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When that April with his showers sweet

The drought of March has pierced root deep,

And bathed each vein with liquor of such power

That engendered from it is the flower,

When Zephyrus too with his gentle strife,

To every field and wood, has brought new life

In tender shoots, and the youthful sun

Half his course through the Ram has run,

And little birds are making melody,

Who all the night with open eye do sleep –

Nature their hearts in every way so pricks –

Then people long to go on pilgrimage,

And palmers who seek out foreign strands,

To far-off shrines, renowned in sundry lands;

And specially, from every shire’s end

Of England, down to Canterbury they wend,

The holy blissful martyr there to seek,

Who had aided them when they were sick. 

   It befell that in that season on a day,

In Southwark at The Tabard as I lay, 

Ready to set out on my pilgrimage

To Canterbury with pious courage,

There came at night to that hostelry

Quite nine and twenty in a company

Of sundry folk who had chanced to fall

Into a fellowship, and pilgrims all,

That towards Canterbury meant to ride.

The chambers and the stables were full wide,

And we housed at our ease, and of the best;

And shortly, when the sun had gone to rest,

I had such speech with each and everyone,

That of their fellowship I soon made one,

Agreeing I would make an early rise,

To take our way there, as I now advise. 

  Nonetheless while I have time and space,

Before a step more of my tale I pace,

It seems to me in full accord with reason,

To tell you everything of their condition,

Of each of them, as they appeared to me,

And who they were, and of what degree,

And what apparel they were travelling in;

And with a knight then I will first begin.

  There was a KNIGHT and he a worthy man,

That from the day on which he first began,

To ride abroad, had followed chivalry,

Truth, honour, courtesy and charity.

He had fought nobly in his lord’s war,

And ridden to the fray, and no man more,

As much in Christendom as heathen place,

And ever honoured for his worth and grace.

When we took Alexandria was there;

Often at table held the place of honour,

Above all other nations too in Prussia;

Campaigned in Lithuania and Russia,

No Christian man of his rank more often.

At the siege of Algeciras had he been,

In Granada, and on Moroccan shore;

He was at Ayash and Antalya

When taken, and many times had been

In action on the Mediterranean Sea.

Of mortal battles he had seen fifteen,

And fought for the faith at Tramissene

Thrice in the lists and always slain his foe.

This same worthy knight had been also

With the Emir of Balat once, at work

With him against some other heathen Turk;

Won him a reputation highly prized,

And though he was valiant, he was wise,

And in his manner modest as a maid.

And never a discourtesy he said

In all his life to those who met his sight;

He was a very perfect gentle knight.

But to tell of his equipment, his array,

His horses fine, he wore no colours gay

Sported a tunic, padded fustian

On which his coat of mail left many a stain;

For he was scarcely back from his voyage,

And going now to make his pilgrimage.

  With him there was his son, a young SQUIRE,

Lover and lively bachelor entire

With locks as crisp as from a curling-press;

Of twenty years of age he was, I guess.

Of his stature, he was of middle height,

Wonderfully agile, powerful in a fight.

And had served a while in the cavalry,

In Flanders, in Artois and Picardy,

And done so well, and in so short a space,

He hoped for favour from his lady’s grace.

Like to a meadow he was embroidered,

One full of fresh flowers white and red.

Singing he was, or playing flute all day;

He was as fresh as is the month of May.

Short was his gown, with sleeves both long and wide;

He knew how to sit a horse, and could ride.

He could make songs, and compose aright,

Joust and dance, and draw things well and write.

He loved so hotly night through without fail

He slept no more than does the nightingale.

Courteous he was, humble, attentive, able, 

And carved for his father at the table.

  A YEOMAN had he (servants did forgo

Other than this, and chose to travel so),

One who was clad in coat and hood of green.

A sheaf of peacock arrows, bright and keen

Sheathed in his belt he bore right properly –

Well could he dress his gear, yeomanly;

His arrows never drooped with feathers low –

And in his hand he bore a mighty bow.

Cropped hair he had, and a nut-brown visage;

Of woodcraft he well knew all the usage.

On his arm an archer’s brace he wore,

And by his side a buckler and a sword,

And at the other side a jaunty dagger

Ornamented, and sharp as any spear;

On his breast St Christopher did gleam.

He bore a horn, the baldric was of green.

He truly was a forester, I guess.

  There was also a nun, a PRIORESS,

Her smile itself ingenuous and coy.

Her greatest oath was only ‘by Saint Loy’,

And she was called Madame Eglentine.

Full well she sung the service, divine,

Intoning through her nose, all seemly,

And fair French she spoke, all elegantly,

After the school of Stratford-atte-Bowe;

For French of Paris was not hers to know.

At meals she had been taught well withal;

And from her lips she let no morsel fall,

Nor dipped her fingers in the sauce too deep;

Well could she take a morsel and then keep

The slightest drop from falling on her breast;

Courtesy it was that pleased her best.

Her upper lip she would wipe so clean

That in her cup no trace of grease was seen

When she had drunk her draught; and to eat,

In a most seemly manner took her meat.

And certainly she had a cheerful manner,

Pleasant and amiable in her behaviour,

Took pains to imitate the ways of court,

Display a stately bearing as she ought,

And be considered worthy of reverence.

As for consideration of her conscience,

She was so charitable, tender, anxious,

She would weep if she but saw a mouse

Caught in a trap, if it were dead or bled.

Of slender hounds she had, that she fed

With roasted flesh, or milk, and fine white bread;

But wept sorely when one of them was dead

Or if men struck it with a stick too hard,

And all was sentiment and tender heart. 

Her wimple was pleated in a seemly way,

Her nose was elegant, her eyes blue-grey;

Her lips quite fine, and also soft and red,

But certainly she had a fair forehead,

It was almost a span broad, I deem,

For she was not small of build, I mean.

Her cloak was very elegant, I saw;

Fine coral round her arm she wore

A rosary, the larger beads were green, 

And from it hung a brooch of golden sheen,

On which there first was writ a crowned A,

And after: ‘Amor vincit omnia’.

  Another NUN she had with her, and she

Was her chaplain, and with them priests three.

  A MONK there was, of the highest degree,

Who loved to hunt, agent of a monastery,

A manly man, for an Abbot’s role quite able.

Full many a fine horse had he in his stable, 

His bridle, when he rode, men might hear

Jingling in a whistling wind as clear,

And quite as loud as does the chapel bell.

Now as this lord was prior of his cell,

The rule of Saint Benedict and Saint Mawr,

As old and somewhat strict he would ignore,

This same monk scorned the old world’s pace,

And spurred after the new world, apace.

He gave not for that text a plucked hen

That says that hunters are not holy men,

And that a monk when he grows heedless

Is like a fish that’s all waterless –

That is to say a monk out of his cloister –

But he held that text not worth an oyster.

And I agreed his views were scarcely bad:

What! Should he study, drive himself quite mad,

In his cloister over a book must pore,

Or labour with his hands, and toil the more

As Augustine bids? How would the world run?

Let Augustine keep his labour for his own!

  Therefore he was a hunting man outright.

Greyhounds he had, as swift as birds in flight;

Tracking with dogs and hunting the hare

Was all his pleasure, no cost did he spare.

I saw his sleeves were trimmed at the wrist

With grey fur, and of the country’s finest;

And to fasten his hood beneath his chin,

He had a wrought-gold elaborate pin;

A love-knot in the larger end there was.

His head was bald, and shone like any glass,

And his face, as if he had been anointed;

He was a lord full fat, and well appointed.

His bulging eyeballs, rolling in his head,

Glowing like a cauldron-fire well-fed;

Supple his boots, his horse in perfect state.

Now certainly he was a fair prelate;

He was not pale like some tormented ghost.

A fat swan he loved best of any roast;

His palfrey was as brown as is a berry.

  A FRIAR there was, a wanton one and merry,

A Limiter, a very jovial man.

In all the friars’ four orders none that can

Lead a discussion in fairer language.

And he had arranged many a marriage

Of young women, granting each a dower.

He was a noble pillar of his Order. 

Well-beloved and intimate was he

With Franklins within his boundary,

And also worthy women of the town;

Had power to confess coat and gown –

As he said himself – more than a curate,

Having licence from his bishop to do it.

Full sweetly he would hear confessions,

And very pleasant were his absolutions. 

He was an easy man at granting penance

From which he made more than a pittance.

When to a poor Order alms are given

It is a token that a man’s well-shriven;

Since he dared claim that from the intent,

Of giving, then the man was penitent. 

For many a man is so hard of heart

He cannot weep, though he feels the smart.

Therefore instead of weeping and prayer,

Better to give the poor friars silverware.

His sleeve’s end was stuffed with pocket-knives

And gilded pins, to give to pretty wives.

He could hold a note for sure; could sing

And play quite sweetly on the tuneful string.

Such competitions he won easily.

His neck was white as the fleur-de-lis;

And he was as strong as any champion.

He knew the taverns well in every town,

And all the barmaids and innkeepers,

Rather than the lepers and the beggars

Since such a worthy man as he 

It suited not his calling or degree,

With such lepers to maintain acquaintance.

It is not seemly – helps no man advance –

To have dealings with such poor people,

Only with the rich, sellers of victuals.

An everywhere a profit might arise,

He wore a courteous and humble guise;

There was no man half so virtuous.

He was the finest beggar of his house

– and paid a fixed fee for the right;

None of his brethren poached in his sight.

For though a widow lacked a shoe

So pleasant was his ‘In principio’,

He yet would gain a farthing as he went.

His income was far greater than his rent,

And he romped around, like any whelp.

In settling disputes he could help,

Not like a friar from a cloister,

With threadbare cloak, like needy scholar,

But he was like a doctor or a pope;

Of double worsted was his demi-cloak,

A bell shaped from the mould, its fashion.

He lisped a little out of affectation,

To sound his English sweet upon the tongue;

And in his harping, whenever he had sung, 

His eyes would twinkle in his head aright

As do the stars on high in frosty night.

Hubert his name, this worthy Limiter.

  A MERCHANT was there, with a forked beard,

Dressed in motley, high on horse he sat.

Upon his head a Flemish beaver hat,

Buckled his boots were, fair and neatly.

He made his comments solemnly, fully,



 Boasting of profits ever increasing,



 Wishing sea-trade secure, more than anything,

Twixt Middleburgh and the River Orwell.

He could exchange monies, buy and sell.

This worthy man made such use of his wits;

No one knew he was beset by debts,

So stately his manner of behaving,

In his bargaining, and money-lending.

Truly a worthy man then, all in all,

But truth to tell, I know not what he’s called.

  A CLERK there was of Oxford town also,

Who had set himself to logic long ago.

Thinner was his horse than many a rake,

And he was none too fat, I’ll undertake,

But gazed quite hollowly, and soberly.

His jacket threadbare, where the eye could see;

For he had not yet found a benefice,

Far too unworldly ever to seek office.

He would rather have at his bed-head

Twenty books, clad in black or red,

Of Aristotle and his philosophy,

Than rich robes, fiddle, and sweet psaltery.

But though he was a true philosopher

No stone for making gold lay in his coffer!

But every single penny his friends lent,

On books and on learning it was spent,

And for the souls he offered up a prayer,

Of those who funded him to be a scholar.

Of study he took most care, and most heed.

He spoke not one word more than he need,

And that was formal, said with reverence,

Short, and quick, and in a noble sentence.

Agreeing with moral virtue all his speech,

And gladly would he learn, and gladly teach.

  A SERGEANT AT LAW, wise and cautious,

Often consulted at St Paul’s porch and such,

Was also there, rich in excellence.

Discreet he was, a man for reverence –

Or so he seemed, his words being so wise.

He had often been a Justice at assize,

By letters patent and by full commission.

By his science and his high renown

Of fees and robes he garnered many a one.

So great a buyer of land was never known;

All was his in fee-simple, in effect.

His purchases were not the least suspect.

More business than he had, no man has,

And yet he seemed busier than he was.

He had correctly cases, judgements, all

From King William’s time in men’s recall.

Moreover he could draw up anything,

That no man might find fault with its drafting;

And every statute he could cite by rote,

He rode along in a simple striped coat,

Tied with a silken belt, its clasps of metal;

Of his array I will no further tell.

  A FRANKLIN was in his company;

White was his beard as is the daisy.

Of his complexion he was sanguine;

He loved a sop in wine each morning.

To live in delight was ever his wont,

For he was Epicurus’ very son, 

Who held the view that perfect delight

Was the true felicity outright.

A hospitable householder was he

Saint Julian he was to his county.

His bread and ale always second to none;

And no better wine than his was known.

His house was never short of fish and flesh,

Of pastry dishes, and all so plenteous

It snowed in his house with meat and drink,

And all the dainties of which men might think.

In accordance with the seasons of the year,

So he changed his dinner and his supper.

Full many a fat partridge had he in coop,

And many a bream and pike in the pool.

Woe to his cook unless his sauces were

Pungent and tasty, and every dish prepared!

His table fixed in his hall stood always

Ready set with covers, every day.

At court-sessions he was lord and sire;

And oftentimes was Member for the Shire.

A two-edged dagger and a purse of silk

Hung at his girdle, white as morning milk.

A Sheriff had he been, and a lawyer;

Nowhere lived so worthy a landowner.

  A HABERDASHER, CARPENTER, a WEAVER

A DYER too, and TAPESTRY-MAKER,

Were there all clothed in the livery

Of their imposing guild fraternity.

Full fresh and new their costume was;

Their knives were mounted not with brass

But all with silver, wrought clean and well,

Their girdles and their pouches as befell. 

Each of them seemed a splendid burgess

Fit to grace a guildhall on a dais.

Each owning as much wisdom as man can,

Was suitable to be an alderman,

For they had property enough and rent,

And wives too who would give their assent.

They would be blamed for sure were it not done;

It is a fine thing to be called ‘Madame’,

And go to vigil before the celebration,

With mantle royally carried, on occasion.

  A COOK they had with them I own

To boil the chickens with the marrow-bones,

And pungent flavouring, spices without fail.

Well could he distinguish London ale;

He could roast and seethe and boil and fry,

Make thick soup and bake a tasty pie.

But a mortal pity, it seemed to me,

That on his shin an ulcerous sore had he.

Yet a fricassee, he made it with the best.

  A SHIPMAN was there, from out the west;

A Dartmouth man for all I understood.

He rode a hired hack, as best he could,

In a woollen gown that reached his knee,

A dagger hanging on a cord had he,

About his neck, under his arm, and down.

The summer heat had tanned his visage brown.

And certainly he was a splendid fellow;

Full many a draught of wine he made flow

From Bordeaux, the merchant fast asleep,

The nicer rules of conscience did not keep:

If he fought, and gained the upper hand,

He sent men home by water to every land. 

As for his skill in calculating tides,

Currents, and every other risk besides,

Harbours and moons, on every voyage,

There was none such from Hull to Carthage.

Hardy he was, wise in his undertakings,

In many a tempest had his beard been shaken.

He knew all the havens that there were

From Gotland’s Isle to Cape Finisterre,

And every creek in Brittany and Spain;

The barque he owned was called the Magdalene.

  With us there was a DOCTOR OF PHYSIC.

In all this world none ever saw his like

On points of physic and of surgery,

For he was grounded in astronomy.

He knew the best hours for the sick,

By the power of his natural magic.

And could select the right ascendant

For making talismans for his patient.

He knew the cause of every malady,

Whether of hot or cold, or moist and dry,

And where engendered, of what humour;

He was a truly perfect practitioner.

The cause known, and of the ill its root,

He gave the sick man remedy to suit.

To send him medicines, his apothecaries

And potions too, they were ever ready,

For each enhanced the other’s profiting –

There needed no new friendship there to win.

He was well-versed in Aesculapius,

And Dioscorides and likewise Rufus,

Old Hippocrates, Hali and Galen,

Serapion, Rhazes and Avicen,

Averroes, Damascenus, Constantinus,

Bernard, and Gaddesden, and Gilbertus.

In his diet quite moderate was he,

For it avoided superfluity,

But nourishing it was, digestible.

He made little study of the Bible.

In red and blue, and colours of that ilk,

Lined with taffeta, was clad, and silk.

And yet he was most careful of expense;

He kept the money won from pestilence.

For gold in physic is a cordial;

Therefore he loved gold above all.

  A good WIFE was there from next to BATH,

But pity was that she was somewhat deaf.

In cloth-making she was excellent,

Surpassing those of Ypres and of Ghent.

In all the parish there was no wife, so

Before her to the Offertory might go –

And if they did, indeed, so angry she

That she was quite put out of charity.

Her kerchiefs were finely wove I found;

I dare to swear those weighed a good ten pounds,

That on a Sunday she wore on her head.

Here hose were of a fine scarlet red,

And tightly tied: her shoes full soft and new.

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

Had been a worthy woman all her life;

Husbands at the church-door she had five,

Besides other company in her youth –

No need to speak of that just now, in truth.

And thrice had she been to Jerusalem;

She had crossed many a foreign stream.

At Boulogne she had been, and Rome,

St James of Compostella, and Cologne,

And she knew much of wandering by the way,

Gap toothed was she, truthfully to say. 

At ease upon a saddle-horse she sat,

Well wimpled, and on her head a hat

As wide as a small buckler or large shield,

Her large hips an over-skirt concealed,

And on her feet a pair of sharp spurs sat.

In fellowship she loved to laugh and chat;

And remedies for love she had, by chance,

For in that art she knew the oldest dance.

  A holy man there was of good renown,

Who was a poor PARSON to a town,

But rich he was in holy thought and works.

He also was a learned man, a clerk,

That Christ’s gospel earnestly would preach;

His parishioners devoutly he would teach.

Benign he was and wondrous diligent,

And in adversity extremely patient,

And proven to be such as many times.

He was loth to curse men over tithes,

But preferred to give, without a doubt,

To the poor parishioners round about,

From his own goods and the offerings,

He found sufficiency in little things. 

Wide was his parish, and houses far asunder,

But he neglected naught, in rain or thunder,

In sickness or affliction went to all

The farthest in his parish, great or small,

Upon his feet, and in his hand a stave.

This fine example to his flock he gave,

That first he wrought, and afterward he taught.

Out of the gospel he those words had caught;

And this maxim he would add thereto,

That if gold rust, what should iron do?

For if the priest be foul in whom we trust,

No wonder if the layman turn to rust!

And shame it is, and let priests note, to see

The shepherd doused in shit, the sheep still clean.

The true example the priest ought to give

Is by his cleanness how the sheep should live.

He did not set his benefice to hire

And leave his sheep encumbered in the mire,

Running off to London to Saint Paul’s,

To work a wealthy chantry for dead souls,

Or in guild brotherhood remain enrolled

But dwelt at home and cared well for his fold,

So that no wolf should make his task miscarry.

He was a shepherd not a mercenary.

And though he was holy and virtuous,

He did not scorn the sinful, nor because

Of it in speech was proud or over-fine,

But in his teaching was discreet, benign;

To draw folk towards heaven by gentleness,

By good example – such was his business.

But if anyone proved obstinate,

Whoever he was, of high or low estate,

He would rebuke him sharply, him to punish.

A better priest I think there nowhere none is.

He never looked for pomp or reverence,

Nor showed a too fastidious conscience,

But Christ’s lore, and his Apostles’ twelve,

He taught, but first he followed it himself. 

  With him there was a PLOUGHMAN, was his brother,

Many a load of dung, one time or other,

He had carted, a good true worker he,

Living in peace and perfect charity.

God loved he best with all his whole heart

At all times, whether with delight or smart,

Then his neighbour loved he as himself.

He would thresh the corn, and dig and delve,

For Christ’s sake, grant the poor their hour,

Without reward, if it lay in his power. 

His tithes he paid in full, fair and well,

Both of his labour and his capital.

In a loose tunic he rode on a mare.

  There was a REEVE also and a MILLER,

A SUMMONER and a PARDONER as well,

A college MANCIPLE, and then myself.

  The MILLER was a strong man I own;

A stout fellow, big in brawn and bone.

It served him well, for, everywhere, the man,

At wrestling, always looked to win the ram.

Broad, thick-set, short in the upper arm,

Off its hinges, he lifted any door,

Or ran at it and broke it with his head.

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

And broad as well, as if it were a spade.

On the tip of his nose he displayed

A wart, and on it stood a tuft of hair,

Red as the bristles in a sow’s ear.

His nostrils were as black as they were wide;

A sword and buckler he wore at his side.

His mouth as great was as a great furnace.

He was a loudmouth and to his disgrace

Told stories most of sin and harlotry.

He stole corn, and made one toll pay three;

Yet had the golden thumb, a mystery!

A white coat and a blue hood wore he;

The bagpipes he could blow well and sound,

And that was how he piped us out of town.

  The MANCIPLE was of the Inner Temple, 

All purchasers might follow his example

Of wisdom in the buying of victuals;

For whether he paid cash or owed it all

He was so careful always in his purchase,

That he was all prepared and acted first.

Now is it not a wonder of God’s grace

That a man so illiterate can outpace

The wisdom of a host of learned men?

Of masters he had more than thrice ten,

Expert in the law and meritorious,

Of whom there were a dozen in that house

Worthy to be stewards of rent and land

For any lord who lives in England,

And show him the income to be had  


Debt-free, from his estates, less he were mad,

Or be as frugal as he should desire;

And they were able to assist a shire

In any case that chanced to arise –

And yet this Manciple outdid the wise.

  The REEVE was a slender, choleric man.

His beard was shaved as close as any can;

His hair by his ears was fully shorn;

The top was cropped like a priest before.

His legs were long, and very lean,

Like sticks they were – no calves to be seen.

He kept a tidy granary and bin;

No auditor could get the best of him.

Well could he judge from drought or rain

The yield of his seed and of his grain.

His lord’s sheep, beef-cattle, and his dairy,

His swine, his horses, stock and poultry,

Was wholly in this Reeve’s governance

And he made reckoning by covenant,

Since his lord had only twenty years;

No man could find him ever in arrears.

No bailiff, cowherd, servant of any kind

But their deceits and tricks were in his mind;

They feared him like the plague, is my belief.

He had a pleasant dwelling on a heath,

With green trees shadowed was the sward.

He could purchase better than his lord;

He had riches of his own privately.

He could please his lord subtly,

Giving and lending of his own goods,

And earn his thank you and a coat and hood.

In youth he had a good and learned master;

He was a fine craftsman, a carpenter.

This Reeve sat on a farm-horse that was

All dappled grey and bore the name of Scot.

A long bluish top-coat he displayed,

And by his side he bore a rusty blade.

Of Norfolk was this Reeve of whom I tell,

Near a town that men call Bawdeswell.

His gown was tucked up like a friar’s about,

And he always rode the hindmost on the route.

  A SUMMONER was with us in that place,

Who had a fiery-red cherubim’s face,

Carbuncled so, and his eyes were narrow.

He was hot and lecherous as a sparrow,

With scabby black brows and scrubby beard;

Of his visage children were a-feared.

No quicksilver, lead salve, or brimstone,

Borax, ceruse, or oil of tartar known,

No ointment that would cleanse and bite,

Could cure him of his pimples white,

Or of the lumps rising from his cheeks.

