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FOR JOSEF CHAIM PRIDE



On Burton Raffel’s translation of 

THE CANTERBURY TALES

“ ‘Wine can rot your mind,’ warns Chaucer’s Summoner, yet two tales earlier, a converse lament trickles from the same poet’s Wife of Bath: ‘Alas, alas, that ever love was sin.’ Every kind of sentiment, of story; every form of speech, of speaker—no wonder The Canterbury Tales were ‘unfinished’! Yet as they stand, they are complete, and now (not for the first time, but with a particular distinction, an emphasis on speed and the spur of the moment) the caracole from anxiety to lust, and back again, has been ‘translated’ into the kind of eager lection we managed to neologize for Shakespeare but had lost for the aberrance of an earlier language. This once we can sink into the narrative quicksand without stalling for time (and time’s obstacular accents). The greatest comédie humaine in English herewith no longer barred from immediate consumption but rather urging its various tempers upon us, a gift from the poet and scholar (in that order) Burton Raffel, to whom many other vivications are owed. May I be among the first to thank him for this grandest fantasia in our literature on themes of reality and . . . the other thing. As the insatiable Wife of Bath (who can escape her?) observes: ‘Now lift the curtain, see just how it is.’ ” 

—RICHARD HOWARD, winner of the Pulitzer Prize for poetry



GEOFFREY CHAUCER

Geoffrey Chaucer, the preeminent English poet of the Middle Ages, is thought to have been born between 1340 and 1345 in London to parents John Chaucer, a prosperous wine merchant, and his wife, Agnes. Although little biographical information is confirmed, official royal service records have provided central facts. Chaucer was a public servant for much of his life, from about 1357 when he became a page, or personal servant, in the royal household of the Countess of Ulster, the wife of one of Edward III’s sons. This position promised social mobility and afforded him an education in French, Latin, and Italian. Within a few years, he was promoted to the position of yeoman (higher than a sergeant, lower than a groom) under Prince Lionel and fought in the siege of Reims.

Few documents regarding Chaucer’s life survive from the period 1360–67; however, it is known that he traveled extensively as a diplomatic messenger for the Crown, work that continued for many years and for which he was granted a lifetime annuity as a king’s esquire. He married Philippa, daughter of Sir Payne Roet. During this time, Chaucer translated “Roman de la Rose,” a popular secular poem, which in turn encouraged him to write poems and songs in both French and English.

The death of Blanche, Duchess of Lancaster, in 1368 is generally viewed as the impetus for Chaucer’s first major poem, The Book of the Duchess. Running more than thirteen hundred lines, The Book of the Duchess is an elegiac and allegorical poem composed in the style of French court poetry. It employs a dream-vision framework, a French element that recurs throughout Chaucer’s writing, with the narrator recounting a tale as if it had occurred in a dream.

In the early 1370s, Chaucer was again sent on trading and diplomatic missions. In Italy, he discovered the work of Dante, Petrarch, and Boccaccio, all of whom had a major influence on his poetry, especially in the use of vernacular language. In 1374, Chaucer was appointed controller of hides, skins, and wools in the port of London and was given small annuities and gifts from members of the royalty. His diplomatic work continued after the death of Edward III and the accession of Richard II in 1377. In addition to the short poem “Anelida and Arcite,” his only major poetry from this period is an unfinished work of about two thousand lines titled The House of Fame, in which he reveals his skepticism of fame and possibly of his own reputation as a public poet.

But his fame increased. About 1380, he wrote The Parliament of Fowls. Heavily influenced by Boccaccio, this 699-line poem again uses the dream-vision to retell a mythical story about love and finding a mate, possibly alluding to the marriage negotiations of Richard II and Anne of Bohemia in 1380–81. During this decade, Chaucer also wrote Troilus and Criseyde, an eight thousand–line love poem about legendary Trojan War figures. It was modeled after both Boccaccio’s Il Frostrato and Boethius’s The Consolation of Philosophy, a classical work that Chaucer translated and retitled Boece. In 1385 Chaucer was appointed to a peace commission in Kent; in 1386, he served one session as a member of Parliament for Kent.

In the late 1380s, Chaucer produced an unfinished poem titled “The Legend of the Good Woman,” written for Queen Anne. At this time, he resigned his posts and retired to Kent; his wife died in 1387; and he began work on the poem that would ensure his literary immortality, The Canterbury Tales. The frame for this poem is a pilgrimage during which thirty travelers must tell two tales each to pass the time. Many of the narratives would have been familiar to medieval readers, but Chaucer uses subtle satire to explore class issues, marriage, mortality, and religion. He worked at this poem for years but devoted more time to public service as the clerk of the king’s works from 1389 to 1391 and, in the 1390s, as a deputy forester for the North Petherton Forest in Somerset. He also occupied himself with the composition of A Treatise on the Astrolabe, an essay on astronomy written for his son, Lewis, in 1391, and two short poems, “The Envoy to Bukton” and “The Envoy to Scogan.” 

Many of the individual tales that make up The Canterbury Tales had been circulated piecemeal among Chaucer’s friends throughout the 1390s. With a prologue and twenty-four separate tales, however, the poem remained incomplete and without a finished ordering when Chaucer died on October 25, 1400 (according to his tomb at Westminster Abbey). Scholars have combined, arranged, and recopied the texts, helping to secure Chaucer’s fame.

—THE MODERN LIBRARY



INTRODUCTION

John Miles Foley

A group of travelers of every sort

Arrived, who’d joined together as they walked

And rode. Turned good friends, they now proceeded 

On as one, a band of pilgrims indeed,

Intending to worship Thomas at Canterbury.

—lines 23–27

THE WORLD OF THE CANTERBURY TALES

“Of every sort” indeed. Welcome to a world of characters you won’t soon forget, of speeches and ideas and events that will stay with you long after you come to the end of the (supposedly) unfinished Canterbury Tales. For a start, consider the diverse and unlikely cross section of medieval society you’ll be meeting. A Knight will begin by spinning a lofty narrative of romance and cosmology, which the lowly Miller will answer with a bawdy story of love and mistaken identity that reflects his view of the world, which in turn will so rankle the Reeve that he feels obliged to take his own tale-telling vengeance by featuring a doubly cuckolded miller. You’ll encounter the infamous Wife of Bath, who never met a husband she couldn’t tame—or almost never—and you’ll hear some starkly conflicting ideas about marriage from such sources as the scholarly Clerk, for whom womanly patience is the highest virtue; the prosperous Merchant, who has “a wyf, the worste that may be” and recounts the perils of a January-to-May relationship; and the unabashedly epicurean Franklin, who through generosity of spirit charts a middle road between the medieval institutions of courtly love and the Christian Church.

Secular figures of all sorts appear, and religious orders, each with drastically different perspectives on the everyday world and the divine, abound as well. The lady Prioress sports a golden brooch with the inscription “Love conquers all,” but her tale raises issues of anti-Semitism and moral rectitude. The Pardoner employs the bold gambit of first announcing his avarice and duplicitousness, then offering nothing less than a sermon on the seven deadly sins—before he once again drags out his facsimile relics and phony papal pardons to sell. The Parson may seem to provide a fit and satisfying closure to The Canterbury Tales by harmonizing the temporal and spiritual, at least until we remember that the original challenge (as formulated by the irrepressible Host, Harry Bailly) called for no fewer than four tales per pilgrim. If that’s the plan, its actual implementation falls far short; some of the pilgrims fail to tell even a single tale, and none tells more than one. To make matters more confusing, Chaucer appends a short valedictory to the reader that seems to retract his major writings, among them The Canterbury Tales, as his final word.

So more than one question arises from the start. Are the Tales as we have them a fragment? Or is the original challenge a working fiction, that is, more a dynamic strategy than a set-in-stone blueprint? Is Chaucer truly distancing himself from his “translations and other writings, which deal only with worldly vanities,” or hedging his religious bets, or simply adding another layer of operative fiction to his enterprise? On these points and on many others, just how realistically are we to understand this most diverse of storytelling communities? Just how do we grasp Chaucer’s rich and wonderful portrayal of humanity?

CHAUCER’S INIMITABLE ART

One answer to the question of how to understand The Canterbury Tales lies in the nature of Chaucer’s art, which presents a much more varied, traditional, and yet innovative landscape than we find in the modern and contemporary literature with which most of us are much more familiar. By “varied” I mean to emphasize not only the wide range of characters but in particular the many different kinds or genres of verbal art we find in the Tales. Writing over the last decades of the fourteenth century and deeply acquainted with Latin, French, and Italian as well as both classic and folklore-based English literature, Chaucer could choose from among many expressive color systems on his personal artistic palette. And his selections show extraordinary range.

What’s more—and here is what I mean by “traditional”—these myriad choices already carried with them a host of expectations, of built-in, active associations and implications. In other words, the genres or types of poetry and prose from which Chaucer drew were in many ways idiomatic: They came complete with established plotlines, character types, stereotypical scenes, philosophical underpinnings, religious themes and clichés, and portraits of morality and immorality, as well as grounded, real-world attitudes and convictions. His tales thus appeal on many levels, and speak to hearers and readers with different life experiences about fundamental human concerns, bedrock issues that are as real and pressing in the twenty-first as in the fourteenth century. Audiences who grasp the highly varied nature and highly traditional background of the tales help create a reverberative context for their reception. At the same time, however, and much like Shakespeare’s universally appealing creations, these same stories and characters and events can be deeply appreciated and enjoyed outside that frame of reference—that is, on their own terms. More than with any other author of his time (and most other eras as well), Chaucer’s audience is everyone.

