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Geoffrey Chaucer - The Canterbury Tales: The Clerk’s Tale


On the western side of Italy is a noble country is called Saluzzo, where long ago a marquis was lord. He was famous, loved by Fortune, beloved and feared by the common people honored for his courtesy and his bravery. And this young lord’s name was Walter.  His one problem was put all his thought on present delight, such as hawking and hunting all the time. Once he said, “I will never wed, for I never want to be in servitude to a woman,” and his people grieved.  They were so saddened by this and complained so bitterly to him, that he agreed to find a woman to marry.
 “But by my free will I will agree to wed, as soon as I am able. Let me alone to choose my wife: I will bear that responsibility upon my own back. But I pray you and charge you upon your lives that whatever wife I take, you will give me assurance to honor her, as long as she lives, in word and deed here and everywhere, as if she were an emperor’s daughter. And furthermore you shall swear this: that you will neither grumble nor strive against my choice. I will be married within three months of this day.” And all his people agreed.
Not far from that honorable palace where this marquis prepared for his marriage, stood a village in a pleasant site, where poor people of that place had their huts and beasts. Here, a poor man named Janicula had a daughter named Griselda. This young maiden to the eye was plenty beautiful; she was in this respect one of the most beautiful under the sun. She was bred in poverty, and no lecherous desire ran through her heart; she drank more often from the river than of the wine, and she always worked hard, avoiding laziness.
 Upon Griselda, this poor maiden, the marquis often set his eye, by chance as he rode at his hunting.
 The day of the wedding came, but no creature could tell who the woman was to be; for this marvel many wondered and said when they were in private, “Is he actually going to get married? Who will he marry? Is he just tricking us?”
 But for Griselda’s sake this marquis had had brooches and rings made of gems set in gold; and for her clothing, he had had the measurement taken of a maiden similar to her in stature. The morning drew toward nine o’clock on the day when this wedding should be, and the palace was put all in order, the hall and chambers, each according to its use. There you could see the store-rooms stuffed with plenty of the choicest food to be found as far as Italy stretches.
Griselda, completely unaware, God knows, that all this fuss was made for her, went to fetch water at a river, and came home as gone to soon as she could; for indeed she had heard that the marquis was to wed that same day, and if she could she would gladly have seen some of that sight. She thought, “I will stand in our door and perhaps I can see his new wife.
 Just then the marquis came and began to call her. “Griselda, will you be my wife? Are you ready with a good heart to do all I wish, never to complain about it day or night, and not even disagree with me by the expression on your face? Swear this, and we shall be married.” 

 Wondering at these words and trembling for fear, she said: “I swear that if I were to ever make you unhappy, I would willingly die.”
 “This is enough, my Griselda,” he said. And to the people he said, “This is my wife who stands here. Whoever loves me, honor and love her, I beg. There is no more to say.” 
 Not long after this Griselda was wedded, she bore a daughter, though she had rather have borne a baby boy. The marquis and the people were glad about this.  It happened, as happens more times than one, that when this child had nursed only a little while, this marquis so longed in his heart to test his wife, to know if she was truly his in spirit.
He said, “Griselda, I cannot live with the noise of the baby. I want her killed.”
She answered, “Sir, I am yours, and all that is mine is yours. If you wish to take our daughter, you may.”

This marquis was glad about her answer, yet he pretended as if he were not. A servant collected the baby and left.
Griselda sat meek and quiet as a lamb and let him do his will. 
The marquis secretly had the baby sent to his sister’s home. And Griselda never breathed a word about her daughter.
 Four years passed, before she was with child again, a boy. When it was two years old, Walter wanted to test Griselda again.  He said, “Wife, my people are upset that I have a child with such poor, lowly blood. They want me to kill our son.”

Again, Griselda said, “Do as you wish. For if I knew that my death would do you pleasure, I would die very gladly to please you. Death can hold no comparison to your love.” 
 And when this marquis saw the faithfulness of his wife, he cast down his two eyes, and marveled that she could suffer all. He secretly sent this child to his sister’s care, as well.
He watched to see by word or bearing if she were changed toward him, but she was always the same in heart and expression. And the older she grew, the truer in love she was to him, if that were possible. And still he wished to test his wife.
 When his daughter was twelve years of age, he sent for her to come, but remember, nobody knew that that was his daughter. He put out the word that he wished to marry this lovely maiden. He said, “Surely, Griselda, I have had pleasure enough in having you as a wife, for your goodness, loyalty and obedience. But your family line is so poor that I cannot have you taint my family any more. Return to your father’s house to live out your days with him. I am going to marry this rich woman.”
 And she answered again patiently, “I will do as you say.”

And he said, “You may not take anything with you except the rag on your back that you came to me in.”
And she answered again patiently, “I will do as you say.”

And this cruel man Walter said, “I expect you to help my new wife dress and style her hair in the manner which I like. It is your duty, of course. Also, I want you to clean my home.”

She said, “Not only, lord, am I glad to do your pleasure now, but in all things I desire also to serve you and to please you evermore.” And with that word she began to prepare the house and to set tables and make beds, and took pains to do all she could, asking the chambermaids for God’s sake to hurry and shake and sweep fast. And she, the hardest-working of all, arranged the hall and every chamber. 
The new wife arrived, and everyone noted that she was more beautiful than Griselda.

And Griselda, she looked upon the new wife with admiring and loving eyes, cheering with the people as she arrived.
 “Griselda,” Walter said, “how do you like my wife, and her beauty? 
 “Very well, my lord,” she answered; “for I never saw a more beautiful one. I pray God to give much pleasure to you both until your life’s end.”
 And when this Walter saw her patience, and glad expression without any hatred or jealousy.
 “This is enough, my Griselda,” said he, “I have tested your loyalty and your kindness both in a great rank and in poverty, as well as ever woman was tested. Now I know, dear wife, your faithfulness.” And he took her in his arms and began to kiss her. “Our children are alive and well. This maiden, whom you thought I was to marry, is actually our daughter, come to live with us at last. And here comes her brother, as well. Now that I can trust you, we shall all live together in peace.”
 When she heard this, she fell down in a swoon for piteous joy, and after her swooning she called both her young children to her; and, piteously weeping, embraced them in her arms and tenderly kissed them, just as a mother, with her salt tears bedewing their hair and their faces. 
Hear but one more word, ladies and gentlemen, before I stop. Nowadays it would be very hard to find two or three like Griselda in a whole town. She is faith.
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