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Assessment Five: Transcription Exercise

Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales: The Ellesmere Manuscript

The Canterbury Tales is a frame story.  It is a collection of twenty four stories told by different pilgrims travelling to Canterbury. Amongst the pilgrims are a knight, a prioress, a fletcher, and a wife of bath and taken together, offer an invaluable source of information on life in the late fourteenth century.  Chaucer started writing The Canterbury Tales in 1387 and completed twenty four of his planned 100 tales at the time of his death in 1400. Evidence suggests that The Wyf of Bathe was written as part of the original set and he is said to have written   to his friend Bukton, who was about to get married,  ‘The wyf of Bathe I pray yow that ye rede’.[footnoteRef:2]  The majority of the work is written in Iambic Pentameter in rhyming couplets and scribed in middle English, the dominant language of the time and which was a hybrid form of Old English and Norman French.[footnoteRef:3] Approximately eighty five manuscripts were completed of which fifty five survive, along with twenty eight fragmentary pieces.[footnoteRef:4] [2:  Tatlock, J. S. P. “The Canterbury Tales in 1400.” PMLA, vol. 50, no. 1, 1935, pp. 100–139. (p. 106)  JSTOR, https://doi.org/10.2307/458286.  [accessed 11th Jan. 2024].
]  [3:  For more information on Iambic pentameter and rhyming couplets please see https://poetryarchive.org/glossary/ ]  [4:  Helen Cooper, Oxford Guides to Chaucer: The Canterbury Tales (3rd ed). Oxford: University Press (2023) p 11] 


The late fourteenth century included the 100 year’s war which resulted in increased taxes of wool imports and the subsequent growth of the English cloth industry, the Peasant’s Revolt of 1381, and the establishment of two papal sees in Rome and Avignon.  This was a feudal society with the church playing a significant role in everyday life.  Pilgrimage was common and the shrine of Thomas Beckett in Canterbury attracted thousands of pilgrims, from all walks of society, each year.[footnoteRef:5]   [5:  The Becket Story: The Life, Death and Influence of St Thomas Becket Journeying to Canterbury https://thebecketstory.org.uk/canterbury/journeying#:~:text=During%20the%20Middle%20Ages%20thousands,it%20might%20ride%20on%20horseback. [accessed 11th January 2024]] 



The Wyf of Bathe Prologue folio 63r  folio 64r

This transcription was carried out using a digital edition of the Ellesmere (EL) Manuscript (MS)  of Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales.  Each folio being transcribed was viewed and enlarged in order to recognise common letter forms and initial transcription was carried out using traditional pen and paper techniques.  Further assistance was gained by consulting student guides to Middle English and a YouTube video on reading Middle English Script.  Finally, Harvard’s Geoffrey Chaucer Website was used to assist in the identification of the particular hand used by the scribe[footnoteRef:6].  [6:  The Geoffrey Chaucer Website Types of Script, (2024) https://chaucer.fas.harvard.edu/types-script [accessed 9th January 2024]
The Philological Bell, How to read Medieval Manuscripts [video] (2020) https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=dF9sHTSrMYA&ab_channel=ThePhilologicalBell%F0%9F%94%94 [acccessed 8th January 2024]
] 


The EL MS was scribed by Adam Pinkhurst who also  scribed the Hengwrt Chaucer and as such is closely related in terms of language and text.[footnoteRef:7] However, differences including the inclusion of illustrations and a development of spelling in the EL MS have led some scholars to argue that the Hengwrt Chaucer is more accurate when considering Chaucer’s original language.[footnoteRef:8] Nevertheless, the EL MS is still considered one of the earliest edition of The Canterbury Tales.  The MS is held at the Huntington Library, Art Museum and Botanical Gardens in San Marino California, USA and is part of a collection of approximately 1300 pieces purchased in 1917 from the Earls of Bridgewater, the Egerton family. Written on vellum,  the MS  has been rebound on more than one occasion, the last being in 1995 to meet modern standards of conservation and at this point the work was digitised for public access.  It is in excellent condition and each folio measures approximately 40 cm x 30cm on vellum and was written using rust coloured ink.[footnoteRef:9]   [7:  This manuscript has been fully digitised and can be seen online as well as physically at the National Library of Wales, Aberystwth https://www.library.wales/discover-learn/digital-exhibitions/manuscripts/the-middle-ages/the-hengwrt-chaucer [accessed 10th January 2024]]  [8:  Simon Horobin ‘The Canterbury Tales Project’, The Hengwrt Chaucer Digital Facsimile (2000): The Language of the Hengwrt Chaucer http://canterburytalesproject.com/pubs/HGLang.html  [accessed 12th January 2024]]  [9:  https://researchguides.huntington.org/britishhistory/ellesmere [accessed 7th January 2024]
Canterbury Tales, The Huntington Library https://hdl.huntington.org/digital/collection/p15150coll7/id/2491 [accessed 7th January 2024]
 Huntington Library Medieval and Renaissance Manuscripts https://babel.hathitrust.org/cgi/pt?id=mdp.39015013928794&seq=113
Peter Beidler, A Student Guide to Chaucer’s Middle English Seattle: Coffeetown Press (2011)
] 