And why? Because alongside the inherent diversity and traditional origins of The Canterbury Tales stands perhaps their most impressive feature: Chaucer’s innovative genius. For just as almost nothing in these Tales is wholly unprecedented in terms of prior literary or folkloric models, so no tale, character, genre, or scene escapes its author’s singular, trademark stamp. At the most comprehensive level, consider the anthology-like system of the individual tales, the digest within which we read and react to separate but often interactive stories. Often called the “frame tale,” this mega-structure goes back most immediately to Boccaccio’s Decameron (completed about 1353) and ultimately at least to the medieval Arabic Thousand and One Nights, and probably much further.1 But neither Boccaccio’s nor any other frame story combines sequel tale-telling with such lively interchange across such a broad cross section of society; no other parallel or forebear raises such vital and timely questions for active and multifaceted debate among its constituency; and no other organizational fiction combines such a wealth of diverse tale types (suitably recast by the author) as an ever-evolving, many-sided narrative vehicle. As a whole and at its core, Chaucer’s frame tale is both traditional and unprecedented—a judgment that applies equally to all of its contents as well.

VARIETY, TRADITION, AND INNOVATION IN THE TALES

And what about those contents? At one end of the spectrum lies the celebrated General Prologue, the extended dramatis personae that introduces the tale-tellers in swift, deft, and memorable fashion. Chaucer had no specific model for this lively set of portraits, which range from the august and honorific description of the Knight to tongue-in-cheek sketches of the irrepressibly merry Wife of Bath and the dour, scholarly Clerk to complex and contradictory portrayals like that of the unashamedly two-faced Pardoner. But there is more. So many of these unforgettable descriptions depend to some degree on contemporary rhetorical handbooks, the equivalent of medieval recipe books or manuals that contained inventories of conventional scenes, character-types, and rhetorical cues. But did that stereotypical background lead to stale formula writing or hackneyed characterization? Not in the capable hands of Chaucer, who never fails to mold a recognizable scene into something special, to turn stock figures into unique individuals, or to find fresh, suggestive ways to deploy standard rhetorical details in creating “new” characters. And if that weren’t enough for the General Prologue to accomplish, he also uses this living frontispiece to introduce you to its fictional speaker—Chaucer the Pilgrim, who then serves as a naïve, delightful guide and narrative filter not just for the Prologue but for The Canterbury Tales as a whole, and not incidentally tells his own hilariously overblown and artistically negligible tale of “Sir Thopas.” 

This same blend of tradition and innovation across a varied set of story types appears everywhere in the separate tales that follow, but we must be content with a few examples. One of the best-established genres in medieval literature was the fabliau, the brief, bawdy, and comic French form that came to enjoy widespread currency in England.2 But most non-Chaucerian fabliaux depended on relatively limited resources: They usually involved thinly drawn if highly recognizable character types such as promiscuous women with their betrayed mates, and priests with all sorts of moral failings, while the central action was, as many critics have noted, simple and single-stranded. The scene was set quickly, stock figures were deployed, and the inevitable climax ensued without much delay. Against this background of expectation Chaucer has his Miller tell a tale that delves into the psychology of a soon-to-be-cuckolded husband, a more than willing wife, her only too eager paramour, and a preening priest; and at the same time “quites” (revenges) what the Miller sees as the upper-class, over-serious, counter-worldly concerns of the Knight’s tale that immediately precedes his own (just as the Reeve, who gives us another fabliau in the next story, will “quite” the Miller in different ways).Taken together, the first three tales after the General Prologue set a high standard for diversity of tales, tellers, issues, and perspectives. And if the characters, the basic actions, and the dénouement of the Miller’s Tale are expectable enough, the virtuosity with which Chaucer moves far beyond the basic form is not.3

The Franklin’s Tale offers cognate evidence of how the author of The Canterbury Tales manages to invoke familiar and resonant models in the process of creating something new and memorable for its uniqueness. In this case the foundation of the story is a Breton lay, another originally French genre, which typically concerns love-related adventures in a supernatural context of some sort. More precisely, scholars have traced this particular fable to an Italian source, Boccaccio’s Decameron, but once again background is only part of the story. The tale opens with wife Dorigen and husband Arveragus happily married and devoted to each other, a situation threatened by the courtly lover Aurelius, the third leg in the triangle. When Dorigen foolishly agrees to allay his love pains if and only if he manages to remove all of the stones from the shores of Britain (ordinarily a safe bet!), Aurelius secures the assistance of a magician who uses his powers to create the illusion that he has done just that. Surprisingly to some, perhaps, the husband then insists his wife honor her ill-considered promise, and Aurelius responds in kind by releasing her from her verbal contract to become his lover. Typically, Chaucer’s story is familiar in its cast of characters and general tale type (if markedly longer and more developed), and medieval audiences will have recognized the story map in its broad outlines. But Chaucer puts this idiomatic sequence of events into the hands of the Franklin, who responds to the ongoing theme of marital and extramarital relationships in the Tales by proposing his own solution to the often-posed problem of sovereignty in marriage. What matters most, he is saying through his tale, is not who’s in charge but rather how partners can show each other selfless tolerance, goodwill, and generosity. And when the Franklin closes the proceedings with a more-than-rhetorical question addressed to the reader—“Which was the mooste fre, as thynketh you?”—our best response is not to affirm one or another hierarchy of authority but to recognize that an open-minded and trusting democracy “frees” both husband and wife.

CHAUCER AND MEDIEVAL LITERATURE

Because Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales did not exist in a vacuum, it is important to glimpse what else was transpiring over the many centuries of medieval literature and especially during his own fourteenth century. The medieval period begins in England with the coming of the Angles, Saxons, and Jutes to the island, probably about 449 C.E, if we believe the seventh-century historian Bede’s account. But since literacy was rare and narrowly employed for hundreds of years, most of the “literature” we call Old English or Anglo-Saxon stems directly or indirectly from oral tradition, with the major manuscripts dated only to the last third of the tenth century. This means that Beowulf, for example, presumably lived as a told and re-told story before being committed to writing, and that even after the establishment of textual technology, the poets of the Old English period continued to use specialized poetic language and forms that derived from oral tradition. Poems such as “The Seafarer,” which Ezra Pound translated so memorably, or “The Dream of the Cross,” which portrays a heroic Christ modeled on the Germanic warrior, constituted a tightly knit poetic tradition that depended on shared phrases and patterns for its structure and highly resonant art.4

Notwithstanding their historical relationship, Old English literature (roughly 450–1100 C.E) is surprisingly discontinuous with Middle English literature (1100–1500 C.E), leaving Chaucer and his contemporaries with much more of a debt to continental than to earlier “English” literature. The reasons for this discontinuity are primarily linguistic and cultural. At root, English belongs to the Germanic family of Indo-European languages, but it underwent enormous changes in the centuries immediately preceding Chaucer’s time. What the Angles and Saxons brought to England looks and sounds much more like modern German than modern English. Conventionally called “Old English” or “Anglo-Saxon,” it was already influenced to various degrees by Latin during the Roman occupation, and by Old Norse, the language of the Viking invaders. After William the Conqueror’s victory over King Harold II at the Battle of Hastings in 1066, however, Norman French culture began to enter the picture as a major and continuous force, introducing French word stock, sounds, and literary forms.

As a result of the Norman Conquest and all that it engendered, the next stage of our language, called “Middle English” (1100–1500), looked and sounded very different from Anglo-Saxon. For one thing, it was more a collection of dialects than a single uniform language.5 Five dialects arose, each of them supporting well-known literary works: Northern (e.g., John Barbour’s Bruce), Southern (the anonymous Owl and the Nightingale), Kentish (the Ayenbite of Inwyt), West Midland (Sir Gawain and the Green Knight, Pearl, and William Langland’s Piers Plowman), and East Midland ( John Gower’s Confessio Amantis, and, above all, the works of Geoffrey Chaucer). In time, the East Midland dialect eventually produced the London standard that was to become the basis of today’s English. Chaucer’s language is the direct ancestor of the English we speak. 

CHAUCER’S OWN WORKS

As a well-informed literary person of his time and a well-traveled man of the world, Chaucer used his experience with Latin, French, Italian, and English literature to craft an extensive and heterogeneous body of work. Besides The Canterbury Tales, his other major achievement was the courtly romance entitled Troilus and Criseyde, the much-adapted tragic tale of the Trojan prince and his lover Criseyde that was also to become Shakespeare’s Troilus and Cressida. As almost always, Chaucer’s poem has a clear source: again Boccaccio, this time Il Filostrato, a so-called historical romance in its own right. But Chaucer tells the story not only at considerable length (five books totaling more than 8,000 lines arranged in rhyme royal stanzas, or ABABBCC), but more importantly in significant depth. His characterization of the two principals, Priam’s honorable son Troilus and the much-beleaguered, noble Criseyde, as well as of the intermediary Pandarus (source of the pejorative verb “pander”), far outstrips his immediate source in Boccaccio or Benoît de Sainte-Maure’s Roman de Troie, an even earlier French version of the story. And, in addition to summoning classical and medieval conventions appropriate to the genre, he instills in his characters—most especially Criseyde—a psychological texture and complexity unique in the medieval period. We wonder with her about the place of courtly love in society, about what loyalty and freedom mean in trying times, about the price of honor and trust within an unstable environment, and we agonize with Troilus on many of the same scores. In Troilus and Criseyde Chaucer presents us with a living digest of contemporary fourteenth-century issues clothed in classical garb, and not incidentally with a collection of universal, timeless human problems with which we can readily identify today.

