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Chaucer in translation poses timely questions for World Literature. The essays gathered 

in this cluster, Chaucer’s Global Compaignye, bear witness to the complex circulations of 
medieval literatures in the current era of globalization. Through translation, the old can feel 
new, the distant close, the unknown familiar. And yet historical and cultural particularities 
remain highly valued in the ever evolving canon of World Literature. Chaucer, for example, 
must remain distinctly English and distinctly medieval even as his enduring reputation rests on 
notions of universal and timeless appeal. Translations of The Canterbury Tales thus 
simultaneously reinforce and challenge Chaucer’s national legacy. On the one hand, his status 
in the world derives in large part from the ways in which British empire enforced hierarchies of 
value. On the other, the very multiplicity of languages in which The Canterbury Tales can now 
be read resists the homogenizing effects of imperialism. Translation in every sense holds these 
tensions together and keeps us all riveted to the literary landscape. 

In the spirit of this cluster’s aim to make the boundaries of expertise more porous, I’d 
like to reflect here on how translations of The Canterbury Tales forge new relations between 
World Literature and Comparative Literature. This question is grounded in the context of 
literary pedagogy in the United States, the only place where courses in World Literature are a 
staple of university curricula (D’haen, 2012, 74-95). I hope that the answers will be illuminating 
for other contexts as well since some of the mechanisms for canon formation may be similar. 
Comparisons might also reveal other mechanisms and in turn shed new light on the ones 
discussed here. 

The status of World Literature in the U.S. university curriculum is closely bound up with 
relations between Comparative Literature and English. As both disciplines have sought to shed 
their Eurocentric origins, their respective globalization has led to contested “ownership” of 
World Literature courses (Cooppan, 2001; Saussy, 2006; Porter, 2011). In the same period, 
translation has been put forward as the paradigm for the future of Comparative Literature, 
further undermining disciplinary differences (Warren, 2007, forthcoming; D’haen, 2012, 129-
32). Together these responses to twenty-first century globalization seem to have conspired to 
marginalize medieval European literature: it is often designated to represent the myopic 
constraints of Eurocentrism; translation seems to bring an extra layer of inauthenticity to pre-
modern studies. And yet translation combined with a global perspective refers precisely to 
some of the most exciting work in medieval studies today, as scholars document far-reaching 
cultural networks both around and within surviving literature. Most recently, Adam Miyashiro 
has drawn attention to these convergences between medieval studies and Comparative 
Literature to counteract modernist assumptions about periodization (Miyashiro, 2015). And 
Candace Barrington has shown how translations of medieval literature prompt rethinking of 
dominant paradigms in World Literature (Barrington, 2017).  In the end, medieval Europe was 
never so Eurocentric, or even so medieval, as it was later made out to be.  

Into the disciplinary fray, enter Chaucer in Turkish, Spanish, Danish, Farsi, American Sign 
Language, Portuguese, Japanese, and many more languages, including many varieties of 
modern English. These texts constitute a rich archive for new dialogues about language, 
literature, and identity. If The Canterbury Tales belong as much to Iran or Brazil as to England, 
how might we reconsider the limits of both World Literature and Comparative Literature? Can a 
profoundly national, medieval, English figure be central to rethinking global, contemporary, 
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multilingual literature? Of course the answer is both no and yes. As Derek Walcott once wrote: 
“When they conquer you, you have to read their books” (Walcott, 1962, 60). Even when the 
reading is brought by some more diffuse kind of cultural imperialism, the question of what to 
do with “their books” imposes itself and calls for answers. 

