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The Canterbury Tales Nevill Coghill is an essential reference point in the study of Geoffrey
Chaucer's seminal work, "The Canterbury Tales." Nevill Coghill, a distinguished scholar
and translator, is renowned for his translation of Chaucer's Middle English text into
modern English, making it more accessible to contemporary readers. This article delves
into the significance of Coghill's translation, the historical context of "The Canterbury
Tales," and a detailed analysis of Coghill's contribution to literature.

Historical Context of The Canterbury Tales

Geoffrey Chaucer, often referred to as the "father of English literature," composed "The
Canterbury Tales" in the late 14th century. This collection of stories, told by a diverse
group of pilgrims traveling from London to Canterbury, is a rich tapestry of medieval life,
exploring themes of morality, social class, and human nature.

The Setting

The setting of "The Canterbury Tales" is both literal and metaphorical. The physical
journey of the pilgrims serves as a backdrop for their personal stories, representing the
journey of life itself. The tales are framed by a prologue that introduces each character,
providing insight into their backgrounds and motivations.

Key points about the setting include:

1. Pilgrimage: The journey to Canterbury Cathedral, a significant religious site, symbolizes
spiritual quest and moral reflection.

2. Diverse Characters: The group of pilgrims represents a cross-section of 14th-century
English society, including nobles, clergy, and commoners.

3. Narrative Structure: The tales are presented through a storytelling contest, highlighting
the importance of narrative and voice within the text.

Literary Significance

"The Canterbury Tales" is considered one of the cornerstones of English literature for
several reasons:

- Innovative Use of Vernacular: Chaucer's decision to write in English, rather than Latin or
French, helped establish English as a legitimate literary language.

- Character Development: The rich characterization in the tales allows readers to explore
various aspects of human nature and societal norms.

- Social Commentary: Chaucer critiques the social hierarchies and injustices of his time,
making the text relevant across centuries.



Nevill Coghill's Translation

Nevill Coghill (1899-1980) was a notable figure in the realm of Chaucer scholarship. His
translation of "The Canterbury Tales," first published in 1965, has become one of the most
widely read and studied translations of the work. Coghill’s approach aimed to retain the
spirit and humor of Chaucer’s original text while making it accessible to modern
audiences.

Translation Philosophy

Coghill’s translation is characterized by several key principles:

1. Maintaining Original Tone: Coghill sought to preserve Chaucer’s wit, humor, and
narrative style, ensuring that the essence of the tales remained intact.

2. Accessibility: By using contemporary language, Coghill made the text approachable for
readers unfamiliar with Middle English.

3. Rhythm and Rhyme: While it is challenging to replicate the original rhyme schemes in
translation, Coghill made significant efforts to maintain a poetic quality in his work.

Impact on Readers and Scholars

Coghill’s translation has had a profound impact on both readers and scholars:

- Widely Adopted: His version is often used in educational settings, making Chaucer's work
more accessible to students across generations.

- Critical Reception: Scholars have praised Coghill for his ability to capture the nuances of
Chaucer’s writing, while some have critiqued his interpretative choices.

- Cultural Influence: The translation has contributed to the broader appreciation of
Chaucer’s work, influencing adaptations in various media, including theater and film.

Analysis of Key Tales

In discussing "The Canterbury Tales," it is important to consider some of the key tales that
highlight the diverse themes and styles present in the collection. Coghill's translation
allows modern readers to engage with these stories in a meaningful way.

The Knight's Tale

- Summary: The Knight's Tale is a chivalric romance that explores themes of love, honor,
and fate. It recounts the story of two knights, Palamon and Arcite, who fall in love with the
same woman, Emelye.

- Themes:



- Chivalry: The tale examines the ideals of knighthood and the complexities of loyalty and
rivalry.

- Fate vs. Free Will: The characters grapple with the forces of destiny that shape their
lives.