Among Chaucer’s other works, the most frequently read and written about are probably The Book of the Duchess, The House of Fame, and The Parliament of Fowls, which share the same story type but tackle quite different contemporary issues (that are once again universal human concerns as well). He also completed a partial translation of Jean de Meun’s and Guillaume de Lorris’s hugely influential (and likewise unfinished) Romance of the Rose,6  arguably the most important source work, across languages and cultures, of the later Middle Ages. The Book of the Duchess is a dream vision, one of the most common medieval story forms, that packs an allegorical punch, portraying a courtly love relationship between a black knight and his paramour, a lady named White. Also a dream vision, The House of Fame depends more on Latin and Italian precursors (principally Virgil, Ovid, and Dante) than on French models, though it uses the same framing strategy of a reader falling asleep while perusing a book. Apparently unfinished, this highly derivative and yet highly original poem discusses the nature of reputation and achievement through the dreamer’s experience in the temple of Venus and houses of Fame and Rumor. The Parliament of Fowls presents yet another dream vision initiated by a reader nodding off, this time over the Somnium Scipionis (The Dream of Scipio) by the Roman author Cicero. Scipio Africanus, the celebrated Roman general who defeated Hannibal, then guides Chaucer’s dreamer on a journey that culminates at a parliament in which competing birds choose their mates and argue their own worthiness. Using the well-known medieval strategy of imaging human actions and speech by referral to the animal world, Chaucer opts to let the upper-echelon competition end without any of the three competing tercel eagles (the males) winning the formel, but Nature intervenes and the lower-caste birds go ahead with their choices while spring erupts and the dreamer wakes. We’re reminded of the General Prologue’s time index for spring, fertility, and the start of the Canterbury pilgrimage: when “the sun, still young in the sky, / Compels small birds to sing their melodies, / Creatures who sleep at night with open eyes” (lines 7–9).

MAJOR CRITICAL TRENDS AND INTERPRETATIONS

As might be expected, an author as accomplished as Chaucer, with as broad and varied a repertoire as his, has inspired numerous different approaches to understanding and interpreting The Canterbury Tales and his other works. Two of the most basic address the double identity of the Tales as an oral performance and a medieval manuscript. Betsy Bowden’s Chaucer Aloud is a unique guide to understanding the roots of the pilgrimage poem as a performed event, and includes recordings of thirty-two alternate performances of three passages from the poem, while Carl Lindahl’s Earnest Games lays bare some crucial folkloric patterns to counterbalance literary theories and return Chaucer to his composite medieval milieu. On the other side of the media divide, which was not as severe or exclusive in Chaucer’s day as in our own, Ralph Hanna provides a readable introduction to what we can make of the Ellesmere and Hengwyrt manuscripts, the two principal textual sources for the editions of the Tales that have been assembled by scholars.7 

Other perspectives on Chaucer and his art have included longstanding attention to philosophy,8 especially Boethius’s Consolation of Philosophy (dated about 524), and to the plethora of sources and analogues for his various works. Interested readers can consult Alastair Minnis’s Chaucer and Pagan Antiquity, James Wimsatt’s Chaucer and His French Contemporaries, and David Wallace’s Chaucer and the Early Writings of Boccaccio to get some idea of the comparative context, and any first-rate edition of the Tales also includes apposite information on sources and analogues. But it is well to warn that, as noted above, models and correspondences are only half of the story: What Chaucer does with these shared traditions to make them his own remains a crucial aspect of the remarkable chemistry that characterizes his art.

In recent years the approach called “new historicism,” pioneered by Lee Patterson,9 has won wide acclaim and application. This perspective seeks to imagine how Chaucer’s poetry can be understood from within its fourteenth-century historical context, yet without abandoning the tools of textual studies, linguistics, and even formalism. The challenge is “that if we can understand his poetry in something of the way in which he might have understood it himself, it can teach us more about ourselves than our immersion in our own modernity hides from us.”10 Toward that end, study of the late fourteenth century—not only its principal literary figures and works but also the network of real-life social concerns that served as their platform—can only enrich our reading of the Tales.

Another important strand of current critical thought is gender studies, which has sought to shake off conventional and unexamined notions about authors and their literary creations in favor of considering frequently ignored issues and problems associated with gender identity and interaction. Relatively early, Priscilla Martin’s Chaucer’s Women offered the first full-length consideration of women in a number of Chaucer’s poems, and more recently Jill Mann’s Feminizing Chaucer and Alcuin Blamires’s Chaucer, Ethics, and Gender have more deeply theorized the discussion. 

On the centuries-long history of reception, the grand and complex “tale” of Chaucer criticism from the medieval to the postmodern period, Stephanie Trigg’s Congenial Souls provides an excellent guide. Companions to Chaucer in general or specifically on the Tales range from topic-oriented and thematic,11 to broad-based and multi-focused,12 to an A–Z dictionary of Chauceriana,13 to a comprehensive collection of essays that includes information on Chaucer’s reputation and influence in later centuries.14 The Wikipedia article on The Canterbury Tales offers general information and links to many resources (including audio clips and external resources), and the continuously updated online bibliography published by the New Chaucer Society provides a searchable, annotated, and convenient resource.

RAFFEL’S TALES

For this reader, the genius of Chaucer has always resided most fundamentally in his thoroughgoing and delightful readability. Beyond the secondary activities of analysis, source hunting, critical interpretations, and the like, the Canterbury Tales presents a uniquely memorable experience rooted in their author’s deft touch, lyric voice, human sensibility, citizen-of-the-world awareness, and unmatched sense of humor. To put it another way, no matter how weighty the superficial or underlying issues, no matter how complex the philosophy or religion or science associated with his subject, Chaucer has a knack for conveying his vision of humanity and how the world works, and for doing so with brilliant simplicity and grace. He doesn’t keep us at arm’s length, creating distance between reader and author; instead, he draws us in, speaks to us directly, and communicates sincerely (even when he’s clearly pulling our leg).

To his great credit, that’s just what Burton Raffel does with his and Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales. Reflecting the quick, nimble movement of Chaucer’s verse, the translator performs his own literary miracle by constructing an intelligible medieval world for the reader to explore. He uses modern English versions of Middle English words whenever and wherever he can, but doesn’t shrink from updating or simply adjusting vocabulary and phrasing to keep his fictive universe linguistically whole and believable. Lavish descriptions are rendered lavishly but without resorting to artifice; sententious remarks sound appropriately hollow or arresting. At a fundamental level, the narrator’s comments on the lively proceedings come across just as naïve and ironic (and many of Chaucer the pilgrim’s comments are both at the same time) as in the original text, while the dueling interchanges among characters ring true to the Canterbury pilgrims’ descriptions, diverse life experiences, and actual words. In short, Raffel’s storytelling sounds like Chaucer’s storytelling—so much so that Tales in this volume could and should be brought to life by reading them aloud, a practice to be strongly encouraged whether the audience is a literature class, one’s friends or family, or even oneself.

So, then: Is reading this translation precisely the same experience as reading Chaucer inside his East Midlands dialect of Middle English and within the “indigenous” context of late fourteenth-century literature and culture? Of course not—that’s a categorical impossibility. But Raffel has succeeded in creating a masterful facsimile, a crystal-clear window on the Tales world that allows us to appreciate its medieval character and context, its twenty-first century relevance, and thereby its timeless vitality. Unless and until you decide to make a personal pilgrimage through the original-language text, Burton Raffel’s translation will provide far the best available realization of Chaucer’s signature art.
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TRANSLATOR’S FOREWORD

Literary classics do not change their language. But the languages in which they were composed are constantly changing. Homer’s Greek, dating from about 800 BCE, remains Homer’s Greek, but even a native speaker of modern Greek cannot read the classical form of his language without having studied it.

And the same thing is true of classical works written in English. The oldest surviving poem in our language, now titled “Caedmon’s Hymn,” looks like this:



	Nu scyuln herigean
	 
	heofonrices weard,

	meotodes meahte
	 
	and his modgethanc,

	weorc wuldorfæder,
	 
	swa he wundra gehwæs,

	ece drihten,
	 
	or onstealde.

	He ærest sceop
	 
	eaorthan bearnum

	heoofon to hrofe,
	 
	halig scyppend;

	tha middangeard
	 
	moncynnes weard,

	ece drihten,
	 
	æfter teode

	firum foldan,
	 
	frea ælmihtig.






This stage of our language is called Old English, and it might almost as well be Greek. I translated this poem in 1960:



Now sing the glory of God, the King

Of Heaven, our Father’s power and His perfect

Labor, the world’s conception, worked

In miracles as eternity’s Lord made

The beginning. First the heavens were formed as a roof

For men, and then the holy Creator, 

Eternal Lord and protector of souls,

Shaped our earth, prepared our home,

The almighty Master, our Prince, our God.





Old English evolved into Middle English, that evolution being quickened and changed by the Norman Conquest of 1066. Some Middle English poems looked like this:



Sithen the sege and the assaut watz sesed at Troye, 

The borg brittened and brent to brondez and askez, 

The tulk that the trammes of tresoun ther wrogt,

Watz tried for his treacherie, the trewest on erthe . . .





This is the opening of Sir Gawain and the Green Knight (c.1375–1500; the author is unknown). There is no need to translate it here. I offer it only as a language specimen, and plainly the language looks more like ours than Old English does but remains almost as hard to decipher.



	In a somer sesun
	 
	whon softe was the sonne,

	I schop me in-to a schroud
	 
	a scheep as I were;

	In habite of an hermite
	 
	un-holy of werkes,

	Wende I wydene in this world
	 
	wonders to here.






And this is the opening of Piers Plowman, by William Langland (the poem dates from c.1367–86; Langland lived from c.1330–86). Like Sir Gawain and the Green Knight, this is a poem that has long since been readable only by the learnèd, or in translation.

Yet as late as 1944, when I first read Chaucer (c.1343–1400), his language was not considered excessively difficult. A passage like the following, which my classmates and I were required to memorize, was certainly different from what we ordinarily read, but by no means impenetrable:



Whan that Aprill with his shoures soote

The droghte of March hath perced to the roote, 

And bathed every veyne in swich licour

Of which vertu engendred is the flour;

Whan Zephirus eeke with his sweete breeth

Inspired hath in every holt and heeth

The tender croppes, and the yonge sonne

Hath in the Ram his halve cours yronne,

And smale foweles maken melodye,

That slepen al the nyght with open ye

(So priketh hem nature in his corages),

Thanne longen folk to goon on pilgrimages . . .