Well loved he garlic, onions, and leeks,

And to drink strong wine, as red as blood;

Making him speak, and cry, as madman would.

And when he had drunk, and the wine was in,

Then he would speak no word but Latin. 

A few tags he had, some two or three,

That he had learned out of some decree –

No wonder, since he heard them every day.

And you well know moreover how a jay

Can say ‘Walter’ better than the Pope –

But try any other matter’s scope,

Then had he spent all his philosophy;

Ay ‘Questio quid iuris’ was his plea.

He was a noble rogue and a kind;

A better fellow no man could find.

He would allow, for a quart of wine,

A good friend to keep a concubine

A twelvemonth and excuse him fully;

And he could pluck a fool privately.

And if he made a good friend anywhere,

He would teach him not to have a care

In such a case of the Archdeacon’s curse,

Unless a man’s soul lay in his purse,

For in his purse he should punished be.

‘The purse is the Archdeacon’s hell,’ said he.

But well I know he lied in what he said;

For his curse each guilty man should dread,

Since absolution saves, but slays that writ,

And so ware of that word Significavit.

He had in his power as he pleased

All the young folk of the diocese,

Knew their secrets, they by him were led.

A garland had he set upon his head,

Big as an inn-sign’s holly on a stake;

A buckler he had made him of a cake.

  With him there rode a noble PARDONER

Of Charing Cross, his friend and his peer,

Returned directly from the Court of Rome.

He sang out loud: ‘Come hither, love, to me!’

The Summoner sang a powerful bass around;

Never a trumpet of half so great a sound. 

The Pardoner had hair as yellow as wax,

But smooth it hung like a hank of flax.

In clusters hung the locks he possessed,

With which his shoulders he overspread;

But thin they fell, in strands, one by one.

But hood, to adorn them, he wore none,

For it was trussed up in his wallet –

He thought he rode fashionably set;

Dishevelled, save his cap, he rode all bare.

Such bulging eyeballs had he as a hare.

A pilgrim badge had he sewn on his cap;

His wallet lay before him in his lap,

Brimful of pardons, come from Rome hotfoot.

A voice he had as small as has a goat;

No beard had he, nor ever looked to have;

As smooth it were as it were lately shaved –

I judge he was a gelding or a mare.

But of his craft, from Berwick unto Ware,

Never was such another Pardoner. 

And in his bag a pillow-case was there,

Which he claimed was Our Lady’s veil;

He said he had a fragment of the sail

That Saint Peter used, when he skimmed

Upon the sea till Jesus summoned him. 

He had a cross of brass set with stones,

And in a glass, he had pigs’ bones.

And with these relics, when he had to hand

Some poor parson living on the land,

In one day he gathered in more money

Than the parson in a month of Sundays.

And thus with feigned flattery, his japes

Made people and the parson his apes.

But to tell true from first to last,

He was in church a noble ecclesiast.

He read a lesson well or a story,

But best of all he sang an Offertory.

For well he knew, when that song was sung,

He must preach and well tune his tongue

To win silver, as he well knew how;

Therefore he sang more sweetly and loud.

  Now I have told you in a brief clause,

The array, condition, number and the cause

Whereby assembled was this company,

In Southwark at that noble hostelry

Called The Tabard, fast by The Bell.

But now the time has come for me to tell

How we behaved on that same night,

At that hostelry where we did alight;

And after will I tell, at every stage,

All the remainder of our pilgrimage.

But first I pray you of your courtesy,

Not to consider me unmannerly

If I speak plainly in this matter,

In telling you their words hereafter,

Though I speak their words literally;

For this you know as well as me, 

Whoso tells the tale of another man

Must repeat as closely as he can

Every word, if it be in his power,

However coarse or broad his dower

Of words, or else his tale will be untrue,

Or feign things, inventing words anew.

He may spare none, though it were his brother,

Must say the one word if he says the other.

Christ himself spoke plain in Holy Writ,

And you well know no coarseness is in it.

As Plato says, to any who can read,

The words must be cousin to the deed.

Also I beg you, if you will, forgive me

If I have not placed folk in due degree

Here in this tale, as they indeed should stand;

I lack the wit, you may well understand.

  Our HOST made great cheer for everyone,

And down to supper set us all anon.

He served us with victuals of the best:

Strong was the wine, we drank with zest.

A handsome man our Host was withal,

And fit to be a marshal in a hall.

A large man he was with striking eyes;

No fairer burgess was there in Cheapside.

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

And of honest manhood he lacked naught.

Add that he was a truly merry man;

And after supper jokingly began

To speak of entertainment and other things,

After we had paid our reckonings,

Saying to us: ‘Now lordings, truly

To me you are right welcome, heartily!

For by my troth and telling you no lie,

I have not seen this year such folk go by

As gathered together in this tavern now.

And I would entertain, if I knew how,

Yet there is an entertainment, in my thoughts,

To amuse you and it will cost you naught. 

  You go to Canterbury – God you speed!

May the blissful martyr bless you indeed! –

And well I know, as you go on your way

You intend to chatter and make hay.

For truly, comfort and delight is none

In riding on the way dumb as a stone.

And therefore I offer you some sport,

As I first said, to give you some comfort.

And if you agree as one and consent

Each of you to accept my judgement,

And to work it as I to you will say,

Tomorrow when you ride on your way,

Now, by my father’s soul, he being dead,

If you lack merriment, be it on my head!

Hold up your hands, without longer speech.’

  Our decision was not long to seek:

We thought it not worth serious debating,

And gave him leave, without deliberating,

And bade him give his orders as he wished,

‘Lordings,’ quoth he, ‘now listen to the rest –

But hear me out, I pray, without disdain –

Here is the point, to tell you short and plain:

That each of you, to speed you on your way,

On the journey there, shall tell two tales, 

Till Canterbury, I mean it so,

And on the homeward way another two,

Of adventures that did once befall.

And which of you that bears them best of all –

That is to say, who tells in this case

Tales the most serious that most solace –

Shall have a supper and we pay the cost,

Here in this place, sitting by this post,

When that we come again from Canterbury.

And to make you all the more merry,

I will myself gladly with you ride,

All at my own cost, and be your guide.

And whoever my judgement does gainsay

Shall pay all that we spend by the way.

And if you will agree it shall be so,

Tell me now, without more ado,

And I will get me ready for the dawn.’

  The thing was agreed, and our oath sworn

With right good heart, and we begged also

That he accordingly would do so,

And that he act then as our governor,

And of our tales be judge and recorder,

And fix the supper at a certain price,

And we would be ruled by his device,

In high and low, and thus by one assent

We all agreed to his true judgement.

And the wine was brought, thereupon

We drank, and to rest went everyone,

Without our any longer tarrying.

  Next morning, when the day began to spring,

Up rose our Host and roused us like the cock,

And gathered us together in a flock;

And forth we rode, at barely walking-pace

To Saint Thomas, and his watering place.

And there our Host held the reins still,

And said: ‘Lordings, hearken if you will!

You know what you agreed, as I record.

If even-song and morning-song accord,

Let us see who shall tell the first tale.

As ever I hope to drink wine and ale,

Whoever is a rebel to my judgement

Shall pay for all that on the way is spent.

Now draw a straw before our journeying;

And he that has the shortest shall begin.

‘Sir Knight,’ quoth he, ‘my master and my lord,

Now make the draw for that is our accord.

Come near,’ quoth he, ‘my lady Prioress,

And you, Sir Cleric, hide your bashfulness,

No pondering now – a hand from everyone!’

  At once by each the draw was begun;

And to tell you how it was, as I relate,

Whether by happenstance or chance or fate,

The truth is this: the lot fell to the Knight,

Which filled us all with joy and delight.

And tell his tale he must, in due season,

According to our pact and our decision,

As you have heard – what needs more ado?

And when this good man saw that it was so,

As he was wise and given to obedience

And keeping promises with free assent,

He said: ‘Since I shall begin the game,

Why, welcome is the outcome, in God’s name!

Now let us ride, and hark at what I say.’

And with that word we rode forth on our way,

And he began, all merry and full of cheer

His tale anon, and spoke as you may hear.

 
End of the General Prologue

 

The Knight’s Tale
  

Once on a time, as old stories tell us,

There was a Duke whose name was Theseus.

Of Athens he was lord and governor,

And in his time so great a conqueror

Mightier was there none under the sun.

Full many a rich land had he won,

What with his wisdom and his chivalry.

He conquered all the Amazon country,

That long ago was known as Scythia,

And wedded its queen Hippolyta,

And brought her home to his own country

With much glory and great festivity,

And also her young sister Emily.

And so with victory and melody

I’ll let this noble Duke to Athens ride

And all his host in arms him beside.

  And were it not indeed too long to hear,

I would have told you fully of the manner

In which the Amazon kingdom was seized

By Theseus and by his chivalry,

And of the great battle on occasion

Twixt the Athenian and the Amazon,

And how he besieged Hippolyta,

The brave and lovely queen of Scythia,

And of the feast they had at their wedding

And of the tempest at their home-coming;

But all of that I must omit for now.

I have, God knows, a large field to plough,

Weak oxen pull my blade, the field is rough.

The remnant of my tale is long enough.

Likewise I’ll not delay us on the route;

Let every fellow tell his tale about,

And let us see who shall that supper win!

– Where I left off, I will again begin.

  This Duke of whom I now make mention,

When he was almost come into the town,

In all his splendour and his great pride,

Became aware, as he glanced aside,

That there kneeled in the highway

Two by two, a company of ladies,

One behind the other, in clothes black.

But such a wail, such cries they made, alack,

That in this world there is no creature living

That ever heard another such lamenting. 

And this crying was not heard to cease

Till they the reins of his bridle seized.

  ‘What folk are you that at my home-coming

So disturb my feast with your crying?

Quoth Theseus. ‘Do you so envy my

Honour that thus you complain and cry?

Who has maltreated you or offended?

And tell me if what’s done may be amended,

And why you are clothed thus all in black.’

  The eldest lady of them all spoke back,

Swooning, so deathly-white she did appear,

That it was pitiful to see and hear,

And said: ‘Lord to whom Fortune doth give

Victory, you who as a conqueror do live,

We do not mourn your glory and honour,

But we beseech your mercy and succour.

Have mercy on our woe and our distress!

Some drop of pity, in your graciousness,

Upon us wretched women let it fall.

For sure, my lord, there is none of us all

That has not been a duchess or a queen.

Now we are captives, as can well be seen,

Thanks be to Fortune and her fickle wheel,

That no estate lets full assurance feel.

Indeed, lord, to attend your presence we

In this divine temple of Clemency

Have been waiting all this long fortnight.

Now help us lord, since you possess the might!

  I, wretched Queen, that weep and wail thus

Was once the wife of King Capaneus

Who died at Thebes – accursed be the day! –

And all of us in all our sad array

Who are making this fond lamentation,

We all lost our husbands in that town,

While the siege thereabout it lay.

And yet now old Creon, sad to say,

That is now the lord of Thebes the city,

Filled full with anger and iniquity,

He out of spite, and out of tyranny,

To do the dead bodies villainy

Of all our lords that have been slain,

Has all the bodies in a heap lain,

And will not give his order and assent

For them to be buried or be burnt,

But lets the dogs eat them, out of spite.’

And with that word, without more respite,

They fell prone and cried piteously:

Have on us wretched women some mercy,

And let our sorrow penetrate your heart!’

  The noble Duke with pity gave a start,

Leapt from his horse as he heard her speak.

He thought that his own heart would break

At seeing such piteous victims of fate,

That had once been of such great estate.

And raised them in his arms, and then

Comforted them with generous intent,

And swore his oath, as being a true knight,

He would so vigorously apply his might

To the tyrant Creon, vengeance on him wreak,

That all the people of Greece would speak

Of how Theseus their Creon served,

As one whose death was richly deserved.

And at once, with little more delay,

He rode forth, his banner did display

Towards Thebes, and all his host beside.

No nearer Athens would he go or ride,

Nor rest at ease scarcely half a day,

But onward on his way that night he lay,

And sent, at once, the Queen, Hippolyta,

And Emily, her beautiful young sister, 

To the town of Athens there to dwell,

And forth he rode; there is no more to tell.

  The image of red Mars, with spear and shield

So shone on his white banners, in the field,

That all the meadows glittered up and down,

And with his banner, his pennon of renown,

Of gold full rich, on which there was a beast,

The Minotaur, whom he had slain in Crete.

So rode the Duke, so rode this conqueror,

And in his host of chivalry the flower,

Till he came to Thebes, there did alight,

Fair in a field, where he thought to fight. 

  But to speak briefly now of this thing,

With Creon, he that was of Thebes king,

He fought, and slew him like a manly knight

In open battle, and put the folk to flight.

And by assault he won the city after,

And razed the walls, every spar and rafter;

And to the ladies he restored again

The bones of their husbands that were slain,

To perform their obsequies, in usual guise.

Though it were all too long to devise

The great clamour and the sad lamenting

That the ladies made at the burning

Of the bodies, and the great honour

That Theseus the noble conqueror

Did the ladies, when their way they went;

For to speak briefly, such is my intent.

  When that this worthy Duke, this Theseus,

Had slain Creon and conquered Thebes thus,

Still in the field he took all night his rest,

And with the country did as pleased him best.

  To ransack the heaped bodies of the dead,

To strip them of armour, and clothes indeed,

The pillagers worked busily, with care,

After the battle and the victory there.

And it so befell that in the heap they found,

Pierced with many a grievous bloody wound,

Two young knights, lying side by side,

Both in like armour, richly wrought beside;

Of whom, Arcita was the name of one,

That of the other knight was Palamon.

Not fully quick nor fully dead they were,

But by their coats of arms and their gear

The heralds knew them, amongst them all, 

And that they were of the blood royal

Of Thebes, and of two sisters born.

Out of the heap the pillagers have them borne

And gently carry them to Theseus’ tent

And he at once has them swiftly sent

To Athens, to be confined in prison

Perpetually; allowing them no ransom. 

  And when the noble Duke had so done,

He took his horse and home he rode anon,

Crowned with laurel as a conqueror;

And there he lived in joy and in honour

All his life; what more need I say now?

And in a tower, in anguish and in woe,

Dwelled this Arcita and this Palamon, 

For ever; no gold could buy their freedom.

  So passed year on year, and day on day,

Until one morning in the month of May

Young Emily, she fairer to be seen

Than is the lily on its stalk of green,

And fresher than the May with flowers new –

For with the rose’s colour strove her hue;

I know not which was finer of the two –

Ere it was day, as she was wont to do,

She has risen, and dressed at first light,

For May will have no slothfulness a-night,

The season pricks at every gentle heart,

And makes it from its sleep begin to start,

And says: ‘Arise, perform your observance!’

And this made Emily rouse her remembrance

Of the honour due to May, and so to rise.

She was clothed fresh to watching eyes;

Her yellow hair was braided in a tress

Behind her back, a yard long, I guess.

And in the garden, as the sun up-rose,

She walked up and down, and as she chose

Gathered flowers, mingled, white and red,

To make a woven garland for her head,

And sang like an angel, as she went along.

  The great tower, that was so thick and strong,

That of the castle was the chief dungeon,

In which the knights were imprisoned,

Of which I told, and will tell you all,

Was closely bonded to the garden wall

Near which this Emily did her walking.

Bright was the sun and clear that morning,

And Palamon, that woeful prisoner,

As was his wont, by leave of his gaoler,

Had risen and he roamed a room on high,

Where all the noble city met his eye,

And so the garden, full of branches green,

Where this fresh Emily the sweetly seen

Was at play, and she roamed up and down.

This sorrowful prisoner, this Palamon,

Pacing the chamber, roaming to and fro

And to himself complaining of his woe;

That he was born, he often cried ‘alas!’

And so it befell, by chance or happenstance,

That through a window, thick with many a bar

Of iron large and square as any spar,

He cast his eye upon Emilia,

And thereupon he blanched, and cried ‘Ah!’

As though he had been stung to the heart.

And with that cry Arcita gave a start

And said: ‘My cousin, what aileth thee,

Who are so pale and death-like to see?

Why did you cry out? Who gives offence?

For God’s love, show every patience

With our prison, not otherwise can it be!

Fortune has sent us this adversity.

Some weak aspect or disposition

Of Saturn, in some configuration,

Has yielded this, however we have sworn;

So stood the heavens when that we were born.

We must endure; that is the short and plain.’

  And Palamon answered, and spoke again:

‘Cousin, indeed, you are in confusion,

You are deceived in your imagination.

This gaol was not the reason for my cry,

But I was wounded now, through the eye

To the heart, it will be the death of me.

The beauty of that lady that I see

Yonder in the garden roaming to and fro

Is the cause of all my crying and my woe. 

I know not if she be woman or a goddess,

But Venus she is in truth, I’d guess.’

And with that on his knees down he fell

And said: Venus, if it be your will

To appear before me in this figure

In that garden, a sorrowful wretched creature,

Out of this prison help us to escape.

And if my destiny is already shaped

By eternal word to die in prison,

On our lineage have some compassion,

That is brought so low by tyranny.’

And at that word Arcita chanced to see

This lady as she roamed to and fro,

And at the sight her beauty hurt him so,

That if Palamon had been wounded sore,

Arcita hurts as much as him or more.

And with a sigh he says piteously:

‘The fresh beauty slays me suddenly

Of her that roams about in yonder place,

And but I have her mercy and her grace,

That I may see her, at the least, some way,

I am but dead; there is no more to say.’

  Now Palamon when he heard these words,

Looked at him angrily and so answered:

‘Say you this in earnest, or in play?’

‘Nay,’ quoth Arcita, ‘in earnest, by my faith!

God help me so, I have no wish to play.’

Palamon began to knit his brow, and say:

‘There accrues to you,’ he quoth, ‘no honour

In being false, or proving now a traitor

To me, who am your cousin and your brother

Deeply sworn, and each bound to the other,

That never, lest we both may die in pain,

Never, until death shall part us twain,

Shall either in love be hindrance to the other,

Nor in any other way, my dear brother,

Rather you should truly further me

In every case, as I shall further thee.

This was your oath and mine also, I say,

I know in truth you dare not it gainsay.

So are you my confidant, beyond doubt.

And now you will falsely be about

Loving my lady, whom I love and serve

And ever shall, as long as heart deserve.

Now indeed, false Arcita, you shall not so!

I loved her first, and told you of my woe

As my confidant, and my brother sworn

To further me, as I have said before.

By which you are bound as a true knight

To help me, if it lies within your might,

Or else you will prove false, I dare maintain!’

  Then Arcita proudly answered him again:

‘You shall,’ he quoth, ‘rather be false than I.

And you are false, I tell you that outright;

For par amour I loved her first, not you.

What did you say? You scarcely knew

Whether she was a woman or a goddess?  

Your is affection born of holiness,

And mine is love as for the creature,

And that is why I told you at a venture,

Being my cousin and my brother sworn.

Suppose it so that you loved her before:

Do you not know the old clerks’ saw,

‘Who shall bind a lover with the law?’

Love is a greater law, by head and hand,

Than is imposed by any earthly man.

And therefore social laws and such decrees

Are broken each day for love, by all degrees.

A man must love, despite himself, give heed;

He may not flee it though he die, indeed,

Be she a maid, a widow, or a wife.

And then you are little likely, in this life,

To stand in grace with her; no more shall I.

You know too well, yourself, and no lie,

That you and I are condemned to prison

Perpetually; and granted no ransom

We strive as the hounds did for the bone;

They fought all day and neither did it own.

There came a kite, while they were waxing wrath,

And carried off the bone between them both.

And therefore, at the king’s court, my brother,

Each man for himself; law there’s none other.

Love if you wish; I love, and ever shall.

And truly believe, brother, this is all:

Here in this prison must we endure;

And each of us our own chance assure.’

  Great was the strife and long between the two,

If I had leisure to tell it all to you.

But to the point: it happened on a day,

To explain it as briefly as I may,

A worthy Duke, named Pirithous,

Who had been friends with Duke Theseus

Since the days when they were children, 

Had come to Athens, visiting his friend,

And to amuse himself as he would do;

For in this world he loved no man so,

And he was loved as tenderly again.

So well they loved, as the old books say,

That when the one was dead, true to tell,

His friend went and sought him down in Hell.

But that is not the story I write here.

Duke Pirithous truly loved Arcita,

And knew him well at Thebes many a year,

And finally, at the request and prayer

Of Pirithous, without any ransom,

Duke Theseus let him out of prison,

To go free, wherever he might choose,

In such a guise as I shall tell to you.

  This was the pledge, let me plainly write,

Between Theseus and Arcita, this I cite,

That if so be it Arcita was found,

Ever in life, by day or night, on ground

That in any way belonged to Theseus,

And he were caught, it was agreed thus:

That with a sword he should lose his head.

There was no other remedy be it said,

But to take his leave, and homeward step.

Let him beware; his pledge is now his neck.

  How great a sorrow Arcita reveals!

The stroke of death in his heart he feels.

He weeps, he wails, he cries piteously;

He waits to slay himself secretly.

He says: ‘Alas the day that I was born!

Now is my prison worse than before;

Now am I doomed eternally to dwell

Not in Purgatory, but in Hell. 

Alas that ever I knew Perithous!

Else I had dwelt with Theseus

Fettered in his prison, evermore so;

Then had I been in bliss, and not in woe.

Only the sight of she whom I serve,

Though that I never her grace may deserve,

Would have sufficed right enough for me.

‘O dear cousin Palamon,’ quoth he,

‘Yours is the victory in this venture!

Full blissfully in prison you endure –

In prison? No, for sure, in Paradise.

Well for you has Fortune cast the dice,

You have sight of her, and I the absence.

For it is possible, since you have her present,

And are a knight, and one noble and able,

That by chance, since Fortune’s changeable,

You may sometime your desire attain.

But I that am exiled, destitute again

Of all grace, and in such great despair

That neither earth nor water, fire nor air,

Nor creature that of them compounded is,

May help me or comfort me in this,

Now I must die in sadness and distress.

Farewell my life, my joy, and my gladness!

  Alas, why do folk in general moan

About God’s providence or Fortune,

That often yields to them in many a guise

Much better fates than they themselves devise?

Some man is so desirous of riches,

They cause his murder, or a great sickness.

Another man that would his freedom gain,

Is freed, then by his own household slain.

Infinite harm is hidden in this matter;

We know not what it is we pray for here.

We fare as one that drunk is as a mouse:

A drunken man knows he has a house,

But knows not the right way thither,

And to a drunken man it’s slide and slither.

And that is how for sure in this world we

Go searching hard to find felicity,

But we go wrong so often, tell no lie.

Thus may we all say, and so will I,

That had gone and formed the grand opinion

That if I might escape from prison,

Then I would be in joy and perfect health,

Where instead I am exiled from my wealth,

Since that I may not see you, Emily.

I am but dead; there is no remedy.’

  Now on the other hand Palamon,

When he knew that Arcita had gone,

Such sorrow made that the great tower

Echoed to his yowling and his clamour.

The very fetters on his shins yet

Were with his bitter salt tears wet.

‘Alas,’ quoth he, ‘Arcita, cousin mine,

Of all our strife, God knows, comes meagre wine!

You walk now in Thebes at your large,

And with my woe you are little charged.

