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The Canterbury Tales

by Geoffrey Chaucer

The General Prologue
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	Here beginneth the Book of the Tales of Canterbury

        When in April the sweet showers fall
That pierce March's drought to the root and all
And bathed every vein in liquor that has power
To generate therein and sire the flower;
When Zephyr also has with his sweet breath,
Filled again, in every holt and heath,
The tender shoots and leaves, and the young sun
His half-course in the sign of the Ram has run,
And many little birds make melody
That sleep through all the night with open eye
(So Nature pricks them on to ramp and rage)
Then folk do long to go on pilgrimage,
And palmers to go seeking out strange strands,
To distant shrines well known in distant lands.
And specially from every shire's end
Of England they to Canterbury went,
The holy blessed martyr there to seek
Who helped them when they lay so ill and weak
        It happened that, in that season, on a day 

In Southwark, at the Tabard, as I lay
Ready to go on pilgrimage and start
To Canterbury, full devout at heart,
There came at nightfall to that hostelry
Some nine and twenty in a company
Of sundry persons who had chanced to fall
In fellowship, and pilgrims were they all
That toward Canterbury town would ride.
The rooms and stables spacious were and wide,
And well we there were eased, and of the best.
And briefly, when the sun had gone to rest,
So had I spoken with them, every one,
That I was of their fellowship anon,
And made agreement that we'd early rise
To take the road, as I will to you apprise.
        But none the less, whilst I have time and space,
Before yet further in this tale I pace,
It seems to me in accord with reason
To describe to you the state of every one
Of each of them, as it appeared to me,
And who they were, and what was their degree,
And even what clothes they were dressed in;
And with a knight thus will I first begin.
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	        A KNIGHT there was, and what a gentleman,
Who, from the moment that he first began
To ride about the world, loved chivalry,
Truth, honour, freedom and all courtesy.
Full worthy was he in his sovereign's war,
And therein had he ridden, no man more,
As well in Christendom as heathenesse,
And honoured everywhere for worthiness.
At Alexandria, in the winning battle he was there;
Often put in the place of honour, a chair.
Above all nations' knights in Prussia.
In Latvia raided he, and Russia,
No christened man so oft of his degree.
In far Granada at the siege was he
Of Algeciras, and in Belmarie.
At Ayas was he and at Satalye
When they were won; and on the Middle Sea
At many a noble meeting chanced to be.
Of mortal battles he had fought fifteen,
And he'd fought for our faith at Tramissene
Three times in duels, always killed his foe.
This self-same worthy knight had been also
At one time with the lord of Palatye
Against another heathen in Turkey:
And always won he widespread fame for prize.
Though so strong and brave, he was very wise
And of temper as meekly as a maid.
He never yet had any vileness said,
In all his life, to whatsoever wight.
He was a truly perfect, noble knight.
But now, to tell you all of his array,
His steeds were good, but he was not gaily dressed.
A tunic of simple cloth he possessed
Discoloured and stained by his habergeon;
For he had lately returned from his voyage
And now was going on this pilgrimage.
       With him there was his son, a young SQUIRE,
A lover and a lively bachelor,
With locks well curled, as if they'd laid in press.
Some twenty years of age he was, I guess.
In stature he was of average length,
Wondrously active, agile, and great of strength.
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	He'd ridden sometime with the cavalry
In Flanders, in Artois, and Picardy,
And conducted well within that little space
In hope to win thereby his lady's grace.
Embroidered he was, as if he were a meadow bright,
All full of fresh-cut flowers red and white.
Singing he was, or whistling, all the day;
He was as fresh as is the month of May.
Short was his gown, with sleeves both long and wide.
Well could he sit on horse, and fairly ride.
He could make songs and words thereto indite,
Joust, and dance too, as well as sketch and write.
So hot he loved that, while night told her tale,
He slept no more than does a nightingale.
Courteous he, and humble, willing and able,
And carved before his father at the table.
. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 

        There was also a nun, a PRIORESS,
Who, in her smiling, modest was and coy;
Her greatest oath was but "By Saint Eloy!"
And she was called Madam Eglantine.
Very well she sang the service divine,
Intoning through her nose, becomingly;
And she spoke French fairly and fluently,
After the school of Stratford-at-the-Bow,
For French of Paris style she didn't know.
At table her manners were well taught withall,
And never let morsels from her lips fall,
Nor dipped her fingers deep in sauce, but ate
With so much care the food upon her plate
That no drop could fall upon her breast.
In courtesy she had delight and zest.
Her upper lip was always wiped so clean
That on her cup no speck or spot was seen
Of grease, when she had drunk her draught of wine.
Graciously she reached for food to dine.
And certainly delighting in good sport,
She was very pleasant, amiable - in short.
She was in pains to imitate the cheer
Of courtliness, and stately manners here,
And would be held worthy of reverence.
But, to speak about her moral sense,
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	She was so charitable and solicitous 