These are the opening lines of the long, unfinished poem here translated, Chaucer’s The Canterbury Tales. There are unfamiliar words, and the metrics—the poetic movement—are not at all clear. (Englishmen as late as the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries could not follow Chaucer’s metrics, and thought him a brilliant but crude poet.) Still, native speakers of English, as recently as the first half of the twentieth century, were not particularly uncomfortable with Chaucer’s difficulties. Time has, however, continued to move on, and our language has moved with it. As is always the case, what was is now no more.

And that is why I have translated The Canterbury Tales.

I have tried to give as much of the effect of Chaucer’s poetry as I could. I have often borrowed Chaucer’s words and even his rhymes. Indeed, I have borrowed them whenever it was linguistically possible to do so. But the sound of Chaucer is no more reproducible in modern English than is the sound of Homer, or even the sound of Caedmon, whose language was Old, not Modern, English. Chaucer’s syntax—that is, the arrangement and structure of his sentences—is sometimes like ours and sometimes it is not. To insert the syntax of his Middle English into a Modern English translation would destroy whatever poetic integrity and value the translation might have. This is equally a problem with Chaucer’s grammar—that is, the form and shape of his words—and I have been obliged to treat this too as a line I cannot allow my translation to cross.

For as I have been saying, and writing, for half a century: A translation is not the original which it translates, nor can it ever be. If you want and have the opportunity to master Chaucer in the original, by all means do so. He is by universal assent one of the three greatest poets in all of premodern English poetry, the other two being Shakespeare, who is the greatest, and Milton, who is either just behind or just ahead of Chaucer. But if you do not have the opportunity, or the time, or the impulse to master Chaucer’s poetry in its original language, I think you can see and appreciate much of his greatness in these pages. I am myself a poet—but Chaucer is far better than I am. I have no desire to compete with him, or to rewrite his poem. Here in these pages is as much as I have been able to bring out of Chaucer’s fourteenth-century poem and into our language. I hope he is still well worth reading, even in translation.

ABOUT THIS TEXT

A translator is, almost by definition, in the position of an editor. But it is in his own language where he thus operates, not in the language of the author. There are many reliable editions of Chaucer’s Middle English poetry. (I have here worked chiefly from F. N. Robinson, The Works of Geoffrey Chaucer, 2nd ed. Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1961.; I have also, from time to time, consulted a variety of other editions, including the updated version of Robinson’s text, a by-many-hands edition from the same publisher, edited in 2000 primarily by Larry D. Benson.) But none of the printed texts of The Canterbury Tales can truly be called “complete,” because (a) Chaucer never finished the poem, and (b) Chaucer did not prepare a full, consecutive grouping of what he lived to finish. There are many manuscripts, written by many different hands; some manuscripts overlap with others, but some do not. (The best short overview of this is E. T. Donaldson, “The Manuscripts of Chaucer’s Works and Their Use,” in Geoffrey Chaucer, ed. by Derek Brewer. Ohio University Press, 1975, pp. 85–108.)

The scholarly consensus is that, when carefully collated and compared, there is a basic set of nine fundamental “fragments.” Since this book is a translation from rather than an edition of the poem, I have not indicated where one fragment leaves off and another begins. Editions of the Middle English text often lineate from one fragment to the next—that is, numbering consecutively, straight through from the start of a fragment to the end of that fragment, repeating the process with each fragment. This is a somewhat risky business, since not all editors agree on the proper ordering of the fragments. Accordingly, I have lineated from the beginning of each tale to that tale’s end and then started again with the tale that follows. Although I have been unable to match my translation, line by line, with the original—the syntax of Modern English does not always line up with that of Middle English—I have tried to match overall line length quite closely. The huge “Knight’s Tale,” e.g., is 2,248 lines as Chaucer wrote it, and 2,249 lines in this translation.

Translations do, however, present important editorial issues. The word “manciple,” for example, is used by Chaucer fairly often; one of the tales belongs to the character thus named. But of a hundred native speakers of English, I doubt that even one will know the word’s meaning. I have therefore changed “manciple” into “provisioner”—not exactly a thing of beauty, but unobnoxious as well as readily understandable. Comprehension by modern readers is the key. I have for the same reason changed “reeve” to “steward” and retitled Chaucer’s Pardoner as “the Pardon-Peddler.” Again, since virtually no one, today, understands what a “canon” is, or what he does, or even where he does it, and much the same may be said of a “yeoman,” I have translated “The Canon’s Yeoman’s Prologue” and “The Canon’s Yeoman’s Tale” into “Prologue of the Cleric-Magician’s Servant” and “Tale of the Cleric-Magician’s Servant.” 

I use the word “cleric,” here and elsewhere, rather than the Middle English “clerk,” a word that is sprinkled all up and down Chaucer’s pages (and pronounced to rhyme with “clark”), because (1) a “canon” was a cathedral official, and a priest, and (2) Middle English “clerk” has two basic meanings, only the secondary one of which has survived into our day. “Clerk,” in Chaucer’s work, is primarily used to mean someone who has studied to become a priest. This primary meaning, unfortunately, has sunk into the darkness of history, at least in common usage. Again, it is only the secondary meaning—someone who does secretarial and similar lower-level work—which the word “clerk” conveys, in our time.

In “The Miller’s Tale,” this happens to be Chaucer’s meaning, too, and so in that tale, at least, a Middle English “clerk” can be allowed to remain a Modern English “clerk.” But “the clerk of Oxenford” cannot, today, be so labeled—and thus he and all the other “clerks” like him have become, in these pages, “clerics.” 

Some larger issues in the translation of poetry, especially the handling of form (couplets, rime royal, etc.), are relatively simple to describe but exceedingly difficult to analyze. If I were asked, for example, why rime royal in “The Cleric’s Tale” is in this translation rhymed more tightly, and thus more properly, than is the same form in “The Man of Law’s Tale,” I would have to say something like, “Well, ‘The Cleric’s Tale’ is a better poem.’ ” But what does that mean? Shouldn’t a less powerful, more loosely structured poem be easier, and not harder, to deal with, even in matters formal? I don’t know the answer to that question. I would guess that somehow the translator, and thus the translation, has been influenced for the better by the taut rhetoric of “The Cleric’s Tale,” as well as by the Middle English poem’s fuller and more fluent adherence to the demands of rime royal. (There is more poetic “cheating” in “The Man of Law’s Tale”—but that is no subject for a brief foreword.) Talk about evasive generalities! Or, as my mother often used to say to me, “If you ask a silly question, don’t be surprised when you get a silly answer.” 

Punctuation is a smaller and much more readily explained translation issue. Standards in such matters change, over time, and the blunt fact is that, frequently, punctuation does not exist, or is distinctly fragmentary, in older manuscripts like those of Chaucer’s work. Modern editors of Chaucer have been obliged to supply most of the punctuation in their editions. I have frequently had to do the same thing, but for very different reasons. Punctuation is a set of signals, designed to enhance reader comprehension. But the grammar (the general rules of a language) of Chaucer’s English is, not surprisingly, in significant ways unlike English grammar today. And the syntax (the arrangement of words in an utterance/ sentence) has become perhaps even less similar. In this translation’s punctuation and syntax, accordingly, I have had to set out acceptable (“readable”) modern punctuation for a syntactically (as well as lexically) unmodern text. These are minor but knotty issues, and I want to do no more here than present the problems. I have solved them, to the extent that I have been successful, on the battlefield, not on a blackboard or in my study. That is to say, this translation has been punctuated by the particular needs of a specific sentence or phrase, and not by traditional principles—which are, in any case, extremely variable, there being no single standard principle for modern English punctuation.

I have tried, with some consistency, to quietly translate Latin phrases (and some Latin sentences) into English. The Latin items I did not so translate—for a considerable range of reasons—are not many, and they are available to the reader in the Notes section at the end of this book.

This being a translation from Middle English into our Modern language, I have not provided an elaborate guide to pronunciation—as editors of Chaucer’s Middle English must do. For many words adapted from other languages, however, I have used a superscript sign (i.e., a mark placed over a vowel, as in Áve María) to indicate where stress should fall. I have sometimes used the same sign to indicate proper stress in less familiar words, as for example “márinér.” I have employed the traditional sign used in “silent e” words, when a particular silent e is meant to be no longer silent (as in “cursèd”). This is a messy solution to a historically created situation: please take it simply on faith that I know what I’m doing.

TRANSLATING CHAUCER’S PROSE

Roughly a quarter of The Canterbury Tales is prose, not poetry. Prose is employed in two not entirely readable tales, “The Tale of Melibee” and—the longest segment of the entire volume—“The Parson’s Tale.” 

Chaucer is a very great poet, the equal of every poet writing in our language, with the single exception of Shakespeare. But in the fourteenth century, English was just beginning to assert itself as the national tongue. After the Norman Conquest of 1066, although the common folk continued to speak English, no one else of consequence used anything but French. French was the language of the king’s court; it was the language of all the law courts—a situation that lasted until the fifteenth century; it was the language of diplomacy, of high-order commerce, and certainly of high society. 

In short, English had more or less gone underground. There are steadily increasing quantities of poetry, in English, which on the surviving record show continual progress toward standardization, particularly in the half century before Chaucer’s time. Chaucer had a good deal to build on and to work with, in poetry. He did not, for example, invent the basic iambic pentameter metric, but he is surely its full and brilliant polisher, its shaper and standardizer. But there are only scattered scraps of prose, in English, mostly commercial and legal of nature. Latin, of course, had remained the language of the Church and of men of learning. However, in the thirteenth and, conclusively, in the fourteenth century, the English king and his lords were forced to choose between England and France. That is, the growing power of the hitherto weak French kings allowed him to make Englishmen choose either landownership and citizenship in France alone, or landownership and citizenship in England alone. Dual and simultaneous landownership and citizenship in both countries was now abolished, at least as to Englishmen’s land and citizenship rights in France. After almost half a millennium of ever more comfortable rule and occupation, following on the Norman Conquest of 1066, the heirs of the Norman conquerors were without exception more “at home” in England than in France. They unanimously chose to retain their English holdings, though for many years they fought, ultimately without success, to regain their French lands and citizenship.