You may, possessing wisdom and manhood,

Assemble all the folk among our kindred,

And start so fierce a war in this city

That by some venture, or some treaty,

You may have her to be your lady wife

For whose sake I must needs lose my life.

For, as regards the possibility,

Since you are now at large, of prison free,

And are a lord, great is your advantage,

More than mine who starve here in a cage.

For I must weep and wail while I live,

With all the woe that prison life may give,

And with the pain that love grants also,

That doubles my torment and my woe.’

  With that he felt the fire of envy start

Within his breast, and seize him by the heart,

So furiously he like was to behold

As box-wood, pale, or ashes dead and cold.

  Then said he: ‘O cruel goddess, that controls,

This world with your eternal words enfolds,

Engraving in your tables of adamant

The eternal destinies that you will grant,

What more is mankind to you of old

Than a flock of sheep cowering in a fold?

For man is slain as easily as any beast,

And dwells alike in prison, and is seized,

And suffers sickness, great adversity,

And often he is guiltless, indeed.

What justice is there in your prescience

That torments guiltless innocence?

And yet all my penance is increased:

For man is bound to do as he agreed,

For God’s sake, in curbing of his will,

Whereas a beast may all its lust fulfil.

And when a beast is dead it feels no pain,

But man after death must weep again,

Though in this world he had care and woe;

Without a doubt, things may happen so.

The answer to this I leave to the divines;

But well I know that in this world man pines.

Alas, I see a serpent or a thief,

That to many a man has done mischief,

Go where he wishes, and at will return,

But I must be imprisoned through Saturn,

And Juno, jealous and furious, who would

Destroy well nigh all the Theban blood,

And Thebes itself, its ruined walls spread wide,

While Venus slays me from the other side,

For jealousy and fear of Arcita.’

  Now will I turn from Palamon and here

Leave him in his prison now to dwell,

And of Arcita on the instant tell.

  The summer passes, and the nights long

Increase in double wise the pains strong,

Both of the lover and the prisoner.

I know not which of them is the sadder:

For briefly for to tell, this Palamon

Is damned perpetually to prison,

In chains and fetters to his final breath;

Arcita is banished, on pain of death,

Exiled for evermore from that country,

And nevermore his lady shall he see.

  You lovers, now I ask of you this question:

Who suffers worst, Arcita or Palamon?

The one may see his lady day by day,

But in prison he must dwell always;

The other where he wishes ride or go,

But he shall see his lady nevermore.

Judge as it pleases you, who know and can,

For I will finish that which I began.

 



(Part Two)

 

When that Arcita at Thebes arrived was,

All the day he languished, cried ‘alas!’

For he shall see his lady nevermore.

And briefly to conclude all his woe,

So much sorrow had never a creature

That is or shall be while the world endures.

Of sleep, of meat, of drink, he is bereft,

So that he waxes dry as a spear-shaft;

His eyes hollow and grisly to behold,

His hue sallow and pale as ashes cold.

And solitary he was and ever alone,

And wailing all the night, making his moan.

And if he heard a song or instrument,

Then he would weep, to infinite extent.

So feeble were his spirits and so low,

And changed so that no man might know

His speech, nor his voice, that they heard.

And in his manner for all the world he fared

As not only seized with lovers’ malady

Of heroes, rather with the lunacy

Engendered by a humour melancholic

Up top, in his cerebrum fantastic.

And briefly, was so turned upside-down

In body and disposition, foot to crown,

Of this woeful lover, Sir Arcita

Why write all day about his discomposure?

  When he had endured two years or so

Of this cruel torment, this pain and woe,

At Thebes, in his own country, as I said,

Upon a night, asleep, and in his bed,

He thought he saw the winged god Mercury

Standing before him, bidding him be merry.

His wand of sleep he bore in hand upright;

A cap he wore upon his hair bright.

Arrayed was this god, remarked Arcita,

As he was when Argus was the sleeper;

And he said thus: ‘To Athens shall you wend,

There to your woe there is ordained an end.’

And these words woke Arcita with a start.

‘Now, truly, however much it pains my heart,’

Quoth he, ‘to Athens right now will I fare.

Not even for dread of death will I despair

But see my lady that I love and serve;

In her presence from death I shall not swerve.’

  And with that word he seized a great mirror,

And saw in it that changed was all his colour,

And saw his visage all of another kind.

And right away it came into his mind

That, since his face was so disfigured

From the sickness that he had endured,

He might well if he kept a humble tone

Live in Athens evermore unknown,

And see his lady well nigh every day.

And so at once he changed his array,

And clad himself as does a labourer;

And all alone, save only for a squire

That knew his secrets and his cause,

And was disguised as humbly as he was,

To Athens is he gone the quickest way.

And to the court he went upon a day,

And at the gate offered his services,

To drudge and draw, whatever men thought best.

And briefly of this matter to explain,

He started work for a chamberlain,

The which was dwelling there with Emily,

For he was wise and swiftly could espy

The worth of every servant caught his eye.

Arcita could hew wood well and water bear,

For young and strong, appropriately grown,

He was tall too, and mighty in the bone

Fit for whatever any could devise.

A year or two he laboured in this wise,

Page of the chamber of Emily the bright,

And Philostrate he named himself aright.

And half so well-beloved a man as he

There never was at court, of his degree.

He was so noble in his low condition

That throughout the court ran his renown.

They said that it would be a charity

If Theseus were to heighten his degree,

And some nobler service then devise

Where he might his virtue exercise. 

And thus in a while his name had sprung

To every lip, for deeds and courteous tongue,

So that Theseus advanced him higher

And of his chamber made him a squire,

And gave him gold to maintain his degree.

And men too brought him from his own country

Year by year, and secretly, his rent.

And secretly and honestly was it spent,

That no man wondered at what he had.

And three years in this wise this life he led,

And bore him so in peace and in war,

There was no man Theseus liked more.

And in this bliss I now will leave Arcita

And speak I will of Palamon the lover.  

  In that dark and horribly strong prison,

This seven-year has lived our Palamon,

Pining away in sorrow and distress.

Who feels a double grief and heaviness

But Palamon whom love tortures so

That he is almost maddened by his woe?

And moreover he is a prisoner

Perpetually, and not just for a year.

Who could rhyme in English properly

His martyrdom? Truly, it is not I!

Therefore I pass on lightly as I may.

  It fell that in the seventh year, of May

The third night (as the old books say

That tell this story in a fuller way),

Whether by chance or by destiny –

As when a thing happens it must be –

That soon after midnight, Palamon

Helped by a friend, broke from the prison,

And fled the city as fast as he could go.

For he had given his gaoler drink, so

Of a honeyed cup of a certain wine,

With narcotics and Theban opium fine,

That all night, though men did him shake,

The gaoler slept; and no man could him wake.

Thus Palamon flees as fast as ever he may.

The night was short and it was near to day,

So of necessity he must him hide.

And into a grove there close beside

With fearful foot stalked our Palamon.

For, briefly, it was his opinion

That in the grove he might hide all day,

And then in the night be on his way

Towards Thebes, his friends there to pray

To arm themselves and Theseus to assail.

And, briefly, either he would lose his life,

Or win Emily to be his wife.

This is the gist and his intention plain.

  Now will I turn to Arcita again,

Who little knew how soon he must prepare

For fate, till Fortune caught him in her snare. 

  The busy lark, the messenger of day,

Salutes, with song, the morning grey,

And fiery Phoebus rises up so bright

That all the Orient laughs with light,

And with his rays falling on the trees

Dries the silver droplets on the leaves. 

And Arcita, that in the court so royal

Of Theseus is a squire, the principal, 

Has risen, and regards the cheerful day,

And to offer his observances to May,

Remembering the object of his desire,

He on a courser, quivering like fire,

Rides out into the fields in play,

Our of the court, a mile or two away;

And towards the grove of which I told

By chance his intention did unfold

To make a garland such as one weaves

Either of hawthorn or of woodbine leaves.

And loud he sung in the sunlit scene:

‘May, with all your flowers, so green,

Welcome to you, fairest freshest May,

In hopes that get some greenery I may.’

And from his courser, with a cheerful heart,

Into the grove full hastily, apart,

He entered, and there roamed up and down,

Where by that happenstance our Palamon

Was hiding in the bushes, that none might see,

For sore afraid of meeting death was he.

He had no way to know it was Arcita;

God knows he would have thought it any other!

But so is it said, and has been many a year,

‘The fields have eyes, and the woods have ears.’

A man should practise equanimity,

For in unexpected places men may meet.

Little, Arcita knew of his friend in hiding

So near to him he could hear him singing,

For among the bushes he sat, perfectly still.

  When of roaming Arcita has had his fill,

And has sung all his roundel gaily,

Into a reverie he falls suddenly,

As these lovers do, with their strange desires –

Now in the tree-tops, now among the briars,

Now up, now down, like a bucket in a well;

Just like a Friday, if truth be to tell,

Shining one moment, and then raining fast.

So is changeable Venus overcast

In her folks’ hearts; and just as her day

Is changeable, so then is her array.

Seldom are Friday and other days alike.

  When Arcita had sung, he began to sigh,

And sat himself down as if forlorn.

‘Alas’, quoth he, ‘the day that I was born!’

How long, Juno, in your cruelty

Will you make war against Thebes’ city?

Alas, all things are brought to confusion

The royal blood of Cadmus and Amphion –

Of Cadmus, who was indeed the first man

To build at Thebes, and that town began,

And of that city was first crowned king.

Of his lineage am I, and his offspring,

By true line, and of the blood royal.

And now I am so slavish and in thrall

That he that is my mortal enemy

I serve him as his squire, all humbly. 

Yet Juno does me a greater shame,

I dare not acknowledge my own name;

And where I once was Arcita by right,

Now I am Philostrate, not worth a mite.

Alas, you cruel Mars, alas Juno!

Thus has your anger shorn our lineage so,

Save only me and wretched Palamon,

Whom Theseus martyrs in his prison.

After all this, to slay me utterly,

Love has his fiery dart so burningly

Thrust through my true sorrowful heart,

That my death was shaped from the start.

Emily, you have slain me with your eye!

You are the reason that I have to die.

On all of the rest of my other cares

I’d set not the value of a heap of tares,

If I could only please you by some chance.’

And with these words he fell down in a trance

For a length of time, then gave a start.

  Now Palamon, who thought that through his heart

He felt a cold sword suddenly glide,

Shook with anger; no longer would he hide.

And when he had heard Arcita’s tale,

As if he were mad, face deathly pale,

He started up out of the bushy thicket,

And cried: ‘Arcita, traitor false and wicked!

Now you are trapped, who love my lady so,

For whom I suffer all this pain and woe,

Who are of my blood, my friend or so you swore,

As I have told you many times before,

And here you have tricked Duke Theseus,

Falsely concealed your true name thus!

You will be killed, or else kill me;

You shall not have my lady Emily,

I alone will love her, no other so.

For I am Palamon, your, mortal foe,

And though I have no weapon in this place,

But out of prison am escaped by grace,

I doubt not you will be slain by me,

Or else forgo the love of Emily.

Choose as you will, you shall not depart!’

  Then Arcita with a scornful heart,

When he knew him, and his tale had heard,

As fierce as a lion pulled out his sword

And said thus: ‘By God that sits above,

Were it not you are sick and mad with love,

And have no weapon too in this place,

You would never out of this grove pace

Without you meeting death at my hand.

For I defy the pledge, and the bond

Which you say I have made with thee.

Fool that you are, bethink you, love is free,

And I will love her, despite all your might!

But inasmuch as you are a noble knight,

And willing to lay claim to her in battle,

Hear my word: tomorrow I will not fail,

For, without telling any man this night,

Here then I will be found, a true knight,

And I will bring armour enough for thee,

Choose you the best, and leave the worst for me.

And meat and drink this night will bring,

Enough for you, and clothes for bedding.

And if so happen that you my lady win

And slay me in this wood that I am in,

Then is the lady yours, if so it be.’

  Then Palamon answered: ‘I agree.’

And thus they parted till the morrow,

For each had pledged his word, I vow.  

  O Cupid, lacking in all charity!

O power that will share no sovereignty!

Truly is it said that love and lordship

Will not willingly brook fellowship;

Well known to Arcita and Palemon. 

Arcita rode away towards the town;

And on the morrow, in the dawning light,

Two suits of armour readied for the fight,

Both sufficient and fitting to maintain

The battle in the field between the twain.

And on his horse, alone, as he was born, 

He bore the weight of armour in the dawn.

And in the grove, at time and place as set,

This Arcita and Palamon were met.

  A change had overtaken each man’s face,

Just like a hunter in the realms of Thrace,

Who stands out in the open with a spear,

When on a hunt for lion or for bear,

And hears the beast come rushing through the trees,

Breaking all the branches and the leaves,

Thinks: ‘Here comes my mortal enemy!

Without fail he must die, or death for me;

For either I must slay him in this gap,

Or he slays me if I should meet mishap.’

So both their complexions changed in hue.

  As each of them his bold opponent knew,

There was no ‘good day’, no other greeting,

But straight away without word or rehearsing,

Each of them began to arm the other,

In as friendly a way as if it were his brother;

And after that with spears sharp and strong

They thrust at each other, wondrous long.

You would have thought that Palamon

In battle was indeed a raging lion,

A cruel tiger Arcita in the fight.

Like two wild boars that fiercely smite,

Frothing white with foam in angry mood;

Up to the ankles they fought in blood.

And in this guise I leaving them fighting well,

And once again of Theseus I will tell.

  Destiny, that Minister-General,

Who executes on earth, over all,

The Providence that God saw long before,

Has such power that though all men swore

The contrary of a thing by yea or nay,

Yet there will come to pass upon a day

What will not happen in a thousand years.

For certainly our appetites down here,

Be they for war, or peace, hate or love,

All are ruled by the vision that’s above.

This will explain why mighty Theseus,

Of hunting is so deeply desirous

And to chase the great stag in May,

That about his bed there dawns no day

When he’s not clad and ready for the ride,

With huntsman, horn, and hounds at his side.

For in his hunting he takes such delight

That it is all his joy and appetite

To be himself the great stag’s bane;

For after Mars he serves Diana’s name.

  Clear was the day, as I have told ere this,

And Theseus, full of joy and bliss

With his Hippolyta, the fair queen,

And Emily, clothed all in green,

Off to the hunt went riding royally.

And to the grove that stood close nearby,

In which there was a stag, so it was told,

Duke Theseus the nearest way he rode,

And to the clearing made his way outright,

For thither the stag would take his flight,

And over a brook, and so forth on his way.

The Duke will try a course or two today,

With hounds singled out at his command.

And when the Duke reached the open land,

Under the sun he gazed, and at once

Was aware of Arcita and Palamon,

Fighting like a pair of bulls, they go.

The bright swords flickered to and fro,

So hideously, that the slightest stroke

Seemed powerful enough to fell an oak. 

But who they were, he could not know.

  The Duke his courser with his spurs smote,

And in an instant was between the two,

And pulled out his sword, crying: ‘Ho!

No more, punishment be on your heads!

By mighty Mars, he shall soon be dead

That smites one stroke that I shall see.

But tell me what kind of men you be,

Who are so bold to combat here

Without a judge or other officer,

As if you were in the lists, royally.’

  The Palamon answered him speedily

And said, ‘Sire, what more need words do?

Death we have deserved, both we two.

Two woeful wretches we, two captives,

That are burdened by our lives;

And as you are our rightful lord and judge,

Then show us neither mercy nor refuge;

But slay me first, for holy charity!

Then slay my fellow too, as well as me –

Or slay him first; though you do not know

This is Arcita, this your mortal foe,

Banished from your land, be it on his head,

For which alone he deserves to be dead.

For this is he who came to your gate,

And said that he was named Philostrate.

So has he deceived you many a year,

Yet you have made him your chief squire.

And this is he that loves Emily.

For since my death-day is come to me,

I make fully my confession

That I am that woeful Palamon

That broke from your prison wickedly.

I am your mortal foe, and it is I

Who love with passion Emily the bright,

That I would die this instant in her sight.

Therefore I ask for judgement and to die.

But slay my fellow in the same wise,

For we have both deserved to be slain.’

  The noble Duke then answered them again

And said: ‘This is a brief conclusion!

Your own mouth, by your own confession,

Has condemned you, so I shall record.

There is no need for torture with the cord!

You shall die, by mighty Mars the red!’

  At once the Queen, for very womanliness,

Began to weep, and so did Emily,

And all the ladies in their company.

Great pity was it, as they thought them all,

That ever such a mishap should befall,

For they were noblemen, of great estate,

And over love alone was this debate;

And saw their bloody wounds wide and sore,

And all cried out, both less and more,

‘Have mercy, lord, upon us women all!’

And on their bare knees they did fall,

And would have kissed his feet where he stood;

Till finally their weeping calmed his mood,

For pity is quick to rise in noble heart.

And though he shook with anger at the start,

He had considered swiftly, in a pause,

Their mutual trespass, and its cause,

And though his anger saw them both accused,

Yet with his reason he had both excused,

As thus: he well knew that every man

Will help himself to love if he can,

And also deliver himself from prison;

And then his heart filled with compassion

For women, for they weep ever as one:

And in his noble heart he thought anon,

And soft to himself he said: ‘Fie

Upon a lord that sees his mercy die,

But is a lion, both in word and deed,

To him that repents and is in dread

As much as to a proud and haughty man,

Who will maintain what he at first began.

That lord has little true discretion

That twixt cases makes no distinction,

But weighs pride and humility as one.’

  And soon as, thus, his anger had gone,

He began to look up, his eyes alight,

And spoke these words, as from a height:

‘The God of Love, ah, Benedicite!

How mighty and how great a lord, I say!

Against his might there stand no obstacles.

He may be called a god by his miracles,

For he can make, as seems good in his eyes,

Of every heart whatever he might devise.

Lo, here is this Arcita, this Palamon,

That had their freedom from my prison,

And might have lived in Thebes royally,

And know I am their mortal enemy,

And that their death lies in my power too,

And yet has Love, despite their eyes two,

Brought them both hither for to die!

Now see, is that not surely folly’s height?

Who is not a fool when he’s in love?

Behold, for God’s sake who sits above,

See how they bleed! Be they not well arrayed?

Thus has their lord, the God of Love, repaid

With such fees, their service that he buys!

And yet they proclaim themselves so wise

They that serve Love, whatever may befall.

But here is yet the best game of all,

That she for whom they play this lunacy,

Has no more cause to thank them than me!

She knows no more of all this hot affair,

By God, than does a cuckoo or a hare!

But all must be attempted, hot or cold;

A man must play the fool, young or old. 

I know it of myself, in years now gone,

For in my time a servant I made one.

And therefore, since I know love’s pain,

And how fierce the heart it can constrain,

As one who has been in the net, alas,

I forgive you wholly this trespass.

At the Queen’s request who kneels here,

And for Emily too, my sister dear.

And you at once shall both to me swear

Never to harm my country, nor to war

Against me, whether by night or day,

But being friends to me, in all you may,

I forgive you this trespass that befell.’

  They swore as he requested fair and well,

And him for lordship and for mercy prayed;

And he granted them grace, and thus he said:

‘In terms of royal lineages and riches,

Though she were a queen or a princess,

Each of the two of you is worthy, doubtless,

To wed in due time; yet nevertheless –

I speak as for my sister Emily,

The reason for your strife and jealousy –

You know yourself she cannot wed both

At once, though you fight forever so.

That one of you, regardless of joy or grief,

Must go play tunes upon an ivy-leaf.

That is to say, she cannot now have both,

However jealous you be, or wrath.

And therefore I put it to you simply,

That each of you shall seek his destiny

As it is written, and listen in what wise;

Lo here, your end, I shall now devise.

My will is this, to bring all to conclusion,

Without any kind of protestation –

If you agree, accept it for the best:

Each of you go where fate suggests,

Freely without ransom or danger,

And this day fifty weeks, no later,

Each of you shall bring a hundred knights,

Armed for the lists, prepared to fight,

Ready to lay claim to her in battle.

And this I promise you, without fail,

Upon my truth, and as I am a knight,

That whichever of you both has might –

That is to say whether him or thou –

May with his hundred, that I spoke of now,

Slay his foe, or from the lists him drive,

Then shall he have Emily to wife

To whom Fortune gave so fair a grace.

The tourney I will hold in this place;

And God have mercy on my soul too

If I am not a fair judge and true!

No other agreement shall we make then

But that one of you be dead or taken.

And if you think this all well said,

Be you content, and bow your head.

This is your end and your conclusion.’

  Who looks cheerfully now but Palamon?

Who leaps up for joy but Arcita?

Who could tell or who could write here,

The joy that is revealed in that place,

Where Theseus has shown so fair a grace?

But down on their knees fell all in sight,

And thanked him with all their heart and might,

And especially the Thebans time on time.

And so with good hope, and hearts blithe,

They take their leave and homeward they ride

To Thebes with its walls old and wide. 

 



(Part Three)

 

I know men would deem it negligence

If I forgot to tell of the expense

To Theseus, who goes so busily

To construct the lists royally,

That such a noble theatre it was,

I dare well say, as this world has. 

The circuit a mile was about,

Walled with stone and ditched without.

Its shape was round, in manner of a compass,

Tier on tier, the height of sixty paces,

So that when a man was in his seat

The fellow sat above him still could see.

  Eastward there stood a gate of marble white;

Westward another opposite upright.

And briefly to conclude, such a place

Was never on earth in so small a space.

For in the land was never a craftsman

No geometer, or arithmetician,

No painter or carver of images,

That Theseus gave not meat and wages

To create his theatre and devise,

And to observe his rite and sacrifice,

Eastward he had upon the gate above,

To worship Venus, Goddess of love,

Made an altar and an oratory;

And on the westward gate in memory

Of Mars, had made such another,

That cost a heap of gold, moreover.

And northward in a turret on the wall,

Of alabaster white and red coral

An oratory, rich indeed to see,

In worship of Diana of Chastity,

Theseus had wrought, in noble wise,

  But yet have I forgotten to describe

The noble carving and the portraitures,

The shape, the countenance, and the figures

That adorned these oratories three.

  First in the Temple of Venus, you might see,

Wrought on the wall, pitiful to behold,

The broken sleep, and sighs so cold,

The sacred tears, and the lamenting,

The fiery strokes of fond desiring

That Love’s servants in this life endure;

The oaths that their covenants assure,

Pleasure and Hope, Desire, Foolhardiness,

Beauty and Youth, Riches and Joyfulness,

Charms and Force, Deceit and Flattery,

Extravagance, Intrigue, and Jealousy,

That wore of yellow gold a garland,

And a cuckoo sitting on their hand,

Feasts, and instruments, choirs and dance,

Lust and adornment, all the circumstance

Of Love, that I relate and shall, all

By order were portrayed on the wall,

And more of them than I can mention.

For in truth, all the Mount of Cithaeron,

Where Venus has her principal dwelling,

Was shown on the wall in the painting,

With all her garden and its joyfulness.

Nor was forgot the gateman, Idleness,

Nor Narcissus the fair, of times long gone,

Nor yet the folly of King Solomon,

Nor yet the mighty strength of Hercules,

Those enchantments of Medea, and Circe’s,

Nor Turnus with courage fierce and hardy,

Rich Croesus, wretched in slavery.