One reply given by Walcott and many others is translation. Just as Walcott gave Homer 
new circulation in Omeros, translators of The Canterbury Tales create new reading publics in 
the World Literature economy. Chaucer’s case both confirms and modifies one of the most 
widely cited definitions of World Literature: “literary works that circulate beyond their culture 
of origin, either in translation or in their original language” (Damrosch, 2003, 4). First, the 
matter of “original language,” is a slippery one for Middle English, with some claiming that it is 
perfectly accessible to modern readers with a few glosses and others that it requires 
translation. Second, the broadening of Chaucer’s global reach through translation both 
solidifies Eurocentric paradigms and disrupts them (much like translating Shakespeare). Even as 
we continue to read what has already been read, translations can fortify linguistic and cultural 
diversity under the homogenizing pressures of Anglophone globalization.   
 The essays in this cluster, Chaucer’s Global Compaignye, bear witness to global 
circulation as multilingual dispersion. Here, I approach them through the lens of another form 
of circulation—the codification of World Literature in English-language anthologies. The 
anthology genre is a microcosm of how globalization exerts pressure on historical canons of 
literature, which in turn conditions how we might imagine the future. And since anthologies 
rely on translation even as they market cultural diversity, they embody the open scandal at the 
heart of World Literature, where the global demand for access effaces the literary work of 
translation. How do anthologies’ economic paradigms, which often rely on public domain 
translations, affect their aesthetic messaging? What, if anything, should we conclude from the 
composition of their editorial boards—predominantly led by US scholars of Comparative 
Literature (D’haen, 2012, 93)? By assessing how World Literature anthologies present Chaucer 
to the English-reading world, I address the broader issue of how Comparative Literature can 
engage medieval Europe without reproducing modernist Eurocentrism. 
 
Chaucer in the World, I 
 

When did Chaucer become “Chaucer”, in the global sense? The process begins with 
nation-based canonization, which we might date to the fifteenth century, when Thomas 
Hoccleve invoked “maister Chaucer” in The Regiment of Princes to legitimize his own voice on 
the national stage. The process took a giant leap forward with John Dryden in the seventeenth 
century, who gave Chaucer the unequivocal title “Father of English poetry” in his Fables Ancient 
and Modern (1700). Dryden’s collection, moreover, is an early version of a World Literature 
anthology, featuring modern English translations of Homer, Ovid, Boccaccio, and Chaucer (“The 
Knight’s Tale,” “The Nun’s Priest’s Tale,” and “The Wife of Bath’s Tale”). Dryden’s Fables was 
regularly reprinted throughout the eighteenth century, with ten prints and editions appearing 
between 1700 and 1797 (Eighteenth Century Collections Online). Dryden’s collection was thus 
more or less continuously available during a pivotal period of British imperial expansion—which 
in turn imposed various forms of Chaucer on colonial pedagogy around the world. Chaucer 
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became Global Chaucer, then, in part because of his standing in the literary canon of a powerful 
nation that became an imperial power.  

Chaucer’s status in World Literature has obviously not waned since Dryden’s day. 
Indeed, several essays in this cluster characterize The Canterbury Tales as a “classic” that 
transcends contextual bounds and thus invites translation around the world: Ebbe Klitgård 
invokes the world canon to explain Danish translation; Raúl Ariza-Barile points out that in 
Mexico the high school curriculum of “literatura universal” includes Chaucer.  Similarly, 
selections from Chaucer appear in all three of the World Literature anthologies most common 
in the US curriculum—Longman (Damrosch and Pike, 2009), Bedford (Davis, 2004), and Norton 
(Puchner, 2012). What is perhaps surprising, though, is the “micro canon” of selections from 
the Tales that knits together all of these publications, from Dryden to Chaucer’s Global 
Compaignye: The Wife of Bath’s Prologue and Tale. Every essay in this cluster except José 
Francisco Botelho’s refers to Alisoun, with extensive discussion by both Carol Robinson and 
Patience Agbabi. In short, the canon of the Chaucer canon is one tale. The reasons for this 
convergence can be varied, but undoubtedly have something to do with Chaucer’s extended 
voicing of a woman character, which affords an opportunity to diversify the representation of 
medieval literature even while hewing closely to the inherited canon.  