It would be an oversimplification to say that they then wholeheartedly embraced the English language as well as England. But by Chaucer’s time (c.1342–1400), and especially under the rule of Chaucer’s “patron,” Richard II (king from 1377–1399), English had more or less inevitably become the language of choice. So familiar and powerfully entrenched were many French words, however, that over fifty thousand of them found their way into English. And so persistently ambivalent were the English that, although Chaucer wrote almost exclusively in English, his contemporary and friend John Gower (c.1330–1408) began his poetic career by writing in French, and then in Latin, and only toward the end of his long career did he finally turn to English.

Poetry is a universal form of utterance, existing in every culture of which we have knowledge, living or dead. Prose is not universal, since it comes into existence only when a culture and its language turn to written expression. (Poetry, in all the languages we know of, has begun as an oral form; we believe that Homer, one of the greatest of all the world’s poets, the equal of Shakespeare and Dante, neither did nor could himself record his work on the written page.) Neither all cultures nor all languages have written forms—and when they do it takes time for those forms to stabilize, and even longer for them to excel. I do not refer simply to spelling issues, which are serious enough, but to the much larger and infinitely more difficult issues of grammar, syntax, and—at last—what we can loosely call “style and form.” These stabilizations and standardizations had not yet occurred in Chaucer’s time, and most of his prose is at best undistinguished, and sometimes plainly bad—that is, clumsy, ungraceful, and distinctly hard to follow. Nor does Chaucer as a writer of prose ever achieve anything like the brilliance of English’s first great writer of prose, Thomas Malory, who died in 1471 (his dates, like his precise identity, are uncertain). The difference in time between the two writers is almost a century; the difference in prose quality—again, because of the very different cultural and linguistic matrix in which each of them worked—is enormous. English prose developed quickly, from a long-range perspective: those who followed Malory are legion. But the boat had left port before Chaucer ever had the chance to board it.

Translation is not supposed either to worsen or to improve what it tries to re-create. Change is obviously unavoidable, but quality—ideally—should be pretty much the same. Oddly, though it is frequently impossible for a translator to equal the author he translates, in the case of Chaucer’s prose the difficulty lies in avoiding improvement. I have tried to be fair both to the modern reader and to my manifestly struggling fourteenth-century author. It may well be that, once upon a time, Chaucer’s prose was as wholly readable, even pleasing, as literary prose tends to be today. I doubt that anyone truly knows. But all the same, Caveat lector—Reader be warned!
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GENERAL PROLOGUE

When April arrives, and with his sweetened showers

Drenches dried-up roots, gives them power

To stir dead plants and sprout the living flowers

That spring has always spread across these fields,

And the God of Winds then blows his gentle seeds      5

In every wood and heath of England, feeding

Tender crops, as the sun, still young in the sky,

Compels small birds to sing their melodies,

Creatures who sleep at night with open eyes

(Exactly as Nature frames their lives’ short ages).      10

Then people think of holy pilgrimages,

Pilgrims dream of setting foot on far-off

Lands, or worship at distant shrines, their thoughts

Reaching for grace, as holy teachers taught them.

And mostly, from everywhere in England, theyhurry      15

To the blessèd ancient town of Canterbury,

To worship the martyred spirit of Thomas à Beckett,

Who’d helped so many, lying deadly sick.

And as it happened, in that traveling time,

I came to Southwark, ready in heart and mind      20

To begin a lengthy journey. While awaiting

Morning, in Tabard Inn, anticipating

My day, a group of travelers of every sort

Arrived, who’d joined together as they walked

And rode. Turned good friends, they now proceeded      25

On as one, a band of pilgrims indeed,

Intending to worship Thomas at Canterbury.

The inn had rooms aplenty, and stable stalls

For all, and we were more than comfortable.

And soon, before the sun had gone to rest      30

I’d talked to each of them, and none I met

Took long to be my friend. We all agreed

To rise up early, next morning, knowing the need

To start out quickly, meaning to travel far.

But while I still have time and space, before      35

I move along in my tale, it seems to me best

To tell you, now, just how my fellow guests

Appeared, to curious eyes, and what I took them

To be, what they wore and how they looked

And talked, both high and low, these twenty men      40

And women with whom I meant to travel. So then

I begin, which seems both proper and right, with our Knight.

He was a knight indeed, a worthy man,

Who from the very moment he first began

To ride, searching adventure, held chivalry      45

In his heart, and honor and truth, and courtesy

And grace. He fought a noble war for his lord,

Riding hard and far, wielding his sword

In Christian lands as well as pagan ground,

Honored as worthy, in every place he was found.      50

When Alexandria fell, he was there. How often

He sat at the table’s head, most honored of men

From every nation, even in far-off Prussia!

He’d fought in Lithuania, and in Russia,

Harder and longer than any nobleman there.      55

He’d fought in Granada, and at the siege of Algecir,

He’d gone to Belmarin, on Moorish shores.

He’d ridden to Ayas, in distant Armenian wars,

And helped to win Attalia. His sword was raised

In Christian wars around the Mediterranean      60

Sea. He’d fought in fifteen deadly campaigns,

Fought fierce Muslims at Tlemcen, challenged thrice

And three times killed the bravest Arab knights.

This worthy man had once been known to fight

Side by side with Turkish Palatine lords      65

Against the armies of other heathen swords,

Everywhere known for noble spirit and worth.

But brave as he was, never free with his words,

Cautious and careful as any proper girl.

Never in all his life had he been churlish      70

Or mean to any creature on earth—a true,

A graceful, perfectly noble knight. But you

Should also know (speaking of how he looked)

Though his horse was good, not lame or crook-backed,

It was hardly showy. His long armored shirt      75

And cotton tunic were thoroughly spattered and dirty,

For he was not long home from another war:

Forgiveness for sin was what a pilgrim sought.

Riding with him, his Squire, his bold young son,

Prepared for knighthood, but love had long since won him:      80

His hair lay curled, as if all ironed in place.

I guess he was twenty years old, from the look of his face.

Not either tall or short, somewhere between,

Agile, always in motion, strong as a beam.

He’d ridden with his father, on cavalry raids      85

In Flanders, Artois, and Picardy, and made

Himself useful, working hard to build a name

And have his lady think him already famous.

His clothes were embroidered up and down, and bright

As meadows full of fresh flowers, red and white.      90

He sang or played along on his flute all day,

As fresh to see as any month of May.

His flowing shirt was long, its sleeves were wide.

He sat like a practiced horseman, he knew how to ride.

He was quick at making songs, each matched with poems;      95

His sword hand was deft; he danced, and drew, and wrote.

His passion burned so hot that he closed his eyes

No more than a nightingale, and as hotly he cried.

Gracious and humble, his voice was soft, he was pleased

To serve. At table he carved his father’s meat.      100

A Yeoman also served the knight, but no

One more, for pilgrimages were not for show.

This yeoman’s coat and hood were forest green.

Under his leather belt he wore a sheaf

Of peacock-feather arrows, and used them well:      105

Made by himself, they did not droop or melt

In heat or rain, standing stiff and ready.

He carried loose in his hand a mighty, heavy

Bow. His hair was cropped, his skin was brown.

He knew the forest just as he knew his home.      110

A bright protective guard was wrapped around

His arm, and a sword and shield were hung, both down

One side, a shining dagger hanging on

The other, sharp as a spear and beautifully mounted.

He wore a silver Christopher, saint      115

Of woodsmen, on his breast; his horn had a centure

Green as the trees. This was a hunter indeed.

We had a Nun, a prioress, whose speech

And smile were mild and unpretentious. Her strongest

Exclamation was “Oh, by Saint Augústine!”      120

Her name was Madame Honeysuckle. Holy

Prayers and songs she sang most soulfully,

Chanting through her nose, in proper style,

Much like her full and flowing French, acquired

From English teachers at Stratford on the Bow,      125

For French as spoken in Paris she did not know.

Around the dinner table her manners were splendid:

Nothing she put in her mouth fell out, descended;

She never allowed a finger to sink in the sauce;

She knew how to pluck up food and carry morsels      130

So not a drop would fall upon her breast.

Courtesy was what she loved the best.

Before she drank she wiped her upper lip

So clean that food and grease could never stick

To her cup, where nothing but moisture could ever be seen.      135

She helped herself to meat with immense discretion.

And clearly she liked to laugh, and did so often,

With obvious pleasure, graceful, lady-like,

Working hard to appear amused, but of striking

Dignity and courtly importance, worthy      140

Of highest churchly reverence. Earthly

Sorrows pained her over-sensitive heart

So deeply that moved by pity, torn apart

By seeing a mouse caught in a trap, dead

Or bleeding, she barely controlled the tears she shed.      145

She kept a pack of tiny dogs, and fed them

Roasted meat, or milk and fine white bread.

How desperately she wept if one had died,

Or if some man had kicked it on the sly.

Her life was shaped by a sensitive, tender heart.      150

The wimple she wore was carefully ironed, and smart.

Her nose was straight, her eyes were green as glass,

Her mouth quite small, but soft, and red surpassing

Nature. And eyes to hair was a very long distance:

Her forehead a full nine inches, you could not miss it,      155

And no one could ever take her for thin and slender.

Her cloak, I saw, was truly rich, resplendent.

A pair of coral prayer beads was strung around

Her arm, great beads as green as anywhere found,

And hanging from them a brooch of the brightest gold,      160

Inscribed with a crownèd A and then a bold

Amor vincit omnia: Love Conquers All.

Another Nun, her secretary, followed

Along. Her flock also included three priests.

