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Aspects of Iranian History in Geoffrey Chaucer's
"The Canterbury Tales"
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Abstract

Before the advent of the translation movement of
rendering works from European languages into Persian
during the Qajar Iran, very little knowledge of the
Achaemenids could be found in Persian historical and/or
literary works. On the other hand, in Western historical
and religious sources, the Achaemenid kings were quite
familiar characters with ample information about them and
Iranian ancient history and culture. The present study
intends to offer relevant evidence as to the medieval
literary masterpiece "The Canterbury Tales" by the
English poet Geoffrey Chaucer, to illustrate how in the
Western world, unlike Iran, ancient Iranian monarchs as
well as scholars from the Islamic period of Iran, were
known to "The Father of the English Poetry". Two
research questions are formulated on the ways and the
reasons why Chaucer had gained relevant knowledge to
elaborate on in his masterpiece. Then, relevant data
gleaned from "The Canterbury Tales" are provided to
highlight the poet's command of the topics and themes.
The results and findings suggest that Chaucer made use of
his deep and comprehensive knowledge to employ
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parables and allegories within the framework of didactic
literature to address human virtues vs. vices for the
improvement of ethical norms in society.
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Aspects of Iranian History in Geoffrey Chaucer's
"The Canterbury Tales"

Extended Abstract

Introduction: Before the advent of the translation movement of
rendering works from European languages into Persian during the Qajar
Iran, authored originally by Western travelers and/or historians, very little
knowledge of the Achaemenids could be found in Persian historical
and/or literary works. The dearth of relevant knowledge by Iranians of
their own ancient history, included lack of information about the ancient
Iranian dynasties such as Elamites, Achaemenids, as well as Arsacids, in
addition to ignorance of their own ancient religions and languages, even
of their ancient relics and antiquities. As an example, Persian historical
and literary works did not mention names of great ancient Iranian
Achaemenid rulers such as Cyrus the Great, Darius, Xerxes, or
Cambysis. However, in Western historical and religious sources, the
Achaemenid kings were quite familiar characters with ample information
about them and Iranian ancient history and culture. This, however, does
not imply that those Western sources have been left un-criticized for
different purposes, either by Iranian or Western scholars during the last
century.

This study intends to offer relevant evidence as to the medieval literary
masterpiece "The Canterbury Tales" by the English poet Geoffrey
Chaucer (1343-1400), to illustrate how in the Western world, unlike Iran,
ancient Iranian monarchs, as well as scholars from the Islamic period of
Iran, were known to "The Father of the English Poetry".

The study, with no previous relevant antecedent, aims particularly at
relying on concepts in "cultural history", "new cultural history"”, and
"interdisciplinary studies" to address the mindset of a medieval Western
poet, as far as his knowledge of ancient, as well as the Islamic, history
and culture of Iran in the East were concerned. In line with this purpose,
two research questions were formulated with respect to the ways and the
reasons why Chaucer relied on relevant knowledge to elaborate on in his
masterpiece.

Method: To answer the research questions, after elaborating on the
significance of Chaucer himself and Chaucer's masterpiece in the history
of the English language and literature, relevant data gleaned from "The
Canterbury Tales" are provided to highlight the poet's command of the
topics and themes dealt with in his magnum opus. The data are grouped
under two distinct categories: "Iranian ancient rulers named" and "Iranian
Muslim scholars named". It is to be noted that the data are investigated
from a critical point of view within the overall design of a qualitative,
descriptive and analytical research paper. Citing the relevant data from
the lines of poetry in "The Canterbury Tales" with regard to ancient
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Iranian Achaemenid rulers such as Cyrus the Great, Darius, Xerxes, and
Cambysis, in addition to Iranian Muslim scientific and cultural
dignitaries such as Avicenna (Ibn Sina), Rhazes (Al-Razi), and Hali (Ali
ibn Majoos Ahvazi), the data were scrutinized in terms of concepts
outlined above in the theoretical framework of the research.

Findings: With regard to the research questions, the results indicate that
Chaucer's rich source of knowledge of both ancient and Islamic Iran
stemmed from his deep religious and historical studies, as well as his
practical experiences as a courtier, diplomat, and a medieval trader who
had travelled a lot across Europe and areas closer to the Islamic East. In
fact, Chaucer's familiarity with religious sources such as the Bible (The
Old Testament), in which a number of ancient Iranian Achaemenid rulers
are named, and on the other hand, his knowledge of Greco-Roman
historical sources, in which the same rulers are frequently mentioned,
proved influential too.

Discussion and conclusion: The results of the study suggest that
Chaucer made use of his deep and comprehensive knowledge of old
religious and historical sources to employ parables and allegories within
the framework of didactic literature to address human virtues vs. vices for
the improvement of ethical norms in society. To this end, as a medieval
Christian poet with a strong ethical bent, he did his best to depict Iranian
ancient and Islamic rulers and / or Islamic scholars as epitomes to make
his moral points understood by the readers of his well-known
masterpiece "The Canterbury Tales". In a number of lines of poetry cited
as data of the study, Chaucer admires and/or blames ancient Iranian
rulers for different purposes, while in others he praises a number of other
exemplary Iranian scholars of the Islamic Iran period.
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