The sources used for anthologies along with their editorial framing further shape 
understanding of Chaucer in World Literature. The Longman, for example, adopts J. U. Nicolson 
(1885-1944), who squarely represents the continuity of the “maister Chaucer” tradition. In the 
original publication from 1934, Nicolson begins by questioning the very value of translation: 
“Why, then, should any man permit himself to change, however slightly, the work of this old 
master, merely that it may be read with ease?” (Nicolson, 1934, xi). He concludes that the only 
reason is to inspire the effort to read the original (xii). Such readers, however, have already 
been ridiculed in the preface by Gordon Hall Gerould: “Something of all this [Chaucer’s artistry 
and mastery] the reader of the following translation into modern English can appreciate, even 
though he has never taken the trouble to get acquainted with Chaucer at first hand” (ix). These 
comments from Gerould and Nicolson neatly sum up nationalist ways of reading medieval 
English literature.  

The editorial framing in the Longman reinforces these inherited ways of reading Chaucer 
even as the editors clearly endeavor to communicate the nuances of translation and 
transmission. For starters, the first sentence introducing The Canterbury Tales articulates some 
breezy assumptions that could have been written by Nicolson: “Like so much else in the world 
of fourteenth-century England, Chaucer’s family name was derived from the French” 
(Damrosch and Pike, 2009, 1087). This summary glosses over the complex reasons why French 
language influenced the fourteenth century as well as the period’s multilingual and 
multicultural realities—and turns immediately to biography as the essential entry point for 
understanding The Canterbury Tales. Next, we find the Wife of Bath’s Tale paired with the 
Miller’s Tale: in the absence of comment on the motivation, this pairing associates Chaucer 
with one particular medieval stereotype, “the bawdy tale.” Overall, the introduction seems 
most concerned to compare Chaucer unfavorably with Dante. Indeed, in the Dante section we 
find a comparative approach to translation and transmission that brings global engagement to 
the medieval period. Dante is one of two authors who is featured with a “Translation” section 
that asks what can be learned by comparing several English versions of the same passage; 
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Dante also attracts the Longman’s second innovation, a “Resonance” section that features later 
literary works in dialogue with the main selection (in this case, a passage from Chaucer’s 
Monk’s Tale about Ugolino of Pisa and a poem about Hell by Amiri Baraka).  Both of these 
gestures disrupt the flattening effects of monolingual reading. Yet in the end Chaucer remains a 
somewhat parochial Englishman, beholden to the French and the Italians for good ideas. 

The Bedford takes further steps toward a global, rather than national, Chaucer. In this 
case the text for The Canterbury Tales comes from Theodore Morrison (1901-88), an American 
poet of similar generation to Nicolson but of markedly different spirit. For example, Morrison 
notes in the preface to the original publication that medieval England was part of a broader 
world: “This turbulent world rubbed edges with the near and even the far East” (Morrison, 
1949, 1). He goes on to quote J. L. Lowes summarizing the worldly contacts represented in 
Chaucer’s work as well as in his life (Morrison, 1949, 1; Lowes, 1931, 9)—a portrait not so 
different from the one that Candace Barrington and Jonathan Hsy have painted in their 
introduction to this collection. Later in his volume, Morrison discusses translation in ways that 
are perfectly compatible with contemporary translation studies, analyzing Dryden and 
Alexander Pope as well as his own translation method (Morrison, 1949, 44-56). Morrison’s 
approach is mirrored in the preface to the Bedford anthology itself, which promotes the idea of 
comparing translations as integral to an ethical pedagogy (Davis et al, 2004, xxi). Finally, the 
editorial framing of The Canterbury Tales provides a great deal of animating context that 
presents Chaucer as multilingual and worldly, his texts contingent rather than fixed.  