And then there was a Monk, a hunter in chief,      165

Daily riding out of his monastery,

A manly man, equipped with an equerry

Of fine, expensive horses, kept in his stable,

And when he rode out, all ears were easily able

To hear the bells on the bridle, ringing across      170

A whistling wind, like bells tolling on a house

Of prayer. This lordly monk was absolute head

Of a separate cell, and much preferred to let

The strict and ancient Benedictine Rule

Go sliding by; he favored the brand-new school,      175

Open to all that grew up high in this world.

He’d never give a well-plucked chicken for words

Declaring hunters were not holy men,

Nor that a monk ignoring rules of his Order

Was much like a fish that’s taken out of water—      180

In short, a monk parading out of his cloister.

O that was a text, he said, not worth an oyster!

Which seems to me a very sane opinion.

Why should he study, bound by monkish dominion,

His nose forever in books, or like some minion      185

Of peasant stock, shoving a shovel in the dirt

As Saint Augústine commanded? The world must be served!

Let Aúgustine have the sweaty work he deserves.

Hunting on horseback was a monkish rule by right!

He owned greyhounds swift as birds in flight.      190

Tracking and running down a fleeing hare

Was everything he wanted, he’d never spare

Expense. His sleeves, I saw, were trimmed at the hand

With lovely gray fur, the finest in the land.

In order to fasten his hood beneath his chin      195

He’d made, of purest gold, a fine-worked pin,

And at the bottom he’d tied a love-knot. His head

Was bald, gleaming bright as glass and, whether

He oiled himself or not, he looked anointed.

He was a very fat lord, strong, well-jointed;      200

His large eyes rolled around, protruding, seeming

To steam like fire beneath a cauldron. The sheen

On his boots showed them supple, his horse was fantastic.

Now this was surely a first-rate ecclesiastic,

Not pale and wan, no deeply troubled ghost.      205

A swan sweltering in fat was his favorite roast.

The palfrey he rode was brown as any berry.

There was a Friar, a sportive man, and merry,

A licensed beggar and a festive fellow.

No one in monastic orders was as mellow,      210

Fond of gossip and every form of perfumed

Speech. He set up many weddings, assuming

Costs, making marriage easy for girls

He’d been fond of. This was surely a shining pearl

Of a friar! Property owners, men of wealth,      215

Especially loved and entertained him well,

As did all proper matrons in the town,

For as he said himself, he was the crown

Of confessors, able to listen, then free from sin

Better than any mere priest, for he was in      220

A licensed order. He heard confessions sweetly,

His absolutions were soft and pleasant, meting out

Penance and gentle punishment, when he knew

Gifts and presents they’d give him were pleasant too.

Rewarding poor and faithful friars is a sign      225

Of good confession, a soul devoutly refined:

As the friar boasted, a man with open hands

Showed repentance had fallen upon a man,

For many are so hard of heart they cannot

Weep, even when body and mind are sore.      230

Behold, he said: this is what friars are for.

Why bother weeping and prayering when far, far more

Is accomplished by giving? He stuffed his cape with knives

And pins, generous presents for good-looking wives,

Offering gifts with a cheerful, tuneful voice,      235

For the man could carry a tune and pluck fine noise

From a lute. His stock of ballads was overflowing.

With a neck as white as fleur-de-lys, he could throw

Bullies to the ground, protecting the poor and weak.

He knew the taverns in every town, speaking      240

On intimate terms with barmaids and those who owned inns,

Better received than beggars or lepers had been.

And why should such a man as he, given

Position and powers like his, seek out such painful

And loathsome people? Wretches like that would stain      245

His reputation. And who could rise in this world,

Friendly with those who were only poor and worthless,

Rather than those who bought and sold good food?

Wherever profit seemed to grow from acquaintance,

He spoke most humbly, performed his courtesy dance.      250

No man alive could be so efficacious

And holy; no friar in his order had made

So much from so little. Exclusive license paid for,

No other friar intruded. A widow who hadn’t a shoe

Never resisted his pleasant “How are you?”      255

And handed over a penny, before he left.

He gained much more than he would ever spend.

He dallied with women like boys playing with puppies.

And legal arbitration was a sport he played tough in.

This wasn’t a penniless scholar, with threadbare cape:      260

He carried himself like a master, his manner papal.

His own short cape was woven of double twisted

Wool, round as a bell fresh from its fitted

Mold. He made himself lisp, to seem more lofty

And make his English words sing more softly.      265

Adding a few choice chords to a song he’d sung,

His eyes would twinkle, bright as stars hung

In the sky, across the darkness of a frosty night.

This excellent licensed beggar was called Huberd.

There was a Merchant, wearing a forkèd beard.      270

Dressed in many colors, he sat high on his horse.

A beavered hat from Flanders sat across

His head, his boots were blessed with handsome buckles.

He mouthed opinions like men who do not truckle

With fools, careful to tell the world of his wealth.      275

He wished the sea were safe from pirates and stealth

From Holland over to the English shore.

He knew what foreign coins were worth, and more.

This was a man playing the game with his head:

No one knew how deep he stood in debt,      280

So dignified and stately he proceeded,

Bargaining, and always wheeling and dealing.

He was a worthy man, and worth his fame,

But truth to tell, I never knew his name.

There also was a Cleric, a scholar at Oxford,      285

Steeped in philosophy’s depths. His worthy horse

Resembled a rake, and the learned scholar himself

Was hardly fat, though rich in spirit, and healthy.

He seemed half hollow, which lent him a somber air.

The jacket he wore was old and long since threadbare,      290

For all his knowledge he’d won no scholar’s reward,

His otherworldliness left him half-starved.

Clearly, he’d rather have beside his bed

Some twenty books, all bound in black and red,

Of Aristotle and his philosophy      295

Than velvet clothing, fiddles, or fine and sweet- 

Tuned harps. Although he’d studied alchemy,

His money box contained no gold. Whatever

He got from friends he spent on books and never

Broke off reading, except to earnestly pray      300

For the souls of those providing him the way

To stay at Oxford, his heart so set on study

He could not waste much time on anybody

Or anything else. He didn’t say much, although

His words were always courteous, not slow      305

At all, but full of good sense, which men most need.

Goodness and virtue were start and end of his speech.

And gladly would he learn and gladly teach.

A Man of Law was there, a man of caution

And wisdom, often seen in halls and courts      310

Of London. Dignified and courteous, rich

In high good sense he seemed, not one to split

Fine hairs but balanced, careful, knowing, fair.

When courts would travel out of London, there

He was, judge on the bench by the king’s commission.      315

Given his reputation and erudition,

Clients would shower this man with costly gifts.

He bought up all the land he could, swift

And silent, precise, and knowing how to draft

His deeds: they couldn’t be questioned, now or after.      320

No one in England matched his bustling about,

But still, he wasn’t so busy as he always made out.

He knew all legal jargon, and every case

Since William the Conqueror had taken his place

On the throne: his documentation and legal terms      325

Were perfectly aligned, no one could squirm

Around what he wrote. He’d memorized all laws

On the books. His clothes were modest, his coat was drawn

Around by a silken belt, brightly striped.

Of the rest of his clothing I’ve nothing more to write.      330

A man who bought up land rode with him. His beard

Was white as any daisy, but his face was clearly

Sanguine, ruddier than simple red.

He supped, each morning, on rich and wine-soaked bread;

A life of pleasure was his constant passion,      335

For he was truly Epicurus’ son,

Convinced at heart that endless days of delight

Made total happiness, and kept him righteous.

He’d bought up acres and acres of land, and his house

Was fairly bursting with ale, and bread, and carousing.      340

His bread and ale were always the height of perfection.

He’d made his cellar of wine a great collection.

Supplies of baked and roasted meat and fish

Flowed like rivers, tables heaped with delicious

Meat, and so much wine that under his roof      345

Food was almost snowing. As if in proof

Of his Epicurean passion, he had his table

Changed to suit each season. And he was able

To coop fat partridges in many pens,

And hordes of bream and pike in ponds. And then      350

Too bad for his cook if sauces were tame and flat

Or all his eating utensils not laid where he sat,

For here the table was never folded away,

But sat in his hall, covered and ready all day.

In local matters, lord and justice of the peace,      355

He often sat in a lofty Parliament seat.

A double-bladed dagger and purse of silk

Hung on his belt, white as morning milk.

He’d been a high-placed sheriff, and an auditor.

A vassal like this was sure to please his lord.      360

We had a Hatter, a Dyer, and Weaver along,

A Haberdasher, a Tapestry Weaver—all strong,

United, wearing the standard uniform

Of their guild—a dignified and worthy order.

Every bit of equipment they had was new,      365

Knives not trimmed with brass, but shining silver,

Belts and purses a wonderful sight to view,

Fresh and clean as ever men could make them.

Each had clearly become a first-rate tradesman,

Ready for office at solemn guildhall sessions.      370

Each was wise enough, able, I guess,

To rise to alderman’s robes, and some of the best.

They all owned plenty of land and had good incomes,

As surely their wives agreed. (They’d all be sinners

If not!) To be addressed as “madame” is very      375

Pleasant, just as it is to always be hurried

Up front, at feasts and celebrations, and to hand

Your cloak, like a royal queen, to some lesser man.

They had a Cook (something not unknown)

Tso boil up chickens with juicy marrow bones,      380

Sprinkling doses of spicy powder, and trace

Of something sweet. He knew good London ale,

And how to roast, and braise, and broil, and fry,

He made good stews and soup, and tasty pies.

It seemed a shame, I thought, to see on his shin      385

A festered ulcer, sore and red on his skin.

His blanc-mangé was one of the very best.

A Shipman was there, coming from somewhere western.

For all I know he came from Devonshire.

His horse was a nag, he rode without skill or fear.      390

His coarse wool clothes came flapping onto his knees.

A string around his neck allowed him to keep

His dagger always ready, under his arm.

The boiling summer sun had tanned him dark.

A man to drink with, so long as he was watched:      395

Sailing from Bordeaux, he’d stolen draughts

From barrels of wine, when merchants were fast asleep.

