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INTRODUCTION: A JOURNEY INTO MEDIEVAL
STORYTELLING

Imagine a group of thirty strangers gathered at a London tavern,
preparing for a religious pilgrimage to the shrine of Saint Thomas
Becket in Canterbury. To pass the time on the road, they agree to
a storytelling contest: each pilgrim will tell four tales—two on the
way there and two on the way back—and the best storyteller will
win a free dinner. This simple premise gave birth to one of the
most enduring and influential works of English literature: The
Canterbury Tales Geoffrey Chaucer wrote in the late
fourteenth century. More than just a collection of stories, the
poem is a vivid snapshot of medieval society, a masterclass in
characterisation, and a pioneering work that helped shape the
English language itself. For students, scholars, and casual readers
alike, The Canterbury Tales remains a doorway into a world both
distant and surprisingly familiar.

THE WORLD OF GEOFFREY CHAUCER: LIFE AND TIMES

Chaucer (c. 1343-1400) was not a cloistered monk or a reclusive
scholar; he was a courtier, a diplomat, a civil servant, and a keen
observer of human nature. Born into a prosperous wine merchant
family, he served in the households of several English nobles,
travelled to France and ltaly, and held positions such as
Controller of Customs and Clerk of the King’s Works. His wide-
ranging experiences exposed him to people from all walks of
life—from knights and clergy to merchants and labourers—and he
poured these observations into his poetry.

The late fourteenth century was a turbulent period in England.
The Black Death had wiped out a third of the population, the
Hundred Years’ War with France was dragging on, and the
Catholic Church was rife with corruption and internal conflict.
Feudal structures were beginning to crumble, and a new middle
class was rising. The Canterbury Tales Geoffrey Chaucer
wrote reflects this upheaval with sharp wit and a generous dose
of scepticism. He wrote in Middle English, the vernacular of the
people, rather than in Latin or French, which were the languages
of the educated elite. This choice was revolutionary and helped
establish English as a literary language.

To understand The Canterbury Tales Geoffrey Chaucer
created, it is helpful to know a little about the man himself.

THE STRUCTURE: A FRAME NARRATIVE WITH
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ENDLESS POSSIBILITIES

The Pilgrimage as a
Unifying Device

At the heart of The Canterbury Tales Geoffrey Chaucer
constructed is a frame narrative known as the pilgrimage. The
General Prologue introduces us to the host, Harry Bailey, and the
diverse group of pilgrims at the Tabard Inn in Southwark, just
outside London. They agree to the storytelling contest, and each
tale is embedded within the larger story of the journey itself. This
structure allowed Chaucer to switch between different
genres—romance, fabliau, sermon, beast fable, moral
allegory—and to explore a wide range of tones from the bawdy to
the sublime.

The Unfinished Masterpiece

Chaucer originally planned 120 tales (four per pilgrim), but he
completed only 24—and even some of those may have been left
in draft form. The unfinished state of the work has sparked
centuries of scholarly debate and speculation, but it also adds to
its charm. The pilgrims never reach Canterbury within the text,
and the return journey is not included. Yet the fragmentary
nature of The Canterbury Tales Geoffrey Chaucer left behind
only heightens the sense that this is a living, breathing
world—one we can enter at any point and still find something

new.

MEMORABLE CHARACTERS AND THEIR TALES

The strength of The Canterbury Tales Geoffrey Chaucer lies
not just in the stories themselves, but in the pilgrims who tell
them. Chaucer’s characterisation is remarkably nuanced; each
pilgrim is introduced in the General Prologue with a mix of
physical description, social status, and moral assessment that
feels three-dimensional.

The Knight and the Miller:
Opposites in Every Way

The Knight is the first pilgrim described and represents the ideal
of chivalry—honourable, well-travelled, and modest. His tale is a
courtly romance set in ancient Greece, full of noble deeds and
tragic love. In stark contrast, the Miller is a drunken, brawny, and
crude fellow who insists on telling his tale immediately after the
Knight's. The Miller's Tale is a bawdy fabliau about a carpenter,
his young wife, and two suitors—a story filled with slapstick,
trickery, and sexual innuendo. By placing these two tales side by
side, Chaucer highlights the social and moral range of his
pilgrims. The juxtaposition is deliberate and brilliant: no single
voice dominates, and the reader is left to judge each one.
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The Wife of Bath: A
Proto-Feminist Voice

One of the most famous characters in all of English literature, the
Wife of Bath is a bold, outspoken, and sexually experienced
woman who has been married five times. Her Prologue is longer
than her tale and serves as a vigorous defence of female desire
and autonomy. She challenges patriarchal authority, citing
scripture and experience to argue that women should have
control over their husbands and their own bodies. Her tale, a
Arthurian romance about a knight who must learn what women
truly want, reinforces the same theme: sovereignty in marriage.
The Wife of Bath is a controversial figure—some see her as a
liberating voice, others as a caricature—but she remains one of
the most vivid and memorable pilgrims in The Canterbury
Tales Geoffrey Chaucer imagined.

