

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



Here begins the Franklin’s Tale.

 In Armorica, which is called Brittany, there was a knight who loved and served a lady in the best manner he could. She was one of the fairest women under the sun, and she came from a noble family. She agreed to take him as husband and lord, meaning that in this form, men may have power over their wives. And in order that they might live more in bliss, he swore to her as a knight, by his own free will, that never at any time in all his life would he take any authority upon himself against her will, nor show jealousy toward her, but obey her and follow her will in all things, as any lover shall do toward his lady. 

 She thanked him, and said with great humility, “God forbid that through my guilt there would ever be war or contention between us two. Sir, I will be your true humble wife until my heart break; take here my pledge.” Thus they were both in quiet and peace. 

 And in this happy state he went home with his wife to his country, not far from Penmark, where his dwelling was, and where he lived in happiness and comfort. 

 This blessed condition lasted a year and more, until the knight of whom I speak, who was called Arveragus of Kayrrud, laid his plans to go and dwell a year or two in England, which also was called Britain, to seek worship and honor in arms, for he set all his pleasure on such toils. And he dwelt there two years, as the book says[footnoteRef:1].  [1:  As the book says. The alleged but unnamed source of the Franklin’s story.] 


 Now I will leave Arveragus, and will speak of Dorigen, his wife, who loved her husband as her heart’s blood. For in his absence she wept and sighed, as these noble wives do (when they will). She mourned, watched, wailed, fasted, lamented; desire for his presence so distracted her that she cared nothing for the whole wide world. Her friends, who knew her heavy thoughts, comforted her in all they could. They preached to her; day and night they told her that she was killing herself for no good reason, alas! And they comforted her all they could, to make her leave her sadness.

Through this her great sorrow began to pass. Her friends saw her sorrow began to slacken, and on their knees begged her for God’s love to come and roam about with them, to drive away her dark imaginings. And finally she agreed, for well she saw that it was best. So she began walking outside of her castle, which was near the sea. But this only served to make her sadder, since she could see ships passing by but not the ship returning her husband home to her. She would moan, “I should throw myself upon the rocks below my home rather than face this misery.”

  Her friends saw that it was no diversion for her, but only a discomfort, to walk by the sea, and devised for her amusements in other places. They led her by rivers and springs and in other delightful places; they danced and they played at chess and backgammon. 

 So one day in the morning, they went to amuse themselves for the entire day in a nearby garden. And truly the craft of man’s hand had so curiously arrayed this garden that never was a garden of such beauty, unless it would be paradise itself.

 After dinner they began to dance and sing, except Dorigen, who always made complaint or moan, because she saw not her husband and also her love enter into the dance. 

 Upon this dance, among other men, there danced before Dorigen a squire who was fresher and more joyful in apparel than is the month of May, I believe. He sang and danced to surpass any man who is or was since the world was made. He was, if one would describe him, one of the most handsome men alive: young, strong, virtuous, rich, and wise; and well beloved and held in great honor. And in short, if I am to tell the truth, this servant to Venus[footnoteRef:2], this lively squire, who was called Aurelius, had loved Dorigen, entirely without her knowledge, more than any creature for two years and more, as it happened, but never dared he tell her his woe.  [2:  Venus. Goddess of love.] 


 Nevertheless it happened, before they went from that garden, that because he was her neighbor and a man of good reputation, and she had known him for a long time, they began to speak. And Aurelius drew more and more toward his matter and when he saw his time, he said thus: “I love you so much. Have pity upon my bitter pains, Madame, for with a word you may slay me or save me. I wish to God that I were buried here at your feet! I have now no time to say more; have mercy, sweet, or you will cause me to die!” 

 She looked at Aurelius: “Is this your desire?” she said. “Is this what you wish to say? Never before did I know what was in your mind. But now, Aurelius, I know it. By that God that gave me breath and soul, never in word or deed shall I be an untrue wife. As long as I have any senses, I will be his to whom I am bound. But I will take pity on you. Whenever that day comes that all along the coast of Brittany you remove all the rocks, stone by stone, so that they no longer obstruct the passage of ship or boat--I say, when you have made the coast so clear of rocks that there is no stone to be seen, then I will love you best of all men. Take here my pledge, in all that I can ever do.” 

 Aurelius gave many sore sighs. He was woeful when he heard this; and with a sorrowful heart he answered, “Madame, this would be impossible! Then I must die of a sudden and horrible death.” And with that word he turned back. 

  Time passed, as it does, and Arveragus came home, with other valiant knights, in health and great honor as the flower of chivalry. He never thought to be suspicious whether any creature had spoken to her of love while he was gone; he had no fear of that. He gave no heed to any such matter, but danced, jousted, and showed her great enjoyment. 

 Now Aurelius met with a magician, and offered him the challenge of removing the rocks of Brittany. The magician said he would not have less than a thousand pounds.

 Aurelius happily agreed, and two weeks later, the magician had completed the job. Then Aurelius went to Dorigen and said, “In a garden yonder, at such a spot, you know very well what you promised me, and you pledged your word in my hand, to love me best; it all depends on you, to make me live or die. But well I know the rocks are gone.”

 She said, “Alas that ever this should happen! For I never deemed that such a monstrosity or marvel could happen, by any possibility. It is against the course of nature.” And home she went, a sorrowful creature; scarcely could she walk for utter fear, and for a whole day or two she wept and wailed and swooned, so that it was pitiful to behold. She decided to kill herself, as many noble ladies do rather than put their bodies into someone else’s hands. 
 
Averagus asked her why she wept so sorely. And she began to weep ever more bitterly, telling him the story.  This husband, with cheerful countenance and in friendly fashion, answered and said as I shall tell you; “You shall keep your pledge, by my faith! For may God so surely have mercy on me, for the true love I have for you I had far rather be stabbed to the heart, than you should not hold your pledge. A promise is the highest thing that a man may keep. Go to the garden now to meet him.” 

 This squire Aurelius, who was so amorous of Dorigen, and asked where she was going.  And she answered, as if she were mad, “To the garden, as my husband ordered, to keep my promise, Alas! Alas!” And Aurelius’ heart was moved to great pity, and this made him consider carefully what would be best, so that he felt he would rather refrain from his desire rather than to be guilty of such a wretched and dishonorable act against nobility and all gentility. 

 For this reason he said thus in few words: “Madame, I release you from this promise. And here I take my leave of the best and truest woman that in all my days I have ever known.”

Now Aurelius had not the money to pay the magician. He took his life’s saving, a value of five hundred pounds, to the magician and said, “Master, I dare well boast that I never failed of my word as yet. For truly my debt shall be paid to you, whatever may happen to me, even if I must go begging in my undergarments alone. But would you promise, upon security, to give me a respite for two or three years; then it will be well with me. For otherwise I must sell my heritage.” Then
Aurelius began his tale immediately, and told him everything, as you have heard. There is no need to rehearse it again. 

[bookmark: _GoBack] This philosopher answered: “Dear friend, each of you did a gentle deed toward the other. You are a squire, he is a knight. But may God in his blessed power forbid, but a clerk may truly do a gentle deed as well as any of you. Sir, I release you from your debt of a thousand pounds, as freely as if you had only now crept out of the earth and had never known me before now. For, sir, I will not take a penny from you for all my skill and all my labor. And farewell, and have a good day.” And he took his horse and went forth on his journey. 
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