That she would weep if she but saw a mouse
Caught in a trap, whether it were dead or bled.
She had some little dogs, that she fed
On roasted flesh, or milk and fine white bread.
But sorely she wept if one of them were dead,
Or if men smote it with a stick to smart:
Then pity ruled her, and her tender heart.
Very seemly her pleated wimple was;
Her nose was fine; her eyes were grey as glass;
Her mouth was small and therewith soft and red;
But certainly her forehead was fairly spread;
It was almost a full span broad, I own,
To tell the truth, she was not undergrown.
Her cloak, as I was well aware, had a graceful charm
She wore a small coral trinket on her arm
A string of beads and gauded all with green;
And therefrom hung a brooch of golden sheen
Whereon there was engraved a crowned "A,"
And under, Amor vincit omnia.
. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 

        There was a SAILOR, living far out west;

For all I know, he was of Dartmouth town.

He sadly rode a carthorse, in a gown,

Of thick woolen cloth that reached unto the knee.

A dagger hanging on a cord had he

About his neck, under his arm, and down.

The hot summer had burned his face all brown;

And certainly he was a person fine.

Very often he took a draught of wine,

Of Bordeaux vintage, while the trader slept.

Nice conscience was a thing he never kept.

And if he fought and got the upper hand,

By water he sent them home to every land.

But as for craft, to calculate his tides,

His currents and the dangerous watersides,

His harbours, and his moon, his pilotage,

There was none such from Hull to far Carthage.

Hardy and wise in all things undertaken,

By many tempests had his beard been shaken.

He knew well all the havens, how they were,

From Gottland to the Cape of Finisterre,

And every creek in Brittany and Spain;

His vessel had been called the Madeleine.
        With us there was a DOCTOR OF MEDICINE;
In all this world there was none like him

To speak of medicine and surgery;

For he was instructed in astronomy.
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	He cared for and saved a patient many times

By natural science and studying astrological signs.

Well could he calculate the planetary position

To improve the state his patient is in.

He knew the cause of every sickness,

Whether it brings heat or cold, moisture or dryness,

And where engendered, and of what humour;

He was a very good practitioner.

The cause being known, the root of the malady,

At once he gave to the sick man his remedy.

Prepared he was, with his apothecaries,

To send him drugs and all electuaries;

By mutual aid much gold they'd always won-

Their friendship was a thing not new begun.

Well he knew the old Esculapius,

And Deiscorides, and also Rufus,

Old Hippocrates, Hali, and Galen,

Serapion, Rhazes, and Avicen,

Averroes, Gilbertus, and Constantine,

Bernard and Gatisden, and John Damascene.

In diet he was modest as could be,

No one could blame him of superfluity,

But greatly nourishin and digestible.

His study was but little on the Bible.

Blue and scarlet his clothes were therewithal,

Lined with taffeta and with sendal;

And yet he was right careful of expense;

He kept the gold he gained from pestilence.

Since gold in physic is a cordial,

Therefore he loved his gold exceeding all.
        There was a WIFE of BATH, or a near city,
Who was somewhat deaf, it is a pity.

At making clothes she had a skillful hand

She bettered those of Ypres and of Ghent.

In all the parish there was no wife to go

And proceed her in offering, it is so;

And if one did, indeed, so angry was she

It put her out of all her charity.

Her head-dresses were of finest weave and ground;

I dare swear that they weighed about ten pound

Which, on a Sunday, she wore on her head.

Her stockings were of the finest scarlet red,

Tightly fastened, and her shoes were soft and new.

Bold was her face, and fair, and red of hue.

She'd been respectable throughout her life,

Married in church, husbands she had five,

Not counting other company in youth;

But thereof there's no need to speak, in truth.
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	Three times she'd travelled to Jerusalem;

And many a foreign stream she'd had to stem;

At Rome she'd been, and she'd been in Boulogne,

In Spain at Santiago, and at Cologne.

She could tell much of wandering by the way:

Gap-toothed was she, it is the truth I say.

Upon a pacing horse easily she sat,

Wearing a large wimple, and over all a hat

As broad as is a buckler or a targe;

An overskirt was tucked around her buttocks large,

And her feet spurred sharply under that.

In company well could she laugh and chat.

The remedies of love she knew, perchance,

For of that art she'd learned the old, old dance.
        A good man was there of religion,
He was a poor COUNTRY PARSON,

But rich he was in holy thought and work.

He was a learned man also, a clerk,

Who Christ's own gospel truly sought to preach;

Devoutly his parishioners would he teach.

