 


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



Here begins the Summoner’s Tale.

 Gentle people, I believe there is in Yorkshire a marshy country called Holderness, about which went a friar to preach and to beg as well. He went from house to house so long until he came to a house where he was usually refreshed more than the usual.

 The man whose house it was lay sick; bedridden on a couch he was laying low. “O Thomas, my friend, good day!” said this friar courteously and softly. “Thomas, may God reward you, often I have fared well here; upon this bench I have eaten many merry meals. How can I help you?” 

  “God knows,” Thomas said, “I feel nothing from that! May Christ help me, as I have spent upon various kinds of friars many pounds in a few years. Yet I never do any better. Certainly I have almost consumed my goods; farewell my gold, it is all gone!” 

 “O, Thomas, do you do so?” answered the friar. “Why do you need to seek various friars? If one has a perfect physician, why would he need to seek other physicians in the town? Your inconstancy is your ruin. Do you think me, then, or our convent, insufficient to pray for you?” 

 “No,” said the sick man, “I have been confessed this day by my parson. I have told him my condition fully. There is no need to speak of it any more.”

 “Give me, then, some of your gold for the building of our holy house,” said the friar.

 This sick man grew nearly insane with wrath. He wished that the friar were in the flames, with his false deception. “Such a thing as is in my possession,” he said, “that I can give, and nothing else. I shall give something to your holy convent while I live; and in your hand you shall have it now; on this condition, and no other, that you divide it so, my dear brother, that every friar in your convent will have as much as the other. This shall you swear on your profession, without fraud or quibbling.” 

 “I swear it,” said this friar, “by my faith!” And with that he laid his hand in his. 

 “Now then, put your hand down by my back,” said this man, “and grope well behind. Beneath my buttock there you shall find a thing that I have hidden in secret.”

And the friar put down his hand, hoping to find there a gift. And when this sick man felt this friar groping around his hole there and here, into his hand he released for the friar a fart. There is no cart-horse drawing a cart, that might have released a fart of such a sound. 

And forth the friar went with an angry face; he was so angry. At a sturdy pace he went to the manor-house, where there dwelt a man of great station, to whom he was always confessor. This worshipful man was lord of that village. This friar came, as if he were in a frenzy, to where this lord sat at his meal. 

 This lord looked up and said, “What, friar John, what sort of world is this! I see well somewhat is wrong. Tell me.”

 “I have suffered an insult this day, may God reward you!” the friar said, “down in your village; there is not in this world a lad so lowly that he would not abhor what I have received in your town. This day an odious mischief has befallen my order and me, and so, consequently, every rank in holy church, may God remedy it soon!” And immediately he told him everything. 

[bookmark: _GoBack] The lord sat as still as if he were in a trance, and turned it over in his heart “How had this old man the imagination to offer such a problem to the friar? Never until now have I heard of such a matter. I believe the Devil put it into his mind. To this day, nobody will find such a question. Who would be willing to demonstrate a way of giving everyone an equal share of the sound or smell of a fart? O proud and foolish churl, I curse his face! How can we solve this problem?”

 Now the lord’s squire who carves his meat stood at the table and heard this and said. “My lord,” he said, “I could tell, for a new gown how this fart should be evenly divided be among your convent.”

 “Tell,” said the lord, “and you shall soon have a gown!”

 “My lord,” he said, “when the weather is fair, without wind or disturbance of air, have a cartwheel brought here into this hall; but see that it has all its spokes--a cartwheel generally as twelve spokes. And bring me then twelve friars. Then shall they kneel down, at an agreed time, and to every end of every spoke, in this manner, shall a friar very firmly lay his nose. Your noble confessor—may God him save--shall hold his nose upright under the hub. Then shall this churl, with his belly stiff and taut as any drum, be brought here; and set him on the wheel of this very cart, upon the hub, and make him release a fart. And you shall see, upon peril of my life, by proof that is demonstrable, that equally the sound of it will make its way, and the stink as well, to the ends of the spokes, except that this worthy man, your confessor, because he is a man of greet honor, shall have the first fruit, as seems reasonable.” 

And so, Jankin won a new gown.





1