Thus may you see no wisdom or riches,

Beauty or skill, strength or boldness,

May with Venus contend successfully,

For, as she wishes, so the world rules she.

Lo, all these folk into her net so passed,

That they for woe often cried ‘alas!’

Suffice it these examples, one or two,

Though I could cite another thousand too.

  The statue of Venus glorious to see,

Was naked, floating in the open sea,

And from the navel down all covered was

With waves green and bright as any glass.

A cithern in her right hand held she,

And on her head, full seemly for to see,

A rose garland, fresh and sweet smelling;

Above her head her doves flickering.

Before her stood her son Cupid too,

Upon his shoulders wings had he two,

And blind he was, as is often seen;

A bow he held and arrows bright and keen.

  Why should I not as well tell you all

The portraiture appearing on the wall

Within the temple of mighty Mars the red?

All painted was the wall in length and breadth,

Like the recesses of that grisly place

They call the great temple of Mars in Thrace,

In that cold and frosty region

Where Mars has his sovereign mansion.

  First on the wall was painted a forest,

In which there dwells nor man nor beast,

With knotty gnarled barren trees old,

Jagged stumps, and hideous to behold,

Through which there ran a roaring and a sigh

As if bough-breaking winds were passing by.

And down beneath a hilly grassed descent,

There stood the temple of Mars omnipotent

In war, wrought all of burnished steel, the gate

Was ghastly for to see, and long and straight.

And from it came a blast of wind, a quake

That made all the portal seem to shake.

The northern light in at the doors shone,

For window in the walls was there none

Through which men might any light discern.

The door was all of adamant eterne,

Riveted crosswise and along

With iron tough, and to make it strong,

Every pillar, to sustain the shrine

Thick as a barrel, of iron bright and fine.  

  There saw I first the dark imagining

Of felony, and all its deep conspiring;

Cruel Anger, glowing fierce and red,

The pick-purse, and after him pale Dread;

The smiler with the knife under his cloak;

The cattle-shed burning in black smoke;

Treason, and the murdering in bed;

Open war with wounds that sadly bled;

Contest with bloody knife and sharp Menace;

All filled with creaking was that sorry place.

The slayer of himself yet saw I there

His heart’s blood had bathed all his hair;

The nail in the forehead in the night;

The cold death, with mouth gaping wide.

In the midst of the temple sat Mischance,

With comfortless and sorry countenance.

  Yet saw I Madness cackling in his rage,

Armed Clamour, Outcry, and fierce Outrage.

The corpse in the bushes, with cut throat;

A thousand slain, and not by plague I note;

The tyrant with his prey by force bereft;

The town destroyed – there was nothing left.

Yet saw I burnt the dancing ships, and there

The hunter choked to death by wild bears;

The sow gnawing the child in the cradle;

The cook all scalded spite of his long ladle.

Naught was forgot, by influence of Mars,

The carter over-ridden by his cart;

Who beneath the wheel lay dying,

There were also of Mars’ devising

The barber, the butcher, the smith who will

Forge you a sharp sword on his anvil.

And all above, depicted on a tower,

Saw I Conquest, seated in great honour,

With the sharp sword above his head

Hanging by a fine and subtle thread.

Depicted was the slaughter of Julius,

Of Nero and Marcus Antonius;

Though in those days they were still unborn,

Yet was their death depicted long before,

By menacing Mars in stars yet to configure.

So was it shown there in that portraiture,

As is revealed in the heavens above,

Who shall be slain, or else die of love.

Let one example do from stories old;

I cannot reckon all that might be told.

  The statue of Mars upon a chariot stood,

Armed and grim, as he were mad enough,

And over his head there shone two figures

Of Geomancy, named in sundry scriptures

The one Puella, the other Rubeus.

This god of weapons was arrayed thus:

A wolf there stood before him at his feet,

With red eyes, and of a man he ate.

With subtle pencil was drawn all the story

In reverence to Mars and his glory.

  Now to the temple of Diana chaste

As swiftly as I can I will make haste,

To give you all of the description.

Painted were the walls, up and down,

With hunting and shame-faced chastity.

There saw I how sad Callisto came to be,

When Diana was aggrieved with her,

Transformed from a woman to a bear,

And after turned into the polar stars.

Thus was it painted; I can tell no more.

Her son’s in the stars too, as men may see.

There I saw Daphne turned into a tree;

I mean not the goddess, Diane, to name,

But Peneus’ daughter, Daphne, the same.

There I saw Actaeon a stag created,

In punishment for seeing Diane naked.

I saw how his hounds Actaeon caught,

And devoured him when they knew him not.

Yet painted further on, a little more,

How Atalanta hunted the wild boar,

And Meleager, and many a man also,

For which Diana wrought him care and woe.

There saw I many a wondrous story,

Which I care not to recall to memory.

  This goddess high on a stag did sit,

With slender hounds all about her feet,

And underneath her feet there was a moon;

Waxing it was and would be waning soon.

In yellow-green her statue clothed was,

With bow in hand, and arrows in a case,

Her eyes, as she rode, she cast down,

To where Pluto has his dark region.

A woman in travail lay on the ground;

And because her child was not yet born,

Full pitifully on Lucina she did call,

Crying: ‘Help, for you can, best of all!’

He could paint to the life, that it wrought,

With many a florin he the colours bought.

  Now the lists were made, and Theseus

Who at his great cost had created thus

The temples and the theatre, as I tell,

When it was done, liked it wondrous well. 

But Theseus I will speak of later,

And pass to Palamon and Arcita.

  The day approached for their returning,

When each a hundred knights should bring,

To fight their claim in battle, as I told,

And to Athens, their promise to uphold,

Each has brought with him a hundred knights,

Well armed for war and to maintain the right.

And assuredly it seemed to many a man

That never, since the world itself began,

In respect of fighting hand to hand,

As wide as God had made the sea and land,

Never so few made such true company.

For every fellow that loved chivalry,

And wished for more than a passing name,

Prayed he also might be of the game,

And fortunate for him that chosen was.

For if today there befell such a case,

You well know that every splendid knight

That loves his paramour, and is fit to fight,

Were it in England or indeed elsewhere,

He would be glad and eager to be there.

To fight for a lady, Benedicite!

That’s a fine sight to see, on any day. 

  And so indeed it fared with Palamon.

With him went there knights many a one:

Some chose to be armed in coats of mail,

Worn with a breastplate and a surcoat frail,

While some their suits of plate armour filled,

And some chose bucklers or a Prussian shield,

Some wanted armour on their legs as well

Wielding an axe, and some a mace of steel.

There is no fashion new that is not old!

Armed they were indeed as I have told,

Every man after his own opinion. 

  There might you have seen with Palamon,

Lycurgus himself, the great King of Thrace.

Black was his beard and manly was his face.

The circles of the eyes set in his head,

Glowed between a yellow and a red,

And like a griffon he gazed round about,

With shaggy hair on his bushy brows.

His limbs were vast, his muscles hard and strong,

His shoulders broad, his arms round and long.

And as the custom was in his country

High on a chariot of gold stood he,

With four white bulls in the traces.

Instead of coat-armour over his harness,

Yellow with nails and bright as any gold,

He had a bear-skin, old and black as coal.

His long hair was combed behind his back;

As any raven’s feather it shone black.

A wreath of gold, thick, and of great weight,

Upon his head sat, full of stones bright,

Of fine rubies and of diamonds.

About his chariot ran snow-white hounds,

Twenty or more, as big as any steer,

To chase after lions or the deer,

And followed him with muzzles tightly bound,

Collared in gold, with leash-rings around.

A hundred lords had he in his rout,

Fully armed, with hearts both stern and stout.

  With Arcita, in story as men find,

The great Emetrius, the King of Inde,

On a bay steed, with trappings of steel,

And cloth of golden weave, haunch to heel,

Came Mars, like the god of weaponry

His surcoat was of cloth of Tartary,

Adorned with pearls, white, round and bold.

His saddle of pure freshly-beaten gold,

A short mantle on his shoulder hanging,

Dense with rubies red, like fire sparkling.

His crisp hair in clustered ringlets done,

And that was yellow, glittering like the sun.

Aquiline nose, his ochreous eyes glowing,

His lips were full, his colour was sanguine.

Some scattered freckles on his face, too

Betwixt black and yellow in their hue,

And like a lion he cast his gaze around.

Of five and twenty years his age, I vow.

His beard had made a good beginning;

His voice was like a trumpet thundering.

Upon his head he wore, of laurel green,

A garland fresh and pleasant to be seen.

Upon his hand he bore for his delight

An eagle tame, as any lily white.

A hundred lords he had with him there,

Armoured, save their heads, in all their gear,

Full richly in every manner of things.

For be assured, that dukes, earls, kings,

Were gathered in that noble company,

For love and in support of chivalry.

About this king there ran on every side

Many a lion and leopard in their pride.

And in this wise these lords, all and one,

Are on this Sunday to the city come,

At nine about, and in the town alight,

  This Theseus, this Duke, this noble knight,

When he had led them into his city,

And housed them, in accord with their degree,

Feasted them, and applied so much labour

To entertaining them, doing them honour,

That men still think and say that no man’s wit

However great could ever have bettered it.

  The minstrelsy, the service at the feast,

The great gifts to the highest and least,

The rich adornment of Theseus’ palace

Nor who sat first or last on the dais,

Which ladies fairest, or best at dancing,

Or which of them could best chant and sing,

Nor which could speak most feelingly of love,

What hawks were sitting on the perch above,

What hounds were lying on the ground –

Of all of this I make no mention now,

But all that came of it; that thinks me best.

Now here’s the point, hearken if you wish.

  That Sunday night ere day began to spring,

When Palamon the lark heard sing –

Though it was not yet day an hour or two

Yet sung the lark – and Palamon then flew,

With holy heart and with noble courage,

Rising at once to make his pilgrimage

To blissful Citherea the benign;

Venus I mean, honourable and divine.

And in her hour he walked out apace,

Towards the lists where her temple was,

And down he knelt, and humble did appear,

With sore heart, he spoke as you shall hear:

  ‘Fairest of Fair, O my lady Venus,

Daughter to Jove and spouse to Vulcanus,

Who gladden Cithaeron’s summit,

By that love you showed Adonis,

Have pity on my bitter tears’ smart,

And take my humble prayer to heart.

Alas, I neither language have to tell

Of the effects, nor torments of my hell,

My heart may my hurt not display;

I am so confused what can I say

But ‘Mercy, lady bright, who know indeed

My thoughts, and can see the hurt I feel!’

Consider all this, and pity me the more,

As surely as I shall, for evermore,

With all my power, your true servant be,

And evermore make war on chastity.’

This I vow, so long as you help me!

I wield not my weapons boastfully,

Nor do I ask tomorrow’s victory,

Nor for renown, nor for the vain glory

Of skill in arms proclaimed up and down;

But I would have complete possession

Of Emily, and die in your service.

Choose you the manner how, in what guise,

I care not, whether it better be,

To have victory of them or they of me,

If I but have my lady in my arms.

For though it be that Mars is god of arms,

Your power is so great in heaven above,

That if you wish it, I shall have my love.

At your temple I will worship evermore so,

And on your altars, wherever I ride or go,

I will make sacrifice, light fires at their feet.

And if you will not so, my lady sweet,

Then pray I that tomorrow with a spear

This Arcita may through my heart pierce.

Then care I not, when I have lost my life,

That Arcita may win her as his wife.

This is the aim and end of my prayer:

Give me my love, you blessed lady dear!’

  When Palamon had made his orison,

His sacrifice he made, and that anon,

Devoutly and with a full observance,

Though I tell not now all the circumstance.

Yet at the last the statue of Venus shook

And gave a sign, from which event he took

Heart that his prayer accepted was that day.

For though the sign revealed some delay,

Yet well he knew that granted was his boon,

And with glad heart he went him home full soon.

  In the third hour after Palamon

To Venus’ temple had upped and gone,

Up rose the sun, and up rose Emily,

Off to the temple of Diana she. 

The maidens that she thither with her led,

Were all prepared for fires to be fed,

Took incense, hangings, and the rest, all

That to sacrificial rites may fall, 

Horns full of mead, as was the custom wise;

They lacked naught to make their sacrifice,

The temple incense-filled, the hangings fair.

Then Emily with heart tender as air,

Her body washed with water from the well,

How she performed her rite I dare not tell,

Unless it were but to speak in general –

Yet it would be a pleasure to hear all!

If a man means well who then should care;

Rather it is good to wander everywhere.

Her bright hair was combed, un-plaited all;

Of Turkey-oak a green coronal 

Upon her head was placed, fair and fit.

Two fires on the altar-hearth she set,

And made her rite, as men are told

By Statius, of Thebes, and books of old.

When kindled was the fire, with piteous face,

To Diana, as you may hear, she spake:

  ‘O chaste goddess of the woods green,

By whom heaven and sea and earth are seen,

Queen of the realm of Pluto dark below,

Goddess of maidens, who my heart does know

And has many a year, all that I desire,

Keep me from your vengeance and your ire,

That Actaeon paid for cruelly!

Chaste goddess, well you know of me

That I wish to live a maid all my life,

Never will I be lover fond, or wife.

I am, you know, still of your company,

A maid, and love hunting and archery,

And to wander in the woodland wild,

Not to be made a wife and be with child.

Nor would I know the company of man.

Now help me lady, since you may and can,

By those three forms of you that in you be,

And Palamon, who has such love of me,

And Arcita too, who loves me sore.

This grace I pray you, and no more:

Send love and peace betwixt those two,

And turn their hearts away from me so,

That all their hot love and their desire,

And all their busy torment and their fire

Be quenched, or turned towards another face.

And if so be you will not grant me grace,

Or if my destiny be shaped, and you,

Rule I must yet have one of the two,

Then send me him that most desires me.

Behold, goddess of sacred chastity,

The bitter tears that down my cheeks fall!

Since you are maid and leader of us all,

My maidenhood protect and well conserve

And while I live, as maid I will you serve.’

  The fires burned upon the altar clear

While Emily was thus in prayer,

But suddenly she saw a strange sight.

For all at once one of the fires died,

And quickened again, and then anon

The other fire quenched and was gone.

And as it died it made a whistling

As green brands do in their burning,

And at the brand’s end out ran anon

As it were bloody drops, many a one.

Seeing this Emily was so terrified

That she, well nigh mad, began to cry;

For she knew not what it signified,

But only out of fear had she cried,

And wept so it was pitiful to hear.

  And at this point Diana did appear,

With bow in hand, dressed as a huntress,

And said: ‘Daughter, put away your sadness!

Among the gods on high it is affirmed,

And by eternal writ it is confirmed,

You shall be wedded to one of those

That suffer for you such pain and woe;

But unto which of them I may not tell.

I can remain no longer, fare you well.

The fires that on my altar dance

Shall declare to you, ere you go hence,

The outcome of your love, in this case.’

And with these words, the arrows in their case

The goddess wore rattled, quivering,

And off she went, swiftly vanishing,

At which our Emily astounded was,

And said: ‘What means all this, alas?

I place myself under your protection

Diana, and I yield to your direction.’

And home she went anon the nearest way.

This the conclusion: and no more to say.

  The next hour of Mars following this,

Arcita to the temple paid a visit,

To fiery Mars, to make his sacrifice,

With all the rites meet to pagan eyes.

With devout heart and true devotion,

To Mars himself he made this orison:

  ‘O mighty god, that in the regions cold

Of Thrace honoured are, and lordship hold,

And have in every kingdom, every land

Of weapons all control in your hand,

And as you wish their fates devise –

Accept from me this pious sacrifice.

If it be victory my youth deserve,

And if my strength be worthy to serve

Your godhead, and I be one of thine,

Then I pray you, pity this pain of mine,

For this suffering and this hot fire

In which you once burned with desire,

When you once enjoyed the beauty

Of fair young Venus fresh and free,

And took her in your arms at will –

Though once upon a time it brought you ill,

When Vulcan caught you in his snare

And found you lying with his wife there,

By all the sorrow that was in your heart,

Have pity now on my pain and smart.

I am young, untutored as you know

And I am afflicted more, I vow, 

Than ever was any living creature;

For she who makes me all this woe endure

Cares not whether I sink or swim.

And well I know, before her love I win,

I must gain her by strength in this place;

And well I know, without help or grace

Of yours my strength nothing will avail.

Then help me, lord, let my arm not fail,

Because of the fire that once burnt thee,

As fiercely as this fire that now burns me,

And let me tomorrow win the victory.

Mine let the effort be, and yours the glory!

Your sovereign temple will I honour

Above all places, and evermore labour

In your might arts, and at your pleasure.

And in your temple I will hang my banner,

And all the emblems of my company;

And till the day I die, continually

Eternal fire before you I will mind.

And to this also my word I bind:

My beard, my hair that hangs all a-down

That never yet the touch has known 

Of razor or of shears, to you I’ll give,

And be your true servant while I live.

Now, lord, have pity on my sorrows sore;

Give me the victory! I ask no more!’

  The prayer ceased of Arcita the strong.

The rings on the temple door ere long,

And then the doors, rattled too at last, 

At all of which Arcita stood aghast.

The fires burned on the altar bright,

So that all the temple they did light.

A sweet smell rose from the ground,

And Arcita quickly raised his hand,

And into the fire more incense cast,

With other rites too; and at the last

The statue of Mars’ mail-coat did ring,

And with that sound he heard a murmuring

Faint and low, that whispered: ‘Victory’!’

 – For which he gave Mars honour and glory.

And so with joy, and hoping to do well,

Arcita’s to his lodgings, as I tell, 

As glad as is a bird for the bright sun.

  Immediately such strife was begun

Over this granting of his prayer, above,

Between Venus, the Goddess of Love,

And Mars so sternly armed for a fight,

That Jove was busied setting it aright,

Till pale Saturn their father cold,

Who knew so many trials of old,

Searched the past, applied his artistry

So that he swiftly pleased either party;

As it is said ‘Age has the advantage.’

In age is wisdom and ancient usage;

Men may the old out-run but not out-wit.

Saturn soon, to quell the strife a bit,

Although it is against his nature mind,

For all this strife sought remedy to find.

  ‘My dear daughter Venus,’ quoth Saturn,

‘My orbit, that makes so wide a turn,

Has more power than is known to man.

Mine is the drenching in the sea so wan;

Mine is the dark cell deep as is the moat;

Mine the strangling, hanging by the throat,

The murmurings, and the serfs rebelling,

The muttering, and secret poisoning.

I do vengeance and exact correction

While I am in the sign of the Lion.

Mine is the ruin of the lofty hall,

The falling of the tower and the wall

Upon the miner or the carpenter.

I slew Samson when he shook the pillar,

And mine are those maladies cold,

Dark treason and plotting from of old;

My aspect is the father of pestilence.

Now weep no more; by my diligence

This Palamon, who is your own knight,

Shall have his lady as you swore he might.

Though Mars shall help his knight, nonetheless

Betwixt you two there must in time be peace,

Though you be not of one disposition;

Which causes every day this division.

I am your grandfather, ready to do your will.

Weep now no more; I will your wish fulfil.’

  Now will I cease to speak of gods above,

Of Mars, and Venus, Goddess of Love,

And tell you as plainly as I can

The grand result, for which I first began. 

 



(Part Four)

 

Great was the feast in Athens on that day;

And then the lively season of May

Put everyone in such good countenance

They all that Monday joust and dance,

Spend it in service fit for Venus’ eyes.

And because they needed all to arise 

At an early hour to view the great fight,

Unto their rest they went that night.

And in the dawn, when day began to spring,

Of horse and harness noise and rattling

There was in all the hostelries around.

And to the palace rode there, with the sound,

Hosts of lords, mounted on steeds and palfreys.

There you might see workmanship of harness,

So strange and rich, and wrought with zeal

Of goldsmith’s art, embroidery and steel;

The shields bright, the casques and trappings,

Golden helms, mail, surcoats and trimmings,

Lords in fine clothing on their coursers,

Knights of the retinue, and also squires,

Nailing of spears, and helmet-buckling,

Strapping of shields, and thong-fastening.

Where work was needed, no man was idle.

The foaming steeds at golden bridle

Gnawing, and armourers swift also

With file and hammer pricking to and fro.

Yeomen on foot, commoners in a throng,

With short staves, all crowding there along;

Pipes, trumpets, kettle-drums, clarions,

That in the battle blow warlike songs;

The palace full of people up and down,

Here three, there ten, throwing it around,

The matter of these Theban knights two.

Some said thus, and some it shall be so;

Some agreed with him of the black beard,

Some with the bald, some the shaggy haired,

Some said he looked grim, and he would fight;

He has an axe that’s twenty pounds in weight.

Thus was the hall filled with speculating,

Long after the sun had begun to spring.

  The great Theseus, from sleep awaking

With the minstrelsy and noise they were making,

Was yet in the chamber of his palace rich,

Till the Theban knights, honoured each

The same, were into the palace led.

Duke Theseus was at a window set,

Arrayed as a god seated on a throne.

The people pressed thither and right soon

To see him, and do him high reverence,

And then to hear both his command and sentence.

  A herald on a scaffold shouted: ‘Ho!’

Till all the noise of people died below;

And when he saw the people were all still,

Thus he proclaimed the great Duke’s will:

‘Our lord the Duke has, in his discretion,

Decided that it would be mere destruction

Of noble blood to fight in the guise

Of mortal battle now in this assize.

Wherefore to guarantee that none shall die,

He will his former purpose modify.

No man, therefore, on pain of his life,

No kind of missile, pole-axe or short knife,

Shall to the lists send or thither bring,

No short sword, with point for biting,

Shall any man draw, or bear at his side.

Nor shall a man with his opponent ride

More than one course with sharp ground spear;

But fence, if he wish, on foot himself to spare.

And he that is defeated they shall take,

Not slain, but brought to the upright stake

That shall be set up by either side.

And taken there by force, shall there abide.

And if it so befalls the leader is taken

On either side, or his opponent’s slain,

No longer then shall the tourney last.

God speed you; go forth, lay on fast.

With long sword and maces fight your fill!

Go your ways now; this is your lord’s will.’

  The voices of the people rose to heaven,

So loud they shouted with glad cries: ‘Amen,

God save a lord such as this, so good

He wills no destruction of noble blood!’

  Up rise the trumpets and the melody,

And to the lists ride the company,

By command through the city large,

Hung with cloth of gold and no coarse serge,

Full like a lord this noble Duke does ride,

The two Thebans on his either side,

And after ride the Queen and Emily,

And after that another company

Of all and sundry, according to degree,

And thus they passed through the city,

And at the lists they arrived in time –

It was not of the day yet fully prime.

  When Theseus had taken his high seat,

With Hippolyta the Queen, and Emily, 

And other ladies in their ranks around,

Towards the seats pressed the crowd,

And westward through the gates under Mars,

Arcita and his hundred men of war,

With banner red has entered at once,

And at the selfsame moment Palamon

Beneath Venus eastward, to that place,

With banner white and bold of face.

In all the world of seeking up and down

So even a contest could ne’er be found,

Never such a pair of companies;

For there was none so wise that could see

That either of the other had advantage,

In worthiness, nor in rank, nor age;

So evenly were they matched, all guessed.