The Wife of Bath's Tale

- Summary: This tale, told by the bold and outspoken Wife of Bath, addresses issues of
gender roles and marriage. It tells the story of a knight who must discover what women
truly desire to save his life.

- Themes:

- Feminism and Power: The Wife of Bath challenges societal norms and advocates for
female agency.

- Marriage and Relationships: The tale explores the dynamics of love, control, and the
quest for mutual respect.

The Pardoner's Tale

- Summary: This moral tale centers on three drunken revelers who set out to kill Death.
Their greed ultimately leads to their demise, serving as a cautionary tale about avarice.
- Themes:

- Greed: The tale illustrates the destructive power of greed and its consequences.

- Mortality: It prompts reflection on death and the moral choices individuals make in life.

The Legacy of Nevill Coghill

Nevill Coghill's translation of "The Canterbury Tales" has left an indelible mark on the
understanding and appreciation of Chaucer’s work. As a translator, he not only made the
text accessible but also enriched the literary landscape with his interpretations.

Educational Impact

- Textbook Inclusion: Coghill's translation is often included in literature curricula, allowing
students to engage with Chaucer's work in a modern context.

- Literary Scholarship: His translation has prompted a wealth of scholarly analysis and
discussion, contributing to the ongoing study of Chaucer’s influence.

Continued Relevance

- Cultural Adaptations: The tales continue to inspire adaptations in various forms,
including theater, literature, and film, showcasing the timeless nature of Chaucer’s



themes.

- Modern Interpretations: Contemporary writers and artists draw upon the themes and
characters of "The Canterbury Tales," reflecting its enduring relevance in exploring
human experiences.

Conclusion

The Canterbury Tales Nevill Coghill is more than just a translation; it is a bridge
connecting Chaucer's medieval world with contemporary readers. Coghill's work has made
it possible for generations to appreciate the complexity, humor, and social critique present
in Chaucer's tales. As we continue to explore these stories, we are reminded of their
relevance to our own lives and the universal themes that transcend time. Through
Coghill's efforts, Chaucer’s legacy endures, inviting each new generation to engage with
the rich tapestry of human experience woven into "The Canterbury Tales."

Frequently Asked Questions

Who is Nevill Coghill?

Nevill Coghill was a British scholar and translator known for his modern English
translation of Geoffrey Chaucer's 'The Canterbury Tales'.

What makes Coghill's translation of 'The Canterbury
Tales' unique?

Coghill's translation is noted for its poetic quality and for retaining the spirit and humor of
Chaucer's original work while making it accessible to contemporary readers.

When was Nevill Coghill's translation of 'The
Canterbury Tales' published?

Nevill Coghill's translation was published in 1966 and has since become a popular choice
for readers and students of Chaucer.

How did Coghill approach the challenge of translating
Middle English?

Coghill aimed to produce a translation that was faithful to the original text while also
being lively and readable, often using modern idiomatic expressions.

What influence did Nevill Coghill have on the study of



Chaucer?

Coghill's translation has been widely used in academic settings, influencing both the
teaching and appreciation of Chaucer's work among new generations of readers.

What are some notable tales included in Coghill's
translation?

Coghill's translation includes all the major tales such as 'The Knight's Tale', "'The Miller's
Tale', and 'The Wife of Bath's Tale', each presented with clarity and vivacity.

Is Nevill Coghill's translation considered a faithful
representation of Chaucer's original text?

While Coghill's translation captures the essence and humor of Chaucer's original, some
purists argue that no translation can fully replicate the intricacies of the original Middle
English.

What other works did Nevill Coghill translate or write?

In addition to 'The Canterbury Tales', Nevill Coghill translated works such as 'The Divine
Comedy' by Dante and wrote several scholarly articles on medieval literature.

What is the legacy of Nevill Coghill's translation of 'The
Canterbury Tales'?

Coghill's translation remains influential in both literary circles and educational contexts,
helping to popularize Chaucer's work and making it more approachable for modern
audiences.
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