introduction to the canterbury tales

The Enduring Legacy of Chaucer's Masterpiece

introduction to the canterbury tales marks a pivotal moment in English literature,
offering a vibrant tapestry of medieval English society woven through the ingenious
framework of a pilgrimage. This collection of stories, penned by Geoffrey Chaucer in the
late 14th century, transcends its historical context to present universal themes of human
nature, faith, and folly. We will delve into the historical setting that gave birth to this
masterpiece, explore the innovative narrative structure that binds the diverse tales
together, and examine the memorable cast of pilgrims who bring the work to life.
Furthermore, we will discuss the linguistic significance of Chaucer’s English, the thematic
richness that continues to resonate, and the enduring impact of The Canterbury Tales on
literature and culture.
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Historical Context of The Canterbury Tales

Geoffrey Chaucer began writing The Canterbury Tales around 1387, a period marked by
significant social, political, and religious upheaval in England. The Black Death had
reshaped the social landscape decades earlier, leading to shifts in class structures and a
growing merchant class. The Hundred Years' War with France also cast a long shadow,
influencing national identity and economic conditions. This era was also a time of religious
ferment, with the Catholic Church holding immense power but also facing growing criticism
and calls for reform, foreshadowing the later Protestant Reformation. Chaucer, as a courtier
and diplomat, was uniquely positioned to observe and reflect these societal currents in his
writing.

Understanding the historical milieu is crucial for appreciating the nuances of The
Canterbury Tales. The Church’s influence permeated daily life, dictating social norms,
offering solace, and holding considerable wealth and political sway. However, the seeds of
dissent and questioning were present, often expressed through satire and allegory. The
feudal system, while still dominant, was showing cracks, and the rise of urban centers
brought together people from various walks of life. Chaucer masterfully captures this
complex societal structure, presenting a world where piety and corruption, nobility and
commonality, coexist and often collide.



The Narrative Framework: A Pilgrimage to
Canterbury

The genius of The Canterbury Tales lies in its ingenious framing device: a group of pilgrims
undertaking a journey from the Tabard Inn in Southwark to the shrine of Saint Thomas
Becket in Canterbury Cathedral. The Host of the Tabard Inn, Harry Bailly, proposes a
storytelling contest to pass the time on their pilgrimage. Each pilgrim is to tell two tales on
the way to Canterbury and two on the way back, with the most entertaining storyteller
earning a free supper at the Host’s expense.

This pilgrimage setting serves as a powerful unifying element, allowing Chaucer to bring
together an incredibly diverse array of characters. The journey itself becomes a metaphor
for life's voyage, with its challenges, diversions, and moments of revelation. The dynamic
between the pilgrims, their interactions, and their reactions to each other’s stories are as
much a part of the narrative as the tales themselves. The structure provides a natural
space for a wide range of genres and tones, from bawdy fabliaux to moralistic exempla and
romantic romances.

Chaucer's Pilgrims: A Cross-Section of Medieval
Society

Chaucer’s pilgrims are not mere archetypes; they are richly drawn individuals, each with
their own motivations, social standing, and personality quirks. The General Prologue
introduces this motley crew, offering vivid portraits that reveal Chaucer’s keen observation
of human nature and social hierarchy. From the noble Knight to the humble Plowman, from
the pious Prioress to the bawdy Miller, each character represents a distinct facet of 14th-
century English life.

The variety of professions and social classes represented is remarkable. We encounter:

e The aristocratic figures like the Knight and his son, the Squire.

e The clergy, including the Monk, the Friar, and the Parson, whose portrayals often
highlight the contrast between religious ideals and earthly realities.

e Members of the burgeoning middle class, such as the Merchant, the Doctor of Physic,
and the Wife of Bath, whose independence and assertiveness are particularly striking.

e The working class and tradesmen, including the Miller, the Reeve, and the Carpenter,
who offer a more grounded and often Rabelaisian perspective.

Chaucer’s descriptions are masterful, using details of clothing, appearance, and behavior to
reveal character. The irony and subtle humor in his portrayals offer a critical yet often



sympathetic glimpse into the motivations and failings of his contemporaries. The Wife of
Bath, with her five husbands and outspoken views on marriage and female autonomy, is
perhaps the most famous example of a pilgrim who defies conventional expectations.

