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What were the Canterbury Tales about? The Canterbury Tales, written by Geoffrey Chaucer in the
late 14th century, is a seminal work of English literature that captures the essence of medieval
society through a collection of stories narrated by a diverse group of pilgrims. These pilgrims
journey to the shrine of Thomas Becket in Canterbury, and each tale reflects not only the individual
storyteller’s perspective but also the broader social, cultural, and moral fabric of the time. This
article explores the themes, characters, and significance of The Canterbury Tales, providing a
comprehensive understanding of what the work is about.

The Structure of The Canterbury Tales

Frame Narrative

The Canterbury Tales is structured as a frame narrative, which means that it uses a storytelling
framework to present various tales. The overarching story involves a group of pilgrims from different
social classes and professions who are traveling to Canterbury. They decide to pass the time by
telling stories, with each character sharing their own unique tale.

- The Host: The character of the Host, Harry Bailey, plays a crucial role in the structure. He
proposes a storytelling contest to entertain the group, suggesting that each pilgrim tells two tales on
the way to Canterbury and two on the return journey. The best storyteller will receive a free meal at
the tavern upon their return.

- Diversity of Characters: The pilgrims represent a cross-section of 14th-century English society,
including a knight, a prioress, a merchant, a miller, and a cook, among others. This diversity allows
Chaucer to explore various social issues, beliefs, and human behaviors.

Number of Tales

Originally, The Canterbury Tales was intended to comprise over 120 tales, but only 24 were
completed. The tales explore a wide range of themes, from love and morality to social class and
religion. Some of the most notable tales include:

1. The Knight's Tale: A chivalric romance centered around two knights who fall in love with the same
woman.

2. The Miller's Tale: A comedic and bawdy story that satirizes the conventions of love and marriage.
3. The Wife of Bath's Tale: A tale that delves into female empowerment and the nature of marriage.
4. The Pardoner's Tale: A moral fable about greed and its consequences.

Major Themes in The Canterbury Tales



Social Class and Hierarchy

One of the most prominent themes in The Canterbury Tales is the exploration of social class.
Chaucer skillfully uses the various characters to comment on the rigid class structures of medieval
society.

- Representation of Classes: The pilgrims range from the noble Knight to the lowly Plowman,
illustrating the complexities and inequalities of social standing.

- Critique of the Clergy: Many tales, such as The Pardoner's Tale and The Friar's Tale, critique the
corrupt practices of the Church and its representatives, highlighting the moral failings of those in
power.

- Interactions among Classes: The interactions between characters of different social strata provide
a commentary on the social dynamics of the time, often blurring the lines between class distinctions.

Religion and Morality

Religion plays a significant role in the lives of the characters and serves as a backdrop for many of
the tales. Chaucer examines the moral dilemmas and ethical questions that arise within religious
contexts.

- Religious Hypocrisy: Several characters, such as the Pardoner and the Friar, embody the hypocrisy
prevalent in the Church, as they exploit their religious positions for personal gain.

- Moral Lessons: Many tales impart moral lessons, as exemplified by The Pardoner's Tale, which
warns against the dangers of greed and the pursuit of wealth.

- Faith and Redemption: Themes of faith, redemption, and the complexities of human morality are
explored throughout the narratives, illustrating the struggle between sin and virtue.

Love and Relationships

Love is a central theme in The Canterbury Tales, with each tale offering a different perspective on
romantic relationships, marriage, and desire.

- Courtly Love: The Knight's Tale exemplifies the ideals of courtly love, portraying noble knights
engaged in chivalric pursuits for the affection of their ladies.

- Bawdy Humor: In contrast, The Miller’s Tale uses humor and bawdiness to depict the complexities
of love, infidelity, and human desire, ultimately challenging traditional notions of romance.

- Women'’s Agency: The Wife of Bath's Tale is particularly notable for its exploration of female
agency and empowerment, as the Wife of Bath asserts her views on marriage and the dynamics of
power between genders.