And in two fair ranks they began to mass.

When their names had been called everyone,

To show that in their number guile was none,

Then were the gates shut, and the cry was loud:

‘Do your duty now, young knights so proud!’

  The heralds left their pricking up and down;

Now trumpets ring out and the clarion.

There is no more to say, but east and west

In go the spears firmly to their rests;

In go the sharp spurs to the horses’ side.

There men see who can joust and who can ride;

There shafts shiver on the shields thick;

One through his midriff feels the prick.

Up spring the spears twenty feet on high;

Out sweep the swords, as silver bright.

The helms they hew to pieces, cut to shreds;

Out bursts the blood in stern streams red. 

With mighty maces the bones they smash;

One through the thickest of the throng has passed.

There the strong steeds stumble, down go all;

One rolls underfoot just like a ball;

One with a broken spear-shaft pounds,

Another hurtles with his mount to ground.

One through the body is hurt, him they take,

Despite his struggles, drag him to the stake;

As was agreed, and there he must abide.

Another is laid there on the other side. 

And sometimes Theseus decrees a rest

To drink if they wish, and be refreshed.

  Often this day have those Thebans two

Met together, and hurt their enemy too;

Each of the twain has unhorsed the other.

No tiger in the vale of Gargaphia,

When her whelp is stolen, when it’s little,

As Arcita on the hunt could be as cruel,

Through jealousy at heart, to Palamon;

Nor in Morocco is so fell a lion,

That hunted is, by hunger driven mad,

Nor of his prey desirous of the blood

As Palamon to slay Arcita now, his foe.

On their helmets bite the jealous strokes;

Out runs the blood, both their sides bleed.

  Sometime an end there is of every deed;

For ere the sun had gone unto his rest,

The strong King Emetrius did arrest

Palamon as with Arcita he did fight,

And made his sword deep in his flesh to bite,

And twenty men with all their strength take

Him without surrendering, to the stake. 

And riding to rescue our Palamon

Strong King Lycurgus is brought down,

And King Emetrius for all his strength,

Is hurled from his saddle a full sword’s length,

So fiercely did Palamon his last stroke make.

But all for naught; he was dragged to the stake.

His bold heart could help him not;

He must abide, now that he was caught,

By force, and by their rules of competition.

  Who sorrows now but woeful Palamon,

Who can no more go in again and fight?

And when Theseus had seen this sight,

Unto the folk that fought every one

He cried: ‘Ho! No more, for it is done!

I will be true judge, no partisan

Theban Arcita shall have his Emily,

Whom, by his fate, he has fairly won.’

With that the crowd’s rejoicing began

So loud and tumultuous withall

It seemed the very lists would fall. 

  What can fair Venus do now, above?

What can she say? What does the Queen of Love

But weep there, frustrated of her will,

Till that her tears onto the lists down fell.

She said then: ‘I am ashamed, indeed.’

  Saturn said: ‘Daughter, hold your peace!

Mars has his way; his knight has all his boon.

But, by my head, you shall be solaced soon.’

  The trumpeters with their loud minstrelsy,

The heralds that yell and cry as loudly,

Overflowed with joy for Sir Arcita.

But hearken to me, quench the noise a little,

At the miracle that there befell anon.

  This fierce Arcita, helm no longer on,

Riding his courser, to show his face,

Canters the whole length of the place,

Looking upward towards Emily;

And she to him shows an eye most friendly

(For women, to speak generally, will soon

Follow behind the favours of Fortune),

And she roused all the joy in his heart.

  Out of the ground an infernal fury starts,

Sent from Pluto at request of Saturn;

From which his horse in fear tried to turn,

Leapt aside, but foundered as he leapt,

And before Arcita could protect

Himself, he pitched down on his head,

And lay there on the ground as he were dead,

His breast-bone shattered by the saddle-bow.

As black he lay as any coal or crow,

The blood had so mounted to his face.

Swiftly he was carried from the place,

Sorrowfully, to Theseus’ palace.

There he was separated from his harness,

And carried to a bed, with care thy strive,

For he is yet in memory and alive,

And ever crying out for Emily.

  Duke Theseus with all his company,

Came slowly home to Athens his city,

With full display and great solemnity,

Despite this mishap that had chanced to fall,

He wished not to dishearten them all.

And men said that Arcita should not die;

He would be healed of injury by and by.

And in another thing they joyed again:

That of them all no man had been slain,

Though some were sorely hurt, and one

Above all, pierced through the breast-bone.

Then for other wounds, and broken arms,

Some had salves, and some had charms;

Purgatives and herbs steeped to the brim

They drink, as they hope to save a limb.

Thus the noble Duke as best he can

Comforts and so honours every man,

And then makes revel all the long night

For the foreign princes as was their right.

Of defeat there was scarcely a feeling,

Except as befits a tourney’s fighting.

For indeed they felt no discontent

As falling there was merely accident;

And then to be led by force to the stake,

Unyielding, by twenty knights that take

One person alone, and no more, though

Harried forth by arm, and foot, and toe, 

And their steed too driven off with staves,

By footmen, both yeomen and their knaves –

Still was not counted a disgrace we see;

No man there could call it cowardly.

Therefore anon Duke Theseus decreed

To stifle all the rancour and jealousy,

The victory to one side and the other,

And either side as like as any brother.

And gave them gifts, according to degree,

And held a feast for fully days three,

And conveyed the kings worthily

Out of his town, some way on their journey.

And every man went home the nearest way;

There was no cry but: ‘Farewell, and good day!’

With this battle I shall now have done,

But speak of Arcita and Palamon.

  Arcita’s breast swells, and the sore

Increases at his heart more and more.

The clotted blood, despite all leech-craft,

Corrupts and festers in his blood, so that

Neither the blood-letting nor the drinking,

Of herbs are any help, nor the cupping. 

The ‘expulsive virtue’, dubbed ‘animal’,

From the virtue that is known as ‘natural’

Cannot void the venom or it expel.

The fibres of his lungs begin to swell,

And every muscle of his breast down

Is wasted by venom and corruption.

He cannot profit, striving to live,

From upward vomiting, downward laxative.

All of him is shattered in that region;

Nature there now has no dominion.

And certainly, where Nature will not work,

Farwell Physic! Go bear the man to church!

This is the sum of all: Arcita must die.

So he sent for Emily by and by,

And Palamon that was his cousin dear.

Then said he thus, as you shall now hear:

  ‘The woeful spirit, may not, within my heart

Show one iota of my sorrowful smart

To you, my lady, whom I love the most.

But I bequeath you service of my ghost

To you beyond every other creature

Since my life may no longer linger.

Alas the woe! Alas, the pains so strong

That I for you have suffered, and so long!

Alas, for death! Alas, my Emily!

Alas, the parting of our company!

Alas, my heart’s queen! Alas, my wife,

My heart’s lady, ender of my life!

What is this world? What can a man save?

Now with his love, now in his cold grave,

Lying alone, with none for company.

Farewell, my sweet foe, my Emily!

And soft take me in your arms, I pray,

For love of God, and hark to what I say.

  I have to my cousin Palamon

Shown strife and rancour, many a day gone,

For love of you, and out of jealousy.

Yet Jupiter, so wise, my soul give leave

To speak of him, your servant, properly,

In every dimension, full and truly –

That is to say, truth, honour, knighthood,

Wisdom, humility, and noble kindred,

Generosity and all that is of that art –

So may Jupiter take my soul’s part,

For in this world right now know I none

So worthy to be loved as Palamon,

Who serves you, and will do all his life.

And if that ever you shall be a wife,

Forget not Palamon, the gentle man.’

With these words his speech to fail began,

For from his feet up to his breast was come,

The cold of death, that had him overcome.

And further yet, for in his arms two

The vital strength is lost and gone also.

Only the intellect, and nothing more,

That dwelt in his heart, sick and sore,

Was left to fail when the heart felt death.

His two eyes dimmed, and failed his breath,

But on his lady gazed while eye could see;

His last word was: ‘Mercy, Emily!’

His spirit changed house, and vanished there,

Where I have not been, so cannot say where. 

Therefore I pause; I am no minister.

Of souls I find none in this register,

Nor any speculations would I tell

Of them, though some write where they dwell.

Arcita is cold; may Mars his soul receive!

Now will I speak concerning Emily.

  Emily shrieked, and howled Palamon,

And Theseus took his sister up anon,

And bore her swooning from the corpse away.

What help is there in wasting all the day

Telling how she wept both eve and morrow?

For in such cases women feel such sorrow,

When their husband from them shall go,

That for the most part they sorrow so,

Or else fall into such a malady,

That at the last they die, the more surely. 

  Infinite are the sorrows and the tears

Of the old folk, and folk of tender years,

Through the town, mourning for the Theban.

For him there weeps both child and man. 

There was not such weeping, for certain

When Hector was brought newly slain

To Troy. Alas the pity that was there! –

Rending of cheeks, and tearing of hair.

‘Why did you have to die?’ the women weep,

‘Owning gold enough, and your Emily?’

  No man could bring cheer to Theseus,

Save for his old father Aegeus,

Who knew this world’s transmutations,

For up and down, had he seen alteration,

Joy after woe, and woe after gladness;

And gave him an example and a likeness.

  ‘Just as there never died man,’ quoth he,

‘That had not life on earth, in his degree,

Just so there never lived a man,’ he said,

‘In all this world that will not come to death.

This world is but a thoroughfare of woe,

And we are pilgrims passing to and fro.

Death is an end of every worldly sore,’

And after this he said a great deal more

To this effect, full wisely to exhort

The people, that they might find comfort. 

  Duke Theseus, with all his busy care,

Cast about now where the sepulchre

Of good Arcita might best sited be,

Most honourable too, in its degree.

And at the last came to the conclusion

That since at first Arcita and Palamon

Had for love made battle there between

Each other, in the same grove sweet and green,

Where he had known his amorous desires,

His lament for love, his own hot fires,

He would make a fire in which the office

Of funeral rites he might there accomplish.

And gave at once commands to hack and hew

The ancient oaks and lay them in a row,

In pyres so arranged that they would burn.

His officers with swift foot soon return

Having executed his commandment.

And after this Theseus has sent

A bier after, and all overspread,

With cloth of gold, the richest to be had.

And clad Arcita in a similar wise;

Upon his hands he had gloves white,

Then on his head a crown of laurel green

And in his hand a sword full bright and keen.

He laid him, bare of face, upon the bier;

At that his cries were pitiful to hear.

And that the people might see him, all,

When it was day he brought him to the hall,

That echoed with the crying and the sound.

  Then came the woeful Theban Palamon,

With fluttering beard and ragged ashy hair,

In clothes black all stained with tears,

And, weeping beyond others, Emily,

The saddest there of all the company.

Inasmuch as the service ought to be

The nobler and the richer in degree

Duke Theseus ordered them to bring

Three steeds trapped in steel all glittering,

And covered with the arms of Sir Arcita.

Upon these steeds, tall and white they were,

Folk were mounted, one man bore his shield,

Another his spear in his hands out-held;

The third he bore his bow, which was Turkish –

Of burnished gold the quiver and the harness –

And pacing slowly sorrowful they appeared,

Riding towards the grove, as you shall hear.

The noblest of the Greeks that were there

On their shoulders carried the bier,

With eyes red and wet, and slow their feet,

Through the city down the central street,

All spread with black and wondrous on high

With the same cloth blackened is the sky. 

Upon the right hand went old Aegeus,

And on the other side Duke Theseus,

With vessels in their hands of gold full fine,

All full of honey, milk, and blood and wine;

And Palamon with his great company,

And after that came sorrowing Emily, 

With fire in hand, as was then the practice,

To do the office of the funeral service.

  Great labour and infinite preparing

Was at the service and the pyre-making,

That with its green top reached heavenward,

And its sides were twenty fathoms broad –

That is to say, the boughs stretched so wide.

With many a load of straw laid first beside –

But how the fire was built on a height,

Nor the names of all the trees alight –

Oak, fir, aspen, birch, linden, holm, and poplar,

Willow, elm, plane, ash, box, chestnut, laurel, alder,

Maple, thorn, beech, yew, hazel, cornel-tree,

How they were felled – will not be told by me;

Nor how up and down their divinities run,

All disinherited of their habitation,

In which they once dwelt in rest and peace –

The nymphs, and fawns, and hamadryades –

Nor how the creatures and the birds all

Fled in fright when trees began to fall;

Nor how the ground was fearful of the light,

That never used to know the sun so bright;

Nor how the fire was first laid with straw

And then dry sticks, cut three-ways with a saw, 

And then with green wood and spiced leaf,

And then with cloth of gold and jewellery,

And garlands hanging, full of many a flower,

Myrrh and incense, with their great savour;

Nor how Arcita lay amongst all this;

Nor what richness about his body is;

Nor how Emily, as was the practice,

Thrust in the fire due the funeral service;

Nor how she swooned when men fed the fire;

Nor what she said, nor what was her desire,

Nor what jewels in the fire men cast,

When the fire was high and burning fast;

Nor how some cast their shields, some their spears,

Onto the pyre and the robes they wear,

And cups full of milk and wine and blood

To fan the flames, a maddened fiery flood;

Nor how the Greeks in a vast rout

Thrice rode round the fire, all about,

Widdershins, and all loudly shouting,

And thrice with their spears clattering,

And thrice how the ladies cry and weep,

And how homeward was lead our Emily;

  Nor how Arcita is burnt to ashes cold;

Nor how the lyke-wake was held, all told,

Throughout the night; nor how the Greeks play

At funeral games, nor do I choose to say –

Who wrestled best, naked with oil anointed,

Nor who bore him best, was best appointed;

I will not tell how they all wandered home

To Athens when the funeral games were done,

But briefly to the point I will wend,

And make of my long tale an end. 

  By degrees, and some length of years,

All finished were the mourning and the tears

Of Greeks, by the general consent.

Then it seems they held a parliament

At Athens, on certain points and matters,

Among which points suggested was

Forging with certain countries an alliance,

Exacting the Thebans’ full compliance.

For which this noble Theseus anon

Ordered them to send for Palamon,

He not knowing what the cause or why.

Yet in his black clothes with mournful eye

He came in haste, and right obediently,

And then Theseus sent for Emily.

  When they were seated, hushed all the place,

And Theseus had waited for a space

Ere any word came from his wise breast,

His eyes resting whereabouts they wished,

With a sad visage he sighed till all were still

And after that, right thus he spoke his will:

  ‘The First Mover of all cause above

When he first made the fair chain of love,

Great was the effect, noble his intent.

He knew well what he did, and what he meant.

For with that chain of fairest love he bound

The fire, the air, the water and the land,

In certain boundaries that they not flee. 

That same prince and Mover,’ quoth he,

‘Established in this world, a wretched one,

A certain length of days and a duration

To all that is engendered in this place,

Beyond the which days they might not pace,

Although they may well those days abridge.

There is no need authorities to enlist,

For it is proven by experience,

Unless I need to clarify the sense 

So men may by this order well discern,

That the Mover is established and eterne.

And each man knows, unless he is a fool, 

That every part derives from this whole;

For nature cannot take its beginning

From some part or fragment of a thing,

But from what is perfect and is stable,

Descending so, until corruptible.

And therefore, of his wise providence,

He has so well proclaimed his intent,

That species of things and their progression

Shall only endure by succession

And not eternally, I tell no lies,

As you may comprehend with your eyes. 

  Behold, the oak that has long nourishing,

From the day it first begins to spring,

And has so long a life, as we may see,

Yet at the last wasted is the tree.

  Consider too how the hardest stone,

Under our feet on which we ride and go,

Yet wastes as it lies beside the way.

The broad river sometime falls away;

The great towns we see wane and wend.

So you may see that all this thing has end.

  Of man and woman see we well also

That of necessity in one of these terms two –

That is to say, in youth or else in age –

Die they must, the king as shall the page.

Some in their beds, some in the deep sea,

Some on the battlefield as you may see.

There is no help – all goes the same way.

So all this thing must die as I say.

  Who orders this but Jupiter the King,

That is the prince and cause of everything,

Turning all things back to their own source

From which they derive, the true resource?

And against this no creature that’s alive

Of any kind, can ever hope to strive. 

  So is it wisdom, it seems to me,

To make a virtue of necessity,

And make the best of what we did not choose,

And especially of what to all falls due.

And whoso grumbles at it, is a fool,

And is a rebel to him that all does rule. 

And certainly, a man has most honour

Who dies in his prime, in the flower,

When he is assured of his good name.

Then has he done his friend and self no shame,

And gladder should a friend be of his death,

When with honour he yielded up his breath,

Than when his name enfeebled is by age,

And all forgotten are his knightly days.

Then is it best, to win a worthy fame,

To die when at the zenith of our name. 

  The contrary to all this is wilfulness.

Why do we grudge it? Why this heaviness,

That good Arcita, of chivalry the flower,

Departed in all honour, at his hour,

Out of the foul prison of this life?

Why grudge here, his cousin and his wife,

His welfare who loved them so well?

Can he thank them? God knows, no man shall!

– That both his soul and himself offend,

And yet their happiness cannot extend. 

  What can I conclude from this long story,

But after woe advise us to be merry,

And thank Jupiter for all his grace?

And ere that we depart from this place, 

I suggest we make of sorrows two

One perfect joy, to last for ever too.

And look now, where most sorrow is herein,

There will I first bring comfort and begin.

  Sister,’ quoth he, ‘this has my full assent,

With all the agreement of my parliament,

That gentle Palamon, your own true knight,

Who serves you with will, and heart, and might,

And always has, since you first him knew,

You shall take pity on with grace, and you

Shall take him for your husband and your lord.

Give me your hand, for this is our accord;

Let us now see your womanly pity.

He is a king’s brother’s son, indeed;

And though he were a poor bachelor,

Since he has served you for many a year,

And suffered for you such adversity,

He should be considered, believe me,

For gentle mercy ought to crown the right.’

  Then said he thus to Palamon the knight:

‘I think you need but little sermoning

To give your own assent to this thing!

Come near, and take your lady by the hand.’

  Between them was made anon the bond

That we call matrimony or a marriage,

By all of the council and the peerage.

And thus with all joy and melody

Has Palamon wedded his Emily;

And God, that all this wide world has wrought,

Send him his love, who has it dearly bought!

For now is Palamon in all things well,

Living in bliss, riches, and in health.

And Emily loves him so tenderly,

And he serves her so courteously,

That there was never a word between them

Of jealousy, or other vexation.

So ends Palamon and Emily,

And God save all this fair company! Amen.

The Miller’s Prologue

 

Here follow the words between the Host and the Miller.

 

 When that the Knight had thus his tale told,

In all our company was nor young nor old

Who did not claim it as a noble story

And worthy to be stored in memory,

Especially the well-born, every one.

Our Host laughed, and swore: ‘We go on,

All goes aright; we’ve unbound the bale!

Let’s see now who shall tell another tale,

For truly the game is well begun.

Now you tell, Sir Monk, if you can,

Something to repay the Knight’s tale.’

  The Miller, that for drunkenness was pale,

So that with effort on his horse he sat,

He would neither doff his hood or hat,

Nor wait for any man, in courtesy,

But in Pilate’s voice began, noisily

To swear: ‘By arms, and by blood and bones,

I know a noble tale I’ll tell at once,

With which I shall requite the Knight’s tale!’

Our Host saw that he was drunk with ale,

And said; ‘Wait now, Robin, dear brother;

Some fitter man shall tell us first another.

Wait now, and let us work it all seemly.’

  ‘By God’s soul,’ quoth the Miller, ‘not for me!

For I will speak or else go on my way.’

Our Host answered: ‘Tell on, as you may!

You are a fool; your wits are overcome.’

  ‘Now hearken,’ quoth the Miller, ‘all and some!

But first I’ll make a protestation 

That I am drunk – I know it by my tongue.

And therefore, if that I misspeak or say,

Blame then the ale of Southwark, I pray.

For I will tell a legend from the life,

Both of a carpenter and of his wife,

How that at her a clerk set his cap.’

  The Reeve answered, saying: ‘Hold your trap!

Have done with lewd drunken harlotry!

It is a sin and also greater folly

To slander any man, or him defame,

And give wives too an evil name.

There is plenty else at which to aim.’

  The drunken Miller spoke up again,

And replied: ‘My dear brother Oswald,

He who has no wife, he is no cuckold;

But I say not that therefore you are one.

There be good wives and many a one,

And ever a thousand good for every bad;

You know it yourself unless you’re mad.

Why are you angry with my tale now?

I have a wife, indeed, as well as thou,

Yet not for the oxen in my plough,

Would I take it upon me for an hour

To believe it of myself that I was one.

I will believe indeed that I am none. 

A husband should not be too inquisitive

Of God’s affairs, or how his wife live.

If he shares God’s abundance entire,

Of the rest he need not then enquire.’

  What more can I say, the Miller there

His words for no man would forbear,

But told his churl’s tale in his own manner.

And I regret I must repeat it here;

And therefore every gentle soul I pray

Deem it not, for God’s sake, that I say

Ought by evil intent, but must rehearse

All their tales, for better or for worse,

Or else be somewhat false to the matter.

Therefore whoever thinks it idle chatter

Turn to another page, and choose a tale,

For you shall find enough, never fail,

Great and small, stories of genteelness,

And morality as well, and holiness. 

Blame not me, if you choose amiss.

The Miller is a churl; you all know this.

So was the Reeve also, and others too,

And harlotry they told of, both the two.

Take thought, and hold me free of blame –

Man should not treat in earnest what’s a game.

 

The Miller’s Tale

 

Here begins the Miller’s Tale.

 

Once upon a time there dwelt in Oxford

A rich churl, that took in guests to board,

And for his craft he was a carpenter.

With him there was dwelling a poor scholar

Who had learned the arts, but all his fancy

Was set on studying astrology, 

And he could judge certain propositions

By the course of his investigations,

Should men ask of him at certain hours

If there would be drought or else showers,

Or if they should ask what might befall

Of sundry things – I could not tell them all. 

  This clerk was called courtly Nicholas.

Skilled in secret love affairs, and solace,

And withal was clever and discreet,

And to see was like a maiden meek. 

A chamber had he in that hostelry,

Alone, without any company,

Elegantly garnished with herbs sweet;

And he himself as sweet as root may be

Of liquorice, or any zedoary.

His Almagest, and his library,

His astrolabe, belonging to his art,

His counters for arithmetic, laid apart

On shelves that stood at his bed’s head;

His cupboard covered with a cloth of red.

And above all a showy psaltery

On which at night he made melody

So sweetly that all the chamber rang;

And Angelus ad virginem he sang,

And after that he sang The King’s Note.

Full often blessed, was his merry throat.

And thus this sweet clerk his time spent,

With what his friends provided, and the rent.

  This carpenter had wedded a new wife,

Whom he loved far more than his life. 

Of eighteen years she was of age.

Jealous he was, and kept her in a cage,

For she was young and wild, and he was old,

And thought himself a likely cuckold. 

He knew not Cato – his learning was crude –

Who advised a man to wed his similitude.

Men should wed according to their state,

For youth and age, at odds, end in debate.

But since he had fallen in the snare,

He must endure, as we, the weight of care.  

