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Guide to Responding

Study Guide for Geoffrey Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales

Main Point Summary/Background:
The Canterbury Tales is more than a collection of stories; it is a journey
through the Middle Ages told through numerous tales ranging from the sacred
to the profane and from comedy to tragedy. The Canterbury Tales is
comprised of a wide variety of genres and styles.  There are chivalrous
romances, folktales, fables, and sermons among many other literary genres.
Because The Canterbury Tales are told by a diverse assembly of narrators,
which represent the full spectrum of the various classes and occupations of
medieval life, they contain exquisite observations on the life and conduct of
the people who lived in14th century England. The Tales tell us about their
superstitions, religious beliefs, understanding of politics, and understanding of
philosophy; it reveals their imagination and the harsh reality of the time period.

Remember that medieval literature was often didactic; thus, Chaucer not only
intended for his tales to entertain but also to be instructive.  His stories taught
audiences a large number of lessons, covering topics as disparate as how to
deal with the grief caused by the death of a close relative, how to seek the
favor of a lady, and how to divide a fart into twelve parts.

Related Readings:
This reading is related to the other readings in Unit 12 “The Rise of Western Europe and
the Spread of Civilization,” but especially to those in subunit 12.2 “Medieval Society and
Culture,” such as Dr. Steven Kreis’s “Feudalism and Feudal Relationship.”

Instructions:
Below are responses that serve as sample answers for the study questions. Review
these answers after you have completed the study questions.  Highlighting or taking
notes while you read paired with later outlining and paraphrasing is an excellent method
to ensure comprehension and retention of difficult material.

Questions:

1. Because the poem represents the fundamental classes of feudal society: the
clergy (represented by the parson, the prioress, and the monk); the nobility
(represented by the knight); the peasantry (represented by the plowman);
merchant class (represented by the merchant); and the craftsmen (represented
by the guildsmen).  Other characters represent different social stages: urban
England (represented by the sergeant at law and the physician) and provincial
England (represented by the wife of Bath).
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2. The competition allows Chaucer to assemble a number of diverse narrators, who
represent the full spectrum of the various classes and occupations of medieval
life. This also allows Chaucer to use a large variety of literary genres and
subsequently to show his mastery of poetry. Moreover, the fact that it is a
competition encourages readers to compare the quality and teachings of the
different tales.

3. Pilgrims were people of every social class, which allows Chaucer to explore a
wide variety of subjects from nearly every possible point of view. Also, even
though they were taking part in a journey to visit a religious shrines, most of the
pilgrims were not even very religious, which allows Chaucer to represent the
irony of taking part in pilgrimages.

4. By using the format of a pilgrimage, Chaucer reminds us that behind all their
individual stories, these pilgrims still represent many of the beliefs of Medieval
Europe.  In a historical time of great uncertainties and hardships, they are trying
to find the answer to the meaning of life.  They are looking for a ‘religious
experience’ which will lead them to a realization of truth.

Some scholars go further, claiming that the Tales is a metaphor used by Chaucer
to symbolize a human’s journey through life—maybe even an inner journey to
soul search.

5. Chaucer the pilgrim is the narrator of the tales and an objective observer.  As the
narrator, he is required to transmit the tale, even when he dislikes or disagrees
with the character telling the story.  He is also the readers’ eyes, so he has to
give very detailed descriptions so future audiences can get as accurate
depictions of the situations and characters as possible.

6. In the Tales, Chaucer presents the Knight first and has him tell the first tale,
because he is the highest-ranking pilgrim present.  Remember, that in the Middle
Ages, the nobility was at the top of society and was responsible for maintaining
social order and setting a moral example for the other classes to follow.

7. In the Tales, Chaucer upholds some important medieval social ideals of conduct:
truth, honor, courage, and valor (all part of the Medieval code of chivalry);
idealized love, purity, and chastity; as well as faith and patience.
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8. In The Canterbury Tales, Chaucer exposes the decadence and corruption of the
medieval Church. He makes the audience aware of the moral depravity of the
clergy—the “Second Estate”—a social class, which in the Middle Ages was
responsible for morality. In the “General Prologue,” Chaucer introduces a cast of
figures representative of the Medieval Church, which include a monk, a prioress,
a monk, a pardoner, a summoner, a friar, and a parson. Most of these religious
figures are characterized by their corruption and un-Christian acts, except for the
parson, who is presented as an example of piety.