Prissy correctness and conscience were not his meat.

Caught up in a fight, if he got the upper hand

He sent them home by water, to every land.      400

By knowledge and careful attention to swells and tides,

And rivers, and perils near his harbor, but hiding,

And how he measured the moon, and his pilotage—

In these he had no peer from Hull to Carthage.

Sturdy and rash, he knew what he was doing:      405

Tempests had shaken his beard, but none had ruined him.

He’d been in every harbor, no matter where,

From Gottland to the Cape of Finisterre,

And every creek in Brittany and Spain.

His ship now bore the name of “Madeleyne.”      410

We had with us a Doctor of Medicine.

No one in all the world could match this man

For knowledge of medical matters and surgery,

For he was grounded in astronomy.

He watched the stars intensely, knowing his patient      415

Must wait for the perfect magic time for treatment.

He knew exactly how to track the right

Ascendant, knowing the paths of astronomy’s light.

He knew the cause of every ailment, spawned

In heat, or cold, or moist, or dry, born      420

Exactly where and how, and what was wanted.

He was a very perfect, practical man.

Knowing the cause and root of illness, he quickly

Gave each patient help for what the sick

Man suffered. He always had apothecaries      425

On hand, to make the drugs and remedies:

Doctors and druggists wash each other’s hands—

And always have, exactly Nature’s plan.

This doctor studied Aesculápius,

Dioscórides, and Trajan’s doctor, Rufus,      430

Hippócrates, the Persian Halí, and Galen,

Serápyon, Rhazís of Baghdad, Ávicénna,

Áverros, Damáscién, and Constantine,

Bernárd, and Gáeddesdén, and Gilbertyn.

He also fed himself most carefully,      435

Permitting no excess to enter his belly,

Just nourishment both strong and well digested.

His studies rarely bothered with anything biblical.

His clothes were always red and blue, and lined

With taffeta and other silk of high      440

Degree. But spending money wasn’t his plan:

Whatever he earned from sickness stayed in his hand.

Since gold’s a restorative, in medical terms,

He cherished most the golden coins he earned.

A goodwife came too, who lived not far from Bath;      445

Her ears no longer functioned well, alas.

She spun and weaved her cloth with such a touch

She easily surpassed all Belgians and the Dutch.

No woman in all the parish brought gifts to the altar

Ahead of her, and if that practice was altered      450

Her anger rose so quick and soared so high

That Christian charity just passed her by.

The kerchiefs covering her hair were heavily wound;

They surely weighed at least a good ten pounds

On Sundays, wearing them to church. Her stockings      455

Were red, full scarlet red and somewhat shocking,

Tightly laced. Her shoes were supple and new.

Her face was bold, and pretty, of reddish hue.

She’d been a worthy woman all her life;

The number of husbands she’d had amounted to five,      460

Excluding other men she’d known in youth.

But that is not my subject here, in truth.

She’d been three times a pilgrim in Jerusalem;

She’d seen a lot of foreign places, and men.

She’d been to Rome, and also to Bologne;      465

She’d seen Saint-James, in Galicia, and Cologne.

She’d done a lot of wandering down the road.

Her teeth were not the straightest you’ll behold.

Her horse kept up an easy pace, she sat

Him well, wearing a wimple, and wearing a hat      470

As broad across as a shield, but not that fat.

An outer skirt was wrapped around her hips

(Quite large), a pair of spurs on her feet. She fitted

Well in the ways of the road, chatting, laughing.

She’d learned love’s remedies along her path:      475

No one could lead her a dance on that old grass.

A man of religion was also with us, a town

Parson—poor but abounding in goodness, crowned

With riches of holy thought and holy work,

And also a learnèd man who’d been a cleric,      480

And now was truly preaching Christ’s own gospel;

With great devotion he taught as much as possible

To those in his parish. Humble, gracious, he never

Abandoned sinking souls, or flinched whenever

The way was hard. He proved himself again      485

And again. He hated to call down curses on men

Whose tithes had not been paid, but much preferred

To give away the bread from his table, fair

Bright gold from his purse, barley and oats from his stable.

He did not need what he had, for he was able      490

To live on little. His parish was large, its houses

Far apart, but neither rain nor growling

Thunder kept him from doors where men were sick

Or troubled, no matter high or low, and stick

In hand he made his way to their beds and hearts.      495

He showed his sheep a noble example, marking

Well how first he helped and then he taught.

Straight from holy gospel these words he caught—

Adding a homely metaphor: if gold

Is subject to rust, what hope can iron hold?      500

If priests, in whom we trust, turn out all gross,

Why be surprised if unlearned men are lost?

The devil sows, and then the devil reaps:

A shit-smeared shepherd and an honest sheep.

A priest is meant to lead, to illustrate      505

In flesh how life should best be lived each day

We’re here. Priestly teaching should not begin

With renting a parish, leaving a flock in sin

And filth, while he runs off to London, seeking

Himself a churchly sinecure, or weekend      510

Posts with a prosperous tradesmen’s guild. Stay

At home, feed your fold and keep away

The wolf, who’s always waiting to snatch up prey,

A priest is a shepherd, not a merchant banker.

This priest was a holy man, but showed no anger      515

For men who sinned, was never severe or haughty,

But civil to all, and kindly as he taught

Others to be, showing sin could be caught

By virtue, and drawn to heaven by simple goodness

And example. This was his proper and all his business.      520

But any stubborn and snapping sinner, high

Or low, rich or mired in mud, he’d chide

And scold, sharp and straight and from the heart.

I know no better priest in any part

Of England. No one was asked to bow and scrape      525

For him, nothing was fuss and complicated:

All he taught was the law of Christ and twelve

Apostles, but first he followed that law himself.

A Farmer came with him, a ploughman, who was his brother,

Who dug and carried dung like any other      530

Hard-hand honest man, as good as can be,

Living peaceful in perfect charity.

God he loved completely, with all his heart,

No matter how his own life ran. And part

Of his love he gave his neighbor, digging and pouring      535

For any poor man, in the name of Christ, and for

No pay at all, whenever he could afford to.

He paid his tithes to the church, he knew he should,

Some by labor of his hands, some by goods.

He wore a sleeveless coat and rode on a mare.      540

A Steward was also there, and a Summoner,

A Miller, a Provisioner, and

A Pardon Peddler, and me—no other man.

The Miller was a hefty rascal, stout

In flesh, and bone, and muscle, without a doubt      545

Prepared to fight in a flash. In wrestling bouts

With brawlers coming from everywhere, he routed

Them all, always winning. Thick-set and cringing

At nothing, he’d smash a door right off its hinges

Or run right at it, his head a battering ram.      550

His beard was red as a fox, so broad a span

It almost seemed the digging edge of a spade.

A wart his nose had sprouted out displayed

A tuft of hair, red as bristles wagging

Out a sow’s sharp ears. His nostrils were black      555

As pitch, as wide as tunnels. By his side

He carried a sword, a shield hanging close by.

His mouth, when open, resembled a great brick furnace.

He was a coarse buffoon, who chattered like a bird,

Mostly prattling dirty jokes and tales.      560

He was good at stealing grain he milled, and played

With the prices he charged, but could not be called, in truth,

A thief. His coat was white, his hood was blue.

He carried a bagpipe, was able to blow it loud,

And that was how he led us out of town.      565

A Provisioner, well-born, was also there,

From whom all purchasers of food might care

To learn a lesson or two. For whether he paid

In cash, or bought on credit, he always made

Himself a quiet but satisfying sum.      570

Now that must verify God’s grace to men,

That someone never trained in anything

Could day after day be running casual rings

Around a flock of deeply learnèd folk!

His masters amounted to more than thirty dolts      575

Over-educated in matters of law,

At least a dozen of whom, or even more,

Could easily take posts as steward of income

And land for any lord in England, someone

For whom they’d steer a noble, debtless path      580

(Unless said lord was absolutely mad),

Or fix his life for him, as tight as a miser,

A lord with such resources that he could rise

To holding up and even sustaining a shire,

No matter what way the world might suddenly turn.      585

And yet these lawyers had all the wit of a worm.

The Steward was a slender, choleric man.

He shaved his beard as close as any man can;

His hair was cut around his ears, like the least

Of the low, short at the top, in front, like a priest.      590

His legs were very long and very lean,

And like a stick or a staff, no calf could be seen.

No bill inspector knew how to get around him.

He measured days of drought and rain, and counted

Ahead to how much crop and grain he would grow.      595

This Steward held the reins for every horse

And cow his lord might own, and all that was stored

Away, and all the poultry, the sheep and swine,

And everything else, and governed this way from the time

His lord was twenty years old. No one could find      600

A flaw in his books, no grain of wheat was out

Of place. No bailiff, no shepherd, no servant doubted

His cunning, all were deeply aware of his theft.

But all were more afraid of him than of death

Itself. He lived in a cheerful house on waste land      605

Near the woods; tall trees shadowed the place.

He could have bought what he liked, better than his lord.

He’d gotten rich, but kept it secretly stored

Away. Pleasing his master was a trick he’d long ago

Learned, giving and lending his lord what belonged      610

To his lord, rewarded with coats and hoods in exchange.

As a youngster, he’d been taught a useful trade,

Remaining a very good carpenter and laborer.

And now he rode on a fine, strong stallion, gray

And dappled all over, a horse who earned his hay.      615

The steward’s overcoat was long and blue,

And by his side hung a sword of rusty hue.

He hailed from Norfolk, this steward of ours, from a town

Called Baldeswell, no place of any renown.

He wore his clothes tucked close, just like a friar,      620

And always rode in the rear. That was his style.

A Summoner was with us, there in that place,

Who had a fire-red cherubinish face,

Pimpled from top to bottom, and his eyes were narrow.

Hot he was, and lecherous like a sparrow,      625

His eyebrows black and scabby, and a balding beard.

Children looked at him and ran in fear.