  Fair was this young wife, and then withal

Like a weasel’s her body, shapely, small.

A belt she wore, one all barred with silk;

An apron too, as white as morning milk,

Upon her hips, full of many a gusset.

White was her smock, embroidery set

Before, behind, on the collar all about,

Of coal-black silk, within and without.

The tapes of her white cap all together

Were of the same cloth as her collar;

Her broad headband of silk, and set full high.

And she had surely a flirtatious eye.

Plucked very fine were her eyebrows two,

And arched and black as any sloe too.

She was much more beautiful to see

That is the early blossoming pear-tree,

And softer than the wool on a wether;

And by her girdle hung a purse of leather,

Tasselled with green and pearled with brass,

In al this world, in seeking of a lass,

There’s no man with fancy so intense

Could dream of such a poppet, such a wench.

Full brighter was the shining of her hue

Than in the Mint a noble forged anew.

And for her singing, lively, voiced afar,

Like any swallow flitting through a barn.

Then she could skip and gambol, as I am 

Assured, as any kid or calf behind its dam.

Her mouth was sweet as honeyed mead I’d say, 

Or a hoard of apples swathed in heath or hay. 

Skittish she was, as is a frisky colt,

Tall as a mast, and straight as a bolt.

A brooch she wore upon her low collar,

As broad as is the boss of a buckler.

Her shoes were laced on her legs high.

She was a primrose, lovely to the eye,

For any lord to take into his bed,

Or yet for any good yeoman to wed.

  Now sirs, now, so things came to pass,

That one day this handsome Nicholas

Began with this young wife to fool and play,

While her husband was down Osney way –

As clerks are full of subtlety and tricks.

And covertly he caught her by the sex,

And said: ‘Sweetheart, unless I have my will

For secret love of you, then die I will!’

And held her hard by the haunch bones,

And: ‘Sweetheart, love me, now,’ he moans,

‘Or I will die, as God shall me save!’

And she leapt as a colt does, in the way 

Of being shod, and turned her head away.

She said: ‘I will not kiss you, by my faith!

Why, let be’ quoth she, ‘let be, Nicholas!

Or I will cry “Now, help” and shout “Alas!”

Remove your hands, by every courtesy!’

  Then Nicholas began to cry for mercy,

And spoke so fair, so earnestly did cast,

That she was hooked, and pledged her love at last,

And swore an oath, by Thomas, Saint of Kent,

That she would be at his commandment,

When she could find an opportunity.

‘My husband is so filled with jealousy

That unless you’re patient, secretive,

Quoth she, ‘I know for sure I shall not live.

You must be wholly secret in this house.’

  ‘Nay, give that not a thought,’ quoth Nicholas,

‘A scholar would have wasted a good while

If he could not a carpenter beguile.’

And so they were agreed and both swore

To wait awhile, as I have said before.

  When Nicholas had done so, as I tell,

And patted her about the buttocks well,

He kissed her sweet, and took his psaltery

And played away, and plucked a melody.

  Then it befell, that to the parish church,

There to perform Christ’s own works,

This good wife went, on a holy day.

Her forehead shone as bright as any day,

So shiny was it when she left her work.

  Now there was a parish clerk of that church,

And this clerk’s name was Absolon.

Curly was his hair, and as the gold it shone,

And stuck out in a fan wide and broad.

Full straight and even his parting showed;

His face was red, his eyes grey as a goose.

With St Paul’s tracery carved in his shoes,

In red hose he dressed elegantly.

He was clothed neatly and properly

Adorned with a light-blue cloth jacket,

Full fair and densely were the laces set.

And over it he wore a fine surplice

As white as the blossom on the spray is.

A merry youth he was, so God me save!

Well knew he how to let blood, clip and shave,

And draw up deeds of land or quittance.

In twenty manners he could trip and dance,

After the true school of Oxford though,

And with his legs leaping to and fro,

And playing songs on a two-stringed fiddle;

Thereto he sometimes sang a high treble,

And he could play as well on a cithern.

In all the town no brew-house nor tavern

He did not visit with his power to solace,

Where any gaily-dressed barmaid was.

But truth to tell, quite squeamish he was

About farting, and in speech fastidious. 

  Absolon, who was gallant in his way,

Would bear the censer round on holy days,

Censing the parish wives whom he passed;

And many a fond look on them he cast,

And especially on the carpenter’s wife.

To look at her brightened up his life,

She was so trim and sweet and amorous.

I dare well say, if she had been a mouse,

And he a cat, she’d have been leapt upon. 

  This parish clerk, this gallant Absolon,

Has in his heart such a love-longing 

That from no wife would he take offerings;

For courtesy, he said, he would take none.

  The moon, when it was night, full bright shone,

And Absalon his cithern did take;

For love indeed he thought to wake.

And off he went, lively and amorous,

Till he came to the carpenter’s house,

Arriving there a little after cock-crow,

And placed himself by a casement window,

That was let into the carpenter’s wall.

He sings in a voice, graceful and small:

‘Now dear lady, if your wish it be,

I pray you to have mercy upon me’,

In harmony with his music-making.

The carpenter awoke and heard him singing,

And spoke to his wife and said anon,

‘What Alison, do you hear Absalon,

Singing thus under our bedroom wall?’

And she answering her husband’s call:

‘Yes, God knows John, I hear it very well.’

  And so it goes; what more must I tell?

From day to day this lively Absalon

So woos her that he is woebegone.

He lay awake all night, and then daily

He combed his curling locks and gaily,

He wooed by go-betweens, and brokerage,

And swore he would be her own true page;

He sang and warbled like a nightingale;

He sent her mead, sweet wine, and spiced ale,

And flat cakes, piping hot from the oven,

And as she lived in town, coins to spend.

For some folk are conquered by riches,

And some by blows, and some by kindness.

Sometimes, to show skill and agility,

He played Herod in the Mysteries.

But what good did it do him, alas?

She so loves the handsome Nicholas

That Absalon might go blow his horn;

For all his labour there was only scorn. 

And thus she made Absalon her dupe,

And of all his eager wooing a joke. 

True indeed the proverb, and no lie,

That men repeat: ‘Ever the sly, nearby,

Makes the distant lover out of favour.’

Though Absalon knew madness or anger,

Because he was further from her sight,

Nicholas nearby stood in his light.

Now do well, you handsome Nicholas!

For Absalon must wail and sing ‘alas!’

  And so it befell, on a Saturday

The carpenter had gone down to Osney;

And handsome Nicholas and Alison

Both agreed regarding this decision,

That Nicholas shall devise some wile

This jealous foolish husband to beguile.

And if the game turned out alright,

She would sleep in his arms all night;

For this was her desire and his too.

And straight away, without more ado,

This Nicholas wishing not to tarry,

But quietly to his room does carry

Both meat and drink, to last a day

Or two, and told Alison to say,

If her husband asked for Nicholas,

That she had no idea where he was;

That all the day of him she’d had no sight;

She thought he might be ill, so he might,

For he had not answered the maid’s call;

Gave no reply, whatever might befall.

  This continued all that Saturday,

And Nicholas still in his chamber lay,

And eat and slept, as pleased him best,

Till Sunday, when the sun went to its rest.

The foolish carpenter wondered without fail

About our Nicholas, why he should ail,

And said: ‘I fear by Saint Thomas,

That all is not well with Nicholas.

God forbid that he die suddenly!

This world is now so fickle indeed;

I saw a corpse today borne to church

That only Monday last I saw at work.

‘Go up,’ quoth he to his lad anon,

‘Call at the door, or tap it with a spoon.

See how things are, and tell me swiftly.’

  The serving-boy climbed up sturdily,

And at the chamber door a while the lad,

Called and knocked, as though he were mad.

‘What how! What do you, Master Nicholay?

 How can you lie asleep the livelong day?’

– But all for naught; he heard not a word.

A hole he found, down by the skirting-board,

Through which the cat was wont to creep,

And into that hole he gazed full deep,

And at last a glimpse met his sight

Of Nicholas lying gaping there upright,

As if he had caught sight of the new moon.

Down he goes, to tell his master, soon

Of the state in which he found the man.

  The carpenter to bless himself began,

And said: ‘Help us, Saint Frideswide!

A man little knows what shall betide.

This man has fallen, through astronomy,

Into some madness, or some agony.

I always thought that’s how it would be;

Men should know what God meant us to see.

Yes, blessed always is the simple man,

With nothing but his faith to understand!

So fared another clerk’s astronomy;

He walked, in the fields, into the starry

Sky to pry, and see what should befall,

Till into the marl-pit he took a fall;

He saw not that! But yet, by Saint Thomas,

I’m truly worried for poor Nicholas.

He shall be scolded for his studying,

If scold I may, by Jesus, Heaven’s king!

Get me a stave to work against the floor,

While you, Robin, heave at the door.

He’ll wake from his studying, I guess.’

And to the chamber door he gave address.

His lad was a fellow big and strong,

And heaved it off its hinges at once;

Onto the floor the door fell anon.

  Nicholas sat there yet, still as stone,

And kept on gaping up into the air.

The carpenter thought him in despair,

And grasped him by the shoulders mightily

And shook him hard, and shouted loudly.

‘What, Nicholas, what ho! What, look down!

Awake, and think you of Christ’s passion!

I guard you with the cross from elf and sprite.’

– With that the night-spell he said outright

On all the four sides of the house about,

And on the threshold of the door without.

‘Jesus Christ, and Saint Benedict,

Guard this house from all things wicked,

All night through, white Pater noster!

Where went thou, Saint Peter’s sister?’

  And at last our handsome Nicholas

Began to sigh deeply, and said: ‘Alas!

Shall the world be lost and doomed now?

The carpenter replied: ‘What say thou?

What, think on God, as we do, working men!’

And Nicholas answered: ‘Fetch me drink then,

And afterwards I’ll speak, in privacy,

Of certain things regarding you and me;

I will tell them to no other man, that’s certain.’

  The carpenter went down, and back again

Brought of powerful ale a large quart.

And when each of them had drunk his part,

Nicholas went swift to his door and shut it,

And made the carpenter beside him sit,

And said: ‘John, my good host and dear,

You shall upon your oath swear me here

That to no man this secret you’ll betray;

For it is Christ’s counsel that I say,

And if you tell it man, you are no more,

For this vengeance fall on you therefore,

You will be mad, let that be understood’

‘Nay, Christ forbid it, for his holy blood!’

Quoth then this foolish man: ‘I’ll not blab,

No, though it’s I who say it, I never gab.

Say what you will: I shall never tell

Child nor wife, by him that harrowed Hell!’

  ‘Now John,’ quoth Nicholas, ‘No lies from me;

I have found through my astrology,

As I gazed into the moon so bright,

That Monday next, a fourth part of the night,

A rain shall fall, as wild, as mad, as could

That half so great was never Noah’s flood.

This world,’ said he, ‘in less than an hour

Shall all be drowned, so hideous the shower.

Thus shall all mortals drown and lose their life’

  The carpenter replied: ‘Alas, my wife!

And shall she drown? Alas, my Alison!’

For sorrow of this he almost fell, anon

He said: ‘Is there no remedy in this pass?’

‘Why yes, by God!’ quoth handsome Nicholas.

– If you will act on wise advice indeed.

You mustn’t follow where your own thoughts lead;

For thus says Solomon, who speaks the truth:

‘Act on advice, and you shall nothing rue.’

And if you will act on good counsel,

I undertake, without a mast or sail,

That I shall save her, and you, and me, for

Have you not heard how saved was Noah,

When that our Lord had warned him before

That all the world with water should be o’er?

‘Yes,’ quoth the carpenter, ‘long long ago.’

  ‘Have you not heard,’ quoth Nicholas, ‘also

The sorrow of Noah, with his fellowship,

Before he could get his wife to ship?

He’d have preferred, I dare well say, alack,

At that time, rather than his wethers black

That she had had a ship to herself alone!

And therefore know you what must be done?

This demands haste, and of a hasty thing

Men may not preach or ask for tarrying;

  Anon and quickly get, and bring us in

A kneading trough, or that for brewing,

One for each of us – but see they’re large –

In which we can sail as in a barge,

And have in there victuals sufficient

For a day – and never mind the remnant!

The water shall abate and drain away

About nine in the morning, the next day.

But Robin, must not know of this, your knave,

Nor your maid Jill, her too I cannot save.

Ask not why, for though you ask of me,

I will not tell God’s secret as must be.

Let that suffice, and unless you’re mad

Accept as great a grace as Noah had.

Your wife I shall save without a doubt.

Go now your ways, and speed hereabout.

  And when you have for her, and you and me,

Brought in these kneading-tubs, all three,

Then shall you hang them in the attic high,

That no man may our preparations spy.

And when you thus have done as I have said,

And have placed in them our meat and bread,

And an axe to smite the rope in two also,

When the water comes, we may go

And break a hole up high, in the gable,

On the garden side above the stable,

So we can pass freely on our way,

When the great shower has gone away.

Then shall you swim as merry, I undertake,

As does the white duck following her drake. 

Then will I call: ‘Now, Alison, Now John!

Be merry for the flood will soon be gone!’

And you will say: ‘Hail, Master Nicholay!

Good morrow, I see you well, for it is day.’

And then shall we be lords all our life

Of all the world, as Noah and his wife.

  But of one thing I warn you of right:

Be well advised, on that same night

That we take ship, and go on board,

None of must speak or say a word,

Nor call out, nor cry, but fall to prayer,

For it is God’s own command clear.

Your wife and you must far apart begin,

So that betwixt you there shall be no sin,

No more in looking than there is in deed.

  This decree is made; go, and God speed!

Tomorrow at night when folk are all asleep,

Into our kneading-tubs shall we creep,

And there we’ll sit, abiding God’s grace.

Go now your way; I have no more space

To make of this a longer sermoning.

Men say thus: ‘Send the wise, say nothing.’

You are so wise I have no need to preach.

Go, save our lives, and do as I beseech!’ 

  This foolish carpenter goes on his way;

Full often says: ‘Alas!’ and Well-away!’

And to his wife he told it secretly;

And she already knew as well as he

What this ingenious plan might signify.

But nonetheless she made as if to die,

And said: ‘Alas, be on your way anon!

Help us escape, or we be dead each one!

I am your true and very wedded wife;

Go dear spouse, and help to save my life.’

  Lo, what a great thing is emotion!

Men may die of imagination,

So deep the impression it may make.

This foolish carpenter began to quake;

He truly thought that he could see

Noah’s flood come surging like the sea

To drown Alison, his honey dear.

He weeps and wails, with sorry fear;

He sighs with sorrowful groan enough;

He goes to fetch a kneading-trough,

And after a tub, and one for brewing;

And secretly he carried them in,

And hung them from the roof in secrecy.

With his own hands he made ladders three

To climb up by the rungs and so after

Reach the tubs hanging in the rafters,

And victualled them both trough and tub,

With bread and cheese, and good ale in a jug,

Sufficient right enough to last a day.

  But ere he had made all this array,

He sent his lad and the wench also

On business to London for to go.

And on the Monday, as it drew to night,

He shut his door, without a candle bright,

And readied everything as it should be;

And shortly up they climbed all three.

They sat still, some little time it was.

‘Pater noster, and be mum!’ said Nicholas,

And ‘mum’ said John, and ‘mum’ quoth Alison.

  The carpenter completed his devotion,

And sat quite still, and said his prayer,

Awaiting rain, and tried if he could hear.

A dead sleep, from all this business,

Fell now on the carpenter (as I guess)

About curfew time, or a little more.

With troubling of his spirit he groaned sore,

And often snored, his head awry was.

Down the ladder steals our Nicholas,

And Alison, full softly down she sped.

Without more words they slip into the bed

Where the carpenter was wont to be;

There was the revel and the melody. 

And thus lie Alison and Nicholas

At the affair of mirth and solace,

Till the bell for lauds began to ring,

And the friars in the chancel to sing.

  The parish clerk, the amorous Absolon,

Who for love was always woebegone,

Upon the Monday was down at Osney

To disport and play, in company,

And chanced to ask a fellow cloisterer,

Privately, of John the carpenter.

The fellow drew him outside the church,

And said: ‘I know not; he’s not been at work

Since Saturday. I think that he went

For timber, where our Abbot had him sent;

For he for timber frequently will go

And stay at the grange a day or so –

Or else he at his house, I would maintain.

Where exactly, I could not be sure again.’

  Now Absalon full jolly was and light

Of heart and thought: ‘I’ll wake tonight,

For certainly I’ve not seen him stirring

About his door since day began to spring.

So might I thrive, I shall at cock’s crow

Knock all secretly at his window,

That’s placed low upon his chamber wall.

And Alison now I will tell of all 

My love-longing, and will scarcely miss

At least from her the favour of a kiss.

Some sort of comfort I’ll have, by faith.

My mouth has itched all this long day;

That is a sign of kissing at the least.

All night I dreamed that I was at a feast.

Therefore I’ll go and sleep an hour say,

And then all night will I wake and play.’

  When the first cock had crowed, anon

Up rose this jolly lover, Absalon,

And gaily dressed to perfection is,

But first chews cardamom and liquorice,

To smell sweet, before he combs his hair.

Under his tongue true-love (Herb Paris) there,

And in that way to be gracious he set out.

He wanders off to the carpenter’s house,

And stood there still under the casement window –

Until it touched his breast it was so low –

And soft he coughed with a gentle sound:

‘What do you, honeycomb, sweet Alison?

My fair bride, my sweet cinnamon!

Awake, my lover, speak to me, come!

So little you think upon my woe,

That for love I faint wherever I go.

No wonder is it that I faint and sweat;

I pine just as a lamb does for the teat, 

Surely, darling, I have such love-longing

That like a turtle-dove is my pining;

I scarcely eat as little as does a maid.’

  ‘Away from the window, Jack fool,’ she said.

‘So help me God, there’s no “come up and kiss me”!

I love another – and unless I mistake me –

A better than you, by Jesus, Absalon.

Go on your way, or I will hurl a stone,

And let me sleep, in the devil’s name, away!’

  ‘Alas,’ quoth Absalon, ‘and well-away,

That true love was ever so ill bestowed!

Then kiss me, if that’s the most you owe,

For Jesus love, and for the love of me.’

  ‘Will you go your way with it?’ quoth she.

‘Yes, darling, certainly,’ quoth Absalon.

‘Then be ready,’ quoth she, ‘I come anon.’

And to Nicholas she said: Be still!

Now hush, and you can laugh your fill!’

  Then Absalon went down on his knees,

And said: ‘I am a lord in every degree,

For after this I hope for more hereafter.

Lover your grace, and sweet bride your favour!’

  The window she undoes and that in haste.

‘Now do,’ quoth she, ‘come on, no time to waste,

Lest that our neighbours should you espy.’

  Then Absalon first wiped his mouth full dry.

Dark was the night like to pitch or coal,

And at the window out she put her hole,

And Absalon, had better nor worse than this, 

That with his mouth her naked arse he kissed

Before he was aware, had savoured it.

Back he started, something was amiss,

For well he knew a woman has no beard.

He felt something rough, and long-haired,

And said: ‘Fie, alas, what have I done?’

‘Tee-hee!’ quoth she, and clapped the window shut,

And Absolon goes off with saddened pace.

‘A beard, a beard!’ quoth spritely Nicholas,

‘By God’s body, that went fair and well!’

  Now Absolon heard every word himself,

And began his lip in anger to bite,

And to himself he said: ‘I’ll you requite!’

Who rubs himself, who scrubs at his mouth,

With dust, sand, chippings, straw and cloth

But Absolon, who often cries: ‘Alas!

My soul consign to Satan, if I’d have

This town before my vengeance,’ quoth he,

‘For this humiliation well repaid I’ll be.

Alas,’ quoth he, ‘that I never blenched!’

His hot love was cold and all quenched,

For from the time that her arse he kissed

Love he valued less than a stalk of cress,

For he was healed of his malady.

And love he did defy eternally.

And weeping like a child they look to beat,

At gentle pace he slowly crossed the street,

To a smith, and he called Gervase is,

Who forges on his anvil harnesses;

He sharpens shares and coulters busily.

Absalon knocked on the doors all easily,

And said: Open, Gervase, and quick anon!’

‘What, who is that? ‘It’s me, Absalon.’

‘What, Absalon! Christ’s blessed tree, I say,

Why up so early? Benedicite,

What ails you? Some fine girl, at a glance,

Has brought you out on reconnaissance;

By St Neot, you know well what I mean!’

  But Absalon, he gave never a bean

For all the jesting; silently did stand.

He had a deal more business on hand

Than Gervase knew, and said: ‘Friend, so dear,

That hot coulter in the chimney there,

Please lend it me; I’ve something needs doing,

And full soon to you again it I’ll bring.’

Gervase answered: ‘Even if it were gold,

Or a bag full of nobles, all untold,

You should have it, as I’m a true smith!

Now, Christ’s foe, what would you do with it?’

‘Let that, ‘quoth Absalon, ‘be it as it may;

I’ll tell you of it all another day’ –

And caught the coulter by the cold steel.

  Softly out the door he began to steal,

And then went off to the carpenter’s wall.

First he coughed then he knocked withal

On the window, as loud as he dared

Then Alison answered: ‘Who’s there,

That knocks so? I warrant it’s a thief!’

‘Why no’ quoth he, ‘Not so, by my faith;

I am your Absalon, my sweet darling.

‘Of gold, quoth he, ‘I’ve brought you a ring.

My mother gave it me, so God me save.

Full fine it is, and carefully engraved;

This will I give you, if you will me kiss.’

  Now Nicholas had risen for a piss,

And thought he would improve the jape:

He should kiss his arse ere he escape.

And he raised the window hastily,

And put his arse outside covertly,

Beyond the buttock, to the haunch-bone.

And then spoke up the clerk, Absalon:

‘Speak, sweet bird; I know not where you art.’

  Then Nicholas at once let fly a fart,

As great as if it were a thunder-clap,

The clerk was nearly blinded with the blast;

Yet he was ready with his iron hot,

And Nicholas right in the arse he smote.

Off went the skin a hand’s breadth round and some;

The coulter had so burnt him on his bum,

That for the pain he thought he would die.

As if he were mad, he began to cry:

‘Help! Water, water, help, for God’s heart!’

The carpenter out of his slumber starts,

Hears him cry: ‘Water’ loud as ever he could,

And thought: ‘Alas, now here comes Noah’s flood!’

Up he sat at once, no more ado,

And with his axe he smote the cord in two,

And down he went – He had no time to sell

His bread or ale at all, but straight he fell

On to the floor, and there a-swooning was.

  Up start our Alison and Nicholas,

And cry ‘Help!’ and ‘Succour!’ in the street.

The neighbours, the lesser and the great,

Came running in to gaze at this man,

Who swooning lay, both pale and wan,

For in the fall he broken had his arm.

But he had still to suffer all the harm,

For when he spoke, he was borne down,

By handsome Nicholas and Alison.

They told everyone that he was mad;

Afraid so, in a fantasy he had

Of Noah’s flood, that in his deep folly

He had bought him kneading-tubs three,

And had hung them from the roof above,

And had begged them, for God’s love,

To sit there in the roof for company.