The most recent Norton anthology similarly addresses the relationship between the 
national and the global. It is noticeably distinct for featuring a translation contemporary with 
the anthology itself, by Sheila Fisher, professor of medieval English literature. In the preface to 
her original volume, Fisher draws explicitly on the dual inheritance that keeps Chaucer 
circulating. On the one hand, she describes her motivation for the translation as one of cultural 
and scholarly jealousy: The Canterbury Tales deserve notice as the “first literary text to be 
printed in English” (Fisher, 2011, xxxiv) and Chaucer should be as “loved and revered as 
Shakespeare and Austen” (Fisher, 2011, xv). Nicolson and Gerould would surely agree. On the 
other hand, Fisher casts Chaucer as always already part of World Literature: “we can view 
Chaucer’s work, in its own time, as a form of self-consciously global literature. This perspective 
underlines both a common trans-European cultural heritage and the ways in which the same 
text, in a different social and regional context, attains a different meaning” (Fisher, 2011, xxxiii). 
Contributors to this cluster would probably agree—and indeed, they and the editors go beyond 
the trans-European frame to highlight connections with the far south and far east. Overall, 
Fisher’s approach illustrates the unresolvable conundrum of World Literature, where defenders 
of marginalized or underappreciated works often use the same terms as the defenders of 
traditional paradigms. There is indeed no path out of this impasse between the description and 
prescription of “what’s worth reading”—except to assess its workings at every possible turn. 

The Norton’s editorial framing treads thoughtfully through this impasse. One is tempted 
to attribute this approach to the influence of the medieval and early modern scholars on the 
editorial team, Susan Conklin Akbari and Barbara Fuchs, both known for their work in 
postcolonial studies. In line with Barrington and Hsy’s framing of this cluster, the Norton’s 
editorial sequencing places Chaucer as a continuation of The Thousand and One Nights and 
Boccaccio’s Decameron—all collections of tales. The editors discuss directly the reasoning 
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behind the selection of the tales from The Wife of Bath and the Pardoner: together they show 
the complexities of class and religion in the late Middle Ages, while also portraying complex 
narratives who exceed stereotypes (Puchner, 2012, 660-61). The introduction takes a similar 
approach to Chaucer himself: the first key fact biographical fact is his middle class identity 
(rather than his French name); the editors underscore the work of canonization as something 
done to Chaucer in later centuries—rather than as an inherent textual quality (Puchner, 2012, 
657). Perhaps the most innovative feature of the Norton is the structure of the opening section, 
entitled “Circling the Mediterranean: Europe and the Islamic World.” Chaucer appears here in a 
chronology that follows geography rather than later national formations. The context, in other 
words, is always already global.  

Chaucer in the World, II 

Just as Chaucer is part of World Literature, World Literature is part of Chaucer’s Global 
Compaignye. The most direct entry point is tucked into the final footnote in Alizera 
Mahdipour’s essay: “Persian literature was considered by Goethe one of the four main bodies 
of world literature.” Johan Wolfgang von Goethe is the uncontested popularizer of the term 
weltliteratur and the canonical starting point for all reflections on both World Literature and 
Comparative Literature. We can again take anthologies as an index: World Literature in Theory 
and The Princeton Sourcebook of Comparative Literature include the exact same extract; World 
Literature: A Reader also features Goethe, with a different set of texts (Damrosch, 2014; 
Damrosch et al., 2009; D’haen et al., 2012). At the heart of Goethe’s weltliteratur concept, one 
finds ancient Persian literature, as Mahdipour notes. Goethe was famously inspired by the 
medieval poet Hafiz / Hafez when he crafted the poetry collection West-österlicher Divan 
(1819) and considered himself the Persian poet’s “twin” (Dabashi, 2015, 87-102; Rahimieh, 
2011, 297-99). Indeed, Goethe appears in the Longman World Literature anthology as a 
“resonance” with Hafiz / Hafez (Damrosch and Pike, 2009, 383). Chaucer becomes the latest 
resonance, as the “last major author” to enter the Persian literary system through translation 
(Mahdipour). In this context, as Maudipour shows, Chaucer reanimates Persian literature’s 
complex relationship with monotheism and European cultural imperialism.  

