthiness.

At Alexandria, in the winning battle he was there;
Often put in the place of honour, a chair.

Above all nations’ knights in Prussia.

In Latvia raided he, and Russia,

No christened man so oft of his degree.

In far Granada at the siege was he

Of Algeciras, and in Belmarie.

At Ayas was he and at Satalye

When they were won; and on the Middle Sea

At many a noble meeting chanced to be.

Of mortal battles he had fought fifteen,

And he’d fought for our faith at Tramissene
Three times in duels, always killed his foe.”

This self-same worthy knight had been also

At one time with the lord of Palatye

Against another heathen® in Turkey:

And always won he widespread fame for prize.
Though so strong and brave, he was very wise
And of temper as meekly as a maid.

He never yet had any vileness’ said,

In all his life, to whatsoever wight.

He was a truly perfect, noble knight.

But now, to tell you all of his array,'”

His steeds!! were good, but he was not gaily dressed.
A tunic'? of simple cloth he possessed
Discoloured and stained'® by his habergeon;'*
For he had lately returned from his voyage
And now was going on this pilgrimage.
With him there was his son, a young SQUIRE,
A lover and a lively bachelor,

With locks well curled, as if they’d laid in press.
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Some twenty years of age he was, I guess.

In stature he was of average length,

Wondrously active, agile, and great of strength.
He’d ridden sometime with the cavalry

In Flanders, in Artois, and Picardy,

And conducted well within that little space

In hope to win thereby his lady’s grace.
Embroidered he was, as if he were a meadow bright,
All full of fresh-cut flowers red and white.
Singing he was, or whistling, all the day;

He was as fresh as is the month of May.

Short was his gown, with sleeves both long and wide.
Well could he sit on horse, and fairly ride.

He could make songs and words thereto indite,
Joust, and dance too, as well as sketch and write.
So hot he loved that, while night told her tale,

He slept no more than does a nightingale.
Courteous he, and humble, willing and able,

And carved before his father at the table.

A YEOMAN' had he at his side,

No more servants, for he chose so to ride;

And he was clothed in coat and hood of green.

A sheaf of peacock arrows bright and keen

Under his belt he bore very carefully

(Well could he keep his gear yeomanly:

His arrows had no drooped feathers low),

And in his hand he bore a mighty bow.

A cropped head had he and a sun-browned face.
Of woodcraft he knew all the useful ways.

Upon his arm he bore a bright bracer,

And at one side a sword and a buckler, '

And at the other side a dagger bright,

Well sheathed and sharp as a spear’s point in the light;
A Christopher medal on his breast of silver sheen.
He bore a horn, the baldric all of green;

A forester he truly was, I guess.

There was also a nun, a PRIORESS,!”

Who, in her smiling, modest was and coy;

The Canterbury Tales
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Her greatest oath was but “By Saint Eloy!”
And she was called Madam Eglantine.

Very well she sang the service divine,

Intoning through her nose, becomingly;

And she spoke French fairly and fluently,
After the school of Stratford-at-the-Bow,

For French of Paris style she didn’t know.

At table her manners were well taught withal,'®
And never let morsels'® from her lips fall,

Nor dipped her fingers deep in sauce, but ate
With so much care the food upon her plate
That no drop could fall upon her breast.

In courtesy she had delight and zest.

Her upper lip was always wiped so clean

That on her cup no speck or spot was seen

Of grease, when she had drunk her draught of wine.
Graciously she reached for food to dine.

And certainly delighting in good sport,

She was very pleasant, amiable—in short.

She was in pains to imitate the cheer

Of courtliness, and stately manners here,

And would be held worthy of reverence.

But, to speak about her moral sense,

She was so charitable and solicitous

That she would weep if she but saw a mouse
Caught in a trap, whether it were dead or bled.
She had some little dogs, that she fed

On roasted flesh, or milk and fine white bread.
But sorely she wept if one of them were dead,
Or if men smote?! it with a stick to smart:
Then pity ruled her, and her tender heart.

Very seemly her pleated wimple was;

Her nose was fine; her eyes were grey as glass;
Her mouth was small and therewith soft and red;
But certainly her forehead was fairly spread;

It was almost a full span broad, I own,

To tell the truth, she was not undergrown.

Her cloak, as I was well aware, had a graceful charm
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She wore a small coral trinket on her arm

A string of beads and gauded® all with green;
And therefrom hung a brooch of golden sheen
Whereon there was engraved a crowned “A,”

And under, Amor vincit omnia.??

