

Geoffrey Chaucer: The Canterbury Tales: The Merchant’s Tale



Here begins the Merchant’s Tale.

 Some time ago there dwelt in Lombardy[footnoteRef:1] a worthy knight, born in Pavia, in which town he lived in great prosperity; and for sixty years he was wifeless and always pursued his carnal pleasure on women where his appetite was set, just as these fools do who are laymen[footnoteRef:2]. And when he was past sixty years, this knight had such a mind to be a wedded man--whether it was from holiness or dotage, I cannot say--that he did all he could, day and night, to determine how he might become wedded. Praying our Lord to grant him once to know that very blissful existence that is between husband and wife, and to live under that holy bond with which God first bound man and woman. 1262 [1:  Lombardy. The central northern region of Italy.]  [2:  Laymen. Some take this as evidence that this tale should have been told by a religious person on the pilgrimage such as the monk.  Others see it as a touch of self-deprecating irony. (See also 1322.)] 


And one day he sent for his friends, to tell them all his intention. 1398

 With grave countenance he told his tale, and said, “Friends, I am white-haired and old, and, God knows, almost on the brink of the grave; now must I consider my soul a bit. I have wasted my body on folly, but--blessed be God!--that shall be amended for I will be a wedded man, and that will soon be so, surely, in all possible haste. I pray you, help me to plan for my speedy marriage to some fair maiden of tender years, for I will not delay; and on my side, I will try to seek out to whom I may be quickly wedded. But inasmuch as you are more numerous than I, you rather than I should be able to seek out such a thing, and where it would be best for me to mate. 1414

 “But of one thing, my dear friends, I warn you: in no manner will I have any old wife. In truth, she shall not be over twenty years of age; I gladly would have old fish and young flesh. Better is a pike than a pickerel, and better the tender veal than old beef,” he said. “I will have no woman thirty years of age; such creatures are but dried beanstalks and coarse fodder. And these old widows--God knows--they know so much of Wade’s boat[footnoteRef:3], do so much harm when they wish that I should never live in peace with a widow. For a change of diverse schools makes subtle scholars; and woman is half a scholar of many schools. But certainly men can guide a young thing, just as men can mold warm wax with the hands. Therefore I tell you plainly and in short, I will have no old wife, for this very reason. 1432 [3:  Wade’s boat. Many editors have tried to explain this missing bit of Germanic mythology. The point may be that these women know so much about something that there is nothing to know about.] 


 “For if it turned out so ill that I could have no joy in her, then should I lead a life of adultery and go straight to the Devil when I die. And I would beget no children by her; yet I tell you all, I’d rather hounds would eat me than that my heritage should fall into strange hands. Though I may be white on my head, I fare like a tree that blossoms before it yields fruit; a blossoming tree is not dry or dead. I feel myself white only on my hair; my heart and limbs are as green as the laurel is throughout the year. And since you have heard my whole mind, I pray you agree to my will.” 1468

 His friend Placebo said there was in the town a maiden who had a great name for beauty, though she was of low degree; but beauty sufficed him. 

And so they planned so that this maiden, who was named May, should be wedded to this January as soon as she could. 

 Thus were they wedded with all ceremony, and at the feast he and she sat upon the dais with other honorable people. All full of joy and happiness was the palace, and full of instruments of music and the most dainty cuisine in all Italy. 

 And finally January hastened them in crafty fashion from the feast. And the time came when there was reason to rise. And after that, people danced and drank deep, and cast spices all about the house, and every man was full of joy and happiness--all but a squire, called Damian, who many days had carved[footnoteRef:4] before the knight. He was so ravished with his lady May that for the very pain he was nearly mad; he almost fainted and swooned where he stood, so sorely had Venus wounded him with her brand as she bore it in her dancing. And quickly he got himself to bed. I speak no more of him as at this time, but there let him weep and lament his fill, until fresh May will have pity on his pain. 1782 [4:  Carved. I.e., carved the meat and served January’s household.] 


 The bride was brought to bed as still as a stone; and when the bed had been blessed by the priest, every person left the chamber, and January held tight in his arms his fresh May, his paradise, his mate. He sings to her, and he kisses her repeatedly. 
 Thus he labored until the day began to dawn, and then he took a sop of bread in fine cleared wine and sat upright in his bed and sang loud and high, and kissed his wife and made lecherous sport. He was all coltish, and as full of wantonness and chatter as a flecked magpie. The slack skin about his neck shook while he sang, so he chants and croaks. But God knows what May thought in her heart, when she saw him sitting up in his shirt and nightcap, with his lean neck; she did not think his playing was worth a bean. Then he said, “I will take my rest; now the day has come, I can keep my eyes open no longer.” And down he laid his head and slept until prime[footnoteRef:5].  [5:  Prime. 9:00 A.M.] 


 Now will I speak of the wretched Damian, who, as you shall hear, is languishing for love.  This sick Damian so burned in the flames of Venus that he was dying of desire.  He was unable to complete his duties, believing that he was dying. And January realized that his squire was missing and said to his wife after their meal:

 

 “Lady, mind that you all go see this Damian. He is a man of gentle blood. Make him some entertainment, and tell him that I will visit him when I have rested a little. And hurry along, for I will wait until you have come to me again.” 

 This fresh May with all her women held her way straight to Damian. Down by his bed-side she sat, comforting him in as kind a way as she could. This Damian, when he saw his opportunity, put his letter into her hand secretly and sighed deeply, and softly said to her, “Mercy, and I pray that you will not expose me. I am dead if this thing be known.” 1943

 But the truth is that this fresh May received that day such an impression of pity for this sick Damian that she could not drive from her heart the thought of bringing him ease. “In truth,” she thought, “I assure him to love him best of any creature.”