Chaucer uses irony in his portraits of these un-Christian characters not as a way
to counterbalance the seriousness of their sins but as a vehicle to represent what
the appropriate conduct should be. Thus, he praises those qualities which are
diametrically opposed to their profession.  He describes the summoner as a
corrupt sinner, the prioress as a vain lady, the pardoner as dishonest, and the
friar as dissolute and lecherous.  For example, the monk’s behavior—enjoying
the finer things in life and subsequently breaking the monastic vow of poverty—
stands in direct contrast to Chaucer’s portrait of the parson, a generous and
pious man.  Subsequently, most scholars agree that Chaucer’s criticism of the
Church indicates his desire for reform and a revitalization of Christianity.

9. The examination of marriage, or what constitutes an ideal marriage, is one of the
main themes of The Canterbury Tales. Scholars have traditionally labeled the
stories of the wife of Bath, the clerk, the merchant, and Franklin, as the “Marriage
Group.”

Firstly, Chaucer explores the concepts of freedom and sovereignty within
marriage.  The wife of Bath’s tale argues in favor of women having full
sovereignty, while the clerk’s tale depicts the medieval idea of a submissive
woman, Griselda.  Remember that in the Middle Ages, women were expected to
be subservient and obey their husbands’ commands blindly. However, Franklin’s
tale offers a middle path between the clerk and the wife of Bath’s tales.
Franklin's tale is usually interpreted as representing Chaucer's "real" view of an
ideal marriage founded upon equality.

Still, Chaucer decides to go further and examine the validity and relative worth of
marriage itself.  Remember that in the Middle Ages, marriage was often
considered inferior to celibacy.  Thus, the merchant’s tale is a sermon against the
social institution that is marriage and proclaims that a happy marriage can only
be achieved by self-deception or self-imposed blindness.
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10.  Ironically, the wife of Bath represents the female estates of "wife" and "widow,"
while the prioress represents that of "virgin." Neither of them is typical of her
class nor “estate.” Chaucer describes the prioress as a very feminine character,
whose traits and characteristics are more worthy of a medieval romance than a
priory.  On the other hand, the wife of Bath represents the very traditional estates
of “wife” and “widow,” but she is unconventionally far head of her time for her
estate.

11.Chaucer treats the subject of predestination in the Nun’s Priest’s Tale. In this
story, the heroic rooster, Chanticleer has seven hen-wives and is the most
handsome cock in the barnyard. One day, he has a prophetic dream of a fox that
will carry him away. At the end, Chanticleer unwittingly allows a fox to flatter him
out of his life. Thus, Chaucer describes dreams as prophetic visions that offer
foreknowledge of events to come and the future as pre-established.  Remember
that the subject of predestination was a highly discussed theme in the Middle
Ages and occupied the minds of most medieval philosophers and theologians,
such as Thomas Aquinas.

12.Chaucer uses humor in two ways: firstly, to ease tension in many of the stories.
Even if the audience does not find what is being told in the tale as acceptable,
humor creates a common ground between the audience and the characters.
Secondly, he uses humor as teaching tool. In the poem, audiences are taught or
at least exposed to the highest ideals of conduct by being presented with the
diametrically opposed behavior. Moreover, humor and irony act as the unifying
thread of the world of The Canterbury Tales.

13.The characters are some of the most memorable in the history of literature, due
to their timeless personalities, unique life experiences, and perspectives.  For
example, the wife of Bath has often been at the center of modern criticism,
particularly feminist criticism. Scholars point out that her arguments when
defending her multiple marriages makes her relatable and relevant to modern
audiences. In fact, it is the enduring power of the characters’ appeal that makes
Chaucer’s The Canterbury Tales an ageless literary masterpiece.