Goethe’s first encounter with Hafiz / Hafez took place in German translation, thanks to 
the work of philologists who dedicated themselves to learning and translating ancient Persian. 
These philologists are collectively cited as some of the key founders of Comparative Literature 
(Dabashi, 2015, 83), including Johann Gottfried Herder (who provides the first extract for The 
Princeton Sourcebook [Damrosch et al, 2009]). In this sense, World Literature and Comparative 
Literature both emerge from the globalization of literature in the eighteenth century: 
philologists were “Europeanizing” the Persian language even as European languages were being 
exported (Dabashi, 2015, 81). As Hamid Dabashi has shown, Persian literature was “cross-
canonized” in British colonialism at the same time that it became a locus of national 
identification in Persia (Dabashi, 2015, 87). In other words, the same operations that brought 
Hafiz / Hafez to Europe have now brought Chaucer beyond Europe. New forms of global 
circulation through both translation and digital platforms point toward a future Comparative 
Literature that can account for Herder’s Persian philology as something more than European. 
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Beyond the name of Goethe, World Literature surfaces in Chaucer’s Global Compaignye 
through references to pre-modern texts that, like Chaucer for England, have high status in the 
local context. Such references include the Persian medieval epic Shah-Nama: Book of Kings by 
Firdousi / Firdawsi / Ferdowsi (c. 940-1020) (Mahdipour) and the Portuguese epic Os Lusíadas 
by Luis Vaz de Camões (c. 1524-1580) (Botelho). These figures, like Chaucer, are both nationally 
and globally significant. Indeed, Firdousi / Firdawsi / Ferdowsi is anthologized in the same 
volumes as Chaucer (Damrosch and Pike, 2009, 507-18; Davis et al., 2004, 377-400; Puchner, 
2012, 182-206).  The national canon of the target language, in other words, makes English-
language World Literature both locally true and contemporary. Mahdipour, for example, posits 
that ancient Persian poets are more contemporary in Iran than Chaucer or Shakespeare in 
England. Similarly, Botelho describes using vocabulary from the Portuguese Middle Ages to 
“medievalize” contemporary Brazilian culture. This archaic vocabulary is associated with rural 
settings, which makes the translation both a temporal and spatial gathering. Koichi Kano 
describes a parallel procedure in Japanese translation of Chaucer, where vocabulary drawn 
from samurai traditions is recognizable in modern Japanese but also coded as archaic in ways 
that make the modern translation a multitemporal performance that is still also medieval. 
Finally, Nazmi Ağıl hypothesizes that a popular twentieth-century novel paved the way for 
Chaucer’s reception in Turkish. Although this source is not ancient like the others, its status in 
the Turkish national canon gives it a similar function as mediator between Chaucer and 
contemporary readers.  

These convergences structure mutually reinforcing canons, which legitimize both the 
target language as an appropriate medium for Chaucer and Chaucer as an appropriate source 
for translation in a new context. World Literature, like Global Chaucer, resists imperial 
formations while also confirming their hegemonic effects. Today, these entanglements are 
circulate via interwoven cultural hegemonies: World Literature canons in English for primarily 
U.S. markets; Chaucer in world languages for largely nation-based markets; publications like 
this with global subscription-based circulation. Each of these modes of circulation generates a 
different map of access; none is universal even if all are global in some sense. They suggest the 
need for a pliable definition of World Literature that goes beyond the criteria of geographic 
range or aesthetic force to account for the politics of translation and the materiality of access. 
This could also be a World Literature that overcomes Eurocentrism without conflating that 
formation with the European Middle Ages. 
 
Chaucer in Globalectics 
 

The geopolitics embedded in both the history of World Literature and its current 
marketing call for careful and continuous accounting. In the spirit of perpetual inquiry, we 
might attend closely to Ngũgĩ wa Thiong’o’s concept of globalectics. This neologism combines 
global with dialectics in a savvy re-interpretation of one of “their books,” Georg Wilhelm 
Friedrich Hegel’s Phenomenology of the Spirit (1807). Ngũgĩ is a Kenyan writer of “world 
literature” fame, considered a contender for the Nobel Prize in Literature. He has cultivated 
literature in Gikuyu at the same time that English has also been central to his life and creativity. 
In 2002, he became the director of the International Center for Writing and Translation at the 
University of California, Irvine. There, in 2010, he gave the René Wellek lectures, part of a series 
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begun in 1981 to honor one of the foundational figures of Comparative Literature. Nowadays, 
Wellek is probably most closely identified with his oft-anthologized essay “The Crisis of 
Comparative Literature” (1959); he is, not coincidentally, a former contributing editor to the 
Norton Anthology of World Masterpieces (1980). In the present context, it is worth noting that 
Wellek and Ngũgĩ both appear in the Princeton Sourcebook for Comparative Literature. Ngũgĩ 
used the occasion of the Wellek lectures to introduce the world to globalectics. 

