the canterbury tales translated by nevill
coghill

the canterbury tales translated by nevill coghill stands as one of the most celebrated
modern English versions of Geoffrey Chaucer’s iconic Middle English text. This translation
has played a crucial role in making Chaucer’s vivid stories accessible to contemporary
readers, students, and scholars alike. Nevill Coghill, a distinguished scholar and translator,
brought a unique blend of poetic skill and scholarly insight to his work, preserving much of
the original’s rhythm and humor. His translation captures the essence of the original tales
while adapting the language to modern sensibilities, making it a valuable resource in both
academic and literary contexts. This article explores the significance of the canterbury tales
translated by nevill coghill, its historical context, translation style, critical reception, and its
impact on the understanding of Chaucer’s masterpiece. The following sections provide a
comprehensive overview of what makes this translation distinctive and enduring.
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Historical Context of The Canterbury Tales

The original Canterbury Tales was written by Geoffrey Chaucer in the late 14th century and
is considered one of the greatest works in English literature. The collection of stories is
framed around a pilgrimage to Canterbury Cathedral, with each character telling tales that
reflect various aspects of medieval society. The Middle English text poses challenges to
modern readers due to its archaic vocabulary, syntax, and dialect. Over time, numerous
translations and adaptations have been produced to bridge this linguistic gap.
Understanding the historical backdrop of Chaucer’s work provides valuable insight into the
significance of modern translations such as the canterbury tales translated by nevill coghill.

Geoffrey Chaucer and Medieval England

Geoffrey Chaucer, often called the “Father of English literature,” wrote during a period of
significant social and political change in England. The Canterbury Tales reflects the diverse
social classes of the time, from knights and clergy to merchants and peasants. Chaucer’s



work is notable for its use of vernacular English, which helped establish English as a literary
language. The tales themselves explore themes including love, religion, corruption, and
social criticism, presented through a rich tapestry of characters and narrative voices.

The Language Barrier for Modern Readers

Middle English, the language of the original Canterbury Tales, can be difficult for
contemporary readers to understand without specialized study. Words, grammar, and
pronunciation have evolved significantly since the 14th century. This linguistic gap has
motivated many translators to render Chaucer’s text into modern English, aiming to
preserve the original’s literary qualities while making it accessible. The canterbury tales
translated by nevill coghill is among the most acclaimed of these efforts.

Nevill Coghill: The Translator

Nevill Coghill (1909-1980) was a renowned British scholar, literary critic, and professor
known for his expertise in English literature and medieval studies. His translation of the
Canterbury Tales has become one of the most widely read and respected modern English
versions. Coghill’s academic background and poetic sensibility allowed him to create a
translation that balances fidelity to Chaucer’s original text with readability and poetic flow.

Academic and Literary Background

Coghill was a fellow at Oxford University and held a deep appreciation for medieval
literature. His scholarly work extended beyond translation, including lectures and critical
writings on Chaucer and Renaissance literature. His understanding of the historical and
linguistic nuances of Chaucer’s work informed his translation choices, ensuring both
accuracy and literary quality.

Motivation for Translating The Canterbury Tales

Coghill sought to revitalize Chaucer’s tales for a 20th-century audience, emphasizing the
work’s humor, drama, and social commentary. He believed that the vitality of Chaucer’s
storytelling should not be lost in translation and aimed to maintain the original’s lively tone
and character voices. This motivation helped shape a translation that is both engaging and
scholarly.

Translation Style and Approach

The canterbury tales translated by nevill coghill is distinguished by its balance of poetic
rhythm and clarity. Coghill deliberately preserved Chaucer’s iambic pentameter and rhyme
scheme where possible, allowing the translation to echo the musicality of the original
Middle English. His approach combined literal translation with interpretative adaptation to
convey meaning and tone effectively.



Preserving Poetic Form

One of Coghill’s key achievements was his retention of Chaucer’s verse structure. The
original tales are composed mainly in rhymed couplets, and Coghill’s translation maintains
this form, which contributes to the narrative’s pace and charm. This attention to form helps
readers experience the text’s poetic qualities, enhancing engagement and appreciation.