Notes

. zephyr: a soft gentle wind

. pilgrimage: a journey to a holy place for religious reasons
. devout: believing strongly in a particular religion

. hostelry: hostel

. anon: quite soon

. apprise: tell or inform

. foe: enemy

0 9 N U AW N

. heathen: a person who has no religion or who believes in a religion that is not one of the
world’s main religions

9. vileness: morally objectionable things or behavior

10. array: an impressive display

11. steed: a horse to ride on

12. tunic: a tightly fitting jacket worn as part of a uniform by police officers, soldiers, etc.

13. stain: to leave a mark that is difficult to remove on something

14. habergeon: (Middle Ages) a kind of armor

15. yeoman: (in the past) a farmer who owned and worked on his land

16. buckler: armor carried on the arm to fend off blows

17. prioress: a nun who is in charge of a convent

18. withal: in addition

19. morsel: a small amount something, especially food

20. solicitous: full of anxiety and concern

21. smite: (Smote is the past tense of smite) to strike sharply or heavily especially with the
hand or an implement held in the hand

22. gaud: to decorate with

23. Amor vincit omnia: Love conquers all.

Commentary

Before Shakespeare, Chaucer dominated British literary scene, most famous for his work

The Canterbury Tales. Enlightened by Boccaccio’s Decameron, Chaucer came up with the
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ingenious literary device of having a pilgrimage, a technique that allowed him to bring together
a diverse group of people. Chaucer’s narrators have a wide spectrum of society with various
ranks and occupations, including a knight, a clerk, a landowner, a monk, a carpenter, a
merchant, a miller, a seamstress, a pardoner, a prioress, among others.

Written between 1387 and his death in 1400, The Canterbury Tales is a collection of 24
stories within a frame story. The collection comprises the stories of 30 pilgrims traveling from
London to Canterbury Cathedral to visit the shrine of Saint Thomas Becket. Each character is
intended to tell two stories on the way to Canterbury and two more stories on the way back to
London. The reward for telling the best story is a free meal upon their return. Since the
collection contains only 24 stories, some historians believe The Canterbury Tales remained
unfinished upon his death.

The Middle Ages were a period of religious tyranny and intellectual ignorance. The
Canterbury Tales is considered the most prominent literary work in the Middle Ages in Great
Britain, and the reasons for this are manifold.

The Canterbury Tales constitutes a historical and sociological introduction to the life and
times of the late Middle Ages. The Canterbury Tales is a hidden voice expressing medieval
values and beliefs through its historical, religious and political contexts. Writing from so many
different perspectives, Chaucer touched on a wide variety of subjects, including religion,
politics, social economy, military, gender, social changes, etc. Chaucer was familiar with and
was accepted by the lower classes as well as by the higher classes; thus, throughout his life, he
was able to observe and present the life of both the highest and the lowest. His gifted mind
made the best of these opportunities to censure the vices of the higher classes. Religion is one
of the most important themes of The Canterbury Tales, as is indicated in the title and the fact
that several characters are church people. The Canterbury Tales manifests that religion affected
the Middle Ages life and medieval literature deeply. The church people were portrayed in a
derogatory manner. The friar, the Pardoner and the Summoner in The Canterbury Tales are
deeply corrupt, avaricious and abusive, although they were traditionally considered as holy
men. The Canterbury Tales displays the conflicts between the different classes. By the late
fourteenth century, the Catholic Church governing England had become extremely wealthy. The
cost to build the luxury Catholic Churches and the supply for the extravagant church people
were exorbitant. In an age of plague and famine, the sight of a church ornamented with gold
seemed exasperating to some people, and the Church’s preaching against greed and
covetousness suddenly seemed hypocritical. Distaste for the Churchmen can be seen by the
portrayal of the Pardoner and the Summoner who takes bribes and bribes others, and indulges
themselves sensually and gastronomically.

The first teller of the first tale is the Knight, who represents the ideal of a medieval
chivalry, covering prowess, fidelity, honour, generosity, etc. He has widely traveled and battled
victoriously, participating in no less than fifteen of the great crusades of his era. Apart from
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battling in formal duels, the Knight has fought against the Muslims in Egypt, Spain, and
Turkey, and the Russian Orthodox in Lithuania and Russia. The Knight with glory is a noble
man who fights for truth and for Christ. The Knight is not even proud or arrogant because of his
accomplishments; rather, he is modest and humble, wearing his stained cloak without
pretensions. Gallant, experienced, rational and prudent, the Knight is admirable and almost
flawless. If the Knight is idealistic, the Squire, son and apprentice of the Knight, represents the
realistic. The Squire can sing, compose poetry, and ride a horse very well. He is curly-haired,
handsome, burly, vigorous and loves dancing and courting.

