EEBO: Canterbury Tales

The earliest printed edition of Canterbury Tales on EEBO is from 1477, published by William Caxton in London (Westminster), England.[footnoteRef:1] The first illustrated edition was also published by Caxton, in 1483; this too is on EEBO. [1:  This is almost certainly the first printed edition of Canterbury Tales but the date accorded to it is often 1476, a year earlier than is given on EEBO.] 


Caxton is generally accepted as having set up the first printing press in England, thus introducing revolutionary techniques similar to those of Johannes Gutenberg to the country, and enabling creation of printed material more rapidly than ever before. The arrival of this technique helped to increase the accessibility of literary material (the cost of producing a book by printing press rather than by hand translated into a much cheaper end-product for the consumer). 

In printing works such as Canterbury Tales, Caxton has been credited with standardisation of an English language which varied widely, but this is probably an over-stating of his impact. Whilst the provision of printed texts in the vernacular was of great significance, Caxton’s contribution to language standardisation was almost certainly simply reflective of a ‘growing perception that the language used in London was a nationwide standard’ rather than a deliberate attempt on his part to ‘create a standard’; useful though this would have been to him.[footnoteRef:2] [2:  On this debate see the British Library’s guide to Caxton, <URL: https://www.bl.uk/treasures/caxton/english.html>, [Accessed: 26th November 2021].] 


The 1477 edition of the Canterbury Tales was the editio princeps, the first print version of the work. From Caxton’s choice of Canterbury Tales as one of his first printed works we can infer that the book was already popular; the publication was a financial enterprise and Caxton would have wanted to be sure of a good return on his investment. A well-known work would have been a more secure venture than something without an already established audience, and this suggests that the Tales was being widely read in the mid-late fifteenth century.

A further edition of Canterbury Tales was published by Caxton in 1483; unlike the first edition this one contains a preface in which Caxton tells his readers that a previous reader (a young gentleman) has complained that by comparison with a manuscript copy of the Canterbury Tales he has found errors, for which Caxton apologies and hopes to make amends by borrowing said manuscript and attempting to reproduce it in print more accurately. From this we can derive much useful information: that young gentlemen were reading the work; that Caxton was engaging with his readers; and that both reader and printer felt that Chaucer’s work was of such significance or value that it was perhaps more than usually important to reproduce it as faithfully as possible.[footnoteRef:3] In addition, the first edition presumably sold well enough to justify the financial outlay on a second. [3:  ‘one gentylman cam to me and said that this book was not accordyng in many places unto the book that Gefferey chaucer had made. To whom I answered that I had made it accordyng to my copye and by me was nothyng added ne mynusshyd. Thenne he sayd he knewe a book whyche hys fader had and moche lovyd that was very trewe and accordyng unto hys owen first book by hym made; and sayd more, yf I wold enprynte it agayn he wold gete me the same book for a copye...To whom I said, in caas that he could gete me suche a book trewe and correcte yet I wold ones endevoyre me to enprynte it agayn…And he ful gentylly gate of hys fader the said book and delyverd it to me, by whiche I have corrected my book’, William Caxton, Duff, E. Gordon, (Project Gutenberg, no date), p.59.] 


This second edition (1843) also adds illustrations, made by woodcut, and page headings. The illustrations are depictions of the travelling pilgrims, often seated on horseback, and appear in the Prologue and at the beginning of individual tales; in some cases the same illustration is used for more than one tale. Signs of Caxton’s commercial mind can be seen in this addition, as well as in the switch to a smaller version of the Burgundian-style type used in the first edition, allowing more words to be printed on each page and thus reducing costs.[footnoteRef:4]  [4:  <URL: https://www.bl.uk/collection-items/william-caxton-and-canterbury-tales>, [Accessed: 27th November 2021].] 


Both the 1477 and 1483 editions are held by the British Library, which offers high-quality digital versions and an outstanding comparison tool which can be used to compare the editions alongside one another page-by-page. The editions held on EEBO are reproductions of these original editions. The 1477 edition is listed as keyboarded and encoded in 2003-2004 in EEBO, but the downloadable text is copyrighted 2019. The same 2019 date is given in the downloadable text for the 1483 edition, but no details on keyboarding and encoding are given.

The digitisation of these editions suggests that they are not only significantly different from one another to warrant access to both versions being provided, but also that they are of value to large numbers of researchers or readers who may not be able to access the originals. Two editions published within six years indicates that Canterbury Tales was popular and sufficiently successful to justify the printing of a second edition within a short timeframe, in addition to being (as discussed earlier) a work which was significant enough that the correction of errors mattered.