 This gentle May, full of pity, made a letter with her own hand, and in it she granted him her full grace; there was nothing lacking except a day and place where she might meet him, for it should be just as he would have it. 

 Up rose Damian the next morning; all his sickness and sorrow were gone. He combed his hair, he preened and adorned himself, he did all that delights and pleases his lady; and toward January he performed as dutifully as ever did any bow-hunting dog. He was so pleasant to every one (for cunning is all, whoever knows how to use it), that every creature was glad to speak well of him; and fully he stood in his lady’s favor. 

 Alas! This noble, lordly January, amidst all his prosperity and lustiness, has grown blind, and so suddenly. He wept and wailed sorely, and with this, lest his wife should fall into some folly, the fire of jealousy so burned his heart that he would gladly some man had killed both him and her. This jealousy was so inordinate that neither in the hall nor in any other house, nor in any other place, would he allow her to walk or ride, unless he had at all times his hand on her. 2091

 Therefore this fresh May wept often, who loved Damian so warmly that either she must soon die or else she must have him. She looked at all times for the day when her heart would break. 2096

 O January, what does it matter even if you could see as far as ships sail? It would be just as well to be deceived when blind as be deceived when a man can see. Lo, Argus[footnoteRef:6] with a hundred eyes, as much as he could pry or pore, still he was hoodwinked. [6:  Argus. A giant with a hundred eyes, who was also called Panoptes (all-seeing). Hera put him to guard Zeus mistress Io, but Zeus sent Hermes to kill the giant. Argus was then transformed into a peacock. (in2greece.com)] 


 This fresh May, of whom I have been speaking, pressed into warm wax the little key, which January carried, the key to the small gate through which he often went into his garden. And Damian, who knew her plan well, secretly counterfeited the key. There is no more to say, but there shall soon occur some marvel through this key, which you shall hear, if you will wait. 2124

 But now to my tale. Before eight days had passed, before the month of July, it happened that through the urging of his wife January caught so great an appetite to amuse himself in his garden, with none but the two of them, that one morning he said to May, “Rise up, my wife, my noble lady, my sweetheart; the turtle dove’s voice is heard, my sweet dove; the winter is gone, with its drenching rains. Come forth, now, with your dove-like[footnoteRef:7] eyes!” 2141 [7:  Dove-like. Chaucer uses the more familiar Latin term, “columbine” in this case.] 


To Damian she made a sign that he should go ahead of them with his key. This Damian then opened the gate and in he darted, and he did so in such a way that none could see or hear him. And soon he was sitting quietly under a bush. This January, as blind as a stone, holding May by his hand and with no other person, went into his fresh garden, and quickly clapped the gate shut. 2159

 “Now wife,” he said, “here is none but you and I--you, who are the creature I love best. Now wife, kiss me, and let us roam about the garden.” 2184

And then May saw where Damian sat in the bush, and she began to cough and made signs with her finger that Damian should climb up a tree which was laden with fruit; and up he went. For truly he knew her purpose well and every sign that she could make, far better than January, her own husband. For she had told him in a letter all of this matter and how he was to act. And thus I leave him sitting up in the pear-tree, and January and May roaming pleasantly. 2218

So long they wandered among the alleys until he had come near the pear-tree where this Damian sat on high, very merry among the fresh green leaves. 2327

 This fresh May, so bright and fair, began to sigh, and said, “Alas my side! Now sir, for anything that may happen, I must have some of the pears that I see, or I must die, so sorely I long to eat of the small green pears. Help, for the love of our Lady in heaven! I tell you truly, a woman in my situation may have so great an appetite for a fruit that she may die unless she would have it.’ 2337

 “Alas” he said, “that I have not here a boy that could climb! Alas, alas, that I am blind!” 2340

 “Yes, sir,” she said, “no matter; but if you would agree, for love of heaven, to clasp that pear-tree within your arms (for I well know you distrust me); then, so I might set my foot on your back, I could climb up well enough.” 2345

 “Surely,” he said, “there should be nothing lacking here, if I could help you even with my heart’s blood.” 2347

 He stooped down, and she stood on his back and caught hold by a branch and went up. Ladies, I pray you, be not angered; I cannot avoid the truth; I am a rough man. And at once this Damian pulled up her smock, and in he thrust. 2353

 And the god Pluto saw this great wrong, so he restored his sight to January and made him see as well as he ever could. And when he had his sight again, never was there a man so glad of anything. 2358

 But his thought was evermore on his wife, and he cast his two eyes up into the tree, and saw Damian with his wife. And he set up such a roar and a cry as a mother does when the child is dying: “Out! Help! Alas!” he began to cry. “O rude, bold lady, what are you doing?” 2367

 And she answered, “Sir, what ails you? Have patience and reason in your mind. I have helped you in both your eyes. On peril of my soul, I lie not; it was taught me that to heal your eyes there was nothing better than to struggle with a man up in a tree. God knows, I did it with good intent.” 2375

 “With a man up in a tree!” he said. “May God grant that you both die a shameful death! It was worse than that; he copulated with you, I saw it with my eyes; if not let me be hanged by the neck!” 2379

 “Then,” she said, “my medicine is all false; for certainly, if you were able to see well, you would not say these words to me; you have some glimmerings, but you do not have perfect sight.” 2383

 “Now, Lady,” he said, “let us forget all of it. Come down, my love, and if I have spoken wrongly, God so help me as I am sorry for it.” 2395
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 And with that she leaped down from the tree. Who was glad but this January? He kissed her and embraced her often and gently stroked her, and led her home to his palace. Now, good men, I pray you, be ever of good cheer. Thus ends my tale of January, and God bless us, and his mother, Blessed Mary. 2418

Here is ended the Merchant’s Tale of January.
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