The Art of Storytelling: Diversity of the Tales

The true richness of The Canterbury Tales lies in the astonishing diversity of the stories
themselves. Chaucer intentionally employed a wide array of genres and narrative styles,
reflecting the varied tastes and backgrounds of his pilgrim storytellers. This anthology
within an anthology showcases Chaucer’s remarkable versatility as a writer.

The tales encompass:

e Romances: Stories of chivalry, courtly love, and adventure, such as the Knight's Tale.

e Fabliaux: Humorous and often bawdy tales, frequently involving trickery and sexual
intrigue, exemplified by the Miller’s Tale.

e Sermons and Moral Tales: Stories with explicit moral lessons, like the Parson’s Tale
(which is actually a prose sermon) and the Physician’s Tale.

* Beast Fables: Animal stories with allegorical meanings, such as the Nun’s Priest’s
Tale of Chanticleer and Pertelote.

« Exempla: Short anecdotes used to illustrate a point, often found within longer
moralizing narratives.

The interplay between the teller and the tale is a crucial element. The stories often reflect
or comment upon the character of the pilgrim telling them, creating a complex interplay of
voices and perspectives. The order in which the tales are presented, the interactions
between the pilgrims during storytelling, and the Host’s interventions all contribute to the
dynamic and engaging nature of the work. For instance, the heated exchanges between the
Miller and the Reeve following their respective tales reveal the social tensions and rivalries
among the pilgrims.

Linguistic Innovation and the Birth of English
Literature

Geoffrey Chaucer is often hailed as the "Father of English Literature" for his pioneering use
of Middle English in The Canterbury Tales. At a time when French and Latin were the
languages of court and scholarship, Chaucer chose to write in the vernacular, elevating
English to a new literary status. His dialect, primarily the London dialect of his time,
became the basis for modern English.



Chaucer’s mastery of language is evident in his rich vocabulary, flexible syntax, and his
ability to capture the rhythms of spoken English. He infused his work with humor, pathos,
and a remarkable range of tones, demonstrating the expressive potential of Middle English.
His innovative use of rhyme and meter, particularly the rhyming couplet, also contributed
to the development of English poetic tradition.

The accessibility of The Canterbury Tales in English allowed a wider audience to engage
with sophisticated literature. This decision was not merely practical; it was a deliberate act
of cultural significance, asserting the validity and literary merit of the English language. The
impact of this choice cannot be overstated, as it paved the way for subsequent generations
of English writers to explore the possibilities of their native tongue.

Key Themes and Enduring Relevance

Despite being written over six centuries ago, The Canterbury Tales remains remarkably
relevant due to its exploration of timeless human themes. Chaucer’s work delves into the
complexities of human nature, examining our desires, our beliefs, our virtues, and our vices
with unflinching honesty and often with a wry sense of humor.

Among the central themes are:

e The Nature of Love and Marriage: Explored through tales like the Wife of Bath’s
Prologue and Tale, and the Franklin’s Tale, this theme examines societal expectations,
personal desires, and the dynamics of power within relationships.

» Religion and Spirituality: The pilgrimage itself is a religious act, but Chaucer
scrutinizes the sincerity of religious practice, the corruption within the Church, and the
true meaning of faith, particularly in the contrast between the virtuous Parson and the
corrupt Friar.

e Social Hierarchy and Class: The diverse cast of pilgrims offers a panoramic view of
medieval society, highlighting the tensions and interactions between different social
strata, and questioning established hierarchies.

e Truth and Deception: Many tales involve elements of trickery, disguise, and the
struggle to discern truth from falsehood, reflecting the inherent ambiguity of human
experience.

 The Power of Storytelling: The act of telling stories is itself a central theme,
demonstrating its ability to entertain, to teach, to reveal character, and to offer solace
or challenge existing norms.

Chaucer’s ability to present these themes through relatable characters and engaging
narratives ensures their continued resonance with modern readers. The pilgrims' struggles,
joys, and follies mirror our own, making The Canterbury Tales a profound and enduring
exploration of the human condition.