  The folk begin to mock his fantasy;

Up into the roof they gaze and stare;

And turn all his hurt to jest right there.

For whatsoever the carpenter averred

It was for naught; no man his story heard.

And with great oaths he was so put down

He was considered mad throughout the town,

For the clerks all said to one another.

‘The man is mad, for sure, my dear brother!’

And everybody laughed at all this strife.

  And thus was had the carpenter’s wife,

For all his jealousy and keeping by;

And Absalon has kissed his nether-eye,

And Nicholas is scalded on the bum.

God save us all, and now this tale is done!

 

Here Ends the Miller’s Tale

 

The Wife of Bath’s Prologue
 

The Prologue to the Wife of Bath’s Tale

 

Experience, though no authority

Ruled in this world, would be enough for me

To speak of the woe that is in marriage.

For, lordings, since I twelve years was of age,

Thanks be to God who eternally does thrive,

Husbands at church-door have I had five –

If it be allowed so oft to wedded be –

And all were worthy men in their degree.

But I was told, for sure, and not long since,

That since Christ never went but once

To a wedding, in Cana of Galilee,

That by the same example He taught me

That I should only be wedded once.

Hark too, lo, what sharp words for the nonce

Beside a well, Jesus, God and Man,

Spoke in reproof of the Samaritan:

‘You have had five husbands,’ quoth he,

‘And that same man that now has thee

Is not your husband’ – so he said for certain.

What he meant by that, I can’t explain;

But I ask you why the fifth man

Was not husband of the Samaritan?

How many was she allowed in marriage?

I have never yet had despite my age

Of that number any definition.

Men may divine and gloss, up and down,

But well I know, indeed, without a lie,

God bade us all to wax and multiply.

That gentle text I well can understand!

And I know too He said that my husband

Should leave father and mother and cleave to me;

But of no number mention made He,

Of bigamy or of octogamy.

Why should men then speak of it evilly?

  Lo, here, the wise King, old Solomon,

I think he had more wives than one!

As would to God it were permitted me

To be refreshed half so oft as he!

A gift of God had he of all those wives!

No man has such that’s in this world alive.

God knows, that noble king, as I see it,

The first night had many a merry fit

With each of them, so happy was his life!

Blessed be God, that I have wedded five,

And they I picked out from all the best,

Both for their nether purse and their chest.

Diverse schools make perfect clerks,

And diverse practice in many sundry works,

Makes the workman perfect, certainly.

Of five husbands have I made a study;

Welcome the sixth, whenever he befall!

Forsooth, I will not keep me chaste in all;

When my husband from this world is gone,

Some Christian man shall wed me anon.

For then the Apostle says that I am free

To wed, in God’s name, where it pleases me.

He says to be wedded is no sin, I learn:

‘Better to be wedded than to burn.’

What care I if folk speak maliciously

Of wicked Lamech and his bigamy?

I know that Abraham was a holy man,

And Jacob also, as far as ever I can,

And each of them had more wives than two,

And many another holy man had too.

Where can you show me, in any age

That God on high forbade our marriage

By express word? I pray you, tell it me.

Or where commanded he virginity?

I know as well as you, what he said,

The Apostle, when he spoke of maidenhead,

He said that precepts for it he had none.

Men may counsel a woman to live alone,

But counselling is no commandment;

He has left it to our own judgement.

For had God commanded maidenhood,

Then had he ended marriage and for good.

And surely, if there were never seed sown,

Virginity, where would that be grown?

Paul did not dare command, not in the least,

A thing of which his Master never preached.

The spear, the prize, is there of virginity;

Catch it who may, and who runs best let’s see!

  But this word is not said of every wight,

Rather God’s pleased to grant it of his might.

I know well that the Apostle was a maid,

But nonetheless, though he wrote and said

He wished that everyone was such as He,

He was but counselling virginity,

And to be wife he still gave me leave

Of indulgence; so no reproof indeed,

If my husband die, in wedding me,

No objection on grounds of bigamy,

Though it were good no woman for to touch –

He meant in bed or on a couch or such –

For peril it is, fire and tow to assemble –

You know what this image does resemble!

The long and short: he held virginity

More perfect than marriage in frailty.

Frailty I say, unless the he and she

Would live all their life in chastity.

I grant it well, I would have no envy,

Though maidenhood devalue bigamy.

They like to be clean in body and ghost.

And of my state I will make no boast;

For you well know, a lord in his household

Has not ever vessel made all of gold.

Some are of wood, and do good service.

God calls folk in sundry ways like this,

And everyone has from God his own gift,

Some this, some that, as is in His wish.

  Virginity is a great perfection

And continence also with devotion.

But Christ, of perfection is the well,

And bade not everyone to go and sell

All that he had, and give it to the poor,

And in that guise follow him, for sure.

He spoke to those who would live perfectly;

And, lordings, by your leave, that is not me!

I will bestow the flower of my age

On the actions and the fruits of marriage.

  Tell me then, to what end and conclusion

Were made the members of generation,

And in so perfect wise Man was wrought?

Trust me right well, they were not made for naught.

Gloss as you will and give the explanation

That they were made merely for purgation

Of urine, and both our things, so the tale,

Made but to know the female from the male,

And for no other purpose – say you no?

Experience knows well it is not so.

So long as the clerics with me be not wrath,

I say this: that they are made for both –

That is to say, for office and for ease

Of procreation, that we not God displease.

Why else is it in the books clearly set

That a man shall pay his wife her debt?

Now wherewith should he make his payment,

If he did not use his blessed instrument?

Thus were they added to the creature

To purge urine, and continue nature.

  But I do not say every wight is told

That has such tackle, as I unfold,

To go and use it to engender there –

Or men for chastity would have no care.

Christ was a maid, yet formed as a man,

And many a saint since the world began,

Yet lived they ever in perfect chastity.

I have no quarrel with virginity;

Of pure wheat-seed let them be bred,

And let us wives be dubbed barley-bread –

And yet with barley-bread, as Mark can

Remind you, Jesus fed full many a man.

In such a state as God has called us,

I will persevere; I am not precious.

In wifehood will I use my instrument

As freely as my Maker has it sent.

If I be niggardly, God give me sorrow!

My husband shall have it eve and morrow,

When he would come forth and pay his debt.

A husband I will have, I will as yet,

Who shall be both my debtor and my thrall,

And bear the tribulation withal

On his own flesh, while I am his wife.

I have the power during my whole life

Over his proper body, and not he.

Right thus the Apostle told it me,

And bade our husbands for to love us well;

On that saying I ever like to dwell.’

  Up started the Pardoner, and that anon:

‘Now dame,’ quoth he, ‘by God and by Saint John,

You are a noble preacher in this cause!

I was about to wed a wife: I pause!

What! Should I pay, with my own flesh, so dear?

I’d rather wed no wife, then, any year!’

  ‘Abide,’ quoth she, ‘my tale’s not yet begun.

Nay, you will drink from a different tun,

Before I go, and savour worse than ale.

And when I have told you all my tale

Of tribulation in marriage,

In which I am an expert at my age –

That is to say, I have been the whip –

Then please yourself whether you wish to sip

Of this tun that I shall broach.

Beware of it, before a close approach!

For I shall give examples more than ten.

‘Whoever will not be warned by other men,

To other men shall an example be.’

These very words writes Ptolemy;

Read in his Almagest, and find them there.’

  ‘Dame, I would pray you, if it is your care,’

Said this Pardoner, ‘as you began,

Tell forth your tale; spare not any man,

And teach us young men of your practices.’

  ‘Gladly,’ quoth she, ‘if you it pleases.

But yet I ask of all this company,

If I should chance to speak out of whimsy,

Take no offence then at what I say,

For my intention is but to play.

  Now sir, then will I tell you all my tale.

If ever I might drink of wine or ale, 

I shall speak true: those husbands that I had

Three of them were good, and two were bad.

The three good men were rich and old.

With difficulty only could they hold

To the articles that bound them to me –

You know well what I mean by that, I see!

So help me God, I laugh when I think

That sad to say they never slept a wink.

And, by my faith, I set by it no store.

They gave me land and treasure more;

I had no need to show them diligence

To win their love, or do them reverence. 

They loved me so well, by God above

I had no need to set store by their love.

A wise woman will busy herself anon

To win her love, yes, if she has none.

But since I held them wholly in my hand,

And since they had given me all their land,

Why should I be concerned to please,

Except for my own profit and my ease?

I set them so to work, by my faith,

That many a night they sang “well-away!”

But never for us the flitch of bacon though,

That some may win in Essex at Dunmow.

I ruled them so according to my law,

That each of them was blissful and in awe,

And brought me pretty things from the fair.

They were full glad when I spoke them fair,

For God knows, I chid them mercilessly.

  Now hearken how to act properly.

You wise wives that will understand,

Put them ever in the wrong, out of hand,

For half so boldly there never was a man

Could swear oaths and lie as woman can.

I say this not for wives who are wise,

Unless it be when they are mis-advised.

A wise wife, if she knows good from bad,

Will call the chattering magpies merely mad,

And obtain the witness of her own maid

To what she asserts – listen how I played:

  “Old sir dotard is this then your way?

Why is my neighbour’s wife dressed so gay?

She is honoured now wherever she goes;

I sit at home; and lacking decent clothes.

What are you doing at my neighbour’s house?

Is she so fair? Are you so amorous?

What do you whisper to the maid, benedicitee?

Old sir lecher, away with your trickery!

And if I have a gossip with a friend,

All innocently, you chide like the fiend

If I walk or wander to his house.

Yet you come home drunk as a mouse,

And preach from your chair, beyond belief!

You tell me, then, how it’s a great mischief

To wed a poor woman, the expense,

And then if she’s rich, of good descent,

Then you say it’s a torment, and misery

To endure her pride and melancholy. 

And if she be fair, you proper knave,

You say that every lecher has his way

With her, since none in chastity abide,

When they are assailed from every side.

  You say, that some desire us for our riches,

Some for our shapeliness, some for our fairness,

And some because we can sing or dance,

And some for gentleness and dalliance,

Some for our hands and arms so small –

By your word, thus to the devil go us all!

You say men never hold a castle wall,

If it is long laid siege to, it will fall.

And if she be foul, you say that she

Covets every man that she might see,

For like a spaniel she will at him leap

Till she finds some man to take her cheap;

Never a goose so grey swam on the lake

That, say you, it will not find a mate.

You say it’s a hard thing to control

What no man willingly will hold.

Thus say you, lord, on your way to bed,

And that no wise man ever needs to wed,

Nor no man that has his eye on Heaven –

Wild thunderbolts and lightning-fire then

Fall on your withered neck till it be broke!

  You say that leaking roofs, and thick smoke,

And chiding wives can make men flee 

From their own house – ah, benedicitee,

What ails the old man so to make him chide?

  You say we wives will all our vices hide

Till we be wed, and then we show them you.

That may well be the saying of a shrew!

  You say that oxen, asses, horse and hound,

Can be tried over every sort of ground,

Basins, bowls, before a man may buy;

Spoons, stools, and all such things we try,

And likewise pots, clothes, and finery,

But wives must remain a mystery

Till they be wedded, you old dotard shrew!

And then, we will our vices show, says you.

  You say too that it displeases me

Unless you forever praise my beauty,

And every moment pore o’er my face,

And call me “fair dame” in every place,

And lay out for a feast upon the day

When I was born, and make me fresh and gay,

And do my old nurse every honour,

And my chambermaid in my bower,

And my father’s kin and his allies;

So say you, old barrel-full of lies!

  And yet because of our apprentice, Jankin,

And his crisp hair, that shines as gold so fine,

And his squiring me both up and down,

You harbour false suspicion, as I found;

I would not want him if you died tomorrow!

  But tell me this, why do you hide, a sorrow,

The keys of your chest away from me?

They are my goods as well as yours, pardee!

What, will you make an idiot of your dame?

Now, by that lord who is called Saint James,

You shall not both, whatever be your moods,

Be master of my body, and my goods.

One you shall forgo, so say I,

What need have you to enquire or spy?

I think you’d like to lock me in your chest!

You should say: “Wife, go where you wish.

Take your pleasure; I’ll believe no malice.

I know you for a true wife, Dame Alice.”

We love no man that keeps watch, takes charge

Of where we go; we wish to be at large.

  Of all men the most blessed must be,

That wise astrologer, old Ptolemy,

That writ this proverb in his Almagest:

“Of all men his wisdom is the highest

That cares not who has this world in his hand.”

By this proverb you must understand,

If you’ve enough, why should you care

How merrily other folks do fare?

Be sure, old dotard, by your leave

You shall have all you wish at eve.

He is too great a niggard who will spurn

A man who wants a light from his lantern;

He will have no less light, pardee!

If you’ve enough, don’t complain to me.

  You say too, if we make ourselves gay

With clothing, and with precious array,

It puts us in peril of our chastity.

And yet – curse it – you make free

With these words in the Apostle’s name:

“In clothing made of chastity and shame

You women shall adorn yourselves,” quoth he,

“And not with braided hair, or jewellery,

With pearls, or with gold, or clothes rich.”

According to your text, as your tricks,

I’ll not act, not as much as a gnat!

  You said then, that I was like a cat,

For whosoever singes a cat’s skin

Then will the cat keep to his inn;

While if the cat’s skin be sleek and gay,

She’ll not dwell in that house half a day.

But out she’ll pad, ere any daylight fall,

To show her skin, and go and caterwaul.

 That is to say, if I feel gay, sir shrew,

I’ll run and show my old clothes to the view.

  Sir, old fool, what use to you are spies?

Though you beg Argus with his hundred eyes

To be my body-guard, since he best is,

In faith, he shall not if it’s not my wish.

Yet I will trim his beard, as I may thee!

  Then you said that there are things three,

The which things trouble all this earth,

And that no man may endure the fourth –

Away, sir shrew, Jesus trim your life!

You preach again and say a hateful wife

Is reckoned to be one of these mischances.

Are there then no other circumstances

You could address your parables to,

Without a poor wife acting one for you? 

  You even liken woman’s love to Hell,

To barren land, where water may not dwell.

You liken it then, as well, to a wild fire:

The more it burns, the more it has desire

To consume everything that burnt can be.

You say, that just as insects kill a tree,

Just so a wife destroys her husband;

This they know who to a wife are bound.”

  Lordings, like this it was, you understand,

I kept my older husbands well in hand

With what they said in their drunkenness;

And all was false, but I had witnesses

In Jankin, and in my niece also.

O Lord, the pain I did them and the woe,

Full innocent, by God’s sweet destiny!

For like a horse I could bite and whinny.

I could moan, when I was the guilty one

Or else I’d oftentimes been done and gone.

Who at the mill is first, first grinds their grain;

So was our strife ended: I did first complain.

They were right glad and quick to apologise

For things they never did in all their lives.

  For wenching I would take the man in hand,

Though him so sick he could hardly stand.

Yet it tickled his heart, in that he

Thought I was fond of him as he of me.

I swore that all my walking out at night

Was just to spy on the wenches that I cite;

Flying that flag caused me many a mirth.

For all such wit is given us at birth;

Deceit, weeping, spinning, God gives

To woman by nature, while she lives.

And of one thing I can boast, you see:

I had the better of them in high degree,

By cunning, force, or some manner of thing,

Such as continual murmuring and grumbling.

And in bed especially they had mischance:

There was my chiding and remonstrance.

I would no longer in the bed abide,

If I felt his arm across my side,

Till he had paid his ransom to me;

Then would I let him do his nicety.

And therefore every man this tale I tell,

Win whosoever may, for all’s to sell!

With empty hand you will no falcon lure.

In winning would I all his lust endure,

And display a feigned appetite –

And yet in bacon I took no delight.

That was the cause ever I would them chide;

For though the Pope had sat down beside,

I would not spare them at their own board,

For, by my troth, I paid them word for word.

As may aid me God the Omnipotent,

Though I this minute make my testament,

I owe them not a word that was not quits!

I brought it about so by my wits

That they were forced to yield, for the best,

Or else we would never have found rest.

For though he might rage like a maddened lion,

Yet he would always fail in his conclusion.

  Then would I say: “My dear, note how meek

The look that Willikin displays, our sheep!

Come here, my spouse, let me kiss your cheek.

You should be as patient, and as meek,

And have as sweet and mild a conscience,

Since you preach so much of Job’s patience.

Practice endurance ever that you preach;

And if you don’t then certainly I’ll teach

How fair it is to have a wife at peace.

One of us two must yield, at least,

And since a man is more reasonable

Than a woman, you should be tractable.

What ails you, to grumble so and groan?

Is it you would possess my sex alone?

Why, take it all; lo, have it every bit!

Saint Peter damn you if you don’t enjoy it! 

For if I were to sell my belle chose,

I could go as fresh as is the rose;

But I will keep it for your own use.

By God, you are to blame, and that’s the truth.”

  Such manner of words have we on hand.

Now will I speak of my fourth husband.

  My fourth husband was a reveller;

That is to say, he kept a lover.

And I was young, and my spirits high,

Stubborn and strong, and pert as a magpie.

How I danced to the harp, without fail,

And sang, indeed, like any nightingale,

When I had drunk a draught of sweet wine.

Metellius, the foul churl, the swine,

That with a stick robbed his wife of life

For drinking wine, though I had been his wife

Would never have frightened me from drink!

And after wine on Venus I would think,

For as surely as cold engenders hail,

A gluttonous mouth gets a lecherous tail.

A drunken woman has no true defence;

This lechers know from their experience.

  But, Lord Christ, whenever in memory

I recall my youth and all my jollity,

It tickles me about my heart’s root.

To this day it does my heart good,

That I have had the world, in my time.

But age, alas, that poisons every clime,

Bereft me of beauty, vigour with it.

Let go, farewell; and the devil take it!

The flour is gone, what more is there to tell.

The bran, as best I can, now I must sell.

But yet to be right merry, I have planned!

Now will I tell you of my fourth husband.

   I say, I felt at heart a deal of spite

If he in any other took delight;

But he was paid, by God and Saint Judoc!

I made him of the same wood a crook –

Not of my body, in some foul manner,

But was such friends with folk, by and by,

That in his own grease I made him fry,

For anger, and for very jealousy.

By God, on earth I was his purgatory!

For which I hope his soul is in glory.

For, God knows, he sat full oft in song,

When his shoe pinched him all along. 

There is none but God and he who knew

In how many ways I tortured him anew.

He died when I returned from Jerusalem,

And lies there buried under the rood-beam,

Albeit his tomb’s not so curious

As was the sepulchre of Darius,

That Apelles sculpted subtly;

It were a waste to bury him preciously.

May he fare well, God give his soul rest!

He is now in his grave and in his chest.

  Now of my fifth husband will I tell.

God may his soul never come to Hell!

And yet to me he was the worst, I know –

I feel it on my ribs all in a row,

And ever shall, until my dying day.

But in our bed he was so fresh, I say,

And could cajole me so, God knows,

When that he would have my belle chose,

That though he’d beaten me on every bone,

He could still win my love to him anon.

I swear I loved him best, because he

Was in his love niggardly to me.

We women have, you’ll hear no lie from me,

In this affair a strange fantasy:

Whatever we may not easily get, 

We cry all day and crave for it.

Forbid us aught, desire it then will we;

Press on us hard, and we will flee.

Reluctantly we show our goods at fairs;

Great crowds at market make for dear wares,

And what is cheap is held a worthless prize.

This knows every woman who is wise.

  My fifth husband – God his soul bless! –

Whom I took for love, not for riches,

He sometime was a clerk of Oxford town,

And left the college, and seeking found

Lodgings with my friend, there made one –

God keep her soul! Her name was Alison.

She knew my heart, and my secrets she,

Better than our parish priest, trust me.

To her I revealed my secrets all;

For had my husband pissed against a wall,

Or done some crime that would cost his life,

To her, and to another worthy wife,

And to my niece, that I loved as well,

I would have told the secret, just to tell.

And so I did full often, God knows 

It made his face full often like a rose,

Red hot for very shame, and sorry he

For telling me his secret privately.

  And so befell it that one day in Lent –

For often to my friend’s house I went,

As ever yet I loved to laugh and play,

And to walk in March, April, and May,

To hear sundry tales among the alleys –

Jankin clerk, and I, and my friend Alice,

Into the fields about the city went.

My husband was in London all that Lent;

I had the greater leisure for to play,

And to see, and be seen, every day

By lusty folk. How did I know what grace

Might be my destiny, and in what place?

Therefore I made my visitations

Went to vigils, and also to processions,

To preaching too, and these pilgrimages,

To the miracle plays, and marriages,

And wore my gay scarlet as I might.

The worms, and the moths, and mites

Upon my soul, gnawed it never a bit;

And why? Well, I was never out of it.

  I’ll tell you now what happened to me:

I say that in the fields around walked we,

Till truly we made such a dalliance,

This clerk and I, that at a chance

I spoke to him, and said to him that he,

If I became a widow, should marry me.

For certainly, with no false modesty,

I was never without a little surety

Of marriage, nor ever had far to seek.

I hold a mouse’s heart not worth a leek,

That only has one little hole to bolt to,

And if that fail, then everything is through.

  I maintained he had enchanted me;

My mother taught me that subtlety.

And I said too, I dreamed of him all night;

He seemed to slay me as I lay upright,

And all my bed indeed was full of blood –

“But yet I hope that you will do me good,

For blood betokens gold as I was taught.”

And all was false; I never dreamed of aught,

But by way of following mother’s lore,

In things like that as well as others more.

  But now, sir – let me see – what’s to explain?

Aha! By God, I have my tale again!

  When my fourth husband was on his bier,

I wept for hours, and sorry did appear –

As wives must, since it’s common usage,

And with my kerchief covered up my visage.

But since I was provided with a mate,

I only wept a little, I should state.

To church was my husband borne that morrow,

With neighbours that wept for him in sorrow,

And Jankin, our clerk, was one of those.

So help me God, when I saw him go

After the bier, I thought he had a pair

Of legs and of feet so fine and fair, 

That all my heart I gave to him to hold.

He was, I swear, but twenty winters old,

And I was forty, to tell the truth,

But yet I always had a coltish tooth.

Gap-toothed I was, and that became me well;

I’d the print of Venus’ seal, truth to tell.

So help me God, I was a lusty one,

And fair, and rich, high-spirited and young!

And truly, as my husbands told me,

I had the finest quoniam that might be.

For certain, I am all Venereal

In feeling, and my heart is Martial.

Venus gave me my lust, lasciviousness,

And Mars gave me rebellious boldness.

My ascendant Taurus, with Mars therein –

Alas, alas, that ever love was sin!

I always followed my inclination,

By virtue of my constellation.

It made me so I could never withhold

My chamber of Venus from a fellow bold.

Yet have I Mars’ mark upon my face,

And also in another private place.

For, God wisely be my salvation,

I never loved with any discretion,

But ever followed my appetite,

Whether he was long, or short, or black or white.

I cared not, so long as he liked me,

How rich he was, nor of what degree.

  What can I say, but at the month’s end,

This jolly clerk Jankin, my godsend,

Wedded me with great solemnity,

And him I gave the land and property

All that had been given to me before.

But after I repented of it full sore;

He would allow me nothing I held dear.

By God, he smote me once on the ear,

Because I tore a page from his book,

So that my ear was deaf from the stroke.