This transcription will primarily focus on the first three folios of the prologue of the Tale of the Wyf of Bathe, but additionally a miniature  of the Wyf of Bathe from f.72r, a description of her in Chaucer’s general prologue and an examination of the glosses in the main folios will be discussed.  This will facilitate a small discussion regarding clothing, class, and morality in the Middle Ages.  

Chaucer describes the wife in the general prologue thus:

A good wif was there of biside Bathe
But she was somsel deef a[nd] t[ha]t was scathe 
Of cloothe makyng she hadde swich an haunt
In al the parssh wif ne was there noon
That to the offrynge before hue sholde goon
And if ther dide certeyn so wrooth was she
That she was out of alle charitee
Hir cov[e]rnese ful fyne were of ground
I dorste swere they weyeden ten pound
That on a sonday weren upon hir heed
Hir hosen weren of fyn scarlet reed
Fful streite yteyd and shoes ful moyste a[nd] new
Boold was hir face and fair and red of hewe
She was a worthy woman al hir lyve
Housbondes at church dore she hadde five[footnoteRef:10] [10:  The Huntington Digital Library, Canterbury Tales. General Prologue EL f. 5v lines 13 – 28 ] 
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Figure 1 General Prologue Canterbury Tales Ellesmere MSS f.5v line 13 - 28



This description tells the reader  that  The Wyfe of Bathe is a highly skilled cloth maker whose work surpasses that of Ypres and Gaunt, both of which were badly affected by the import taxes imposed upon Flemish wool makers during the 100 Years War[footnoteRef:11] ‘of clooth making she hadde swich an haunt/ she passed hem of Ypres and of Gaunt’.  She is wearing tight breeches and a red high necked dress pulled in the middle by a gold girdle.  Red was an expensive colour in the Middle Ages indicating that she was a successful woman who was able afford some luxury.  Chaucer alludes to her ‘shoes ful moyste a[nd] new,’ which may have been made of leather and would have been at risk of being spoilt. It is likely therefore that Chaucer intended her to be depicted on horseback. [11:  McFarlane, K. B. “War, the Economy and Social Change: England and the Hundred Years War.” Past & Present, no. 22, 1962, pp. 3–18. JSTOR, http://www.jstor.org/stable/649935 . [accessed 12 January 2024]
] 
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Description automatically generated]While the miniature of the Wyfe of Bathe is  included in the EL MS, there are no illustrations in the Hengwrth MS. It is clear that the artist has been guided by Chaucer’s description of her to create this miniature and in addition, has included details that are not in the text.  For example, she is portrayed holding a whip in her right hand. She is also pictured riding astride the horse by use of a bridle, saddle, and stirrups. Her high necked dress is red, pulled in with a girdle and in a further indication of her status, it is fur lined. Finally, she is wearing a wimple and a wide brimmed hat.  This suggests that she is financially successful and able to afford some comfort for her life. The artist has chosen to represent the Wyf as a youthful figure which may appear incongruous given the number of husbands she has had.  However, the reader is told that she has been in marriage since she was twelve and so it is possible that she is considered to still be relatively young. Figure 2 Miniature of The Wyf of Bathe f. 72r