Gracious he was and wondrously diligent,

Patient in adversity and well content,

Many times thus proven had he

He excommunicated not to force a fee,

But rather would he give, there is no doubt,

Unto his poor parishioners about,

Some of his income, even of his property.

He could in little find sufficiency.

Wide was his parish, houses far asunder,

But never did he fail, for rain or thunder,

In sickness, or in sin, or any state,

To visit the farthest, regardless their financial state,

Going by foot, and in his hand, a stave.

This fine example to his flock he gave,

That first he wrought and afterwards he taught;

Out of the gospel then that text he caught,

And this metaphor he added thereunto -

That, if gold would rust, what shall iron do?

For if the priest be foul, in whom we trust,

No wonder that a layman thinks of lust?

And shame it is, if priest take thought for keep,

A shitty shepherd, looking after clean sheep.

A trully good example a priest should give,

Is his own chastity, how his flock should live.

He never let his benefice for hire,

And leave his sheep encumbered in the mire,

And ran to London, up to old Saint Paul's

To get himself a chantry there for souls,
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	Nor in some fraternity did he withhold;

But dwelt at home and kept so well the fold

That never wolf could make his plans miscarry;

He was a shepherd and not mercenary.

And holy though he was, and virtuous,

To sinners he was not impiteous,

Nor haughty in his speech, nor too divine,

But in all teaching courteous and benign.

To lead folk into Heaven by means of gentleness

By good example was his business.
But if some sinful one proved obstinate,

Whoever, of high or low financial state,

He put to sharp rebuke, to say the least.

I think there never was a better priest.

He had no thirst for pomp or ceremony,

Nor spiced his conscience and morality,

But Christ's own law, and His apostles' twelve

He taught, but first he followed it himselve.
. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 
        The MILLER was a strong fellow, be it known,

Hardy, big of brawn and big of bone;

Which was well proved, for wherever a festive day

At wrestling, he always took the prize away.

He was stoutly built, broad and heavy;

He lifted each door from its hinges, that easy,

Or break it through, by running, with his head.

His beard, as any sow or fox, was red,

And broad it was as if it were a spade.

Upon his nose right on the top he had

A wart, and thereon stood a tuft of hairs,

Red as the bristles in an old sow's ears;

His nostrils they were black and wide.

A sword and buckler he carried by his side.

His mouth was like a furnace door for size.

He was a jester and knew some poetry,

But mostly all of sin and obscenity.

He could steal corn and three times charge his fee;

And yet indeed he had a thumb of gold.

A blue hood he wore and a white coat;

A bagpipe he could blow well, up and down,

And with that same he brought us out of town.
. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 
        The REEVE was a slender choleric man

Who shaved his beard as close as ever he can.

His hair was closely cropped around his ears;

His head, the top was cut alike a pulpiteer's.

Long were his legs, and they were very lean,

And like a staff, with no calf to be seen.
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	Well could he manage granary and bin;

No auditor could ever find anything.

He could foretell, by drought and by the rain,

The yielding of his seed and of his grain.

His lord's sheep and his cattle and his dairy cows,

His swine and horses, his stores, his poultry house,

Were wholly in the Reve his managing;

And, by agreement, he'd gave reckoning

Since his young lord of age was twenty years;

Yet no man ever found him in arrears.

There was no agent, herd, or servant who'd cheat;

He knew too well their cunning and deceit;

They were afraid of him as of the death.

His cottage was a good one, on a heath;

By green trees shaded was his dwelling-place.

Much better than his lord could he purchase.

Very rich and well he was provided all secretly,

He knew well how to please his lord subtly,

By giving him, or lending, of his own goods,

And so got thanked - but yet got coats and hoods.

In youth he'd learned a good trade, and had been

A carpenter, good skillful and keen.

This Reve sat on a horse that could well trot,

And was all dapple grey, and was named Scot.

A long surcoat of blue did he parade,

And at his side he bore a rusty blade.

Of Norfolk was this Reeve of whom I tell,

From near a town that men call Badeswell.

His coat was like a friar's tightly closed,

From our company he rode always hindmost.
. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 
        Now have I told you briefly, in a clause, 

The state, the array, the number, and the cause

Of the assembling of this company

In Southwark, at this noble hostelry

Known as the Tabard Inn, closely to the Bell.

But now the time has come wherein to tell

How we conducted ourselves that very night

When at the hostelry we did alight.

And afterward the story I begin

To tell you of our pilgrimage we're in.

But first, I beg, address your courtesy,

You'll not ascribe it to vulgarity

Though I speak plainly of this matter here,

Explain to you their words and means of cheer;

Nor though I use their very terms, nor lie.

For this thing do you know as well as I:

When one repeats a tale told by a man,
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	He must report, as closely as he can,

Every single word, as he remembers it,

How vulgar it be, or how unfit;

Or else he may be telling what's untrue,

Embellishing, even making up things too.