The Impact and Legacy of The Canterbury Tales

The influence of The Canterbury Tales on subsequent English literature is immeasurable.
Chaucer’s decision to write in English established a literary precedent that empowered
countless writers who followed. His narrative techniques, character development, and
thematic explorations set a standard for centuries of storytelling.

The work has been translated and adapted numerous times, ensuring its continued
accessibility and appeal. Its characters have become archetypes in Western literature, and
its tales continue to be studied, performed, and reinterpreted. The vivid portrayal of
medieval life also provides invaluable historical and sociological insights, making it a crucial
text for understanding the late medieval period.

Beyond its literary impact, The Canterbury Tales has shaped our understanding of English
identity and linguistic development. It stands as a testament to Chaucer’s genius and his
profound understanding of humanity, solidifying its place as one of the most important and
beloved works in the Western literary canon. Its enduring power lies in its ability to connect
with readers across time, offering a timeless reflection of the human experience.

FAQ

Q: Who was Geoffrey Chaucer and why is he important
to English literature?

A: Geoffrey Chaucer was an English poet, diplomat, and civil servant who lived in the 14th
century. He is widely regarded as the "Father of English Literature" because he was one of
the first major writers to use Middle English in his works, rather than French or Latin, which
were the languages of the elite. His masterpiece, The Canterbury Tales, helped to
standardize the English language and establish it as a legitimate literary medium.

Q: What is the basic premise of The Canterbury Tales?

A: The Canterbury Tales is a collection of stories presented within a frame narrative. The
frame involves a group of pilgrims traveling from London to the shrine of Saint Thomas
Becket in Canterbury. To entertain themselves on the journey, the Host of the inn where
they begin proposes that each pilgrim tell two stories on the way to Canterbury and two on
the way back. The pilgrim who tells the best story will win a free meal.

Q: How many stories are in The Canterbury Tales?

A: The Canterbury Tales is an unfinished work. Chaucer intended for each of the
approximately 30 pilgrims to tell four stories, which would have resulted in over 100 tales.
However, only 24 tales were completed.



Q: What kinds of stories are included in The Canterbury
Tales?

A: The collection features a remarkable diversity of genres, reflecting the varied
backgrounds and personalities of the pilgrims. These include romances, fabliaux (bawdy,
humorous tales), saints' lives, sermons, beast fables, and moral exempla.

Q: Who are some of the most famous pilgrims
introduced in The Canterbury Tales?

A: Some of the most memorable pilgrims include the noble Knight, his idealistic son the
Squire, the worldly and assertive Wife of Bath, the jovial and corrupt Friar, the pious but
worldly Prioress, the learned Doctor of Physic, the pious Parson, and the boisterous Miller.
Each is vividly described in the General Prologue.

Q: What is the significance of the pilgrimage setting in
The Canterbury Tales?

A: The pilgrimage serves as a unifying device, bringing together a diverse cross-section of
medieval English society. It also provides a metaphorical journey, representing life's
passage, and allows for a natural progression of tales and interactions between the
characters. The religious context also allows Chaucer to explore themes of faith, sin, and
redemption.

Q: Why is the language of The Canterbury Tales
considered important?

A: Chaucer wrote The Canterbury Tales in Middle English, specifically the London dialect of
his time. This was a significant departure from the French and Latin used in more formal
writing. By using the vernacular, Chaucer not only made his work accessible to a broader
audience but also elevated English as a literary language, significantly influencing the
development of modern English.

Q: What are the main themes explored in The
Canterbury Tales?

A: Key themes include the nature of love and marriage, the hypocrisy and corruption within
the Church, social hierarchy and class distinctions, the complexities of human nature
(virtues and vices), the pursuit of wealth, and the power of storytelling itself as a means of
social commentary and entertainment.

Q: Is The Canterbury Tales still relevant today?

A: Yes, The Canterbury Tales remains highly relevant. Its exploration of universal human
experiences—desire, faith, folly, social dynamics, and the search for meaning—continues to



resonate with readers. The nuanced character portrayals and insightful social commentary
offer timeless perspectives on humanity.
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