Balancing Accuracy and Accessibility

While striving for accuracy, Coghill also aimed to avoid archaic or obscure language that
could alienate modern readers. He employed contemporary vocabulary and idiomatic
expressions that resonate with today’s audience but remain faithful to the original’s
meaning. This strategy makes the canterbury tales translated by nevill coghill particularly
suitable for educational settings.

Key Features of the Canterbury Tales Translated
by Nevill Coghill

The translation includes several notable features that contribute to its lasting popularity
and scholarly value. These elements highlight the care and skill involved in Coghill’'s work
and illustrate why it remains a benchmark for Chaucer translations.

Vivid Character Voices

Coghill’s translation captures the distinct personalities and social classes of Chaucer’s
pilgrims. Each character’s tale is rendered with attention to tone and style, reflecting their
unique worldview. This feature allows readers to appreciate the diversity and complexity of
medieval society as portrayed by Chaucer.

Engaging Narrative Flow

The translation flows smoothly, maintaining the narrative’s momentum and humor.
Coghill’s skillful use of rhyme and meter supports the storytelling, making the tales
enjoyable to read aloud or silently. This accessibility is a major factor in the translation’s
widespread use.

Annotations and Scholarly Apparatus

Many editions of the canterbury tales translated by nevill coghill include helpful notes,
glossaries, and introductions that provide context and explanation. These tools assist
readers in understanding historical references, linguistic choices, and thematic elements,
enhancing the overall reading experience.



Reception and Influence

Since its publication, the canterbury tales translated by nevill coghill has been highly
regarded by literary scholars, educators, and readers. Its influence extends across
academic circles and popular culture, helping to shape modern perceptions of Chaucer’s
work.

Critical Acclaim

Critics have praised Coghill’s translation for its literary merit and scholarly rigor. It is often
cited as a standard modern English version of the Canterbury Tales, balancing fidelity to
the original with readability. The translation has been recognized for revitalizing interest in
Chaucer among diverse audiences.

Influence on Subsequent Translations

Coghill’s work has set a benchmark for future translators by demonstrating how to maintain
poetic form while adapting language for contemporary readers. Later translations often
reference his approach and seek to emulate his balance of accuracy and accessibility.

Usage in Education and Popular Culture

The canterbury tales translated by nevill coghill is widely used in educational settings, from
high school to university courses. Its approachable style supports teaching medieval
literature, poetry, and English language development. Beyond academia, the translation
has influenced theatrical productions, adaptations, and media interpretations of Chaucer’s
tales.

Educational Applications

Educators frequently select Coghill’s translation for its clarity and engaging tone, which
facilitate student comprehension and appreciation of Chaucer’s work. The translation’s
poetic structure also serves as an effective introduction to English verse and literary
analysis.

Adaptations and Performances

Numerous stage and audio adaptations have drawn on the canterbury tales translated by
nevill coghill for scripts and narration. Its lively language and vivid characterizations make
it a natural choice for performance, helping to bring Chaucer’'s medieval world to life for
contemporary audiences.



Summary of Key Benefits

Preserves the poetic rhythm and rhyme of the original text

Uses modern English for accessibility and clarity

Reflects the diversity of characters and social commentary

Supports teaching and learning of medieval literature

Widely respected and influential in both scholarship and popular culture

Frequently Asked Questions

Who was Nevill Coghill and what is his connection to
The Canterbury Tales?

Nevill Coghill was a British scholar and translator best known for his modern English
translation of Geoffrey Chaucer's The Canterbury Tales, making the Middle English text
more accessible to contemporary readers.

What is distinctive about Nevill Coghill's translation of
The Canterbury Tales?

Nevill Coghill's translation is celebrated for its lively, poetic style that preserves the humor
and spirit of Chaucer's original Middle English while being easy to understand for modern
audiences.

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

Nevill Coghill's translation of The Canterbury Tales was first published in 1951.

How does Nevill Coghill's translation differ from other
versions of The Canterbury Tales?