Stubborn I was, as is a lioness,

And with a tongue nagging to excess,

And walk I would, as I had done before,

From house to house, something he deplored.

About which he often times would preach,

And of the old Roman tales he’d teach –

How Simplicius Gallus left his wife,

And forsook her for the rest of his life,

Because he saw her hatless in the way,

As he looked out his door one fine day.

  Another Roman, he told me his names,

Because his wife went to the summer Games

Without him knowing, he forsook her too.

And then would he to his Bible go anew

And seek that proverb of the Ecclesiast,

Where he commands and forbids, aghast:

“Man shall not suffer his wife to gad about.”

Then would he speak like this, without doubt:

“Whoever builds his house of willows,

And spurs his blind horse o’er the fallows,

And sees his wife a pilgrim to All Hallows,

Is worthy to be hanged on the gallows!” 

But all for naught – I cared never a haw

For his proverbs, and his old saw,

Nor would I by him corrected be.

I hate him who my vice tells to me;

And so do more, God knows, of us than I!

He was enraged with me, fit to die;

I could not stand him in any case, alas.

  Now will I tell you true, by Saint Thomas,

Why I tore that page out of his book,

From which my ear was deafened by his stroke.

  He had a book that gladly night and day,

For his pleasure he would read always.

He called it Theophrastus and Valerius –

At which he used to laugh fit to bust.

And then there was some clerk at Rome,

A Cardinal, named Saint Jerome,

Who made a book against Jovinian;

In which book bound up was Tertullian,

With Chrysippus, Trotula, Heloise,

That was abbess not far from Paris,

And the parables of Solomon,

Ovid’s Art of Love, and many a one.

And all of these bound in the one volume,

And every night and day it was his custom,

When he had leisure and vacation

From other worldly occupation,

To read in this book of wicked wives.

He knew of them more legends and lives

Than there are of good wives in the Bible.

For trust me well, it is impossible

For any clerk to speak well of wives

Unless it is of holy saints’ lives,

Never of any other woman though.

Who wrote the histories, tell me who?

By God, if women had written the stories

As clerics have within their oratories,

They’d have written of men more wickedness

Than all the sons of Adam could redress!

The children of Venus and Mercury

In all their workings are contrary:

Mercury loves wisdom and science,

And Venus loves spending, revelry, and dance.

And because of their diverse disposition,

Each is in fall in the other’s exaltation;

So, God knows, Mercury is helpless,

In Pisces where exalted is Venus,

And Venus falls when Mercury is raised.

Therefore no woman is by cleric praised.

The clerk, when he is old, and cannot do

Of Venus’ works the worth of his old shoe,

Then sits he down and writes in his dotage

That women cannot be true in marriage!

  But now to my purpose, as I told you,

How I was beaten for a book, all true.

One night Jankin, that was our sire,

Read his book, as he sat by the fire,

Of Eve first, that through her wickedness

Brought all mankind to wretchedness,

For which indeed was Jesus Christ slain,

Who purchased us with his heart’s-blood again.

Lo here, expressed of women may you find,

That woman was the bane of all mankind!

  Then he read to me how Samson lost his hair:

Sleeping, his lover cut it with her shears,

Through which treason he lost both his eyes.

  Then he read me, for I’ll tell no lies,

Of Hercules, Deianira, and the pyre

Where, through her, he set himself on fire.

  Nor did he miss the sorrow and woe too

That Socrates had with his wives two –

How Xantippe poured piss over his head.

The foolish man sat still, as he were dead.

He wiped his head; no more dare say again,

But: “Ere the thunder stops, comes the rain.”

– Of Pasiphae, that was the Queen of Crete;

Out of maliciousness he thought that sweet –

Fie, speak no more, it is a grisly thing,

Of her fierce lust, and perverse liking!

– Of Clytemnestra, for her lechery

That made her husband die by treachery;

He read all that with great devotion. 

  He told me also on what occasion

Amphiaraus at Thebes lost his life;

My husband had the legend of his wife,

Eriphyle, who for a necklace of gold

Secretly to all the Greeks had told

Of her husband’s private hiding-place,

For which at Thebes he did misfortune taste.

  Of Livia he told me, and Lucilia:

They both killed their husbands there,

The one for love, the other out of hate.

Livia her husband one evening late

Empoisoned, because she was his foe.

Lucilia, lascivious, loved hers so

That, to make him always of her think,

She gave him such a manner of love-drink

That he was dead ere it was the morrow –

And thus in every way husbands have sorrow. 

  Then he told me how one Latumius

Complained to his comrade Arrius,

That in his garden there grew a tree

On which he said that his wives three

Hanged themselves, for spite it was.

“Oh dear brother,” quoth this Arrius,

“Give me a cutting from that blessed tree,

And in my garden planted it shall be!”

  Of wives of later date he also read,

How some had slain their husbands in their bed,

And let their lovers pleasure them all night,

While the corpse lay on the floor upright;

And some had driven nails through their brain,

While they were sleeping, and thus them slain.

Some had given them poison in their drink.

He spoke more harm than heart could think,

And with all that he knew more proverbs

Than in this world grow grass or herbs.

“Better,” quoth he, “that your habitation

Be with a lion or a foul dragon,

Than with a woman who will always chide.

Better,” quoth he, “high on the roof to abide,

Than with an angry wife down in the house;

They are so wicked and cantankerous

They hate what their husbands love,” he’d say,

“A woman always casts her shame away 

When she casts off her smock,” and lo,

“A fair woman unless she’s chaste also,

Is like a gold ring in a sow’s nose.”

Who would think, or who could suppose

The woe, that in my heart was, and pain?

  And when I say he did begin again

Reading of that cursed book all night,

All suddenly three leaves then did I

Pluck from his book, as he read and, weak

As I am, my fist so took him on the cheek

That in our fireplace he fell backward down.

And started up as does a raging lion,

And with his fist he struck me on the head,

That on the floor I lay as I were dead.

And when he saw how still that I lay,

He was aghast, and would have fled away,

Till at last I came to and raised my head.

“Oh, have you slain me, false thief,” I said,

“And for my land thus have you murdered me?

Ere I be dead, yet will I kiss thee!”

  And near he came and knelt right down,

And said: “Dear sister, my Alison,

So help me God, I shall thee never smite.

That I have done so was your fault outright;

Forgive me yet, and that I do beseech.”

And once again I hit him on the cheek,

And said: “Thief, my vengeance thus I wreak!

Now will I die; I may no longer speak.”

But in the end, with care and much ado,

We came to an agreement did we two.

He gave the bridle all into my hand,

To me the governance of house and land,

And of his tongue and of his hand also,

And I made him burn his book of woe.

And when that I had gotten unto me

By mastery all the sovereignty,

And that he said: “Mine own true wife,

Do as you wish through all your term of life;

Guard your honour, and my good estate,”

After that day we had no more debate.

God help me so, I was as kind to him

As any wife from Denmark unto Inde,

And also true, and so was he to me.

I pray to God that sits in majesty,

To bless his soul, of His mercy dear!

Now will I say my tale, if you will hear.’

Behold the words between the Summoner and Friar

 

The Friar laughed when he had heard all this;

‘Now dame,’ quoth he, ‘so send me joy and bliss,

This is a long preamble to a tale!’

And when the Summoner heard the Friar rail,

‘Lo,’ quoth the Summoner, ‘God’s arms two,

A Friar will interfere whatever you do!

Lo, good men, a fly and then a friar

Will fall in every dish and every fire!

What do you mean by your ‘preambulation’?

Come, amble, or trot, or sit, or stay in motion!

You’re hindering our sport in this manner.’

  ‘You think so, Sir Summoner,’ quoth the Friar.

‘Now, by my faith, I shall, before I go

Tell of a summoner a tale or so,

That all the folk shall laugh in this place.’

  ‘Now if not, Friar, I will curse your face,’

Quoth the Summoner, ‘and then curse me,

If I do not tell a tale or two or three,

Of Friars, ere I come to Sittingborne,

That will make your very heart go mourn,

For well I know your patience is all gone.’

  Our Host cried: ‘Peace, and that anon!’

And said: ‘Let the woman tell her tale.

You bicker like folk full drunk on ale.

Come, dame, tell forth your tale, that will be best.’

  ‘All ready, sir,’ quoth she, ‘just as you wish,

If I have licence of this worthy Friar.’

‘Yes, dame,’ quoth he, ‘tell forth and I will hear.’

 

Here ends the Wife of Bath’s Prologue and her Tale begins

The Wife of Bath’s Tale

 

In the olden days of King Arthur,

Of whom Britons speak with great honour,

All this land was filled full with faerie.

The Elf-Queen with her fair company

Danced full oft in many a green mead.

That was the old opinion, as I read –

I speak of many hundred years ago.

But now no man sees elves I know,

For now the endless charity and prayers

Of limiters and other holy friars,

Who search every field and every stream

As thick as are the motes in a sun-beam,

Blessing halls, chambers, kitchens, bowers,

Cities, boroughs, castles and high towers,

Thorps, barns, cattle-sheds, and dairies –

This is why there are no longer faeries.

For wherever there used to walk an elf,

There walks now the limiter himself

In the noon-time and in the mornings,

And says his matins and his holy things

As he goes round his limitation’s bounds.

Women may go safely up and down;

In every bush or under every tree,

There is no incubus about but he,

And he will only do them dishonour.

  And it so befell that this King Arthur

Had in his house a lusty bachelor

Who one day came riding from the river,

And it chanced that, alone as he was born,

He saw a maiden walking there at dawn,

Of which maid, no matter how she pled,

By very force he stole her maidenhead;

Which oppression raised so great a clamour

And such petitions to King Arthur

That this knight was condemned as dead

Bu court of law and set to lose his head –

Peradventure, such was the statute though –

But that the Queen and other ladies so

Prayed the King for so long for his grace

That he his life granted him in its place,

And gave him to the Queen, to do her will,

To choose whether she would save or kill.

  The Queen thanked the King with all her might;

And after thus she spoke to the knight,

When she thought it right, upon a day,

‘You yet stand,’ quoth she, ‘in such array

That of your life you yet shall have no surety.

I grant you life though, if you can tell me

What thing it is that women most desire.

Beware and keep your neck from axe’s ire!

And if you cannot tell me now anon,

Yet I will give you leave to be gone

A twelve-month and a day, and everywhere

Seek answer sufficient to this matter there.

And surety will I have, before you ride a pace,

That you return in person to this place.’

  Woe was this knight, and sorrowfully mired,

But then, he might not do as he desired.

And at the last he chose to go and wend,

And come again, right at the year’s end,

With such answer as God would him purvey;

And so took leave and wended on his way.

  He sought at every house in every place

Wherever he had hopes of finding grace,

To learn what thing women love the most;

But could not find by inland field or coast

Any one solution to this matter

On which two creatures agreed together. 

Some said women had most love of riches;

Some said honour, some said happiness;

Some rich array, some said lust abed,

And oft times to be widowed and to wed.

Some said that our heart is most eased

When we are flattered most and pleased.

(I cannot lie! He’s very near reality;

A man may win us best by flattery;

And with attention, all the business,

Are we best snared, the great and less.)

  And some said that we love best

To be free, and do as we’re possessed,

And that no man reprove us of our vice,

But claim we are not fools but somewhat wise. 

For truly there is none at all among us,

If anyone on some sore spot will rub us

That will not kick if he tells the truth.

Try, and you will find it so, in sooth.

For, be we ever so vicious within,

We would be held as wise and free of sin.

  And some said that great delight have we

In being thought dependable, discreet,

Steadfastly maintaining our purpose well,

And not betraying things that some might tell –

But value that at less than a rake-handle!

Woman’s discretion isn’t worth a candle;

Witness old Midas – will you hear the tale?

  Ovid, amongst his great and small ale,

Says Midas had, under his long hair,

Upon his head two ass’s ears there;

The which deformity he hid from sight

Of every man, as subtly as he might,

That save his wife, none knew it was so.

He loved her best, and trusted her also;

He begged her that to no creature

She would tell of this sad feature.

  She swore ‘no’, for all the world to win,

She would not do such villainy and sin,

As to gain her husband so foul a name;

She would not tell she said out of shame.

But nevertheless she almost died

At having this secret so long to hide.

She felt it swell so sore about her heart

That some word was sure from her to start.

And since she dared tell it to no man,

Down the marsh close nearby she ran –

Till she reached it her heart was all afire –

And as a bittern booms in the mire,

She laid her mouth to the water down.

‘Betray me not, water, with your sound!’

Quoth she, ‘I tell it now, but just to you:

My husband has long ass’s ears two!

Now is my heart all whole; now is it out.

I could no longer hide it, have no doubt.’

Here you see, that we can for a time abide,

Yet out it must; we can no secret hide.

The remainder of the tale, if you would hear,

Read Ovid, and you will find it there.

  The knight of whom my tale tells specially,

When he saw he could not find out easily –

That is to say, what women love the most –

Within his breast full sorrowful was his ghost.

But home he goes; he could not make sojourn;

The day was come when homeward he must turn.

And on his way back he happened to ride,

Full of his cares, under a forest side,

Where he saw dancing on woodland floor

Of ladies four and twenty, and yet more.

Towards the which dance he began to turn,

In hope that some wisdom he might learn.

But certainly, before he was fully there,

Vanished was the dance; he knew not where.

No creature saw he that showed sign of life,

Save, sitting on the green, an old wife –

A fouler one than her might none devise.

Against the knight this wife began to rise

And said: ‘Sir knight, here there lies no way.

Tell me what you are seeking, by your faith!

Peradventure it might be better thus for thee;

This old woman knows many things,’ quoth she.

  ‘My dear mother,’ quoth the knight, ‘for certain

I am a dead man, unless I can show plain

What thing it is that women most desire.

Should you enlighten me, I’d pay your hire.’

  ‘Plight me your troth, here by my hand,’ quoth she,

‘That the next thing I require of thee

You shall do, if it lies within your might,

And I will tell you of it ere it be night.’

  ‘Here, by my truth!’ quoth the knight, ‘Agreed.’

‘Then,’ quoth she, ‘I dare boast readily

Your life is safe, for I will stand thereby.

Upon my life, the Queen will speak as I.

Let’s see if then the proudest of them all

That wears a head-cloth or a gemmed caul

Dare say nay to that which I shall teach.

Let us go on without longer speech.’

Then she whispered something in his ear,

And bade him to be glad and have no fear.

  When they had reached the court, this knight

Declared he had kept his promise, to the night,

And ready was his answer, as he said.

Full many a noble wife and many a maid

And many a widow – since they are wise –

And the Queen herself, sitting in justice high,

Were assembled his answer there to hear;

And in a while the knight was bade appear.

  Of everyone demanded was their silence,

And that the knight should tell his audience

What thing that worldly women love the best.

The knight forbore to stand there like a beast,

But to her question swiftly answered her

In manly voice, so all the court could hear.

  ‘My liege lady, generally,’ quoth he,

Women desire the self-same sovereignty

Over a husband as they do a lover,

And to hold mastery, he not above her.

That is your great desire, though you me kill;

Do as you wish; I am at your will.’

In all the court there was nor wife nor maid

Nor widow who could challenge what he said,

But said that he was worthy to have his life.

  And at that word up started the old wife

Whom the knight had found sitting on the green.

‘Mercy, ‘quoth she, ‘my sovereign lady queen;

Ere that your court depart, see me aright.

I taught this answer to this same knight,

For which he plighted me his troth entire,

That the first thing I should of him require

He would do, if it lay within his might.

Before the court then, pray I you, sir knight,’

Quoth she, ‘that you take me as your wife,

For you know well that I have saved your life.

If I say false, say so, upon your faith.’

  The knight answered, ‘Alas and well-away!

I know right well that such was my behest.

For God’s love, now choose a fresh request!

Take all my goods, and let my body go.’

  ‘Nay, then,’ quoth she, ‘A curse upon us two!

For though that I be foul and old and poor,

I wish not, for all the metal and the ore

That is buried under earth or lies above,

For aught but to be your wife, and your love.’

  ‘My love!’ quoth he, ‘nay, my damnation!

Alas, that any of my nation

Should ever be disgraced so foully!’

But all for naught; the end is this, that he

Had little choice; he needs must her wed,

And take his old wife, and go to bed.

  Now some men would say, peradventure,

That in my negligence I make no feature

Of all the joy there was and the array

That at the feast appeared that very day.

To which thing briefly I answer shall:

I say, there was no joy or feast at all;

There was only heaviness and much sorrow.

For secretly he wedded her that morrow,

And all day after hid him like an owl;

Such woe was on him – with a wife so foul.

  Great was the woe the knight had in his thought

When he was with his wife to bed there brought;

He thrashed about and twisted to and fro.

His old wife lay smiling broadly though,

And said: ‘O dear husband, benedicitee!

Does every knight do with his wife as thee?

Is this the law about King Arthur’s house?

Is every knight of his so mean a louse?

I am your own love, and then your wife;

I am she who has saved your life,

And, for sure, I have served you right.

Why do you thus with me this first night?

You act as would a man who’d lost his wit!

What is my sin? For God’s love, tell me it,

And it shall be amended, if I may.’

  ‘Amended,’ quoth the knight, ‘Alas, nay, nay!

It cannot be amended evermore.

You are so ugly, and so old, and more

You come also of such a lowly kin,

That little wonder is I thrash and spin.

God, would the heart but burst in my breast!’

  ‘Is this,’ quoth she, ‘the cause of your unrest?’

Yes,’ quoth he, what wonder all’s amiss?’

  ‘Now, sire,’ quoth she, ‘I could amend all this,

If I wished, before we have seen days three,

If you would but bear yourself well towards me.

  If you all think by speaking of nobleness

Such as has descended from old riches,

That therefore it makes you noble men,

Such arrogance is not worth a hen. 

Look for the most virtuous man always,

In private and public, who sees his way

To doing the noblest deeds that he can,

There will you find the greatest gentleman.

Christ wills we take from him our gentleness,

Not from our ancestors, despite their riches.

For though they leave us all their heritage,

From which we claim noble parentage,

Yet can they still bequeath us nothing

Not one of us, of their virtuous living,

That made them gentlemen in name to be,

Who bade us follow them in that degree.

  Well has the wise poet of Florence,

Dante, I mean, spoken in this same sense –

Lo, in such verse Dante’s tale advances:

“Seldom arises by his slender branches

Man’s prowess, for God, of his goodness,

Wills that of him we claim our gentleness.”

For from our elders we can nothing claim

But temporal things, which may hurt and maim.

  And everyone knows this as well as me:

If nobility were implanted naturally

In a certain lineage down the line,

Publicly, privately then the vine

Of noble work would be evergreen;

They would enact no vice or villainy.

  Take fire, and bear it to the darkest house

Between here and the distant Caucasus,

And let men shut the doors and return,

Yet will the fire remain there and burn

As if twenty thousand did it behold.

Its natural office it will ever hold,

On peril of my life, until it die.

  Thus you may see how the noble eye

Is not wedded to possession,

Since folk do not maintain its function

Forever, as does fire, lo, of its kind.

For, God knows, men will often find

A lord’s son acting shameful villainy.

And he who wants to claim nobility

Because he was born of a noble house,

His ancestors noble and virtuous,

And yet himself has done no noble deeds,

Nor followed his noble ancestors deceased,

He is not noble, be he duke or earl,

For base sinful deeds make the churl.

While mere renown makes gentility,

Your ancestors and their great bounty,

Which is external and not your own;

Your nobility comes from God alone.

Thus comes our own nobility by grace;

Not bequeathed to us by rank and place.

  Think how noble, as says Valerius,

Was that Tullius Hostilius,

Who rose from poverty to high status,

Read Seneca and read Boethius,

There is it both expressed and agreed

That he is noble who does noble deeds.

And therefore, dear husband, I conclude

Although my ancestry is rough and rude,

Yet may God on high, I hope, may He

Grant me the grace to live virtuously.

Thus am I noble, when I first begin

To live in virtue, and abandon sin.

  And in that you my poverty reprove,

The God whom we believe in and love,

In wilful poverty chose to live his life.

And surely, every man, maid or wife

Understands that Jesus, Heaven’s King,

Could yield of his life no vicious thing.

Honest poverty is fine, that’s certain:

This, Seneca and other clerks maintain.

The man content with poverty, I assert

That man is rich, although he lacks a shirt.

He that covets wealth is all the poorer 

For he would have what is not in his power.

But he who has naught, yet does not crave,

Is rich, although you hold him but a knave.

  True poverty sings, in reality.

Juvenal says of poverty appositely:

“The poor man, as he goes on his way

Beside the thief, may ever sing and play.”

Poverty though hateful’s good nonetheless

In that it is a great release from business;

A great augmenter too of sapience,

To the man accepting it with patience.

Poverty, though it seems second best,

Is a possession no man can contest.

Poverty, often, when a man is humble

Leads him to God, and to himself as well.

Poverty is a glass, it seems to me,

Through which he may his true friends see.

And thus, sire, since I wish no grief to you,

Of my poverty show no more reproof.

  Now, sire, of being old you reprove me;

And certainly, though no authority

Were found in books, yet men of honour

Say that you should show an old man favour,

And call him father, out of courteousness;

And authors too say so, as I would guess.

  Now then you say that I am foul and old,

Well then you need not fear to be cuckold.

For poverty and old age, you must agree,

Are great guardians of chastity.

  Yet nonetheless, since I know your delight,

I shall fulfil your worldly appetite.

Choose now,’ quoth she, ‘which of these to try:

To see me old and ugly till I die,

And be to you a true and humble wife,

Who never will displease you all my life,

Or else you may have me young and fair,

And take the risk that all those who repair

To our house are there because of me,

And to other places, it well may be.

Now choose, yourself, just as you like.’

  The knight thought deeply and with a sigh

At last he replied to her in this manner:

‘My lady and my love, and wife so dear,

I place myself in your wise governance.

Choose yourself which is the most pleasant,

And brings most honour to me and you.

I do not care which it is of the two,

For as you like it, that suffices me.’

  ‘Then have I won the mastery,’ quoth she,

‘Since I may choose and govern as I wish?’

‘Yes, surely, wife,’ quoth he, ‘I hold that best.’

  ‘Kiss me,’ quoth she, ‘and no more wrath.

For, by my troth, I to you will be both –

That is to say, both fair and good.

I pray to God I shall die mad, and would,

If I be not to you both good and true

As ever wife was, since the world was new.

And if I be not tomorrow as fair to see

As any lady, Empress or Queen may be,

Who lives between the east and the west,

Do what you wish touching my life and death.

Lift the curtain; see what already is.’

  And when the knight swiftly saw all this,

That she was young, and lovely too,

For joy he took her in his arms two.

His heart was bathed in a bath of bliss;

A thousand times in a row they kiss,

And she obeyed him in everything

That pleased him and was to his liking.

  And thus they lived to their lives end

In perfect joy – and Jesus Christ us send

Husbands meek, young, and fresh abed,

And grace to outlive those that we wed.

And also I pray Jesus, trim the lives

Of those who won’t be governed by their wives,

Those old and angry, grudging all expense,

God send them soon indeed the pestilence!

 

The End of the Wife of Bath’s Tale

 