He may not spare, although it were his brother;

He must as well say one word as another.

Christ spoke very plainly, in holy writ,

And, you know well, there's nothing rude in it.

And Plato says, to those able to read:

"The word should be the cousin to the deed."

Also, I beg that you'll forgive it me

If I have not set folk, in their degree

Here in this tale, by rank as they should stand.

My wit is short, as you'll well understand.
        Great fun our host provided, every one,

Was set and the supper straightway begun;

And served us then with victuals of the best.

Strong was the wine and pleasant to each guest.

A seemly man our good host was, withal,

And fit to be a marshal in a hall;

A large man he was, with piercing eyes,

As fine a burgher as in Cheapside lies;

Bold in his speech, and wise, and fairly taught,

And as to manhood, lacking there was not.

Moreover, he's a very merry man,

And after dinner, with playing he began,

And spoke of mirth among some other things,

When all of us had paid our reckonings;

And saying thus: "Now my lords, truly

You are all welcome here, and heartily:

On my word, I'm telling you no lie,

I have not seen, this year, a company

Here in this inn, fitter for sport than now.

Fain I'd make you happy, if I'd knew how.

And of a game have I this moment thought

To give you joy, and it shall cost you not.
        "You go to Canterbury; may God speed

And the blest martyr listens to your need.

And well I know, as you go on your way,

You'll tell good tales and shape yourselves to play;

For truly there's no mirth nor comfort, none,

Riding the roads as dumb as is a stone;

And therefore I provide to you a sport,

As I just said, to give you some comfort.

And if you like it all, unanimously,

Accept my judgement, submit yourselves, agree

And will so do as I'll proceed to say,


	785

790

795

800

805

810

815

820

825
	Tomorrow, when you ride upon your way,

Then, by my father's spirit, who is dead,

If you're not merry, I will give you my head.

Hold up your hands, nor more about it speak."
        Our decision was not so far to seek;

We thought there was no reason to debate,

And granted him his way at any rate,

And asked him tell his verdict just and wise,

"Masters," said he, "listen to my advice;

But take it not, I pray you, in disdain;

This is the point, to put it short and plain,

That each of you, as if to shorten the day,

Shall tell two stories as you wend your way

To Canterbury town; and each of you

On coming home, shall tell another two,

About adventures that happened in the past.

And he who plays his part of all the best,

That is to say, who tells upon the road

Tales of best sense, in most amusing mode,

Shall have a supper at all others' cost

Here in this room and sitting by this post,

When we come back again from Canterbury.

And now, the more to make sure you'll be merry,

I will myself, and gladly, with you ride

At my own cost, and I will be your guide.

But whosoever will and tries to disobey

Shall pay for all that's bought along the way.

And if you grant, agree it will be so,

Tell me at once, or if not, tell me no,

And I will get ready early. No more."
        This thing was granted, and our oaths we swore,

With right glad hearts, and prayed of him, also,

That he would take the office, nor forgo

The place of governor of all of us,

Judging our tales; and by his wisdom thus

Arrange that supper at a certain price,

We to be ruled, each one, by his advice

In every respect; unanimously thus,

We accepted his judgment over us.

And thereupon, the wine was fetched immediately;

We drank, and went to rest ultimately,

And that without a longer tarrying.
        Next morning, when the day began to spring,

Up rose our host, and acting as our cock,

He gathered us together in a flock,

And forth we rode, a a little faster than pace,

Until we reached Saint Thomas' watering-place.

Our host then pulled his horse, began to ease
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	And said: "Now, gentleman, listen if you please.

You know what you agreed, I'll remind thee.

If even-song and morning-song agree,

Let's here decide who first shall tell a tale.

And as I hope to drink more wine and ale,

Whoso proves rebel to my very judgment

Shall pay for all that by the way is spent.

Come now, draw straws, before we further depart,

And he that draws the shortest has to start.

Sir knight," said he, "my master and my lord,

You shall draw first as you have pledged your word.

Come near," said he, "my lady prioress:

And you, sir clerk, away with all your shyness,

Nor ponder more; out hands, draw, every man!"

At once to draw a straw each one began,

And, to shorten up the story, as it was,

By chance or luck or whatsoever cause,

The truth is, that the cut fell to the knight,

Which all the others greeted with delight.

Thus tell his story first as was agreed,


According to our promise pledged, indeed,

As you have heard. Why argue to and fro?

And when this good man saw that it was so,

Being a wise man and obedient

To pledged word, given by free assent,

He said: "Since I must then begin the game,

Why, welcome be the cut, and in God's name!

Now let us ride, and listen to what I say."

And at that word we rode forth on our way;

And he began to speak, with words of cheer,

His tale straightway, and said as you may hear.
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