
THE CANTERBURY TALES 
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REMAINDER OF YEAR 

�  Week 26:  Canterbury Tales 

�  Week 27:  Sinners in the Hands of an Angry God 

�  Week 28:  The Witch of Blackbird Pond, and FINAL review 

�  Week 29:  FINAL 



THE CANTERBURY TALES 

�  Imagine 

�  Read intro from Omnibus II. 



GEOFFREY CHAUCER 

�  Born in London 

�  Between 1340 and 1343 

�  During the reign of King Edward III 

�  Middle-class family 

 



GEOFFREY CHAUCER 

�  Learned man with broad experience 

�  He worked as: 

�  Page 

�  Soldier in the army, he was captured in France and ransomed 

�  Diplomat 

�  Promoted to various positions at court during the reigns of King 
Edward III and King Richard II 



GEOFFREY CHAUCER 

�  John of Gaunt, Duke of Lancaster 

�  His life-long benefactor, very powerful man 

�  (John of Gaunt was also a strong supporter of John Wycliffe, and 
there is good reason as well for suspecting that Chaucer himself 
may have been sympathetic to the Lollards, which is what 
followers of Wycliffe were called.) 



GEOFFREY CHAUCER 

�  These varied experiences and connections gave Chaucer a 
broad acquaintance with English life 

�  He incorporated this knowledge into his tales 

�  The pilgrims in his story range from those in the upper, educated 
class, the working class and the clergy 



THE CANTERBURY TALES 

�  Chaucer probably began writing his tales in 1385 (or 1386) 

�  He continued to write until his death on October 25, 1400 

�  His initial plan of 120 stories was far from complete 

�  He gave us a wonderful description of medieval England 



THE CANTERBURY TALES 

�  Middle English was the language used from about 1100-1485 

�  Chaucer wrote his tales in the East Midland dialect of London, a 
dialect of Middle English 

�  All but two of Chaucer’s tales are written in poetry 

�  The Canterbury Tales were first printed by William Caxton in 1478 



THE CANTERBURY TALES 

�  The book is constructed as though it is a careful report of stories 
told by travelers making a pilgrimage to Canterbury Cathedral 

�  His plan for his collection of stories was to have each of the 29 
pilgrims tell two stories on each way of the journey 

�  Including himself as one of the pilgrims, this would have meant a 
total of 120 tales 

�  He finished only 24 before his death 



THE CANTERBURY TALES 

�  The travelers are traveling to Saint Thomas a Becket’s shrine 

�  Some are faithful pilgrims going to do penance or ask for healing 

�  Some are simply tourists 

�  The host, who is the innkeeper where the pilgrimage begins 



THE CANTERBURY TALES 

�  The host suggests a contest:  the one whom he judges to tell the 
best tale will get supper paid for by the other travelers when they 
return from Canterbury back to the inn 

�  The travelers all agree with the plan and draw lots to see who will 
be first 

�  The noble knight is chosen 

�  The tales begin! 



HOW SHOULD WE READ? 

�  Whenever we sit down to read anything, we need to be thinking 
about a couple of things: 

�  What is the author saying or assuming about the ultimate 
questions of life? 

�  Is the author right? 

�  If you were traveling in this group, you would not only be listening 
to each story for enjoyment, you should also be analyzing the 
content of the story. 



HOW SHOULD WE READ? 

�  The first thing you would wonder about is the story teller: 

�  Is this person reliable? 

�  Is he or she a Christian, telling this story with a biblical mindset? 

�  Is the person not to be trusted? 

�  Is this storyteller a thief? A liar? 

�  Is he filled with bitterness or resentment? 

�  In The Canterbury Tales we have both kinds of storytellers: some 
are admirable characters, and some are not 



HOW SHOULD WE READ? 

�  The other important thing we must bear in mind is the historical 
context: 

�  When were these tales written? 

�  What was going on during that time? 

�  Chaucer wrote his tales at the end of the fourteenth century, 
before the Reformation 

�  An age of superstition, people thinking that they could earn their 
salvation through “good works” or by making pilgrimages and 
doing penance 



CHARACTERS 

�  Chaucer introduces the various 
characters, describing their 
appearance as well as their 
personality 

�  A noble knight 

�  A squire 

�  A yeoman 

�  A prioress traveling with a nun and 
three priests 

�  A monk 

�  A wanton friar 

�  A not-so-honest merchant 

�  A virtuous clerk 

�  The wife of Bath 

�  A pious parish priest 

�  An honest ploughman 

�  An obnoxious miller 

�  The host 



CHURCH CONCEPTS AND OFFICES OF 
THE 1300’S 

�  Monk – A member of a monastery.  As monasteries grew to be 
wealthy landholders, monks would travel as overseers or 
messengers outside the walls of their monastery. 

�  Friar – A man who preached and taught in churches, not in 
monasteries. 

�  Prioress – The head of a small abbey; a Mother Superior. 

�  Priest – A man, often of low birth, who preached sermons and 
tended the sick in villages.  Usually very poor. 



CHURCH CONCEPTS AND OFFICES OF 
THE 1300’S 

�  Indulgences – Letters of pardon for sin, sold for money by the 
Church, in the Middle Ages. 

�  Relics – Pieces of bone, wood, clothing, or metal purported to be 
from or associated with Jesus or saints of old.  Relics played a 
huge part in the superstitious life of Medieval Christians.  For 
instance, no altar could be acceptable for the celebration of the 
mass unless it contained a relic. 

�  Pardoner – Seller of indulgences. 



SATIRE AND IRONY 

�  Satire:  use of mockery, irony, or wit to attack or ridicule 
something, such as a habit, idea, or custom that is, or is 
considered to be, foolish or wrong. 

�  Irony:  a way of speaking or writing in which the ordinary meaning 
of the words is the opposite of the thought in the speaker’s mind.  
An event or outcome which is the opposite of what would 
naturally be expected. 



CHANTICLEER AND THE FOX 

�  Read in class. 



READING HOMEWORK 

The Canterbury Tales 
�  The Prologue 

�  The Knight’s Tale 

�  The Nun’s Priest Tale 

�  Extra Credit: 

�  The Wife of Bath’s Tale 

Words of Delight 
�  none 



READING HOMEWORK 

�  Electronic copy of The Canterbury Tales. 

�  http://academic.brooklyn.cuny.edu/webcore/murphy/
canterbury/ 

  

�  List of vocabulary words from The Canterbury Tales, to help you 
with comprehension. 

�  https://www.vocabulary.com/lists/25201#view=notes 

  



ENGRADE HOMEWORK 

�  none 



WRITTEN HOMEWORK 

�  Complete the following chart for each of the stories you read. 

 

TALES	 TYPE	OF	
STORY	

MORAL	OF	THE	TALE	 WHAT’S	BIBLICAL	
ABOUT	THE	TALE	

WHAT’S	UNBIBLICAL	
ABOUT	THE	TALE	

Knight’s	Tale	 Courtly	
Romance	

Man’s	foolish	
complaints	and	
a:empts	to	
manipulate	“fate”	

The	Providence	of	God	
is	in	control	of	all	
things	and	is	good.	

Confusion	of	Jupiter	
with	the	Triune	God	of	
Scripture.	

The	Nun’s	
Priest	Tale	

Comic	Fable,	
Fableaux	

		 		 		

EXTRA	CREDIT	
15	points	
The	Wife	of	
Bath’s	Tale	

Exemplum	
(story	with	a	
moral	point)	

		 		 		