No protoxide of lead, quick-silver, or brimstone,

Borax, white-leaded hydrate and carbon—none

Of the ointments, not even oil of tartar, could wipe      630

And clean his forest of white-headed pimples or slice

Away the knobs and bumps sitting on his cheeks.

He loved strong garlic, onions, and also leeks,

And swizzled the strongest wine, as red as blood,

And then he shouted and screamed as if he’d been drugged.      635

And when he’d drunk much wine, the only words

He’d utter were Latin, a language he constantly heard

As he did his work, and read in many decrees,

And papers he served as a summoner, but couldn’t speak

With any understanding: a sprinkle of terms      640

Was his limit. And every man with ears has heard

A jay cry “water,” as clear and correct as a pope.

Anyone able to test him, probe and grope,

Would find him empty of true philosophy.

“Questio quid juris?” Which law applies? he’d shriek,      645

And nothing more. But a gentle rascal, and kind;

A better companion would be hard to find.

Hand him a brimming quart of decent wine

And he would lend a good friend his concubine

For a month, or maybe a year, and say it didn’t matter;      650

But knew how to cheat, and make himself feel better.

Shoulder to shoulder, drinking with someone new,

He’d show how little an official curse could do,

Unless you kept your soul deep in your purse,

For that was where church punishment was worked.      655

“Truly,” he’d say, “the only real hell is that curse.” 

But as far as I’m concerned he lied in his teeth,

And ecclesiastical curses have endless reach.

For just as absolution will save your soul,

A priest’s sharp curse will kill it, forever and all—      660

And don’t forget: the earthly church has jails.

This summoner had at his mercy the girls

And boys of the diocese, and knew what they

Were up to, and how to help them on their way.

This cheerful pilgrim wore a garland high      665

On his head, almost as large and bold as a signpost.

A handsome loaf of bread was the shield on his chest.

A worthy Pardon Peddler, one of the best

Of our summoner’s companions, was with us. He’d been born

In Rouncival, and was just returned from Rome.      670

Loudly singing his salesman’s pitch, “O hither,

Hither, love, to me!” And the summoner

Sang brassily along. No trumpet was ever

Half so loud. This peddler had hair like wax,

Yellow but hanging smooth as a hank of flax.      675

His locks were hung in careful little bunches,

Spreading down across his shoulders, clumped

In slender strips, and each one straight and good.

For the pleasure of looking different he wore no hood,

Packed it away in his bag, for the latest fashion      680

Was always on his mind; he dressed with passion,

And except for his cap, rode with his head all bare.

His eyes would glisten exactly like a hare’s.

He’d sewn a Saint Veronica’s kerchief to his cap.

He carried his bag in front of him, on his lap,      685

Stuffed to the brim with indulgences, hot

From Rome. His voice was thin and small like a goat.

He had no beard, nor would he ever grow one,

His face as smooth as freshly shaved. No one

Could say if he was truly gelding or mare.      690

But when it came to selling his holy wares

He stood at the head of his pack, for he declared

The silken pillowcase he stored in his bag

Was truly our Holy Lady’s veil, and the fragment

Of a sail he showed was from Saint Peter’s ship,      695

On which he plied the sea till Jesus’ grip

Ended his fishing days. He carried a cross

Of brass, embroidered with stones, and in a glass

He’d filled, for display, with rattling old pig bones.

Employing these as holy relics, he won      700

More money from poor farmers than the parson

Would ever receive in a pair of months. He worked

With lying flattery, and knew what tricks

Would best deceive our simple folk, making

Both parson and parishioners his apes.      705

And so I’ll end by telling you, at last,

In church he was a noble ecclesiast.

He read from scripture, or conjured up the magic

Worked by a saint, but best of all was the mass

In which he sang the offertory chant,      710

Knowing he’d have to preach with a silver tongue

To win pure silver, as he could do, and he sung

Both loud and merrily, right to the end.

And now I’ve told you the truth about my friends,

Their status, how they dressed, and why they went      715

To Southwark as pilgrims, came to the inn that men

Still call the Tabard, not very far from the Belle,

And a gracious place to be. It’s time to tell

How all our company behaved, that very

Same night when we first came together (and merry      720

We were); later I’ll tell about our voyage

And everything else about our pilgrimage.

But first I need to ask you, for courtesy’s sake,

That nothing written here shall ever be taken

As careless coarseness, or rudeness, although I speak      725

Directly and honestly the words that we

Then spoke, to show us talking when assembled.

Don’t blame me, please, for words I’ve tried to remember,

For surely you know as I do, and will not dissemble,

That anyone who tries to describe other      730

People’s speech and actions, even your brother’s,

Must try to reproduce as close as he possibly

Can whatever was said and what it seemed

To mean, no matter how bad or rough it may be,

Or else he’ll truly falsify his story,      735

Invent what never happened, and never worry.

He cannot hold back and hope to tell the truth.

In the Holy Bible, Christ himself speaks rudely

At times, and you know that rudeness has nothing to do

With him. As Plato says, to those who can read him,      740

Words must necessarily follow deeds.

And please, if you can, try not to be angry at me

For failing to properly show nobility,

Here in this tale, as nobility should be.

I’m neither noble nor smart, as you can see.      745

The Host of the Inn was cordial to everyone,

And promptly to our supper set us down.

He served us only food of the very best;

The wine was strong, we drank it up with zest.

The host was a gracious man, pleasant to all,      750

A master of ceremony, ruler in his hall.

He carried a good deal of weight; his eyes were large;

Clearly, there in that hall, he was in charge.

He had good sense and manners, his speech direct:

A man among men, he only said what he meant.      755

Strong as he was, he was also a jolly fellow,

And just as our supper ended, he began a mellow,

Rambling speech designed to keep us merry

While our bills were paid, which wasn’t very

Long. “Now gentlemen, I set apart      760

The welcome I want to give you. This is from the heart.

And let me tell you the truth—I swear by my soul—

It’s been at least a year since I saw in this hall

As jolly a company as I see here today.

So I’d choose to keep you happy, if I knew the way.      765

And I’ve been struck by a mighty pleasant idea,

Truly delightful, which will not cost you a penny.

“You’re going to Canterbury.—God lighten the way,

And holy Saint Thomas grant you whatever you pray for!

I’m sure that, as you travel along the road,      770

You plan to talk, tell stories and, I suppose,

Amuse yourselves. Indeed, it isn’t much fun

To ride in utter silence, dumb as a stone.

So let me offer a special diversion, a game

—As I said before—to help you entertain      775

Yourselves. So if you’re willing to let me guide you,

Grant me authority, and I will provide,

By my soul, a wonderful way of passing time,

Beginning next-day morning, as you go riding

Off. I swear by the heavenly soul of my dead      780

Father, unless you’re delighted I’ll give you my head!

Raise your hands, without another word.” 

We needed no talk, no negative voice was heard;

There wasn’t much point, we saw, to further discussion.

Unanimously, we quickly gave permission      785

For him to be the leader and do as he wished.

“Gentlemen,” he said, “please pay attention—

But mind, I’m not your leader, you’re all free men.

This is the point, to tell it short and plain:

Each of you, to make our journey easier,      790

Will tell two tales—two, that is, in each

Direction, two as we go to Canterbury,

And another two as we travel home. And he

That tells a tale must tell it as it happened.

And whoever tells the best one—meaning that      795

Which offers us the ripest wisdom and the most

Of pleasure, earns the teller—if I may so boast—

The best of dinners at absolutely no cost

To him, when we return from Canterbury.

I hope that pleases, and makes you even merrier,      800

That I will join the journey, and be your guide,

Pay for myself and ride along at your side.

Let him who refuses to do just as I say

Pay everything we spend, along the way!

If that seems right, and you wish to make it so,      805

Tell me right now, so be it yes or no,

And I will puzzle my brain and make our plans.” 

We quickly answered yes, and every man

Of us was glad. We asked him most sincerely

To do exactly as he’d said, and really      810

Be in charge, a leader indeed, not merely

In name, and be the judge and arbitrator

Of tales, arranging a dinner as he favored it,

For we were wholly governed as he chose,

In matters high and low. And so we closed      815

Our agreement, once again by unanimous vote.

And then, to be sure, more wine was brought for our pleasure;

We drank, and later we went to sleep at our leisure,

Each and all well stuffed with food and wine.

The next day, soon as the sun began to shine,      820

Up rose our host and, like a feathered cock,

Gathered us all together in a cheerful flock,

And off we rode, as far as a brook at the second

Milestone leading to Kent. Our host beckoned

Us all to stop. “Gentlemen,” he said,      825

“Please listen. We’ve made an agreement, you know what we meant

To do, but let me remind you. If what we decided

To do, last night, is what we do in the rising

Sun, let’s see who’s chosen to tell the first tale.

I swear by the wine I drink, and also the ale,      830

That anyone who rebels against my judgment

Must pay, as we agreed, our travel expenses.

So before we travel, come hither, draw your straws:

Whoever pulls the shortest will speak before

All others. Sir Knight, my master and my lord,      835

Draw first.” The knight duly obeyed his word.

“Come near,” said our host, “my Lady Prioress.

And you, Sir Cleric, shed your bashfulness,

Don’t study these straws! Everyone, use your hands!” 

They came quite quickly, each and every man,      840

And not to waste more words, but tell my tale

Just as it happened, bad or good, the scale

Tipped toward the knight, and he was to be the first,

A choice that no one thought would be the worst

We’d have. The promise once made, reason demanded      845

That promises be binding on every man.

The logic was simple and straight, no one was hasty.

You know what they pledged. Why bother with explanations?

It had to be one or the other, and he was the one.

The good knight saw, as wise men must, it was done,      850

He had to accept the task they’d all agreed on.

“I have to begin?” he said. “God save the straw!

Let’s ride, and you shall hear what I once saw.” 

And with that word we rode off on our way.

The knight was hardly a man at ease, saying      855

Many words in public, but he smiled, that day.
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