
the canterbury tales literature guide
The Canterbury Tales is one of the most significant works of English literature, written by
Geoffrey Chaucer in the late 14th century. This collection of stories provides a vivid and
nuanced portrayal of medieval society, showcasing a diverse range of characters and their
narratives as they embark on a pilgrimage to the shrine of Thomas Becket in Canterbury.
This literature guide aims to delve into the complexities of The Canterbury Tales,
exploring its themes, characters, structure, historical context, and its enduring influence
on literature.

Historical Context

Understanding the historical backdrop of The Canterbury Tales is crucial for appreciating
its themes and characters.

The Medieval Period

- Feudal System: The tales reflect the social hierarchy of the time, with characters
representing various classes, from nobility to peasantry.
- Religious Influence: The Catholic Church played a significant role in everyday life, and
this is evident in the religious figures among the pilgrims.

The Life of Geoffrey Chaucer

- Biography: Born around 1343, Chaucer was a poet, diplomat, and courtier. His
experiences influenced his writing, allowing him to depict a wide range of societal
perspectives.
- Literary Innovations: Chaucer's use of the English vernacular was revolutionary, helping
to popularize the language in literature.

Structure of The Canterbury Tales

The Canterbury Tales is framed as a story within a story, where a group of pilgrims share
tales to entertain one another during their journey.

The General Prologue

- Introduction of Characters: The General Prologue introduces the pilgrims, each
representing a different segment of society.



- Setting the Stage: The pilgrimage to Canterbury is established as a common theme,
creating a sense of unity among the diverse characters.

Storytelling Framework

- Tales and Their Order: The tales are told in a specific order, reflecting the personalities
and occupations of the narrators.
- Character Interactions: The interactions between pilgrims enrich the storytelling
experience, often leading to conflicts and humor.

Themes in The Canterbury Tales

Chaucer weaves various themes throughout his work, revealing insights into human
nature and societal norms.

Social Class and Hierarchy

- Representation of Classes: The tales feature characters from different social strata,
illustrating the complexities of the feudal system.
- Critique of Society: Chaucer often critiques the flaws and hypocrisies of each class,
particularly through the clergy and the nobility.

Religion and Morality

- Religious Hypocrisy: Many characters, such as the Pardoner and the Friar, exemplify the
corruption within the Church.
- Moral Lessons: Each tale often ends with a moral lesson, reflecting the values and beliefs
of medieval society.

Love and Relationships

- Courtly Love: Many tales explore the concept of courtly love, highlighting romantic ideals
and the complexities of relationships.
- Marriage and Fidelity: The Wife of Bath’s tale, for instance, raises questions about
gender roles and the institution of marriage.

Key Characters in The Canterbury Tales

The characters in The Canterbury Tales are richly drawn and contribute significantly to



the work's themes and narratives.

The Knight

- Description: A noble warrior, the Knight embodies the ideals of chivalry and honor.
- Tale: His tale explores themes of truth, justice, and the complexities of love.

The Wife of Bath

- Description: A bold and outspoken woman, the Wife of Bath challenges traditional gender
roles.
- Tale: Her story discusses the nature of marriage and female sovereignty, making a
significant feminist statement for its time.

The Pardoner

- Description: A corrupt church official, the Pardoner sells indulgences and preaches
against sin while embodying it himself.
- Tale: His tale critiques greed and the moral decay of society.

Literary Techniques and Style

Chaucer employs various literary techniques that enhance the storytelling and thematic
depth of The Canterbury Tales.

Use of Vernacular

- Accessibility: By writing in Middle English, Chaucer made literature accessible to a
broader audience, paving the way for future English writers.
- Dialect and Style: His use of regional dialects adds authenticity to the characters and
their stories.

Frame Narrative

- Storytelling Structure: The frame narrative allows for a rich tapestry of stories that
reflect diverse perspectives.
- Character Development: The way characters interact and respond to one another's tales
adds depth to the work.



Irony and Satire

- Social Commentary: Chaucer’s use of irony, particularly with characters like the Monk
and the Friar, serves as a critique of societal norms.
- Humor: The humor in the tales often masks deeper moral and ethical questions.

Influence and Legacy

The Canterbury Tales has had a profound influence on English literature and continues to
be studied and celebrated today.

Impact on Literature

- Pioneering Work: Chaucer is often regarded as the "father of English literature," and his
work laid the groundwork for future writers.
- Inspiration for Authors: Later writers, such as Shakespeare and Milton, drew inspiration
from Chaucer’s themes and characterizations.

Modern Adaptations

- Film and Theatre: Various adaptations of The Canterbury Tales have emerged in film and
stage productions, showcasing its timeless relevance.
- Literary Analysis: Scholars continue to analyze and interpret the tales, exploring new
themes and perspectives in modern contexts.

Conclusion

The Canterbury Tales stands as a landmark of English literature, offering a rich
exploration of the human experience through its diverse characters and narratives.
Chaucer's keen observations of society, along with his innovative use of language and
structure, have ensured the work's enduring legacy. As readers and scholars continue to
engage with The Canterbury Tales, the themes of love, morality, and social critique remain
relevant, inviting new interpretations and discussions in the ever-evolving landscape of
literature. Whether one is a scholar or a casual reader, The Canterbury Tales offers a
treasure trove of insights into the complexities of human nature and the society of the
past, making it a timeless piece of literary art.

Frequently Asked Questions



What is 'The Canterbury Tales' about?
'The Canterbury Tales' is a collection of stories written by Geoffrey Chaucer in the late
14th century, depicting a group of pilgrims traveling to Canterbury Cathedral. Each
character tells their own tale, reflecting various aspects of medieval society.

Who is the author of 'The Canterbury Tales'?
The author of 'The Canterbury Tales' is Geoffrey Chaucer, often referred to as the 'Father
of English literature'.

What literary techniques does Chaucer use in 'The
Canterbury Tales'?
Chaucer employs various literary techniques including satire, allegory, and character
development, as well as the use of the frame narrative structure, where the overarching
story provides a context for the individual tales.

How many tales are included in 'The Canterbury Tales'?
Originally, 'The Canterbury Tales' was intended to include 120 tales, but only 24 were
completed by Chaucer. The tales are told by 30 characters, with each character telling one
or more stories.

What themes are explored in 'The Canterbury Tales'?
Major themes include the nature of love, the corruption of the church, social class, and the
quest for morality and virtue. Chaucer explores these themes through the diverse
backgrounds and perspectives of the pilgrims.

What is the significance of the character of the Wife of
Bath?
The Wife of Bath is a significant character as she challenges traditional gender roles and
societal expectations of women in the Middle Ages. Her prologue and tale discuss themes
of female empowerment, marriage, and sexuality.

How does Chaucer portray different social classes in
'The Canterbury Tales'?
Chaucer portrays a wide range of social classes, from nobility to peasants, highlighting the
complexities and contradictions of medieval society. Each character's tale reflects their
social standing and personal experiences.

What is the structure of 'The Canterbury Tales'?
The structure of 'The Canterbury Tales' is a frame narrative, where the main story involves
a group of pilgrims who agree to tell stories to entertain each other on their journey to



Canterbury, creating a collection of diverse tales.

Why is 'The Canterbury Tales' considered a cornerstone
of English literature?
'The Canterbury Tales' is considered a cornerstone of English literature because it was
one of the first major works written in the English vernacular, showcasing the richness of
the language and offering a vivid portrayal of life in the 14th century.
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