 Ngũgĩ’s conception of the dialectics of translation in the globalized cultural system 
provides a model for World Literature that can account both for Chaucer’s legacy of “mastery” 
and for his global dispersion. Ngũgĩ provides a clear path beyond such binaries as 
local/universal, domestic/foreign, national/imperial, original/translation. First, he addresses 
history by proposing a world literature that remains tethered to all that came before, rather 
than isolated as a timeless aesthetic phenomenon: “World literature must include what’s 
already formed in the world as well as what’s now informed by the world, at once a coalition, a 
cohesion, and coalescence of literatures in world languages into global consciousness. It is a 
process” (Ngũgĩ, 2012, 49). The globality of this temporal concept extends explicitly to canons 
of medieval and ancient literatures: 

 
 Reading globalectically is a way of approaching any text from whatever times 
and places to allow its content and themes [to] form a free conversation with other 
texts of one’s time and place, the better to make it yield its maximum to the human. It is 
to allow it to speak to our own cultural present even as we speak to it from our own 
cultural present. It is to read a text with the eyes of the world; it is to see the world with 
the eyes of a text. 
 Such reading should bring into mutual impact and comprehension the local and 
the global, the here and there, the national and the world. Even old classical literatures 
of different cultures and languages can be read globalectically. (Ngũgĩ, 2012, 60) 

 
This is a vision of a world literature that engages with historical hierarchies without losing 
history. It recognizes that inheritance can bring attention that is more hopeful than harmful. In 
globalectical reading, we can engage the past without imposing or adopting its values. 
 Second, Ngũgĩ places translation at the heart of his paradigm: “Central to the 
pedagogical enterprise is the practice of translation. Translation is the language of languages. It 
opens the gates of national and linguistic prisons. It is thus one of the most important allies of 
world literature and global consciousness. But most important is the globalectic reading of the 
word. Globalectics becomes the way of reading world literature. Globalectical reading means 
breaking open the prison house of imagination built by theories and outlooks that would seem 
to signify that content within is classified, open to only a few” (Ngũgĩ 61). Contemporary 
translations of Chaucer into any number of world languages performs deep globalectical 
reading. These new texts popularize in ways that broaden not only access but participation in 
the meaning-making systems that structure imagination and thus human consciousness. In a 
globaletical relation, even essays about texts whose language is otherwise inaccessible are 
“allies of global consciousness.” 
 Globalectics also helps address the constant suspicion that promoting Chaucer in 
translation serves primarily to retrench the imperial canon. Instead, within both World 
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Literature and Comparative Literature, translation is a generative locus of creativity. Patience 
Agbabi’s rewriting of The Canterbury Tales is one example of a globalectical re-settlement of 
Chaucer in England. Carol Robinson’s account of The Canterbury Tales in American Sign 
Language is another. Her elucidation of the term Deafland, in particular, contrasts with the 
term Deaf World in ways that highlight shifting conceptual boundaries of space and 
communication (Lane, 1996; Bragg, 2001). Both land and world imply journeys that redraw the 
map of textual communities through the disjunctures of gestural communication across the 
“Anglophone world”—let alone across the multilingual globe (Mathur, 2011). These multimodal 
dispersions and discontinuities ensure that “the canon” cannot be fixed in either time or place. 

Globalectical Chaucer is not Eurocentric. Instead, globalectical comparison makes room 
for The Canterbury Tales in every form in which they exist or may yet exist. With globalectics, 
Comparative Literature can include translation without diluting its commitments to 
multilingualism. English can be a foreign language, even in the United States or other 
Anglophone-dominant countries.  And the European Middle Ages can be part of the future 
without reproducing all that they stood for under empire.   
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