Unlike more literal or academic translations, Coghill's version focuses on readability and
capturing the tone and character of the original, often using contemporary language and
rhythm to engage modern readers.

Is Nevill Coghill's translation of The Canterbury Tales



suitable for academic study?

Yes, while it is accessible for general readers, Coghill's translation is also widely used in
academic settings due to its faithful representation of Chaucer's themes and characters
alongside clear, modern language.

What impact did Nevill Coghill's translation have on the
popularity of The Canterbury Tales?

Coghill's translation significantly increased the popularity of The Canterbury Tales by
making the text approachable and enjoyable for a broader audience beyond specialists in
Middle English literature.

Are there any notable adaptations based on Nevill
Coghill's translation of The Canterbury Tales?

Yes, one of the most famous adaptations is the 1972 film 'The Canterbury Tales' directed by
Pier Paolo Pasolini, which was influenced by Coghill's translation and helped bring Chaucer's
stories to life for modern viewers.

Additional Resources

1. The Canterbury Tales by Geoffrey Chaucer, translated by Nevill Coghill

This is the classic Middle English collection of stories told by a group of pilgrims traveling to
Canterbury. Nevill Coghill’s translation is celebrated for its accessibility, capturing the
humor, wit, and vibrant characters of Chaucer’s original text. The tales explore themes of
love, morality, and social satire, offering a vivid snapshot of 14th-century English life.

2. The Riverside Chaucer edited by Larry D. Benson

A comprehensive scholarly edition of Chaucer’s works, including The Canterbury Tales, with
extensive notes and commentary. This edition is ideal for readers seeking a deeper
understanding of the historical context, language, and literary significance of Chaucer’s
writing. It preserves the original Middle English text alongside modern annotations.

3. The Canterbury Tales: A Retelling by Peter Ackroyd

Ackroyd offers a modern retelling of Chaucer’s stories, making them accessible to
contemporary readers while maintaining the spirit of the original. His version highlights the
timeless human experiences and social commentary found in the tales. This book is perfect
for those interested in a fresh, engaging narrative style.

4. Chaucer’s Pilgrims: An Introduction to the Canterbury Tales by Richard A. J. English

This introductory guide provides background on the historical and literary context of The
Canterbury Tales. It examines the characters, themes, and structure of the work, helping
readers appreciate its complexity and humor. The book is a useful companion for students
and casual readers alike.

5. The Canterbury Tales: Fifteen Tales and the General Prologue translated by Nevill Coghill,
illustrated by Gustave Doré



This edition combines Coghill’s beloved translation with Doré’s dramatic and detailed
illustrations. The visual art enhances the reading experience, bringing the pilgrims and their
stories to life. It is an excellent choice for those who enjoy illustrated classics or want a
more immersive presentation.

6. The Making of the Canterbury Tales by Helen Cooper

Cooper’s book explores the creation and composition of The Canterbury Tales, analyzing
Chaucer’s narrative techniques and literary innovations. It delves into how the tales reflect
medieval society and the poet’'s own perspectives. This study is valuable for readers
interested in literary analysis and historical context.

7. The Canterbury Tales: A New Translation by Nevill Coghill, with an Introduction by J.R.R.
Tolkien

This edition features Coghill’s translation accompanied by an insightful introduction from
famed author and scholar J.R.R. Tolkien. Tolkien discusses the linguistic and cultural
importance of Chaucer’s work, offering a unique perspective on its enduring legacy. This
book enriches the reading experience with expert commentary.

8. Chaucer and the Canterbury Tales: A Critical Reader edited by Jill Mann

A collection of critical essays that examine various aspects of Chaucer’s masterpiece,
including its themes, characters, and narrative structure. The book offers diverse scholarly
viewpoints, making it suitable for advanced study and discussion. It enhances readers’
appreciation through rigorous academic analysis.

9. The Canterbury Tales: Selections translated by Nevill Coghill

This selection includes some of the most popular and accessible tales from Chaucer’s
collection, translated by Coghill. It serves as an excellent introduction for readers new to
The Canterbury Tales, highlighting the humor and moral lessons of the stories. The concise
format makes it an approachable starting point.
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