Taken together, the miniature and descriptive text suggests that the Wyf would have enjoyed status of ‘Husbandman’[footnoteRef:12] [12:  Helen Cooper, p 163] 



The three folios transcribed below are heavily glossed with what Cooper and Caie suggest are excerpts from St Jerome.  Copper suggests that they ‘set up a dialogue…between the margins and the text’[footnoteRef:13]. She also notes that there are two kinds of glosses, for example in f.63r where there is a notation in Middle English which appears to be a notation to the text alongside several Latin glosses which may be extracts from Jerome. Caie notes that these glosses are of equal size to the main text which has been written with a wide right hand margin to accommodate the notations.  Caie suggests that quotes from Jerome are in opposition to the main text acting as a warning not to see her as a character of upstanding virtue or moral rectitude. Indeed, he argues that ‘The wife embodies all the vices which Jerome feared Jovian’s heresies would  promote’[footnoteRef:14] [13:  Ian Mortimer The Time Traveller’s Guide to Medieval England. London: Vintage (2009) p.42]  [14:  Graham D. Caie “The Significance of the Early Chaucer Manuscript Glosses (With Special Reference to ‘The Wife of Bath’s Prologue’).” The Chaucer Review, vol. 10, no. 4, 1976, pp. 350–60. JSTOR, http://www.jstor.org/stable/25093364. Accessed 13 Jan. 2024.
] 





The prologe of the wyves tale of Bathe
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Figure 3 f.63r



f.63.r
Experience though noon auctoritee
Were in this world were right ynough to me
To speke of wo that is in marage
Ffo lordynges sith I XII yeer was of age
Ythonked be god, that is eternie on lyve						5
Housbondes at churche dore I have had five
Ffor I so ofte have ybedded bee
And alle  were worthy men in hir degree
But me  was toold certyn nat longe agoon is
That sith that crist ne wente nere but onis					10
To weddyng in the Cane of Galilee
By the same ensample thoughte me
That I ne sholde, wedded be but ones
Herkne eek which a sharp word for the nones	
Biside a welle Jesus god and man						15
Spak in repreeve of the samaritan
Thou hast yhad, fyve housbondes quod he
And that man the which that hath nowe thee
Is noght thyn housbonde this seyde he certeyn
What that be mente therby I can nat seyn					20
But that I axe, why that the fifthe man
Was noon housbonde to the samaritan
How many myghte she have in mariage
Yet helde I nevere tellen in myne age
Upon this nombre dissincioun							25
men may devyne and glosen up and down
But were I woot expres withoute lye
God has us forto wexe and multiplye
That gentil text kan I understonde
Eek wer I woot, he seyde wyn housbonde				30
Sholde lete fader and mooder and take me
But of no nombre mencion made be
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Figure 4 f.63v



f. 63.v
Of bigamye or of octogamye
Why shoulde men speke of it vileynye
Lo heere the wise kyng Saun salomon					35
I trowe he hasse wyves mo than oon
As wolde god it were leveful unto me
To be refresshed half to ofte as he
Which yifte of god hadde be for alle hise wyvys
No man hath swith that in this world alyve is				40
God woot this noble kyng, as to my wit
The fufte nyght had many a myrie fit
With ech of hem so wel was hym on lyve
Yblessed b god that I have wedded fyve
Welcome the sixte whan ever be shal					45
Ffor sothe I wol not kepe me chaast I al
Whan myne housbonde is flo the world ygon
Som cristen man shal wedde me anon
For thanne th[e] aposstle seith I am free
To wedde a goddes half where it liketh me				50
He serth to be wedded is no synne
Bet is to be wedded that to  brynne 
What rekketh me thogh folk seye vileynye
Of shrewed lameth  and of bigamye
I woot wel abramham was an hooly man						55
And Jacob eek as ferfoth as I kan
And ech of hem hadde wyves mo than two
And many another man also
Whaune saugh ye evere in marere age
That hye god defended mariage							60
By expres word I pray yow telleth me
Or where comanded be virginitee
I woot as wel as ye it is no drede
Whan th[e] apostel speketh of maydenhede
He syse that prefict thereof hadde he noon					65
Men may conseille a wouman to been oon
But conseillyng is nat comandement
He putte it in own orsene juggement
Ffor hadde god comanded maydenhede
thane hadde he dampend weddyng with the dede				70
And certew if there were no seed usowe
Virginitee where of thane shoud it growe
Poul ne dorste nat comander atte leeste
A thyng of which his master yaf noon heeste
The dayt is set up of virginitee							75
Cacche who so may who renneth lest kat see
But this word is nat taken of every wright
But thereas god lust gyve it of his myght
I woot wel the apostel was mayde
But nathelees though that he woot and sayde					80
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Figure 5 f.64r