The Pardoner and His Tale
of Greed

The Pardoner is a corrupt church official who sells fake relics and
indulgences to gullible peasants. He is openly admitted his
hypocrisy, and his Prologue is a chilling confession of his deceit.
Yet his tale is a powerful moral fable about three drunken rioters
who set out to find Death, only to kill each other over a hoard of

gold. The contrast between the Pardoner’s own immorality and
his eloquent sermon against greed is one of the most ironic and
unsettling moments in the entire collection. Chaucer forces us to
ask: can a corrupt storyteller still tell a truthfully moral tale? This
ambiguity is central to the genius of The Canterbury Tales
Geoffrey Chaucer wrote.

Other Notable Pilgrims

The cast of pilgrims is vast and varied:

e The Prioress (Madame Eglantine) - a refined, sentimental
nun who speaks French with an English accent and wears a
brooch inscribed Amor vincit omnia (Love conquers all). Her
tale is a miracle story about a murdered choirboy, deeply
antisemitic by modern standards, but indicative of
medieval prejudices.

e The Clerk - a poor, scholarly student from Oxford who tells
a moral story about patient Griselda, a wife who endures
extreme tests of loyalty.

e The Franklin - a wealthy landowner who tells a Breton lay
about a marriage based on mutual trust rather than
domination.

* The Summoner and the Friar - both corrupt religious
officials who trade insults and tell scatological tales
exposing each other’s vices.

e The Cook - a master of his trade who begins a tale but
never finishes it, adding to the sense of an ongoing, chaotic
journey.



THEMES AND LITERARY SIGNIFICANCE

Social Satire and the
Estates Critique

The Canterbury Tales Geoffrey Chaucer used as a vehicle for
social commentary. The General Prologue systematically
describes each pilgrim according to the medieval “estates”
(clergy, nobility, commoners) and then subtly (or not so subtly)
exposes their flaws. The Monk is more interested in hunting than
prayer; the Friar is a seducer and a conniver; the Merchant is in
debt; the Doctor is greedy. Chaucer does not preach—he shows.
His satire is often gentle and humorous, but it can also be biting.
He critiques the corruption of the Church, the hypocrisy of the
middle class, and the fading ideals of chivalry, all while
maintaining a tone of amused observation.

Language and Style

Chaucer wrote in Middle English, which is roughly 600 years old.
Reading the original text requires some training, but even in
modern translation, the vitality of his language shines through.
He used iambic pentameter couplets known as “heroic couplets,”
which later became the standard metre for English poetry. His
vocabulary draws from French, Latin, and Germanic roots,
reflecting the linguistic melting pot of medieval England. The
Canterbury Tales Geoffrey Chaucer composed is also notable

for its diversity of genre: romance, fabliau, saint’s life, moral
allegory, and even a parody of a romance (Sir Thopas, told by
Chaucer himself as a pilgrim). This stylistic variety keeps the
work fresh and unpredictable.

The Role of the Storyteller

A recurring theme in The Canterbury Tales Geoffrey Chaucer
is the relationship between the teller and the tale. The Miller’s
Tale is exactly the sort of crude story you would expect a
drunken miller to tell; the Knight's Tale is dignified and classical;
the Wife of Bath’s Prologue reveals her personal history before
she even begins her narrative. Chaucer toys with the idea that
stories are shaped by the people who tell them, and that truth is
always filtered through personality, bias, and desire. This
meta-fictional layer makes the work feel remarkably modern.

INFLUENCE AND LEGACY

From the moment of its composition, The Canterbury Tales
Geoffrey Chaucer left an indelible mark on English literature. It
was one of the first major works printed by William Caxton in the
fifteenth century, helping to standardise the English language.
Later writers, from Shakespeare to Dryden to the Romantics,
acknowledged their debt to Chaucer. The frame narrative
structure has been imitated countless times, most famously in
Boccaccio’s Decameron (which Chaucer may have known) and
later in works like The Decameron itself, The Arabian Nights, and
even modern television series like The Canterbury Tales
adaptations on the BBC.
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Today, The Canterbury Tales Geoffrey Chaucer remains a
staple of university syllabuses and a beloved text for general
readers. It has been adapted into plays, films, graphic novels, and
even video games. Its characters have become archetypes: the
Wife of Bath as a symbol of female agency, the Pardoner as the
embodiment of hypocrisy, the Knight as the ideal of medieval
honour. The work’s ability to speak across centuries is a
testament to Chaucer’s insight into human nature. We laugh at
the Miller’s crude jokes, we sympathise with the Clerk’s patience,
and we are unsettled by the Pardoner’s cynicism—just as readers
did in the 1390s.

CONCLUSION

The Canterbury Tales Geoffrey Chaucer composed is far
more than a medieval curiosity. It is a treasure chest of
character, humour, pathos, and wisdom. Through a simple
storytelling contest on a pilgrimage, Chaucer created a mirror of
his own society—and in doing so, held up a mirror to all societies.
The pilgrims are us: flawed, contradictory, and endlessly
fascinating. Whether you approach the tales for their historical
value, their literary artistry, or simply for a good story, they
reward with every reading. The road to Canterbury may be long,
but with Chaucer as your guide, the journey is unforgettable.