Character Analysis

The Pilgrims

The pilgrims are the heart of The Canterbury Tales, and Chaucer's vivid characterizations bring each
one to life. Below are some of the most significant characters:



1. The Knight: A noble and honorable warrior who represents the ideals of chivalry. His tale reflects
themes of honor, love, and competition.

2. The Wife of Bath: A strong and independent woman who has been married five times. She
challenges societal norms regarding gender roles and marriage.

3. The Pardoner: A corrupt church official who sells indulgences and exploits the faithful. His tale
reveals his own greed and moral corruption.

4. The Miller: A bawdy and raucous character who delights in telling a scandalous tale that mocks
societal norms and the upper class.

Chaucer’s Use of Language

Chaucer’s mastery of the English language is one of the defining features of The Canterbury Tales.
Written in Middle English, his work showcases a variety of dialects and styles, reflecting the diverse
backgrounds of the characters.

- Poetic Form: The tales are primarily written in rhymed couplets, which enhance the rhythmic
quality and memorability of the stories.

- Colloquial Language: Chaucer employs colloquial language and humor, making the tales accessible
and relatable to a broad audience.

- Character Voices: Each character has a distinct voice and style, allowing readers to engage with
their personalities and perspectives.

Significance of The Canterbury Tales

Literary Importance

The Canterbury Tales holds a vital place in English literature and is often credited with helping to
establish English as a legitimate literary language during a time when Latin and French dominated
the literary scene.

- Pioneering Form: The frame narrative and the use of diverse voices influenced later literary works
and established a precedent for storytelling in literature.

- Social Commentary: The tales provide valuable insights into medieval society, making them a rich
source for historical and sociological study.

Cultural Impact

The Canterbury Tales has had a lasting cultural impact, inspiring countless adaptations,
interpretations, and retellings in various forms of art and literature.

- Modern Adaptations: The tales continue to be adapted in film, theater, and literature, showcasing
their relevance and appeal across generations.

- Educational Significance: The work is widely studied in academic settings, providing a foundation
for discussions on morality, society, and human nature.

In conclusion, The Canterbury Tales is a multifaceted work that delves into the intricacies of human



experience through a rich tapestry of characters and narratives. Its exploration of themes such as
social class, religion, love, and morality offers timeless insights into the human condition, making it
a cornerstone of English literature and a testament to Geoffrey Chaucer's literary genius.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are ‘The Canterbury Tales'?

'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.

Who is the author of ‘'The Canterbury Tales'?

The author of 'The Canterbury Tales' is Geoffrey Chaucer, an English poet and author considered the
Father of English literature.

What is the main premise of 'The Canterbury Tales'?

The main premise revolves around a diverse group of pilgrims who share stories to entertain each
other during their journey to Canterbury.

How many tales are included in 'The Canterbury Tales'?

There are a total of 24 tales included in 'The Canterbury Tales', although Chaucer intended to write
more.

What themes are explored in 'The Canterbury Tales'?

Themes in 'The Canterbury Tales' include social class, morality, love, and the human condition, often
highlighting the contradictions of society.

What literary form is 'The Canterbury Tales' written in?

‘The Canterbury Tales' is primarily written in Middle English and uses a variety of poetic forms,
including iambic pentameter.

Who are some of the notable characters in 'The Canterbury
Tales'?

Notable characters include the Knight, the Miller, the Wife of Bath, and the Pardoner, each
representing different aspects of medieval society.

What is the significance of the pilgrimage in 'The Canterbury
Tales'?

The pilgrimage serves as a framework for the stories, symbolizing a journey of life and spiritual



reflection, while allowing a glimpse into the characters' lives.

How does 'The Canterbury Tales' reflect medieval society?

'The Canterbury Tales' reflects medieval society by showcasing the diverse social classes and
professions, revealing the complexities of human relationships and societal norms.

What impact did 'The Canterbury Tales' have on literature?

‘The Canterbury Tales' had a profound impact on literature, influencing the development of the
English language and narrative storytelling, as well as paving the way for future writers.
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