f.64r
he wolde that eny wight were swich as he
al nys but conseil to virginitee
and for the been a wyf be yaf me leve
of indulgence  so it is no repreve
To wedde me  if my make dye						85
Withouten  exceptcion of bigamye
Al were it good  no woman for to touche
He mente  as in his bed or in his couche
Ffor pil is bothe fyr and tow tassemble
Ye knowe, what this ensample may resemble				90
This is al and some  that virginitee
Moore profiteth  than weddyng in freletee
Freletee clepe I  but if that he and she
Wolde lede  al hir lyf in chastitee
I graunte it wel I have noon envie						95
Though maydenhede p[re]frre bygamye
Bein liketh to be clene body and goost
Of myn estaat I nyl nat make no boost
Ffor were ye knowe a lord in his houshold
He nath nat every vessel al of gold					100
Some been of tree and soon hir lord servyse
God clepeth folk to hym in sondry wyse
And eventh hath of god a p[ro]pre yifte
Some this som that as hym liketh shifte
Virginitee is greet p[er]feccion						105
And continente eek with devocion
But erst that of p[er]feccion is welle
Bad nat every wight sholde go selle
Al that be hadde and gyve it to the poore
And in with wise folk hym and his foore flessres				110
He spat to hem that wolde lyve p[er]fitly
And lordynges by youre leve that am nat I
I wole bestowe the flour of wyn age
In the actes and in friyt of marrage
Telle me also to what conclusion						115
Were membres ymaad of generacion
And for what arstt was a wight broght
Trusteth right wel they were nat maad for noght
Glose who so wole and seye bothe up and donn
That they were maad  for purgacioun					120
Of uryne bothe and thynges smale
And eek to knowse a femele from a male
And for noon oother cause sey ye no
The expience woot wel it is noght so
So that the clerkes be nat wat me wrothe				125
I sey yis that they beth maked for bothe
That is to sey for office and forese
Of the engendure there we nat god displese				128

In the Middle Ages, Mortimer states, women were generally categorised by their marital status and by the social standing of her father or husband unless widowed, when she gains some independence.[footnoteRef:15]  In the transcripts Chaucer presents the wife as an independent, many times married independent businesswoman who may be viewed as the antithesis of what is expected of a woman of the period. She tells the reader she has been married five times, against the teachings of Jesus, although she is widowed before each marriage.  However, in f.63r she also argues that she was never told how many husbands are acceptable and that this is a figure given by men.  She asks why men should criticize if she is married twice or eight times and that even King Soloman was married more than once. In addition, she states  that while a man can give advice to a woman, he cannot command her.   Overall, she is arguing against an overtly patriarchal culture in which her independence is only ascertained by her widowed status.   [15:  Ian Mortimer p.53] 

The Tale of The Wyf of Bathe  therefore, is a rich source of information when considering gender based social and religious structures of the medieval period.  This essay has only considered the first three folios of the tale however, and further in the text the reader is told that she will marry again but that this time he will be in her debt; enslaved to her with no rights over his own body. This feels like a response to the fact that as a woman, her rights were normally tied to those of her husband.
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Figure 6 f.64v
An Housebonde I wol have I wyl nat lette
Which shal be bothe my dettour and my thral
And have his tribulacion wth al
Upon his flessh wil I am his wyf
I have the power durynge al my lyf
Upon his p[ro]pre body and noght be

This exercise required the transcription of a document or part thereof.  It was difficult to do this in isolation and so it was necessary to transcribe or comment on other portions of the document in order to locate the work more fully in an historical context.  A decision was therefore taken to expand the transcriptions to include sections of other folios along with a brief analysis on the miniature of the Wye of Bathe herself.  
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