The Pardoner works for the Church, giving reprieves to the sinners from penance in
exchange for charitable donations to the Church. He can preach a good sermon, but he is not a
good person, hypocritical, untrustworthy and avaricious. He sings a ballad—“Com hider, love,
to me!” but what he does impairs the already challenged virtue of his profession. The Pardoner
carries with him a bag of pardons and fake relics from Rome, including a brass cross filled with
stones to make it seem as heavy as gold and a glass jar full of pig’s bones. He even says to have
the veil of the Virgin Mary. The Pardoner uses the counterfeit relics to cheat the credulous
parishioners into giving him money. To the Pardoner, visiting relics on pilgrimage had become
a tourist industry. He sells tangible objects such as slips of paper that promise forgiveness of
sins or animal bones that people can string around their necks to deter the devil. The Pardoner
tells a tale about how he talks the gullible people into indulging, which exemplifies the vice
condemned in his sermon.

The Wife of Bath is one of two female storytellers (the other is the Prioress). She is a
middle-aged woman with a gap between her front teeth, which was considered attractive in
Chaucer’s time. She is showy in appearance, wearing bright scarlet red stockings. Bath is the
name of a town on the Avon River, rather than the name of this woman’s husband. She is a
successful seamstress with her own business. Bath was a major English cloth-making town in
the Middle Ages, fighting for a place among the great European exporters of cloth with cities in
Netherlands and Belgium, which can be reflected in both her talent as a seamstress and her
stylish attire and ornaments. The Wife of Bath is experienced on pilgrimages, having traveled to
Jerusalem three times and elsewhere in Europe. She’s experienced in love and sex, too, having
had five husbands and talking unabashedly about her prowess in bed.

Chaucer created a wide variety of characters from all different levels of late-14th-century
society. Chaucer’s use of such a wide range of classes and types of people was unprecedented
in English literature. His descriptions of their occupations and clothing provide historians with
valuable insight into how people lived at that time. Chaucer knew the world from many aspects,
and his genius at understanding basic human nature made him the great poet he was. The
readers would find it difficult not to like such characters as the knight with his love of ideals of
chivalry, honor, fidelity and freedom; the Wife of Bath, even with all her bawdiness; or the
Miller with his vulgarity that amuses rather than offends readers. The attractive characters make
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it a delight to read The Canterbury Tales.

The society was moving into a social system with a growing middle class at the time
Chaucer composed the tales. The pilgrims in The Canterbury Tales are from every class,
including both traditional and emerging classes. The diverse social classes of the pilgrims are
an important part of The Canterbury Tales. When describing the pilgrims, Chaucer introduces
emphatically their occupations, for little is known beyond these descriptions. The stereotypes
about these classes appear in the Prologue and in the individual tales. Morality is still connected
with the top class; the Knight, is treated as an honest and upright person, as is the poorest
member of the clergy, the Parson. However, not all members of the top class meet this high
moral standard, as the Friar and the Pardoner demonstrate.

The stories in The Canterbury Tales range from humorous, rustic, obscene and bawdy to
moral and contemplative. Various genres were employed, including religious legends,
romances, allegories, fables, sermons, and sometimes mixtures of these. The Canterbury Tales
is highly regarded also because it was written in English. In the late 14th century, French was
still the primary literary language. The Canterbury Tales became one of the first notable works
of literature to be written in English. The greatest contribution of The Canterbury Tales to
English literature was the popularization of the English vernacular in mainstream literature, as
opposed to French, Italian or Latin. In The Canterbury Tales, the technique of the heroic couplet
and the iambic-pentameter were employed, in which Chaucer achieved his consummate artistic
power.

The Canterbury Tales consists of the General Prologue, The Knight’s Tale, The Miller’s
Tale, The Reeve’s Tale, The Cook’s Tale, The Man of Law’s Tale, The Wife of Bath’s Tale, The
Friar’s Tale, The Summoner’s Tale, The Clerk’s Tale, The Merchant’s Tale, The Squire’s Tale,
The Franklin’s Tale, The Second Nun’s Tale, The Canon’s Yeoman’s Tale, The Physician’s Tale,
The Pardoner’s Tale, The Shipman’s Tale, The Prioress’s Tale, The Tale of Sir Thopas, The Tale
of Melibeus (in prose), The Monk’s Tale, The Nun’s Priest’s Tale, The Manciple’s Tale, and The
Parson’s Tale (in prose), and ends with “Chaucer’s Retraction”.

Questions

1. How many pilgrims does the narrator claim he meets at the Tabard inn?

2. Why does the narrator begin his discussion of the various pilgrims by describing the
knight first? Why does the narrator greatly admire him?

3. In what way is the Pardoner evil in The Canterbury Tales?

4. Why can The Canterbury Tales be considered as a microcosm of the medieval world?

5. Why is Chaucer considered “the father of English poetry”?
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