Chaucer

LONDON ENGLISH

Geoffrey Chaucer, son of a London vintner, heralded the begin​ning of English Renaissance in literature, although he lived as early as the 14th century (1340—1400). He wrote in his native London dialect, which had by that time developed prevailing East Midland features, with a considerable admixture of Southern features. Chau​cer's English is the English we find in official London documents. In Wycliffe's translation of the Gospels, in private letters in the 14th century. Its mixed character is typically the first stage of the rise of the National Standard; various forms coexist, apparently on parallel lines (cf. sote—swete, Prol. (1 and 5). This variety is caused, on the one hand, by different dialectal forms used side by side, on the other, by newer forms coexisting with older ones (e. g. for to seken—for to seke, Prol. 1. 13 and 17; for dialectal variants cf. participle II y-ronne, Prol. 1.8, and spoken, ibid 1.31). The range of Chaucer's subjects and plots is extremely wide; his art is untrammelled by scholastic clerical tradition and has its roots partly in classic sources and partly in popular tales and Chaucer's own inventive power.

The extract below is taken from Canterbury Tales.
THE PROLOGUE

In spring many people go on pilgrimage to Canter​bury to the shrine of Thomas Becket. Thomas Becket was archbishop of Canterbury in the 12th century; mur​dered by order of king Henry II, he was canonized by the Catholic Church.

Whan that Aprille with his shoures sote

The droghte of Marche hath perced to the rote

And bathed every veyne in swich licour,

Of which vertu engendred is the flour;

5 Whan Zephirus eek with his swete breeth
 Inspired hath in every holt and heeth 
The tendre croppes, and the yonge sonne
 Hath in the Ram his halfe cours y-ronne, 
And smalle fowles maken melodye.

10 That slepen al the night with open ye, 
(So priketh hem nature in hir corages):

Than longen folk to goon on pilgrimages 
And palmers for to seken straunge strondes
 To ferne halwes, couthe in sondry londes;

15 And specially, from every shires ende 
Of Engelond, to Caunterbury they wende,
The holy blisful martir for to seke, 
That hem hath holpen, whan that they were seke
Bifel that, in that seson on a day,

20 In Southwerk at the Tabard as I lay
 Redy to wenden on my pilgrimage
 To Caunterbury with ful devout corage,
At night was come in-to that hostelrye 
Wel nyne and twenty in a companye,

25 Of sondry folk, by aventure y-falle

In felawshipe, and pilgrims were they alle,
 That toward Caunterbury wolden ryde;

The chambres and the stables weren wyde, 
And wel we weren esed atte beste

30 And shortly, whan the sonne was to reste, 
So hadde I spoken with hem everichon, 
That I was of hir felawshipe anon, 
And made forward erly for to ryse, 
To take our way ther as I yow devyse.
shoure < scūr – shower
sote = swete < swēte – sweet

droghte < drugoð – drought

percen – to pierce, penetrate

rote < rōte – root

veyn – vein

swich < swilk – such
licour – liquor

vertu – power

engendren – to produce

flour – flower

eek < eac - also
holt – grove, wood

heeth – hæð – heath, waste land

sonne – sun

y-ronne < iernan sv. 3– to run
fowl < fugol – bird

ye – eye

priken < prician wv.2 – to prick, spur

corage – spirit, nature, purpose

longen – desire earnestly

goon < gān – to go

palmer – pilgrim

seken < sēcan, wv.irr. 1. – to seek, to visit, come to

strond – shore

ferne – from afar

halwe < halga – saint
couthe – cunnan
sondry – sundry

wenden – to go

holpen < helpan – to help

seke < sēōc – ill
bifel < bifallen – to happen
ful – very
devout – devoted to

hostelrye – hotel

aventure – chance

wolden – willan
ryde < rīdan – to ride

esen – to relieve, arrange comfortably

anon – at once
forward – agreement
devyse – to devise, order, plan

