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Study Questions for Geoffrey Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales

Please write out your answers to the questions that follow and/or take notes
on the relevant areas in the text, Geoffrey Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales.  It is
best to get into the habit of doing this while reading.  You should complete this
exercise after you have read and highlighted, or noted, areas of the text that
you think are important.  The purpose of this exercise is to help you follow the
author’s intent and to think critically about his arguments.  Below are a list of
questions that, once answered, will ensure that you have a good outline of the
reading’s purpose and an in-depth understanding of its historical importance.

Context:

As the title implies, The Canterbury Tales is a collection of individual stories
written by English poet Geoffrey Chaucer circa 1387-1400.  Written primarily
in decasyllabic couplets, a form invented by the poet, The Canterbury Tales,
followed the general structure of Giovanni Boccaccio’s work The Decameron
(c.1353)—a medieval allegory which encompassed one hundred short stories
told by ten different characters.

In The Canterbury Tales, the stories are told by a party of twenty-nine
pilgrims, which had gathered at the Tabard Inn in Southwark, across the
Thames from London, in preparation for their pilgrimage to the shrine of
Thomas Becket in Canterbury.  In the book, the host of the inn proposes to go
along on the pilgrimage as a guide, and as a way to pass the time, he
suggests that the pilgrims each tell two stories on the way to Canterbury and
two on the way back, which would total 116 tales all together.  Unfortunately,
Chaucer did not complete The Canterbury Tales; he only managed to write
twenty four stories, plus the General Prologue and a Retraction.  Despite its
unfinished state, Chaucer’s The Canterbury Tales is one of the most famous
works of English literature and the Middle Ages; it is also one of the first works
of English literature to be written in English.

Despite its importance, most editions of the Canterbury Tales that you will
come across include a limited number of the 24 tales.  Thus, this reading
guide presents and analyzes in depth the sixteen tales most often read, plus
the General Prologue.  These are the sixteen tales you are most likely to be
reading and studying, because they are the most representative of Chaucer’s
varied styles.

Note on Language:

Geoffrey Chaucer wrote The Canterbury Tales in Late Middle English, which
even though closer to modern English than Old English, still contained
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numerous Latinate terms, did not yet have identical punctuation conventions
to modern English, and still retained many spelling variations.  Here, we have
chosen a “reader-friendly edition” in which the General Prologue and tales
have been put into modern spelling by Michael Murphy.

Questions:

1. Why might we consider The Canterbury Tales as a microcosm of the medieval
society?

2. Why do you think Chaucer chose a competition as the unifying thread to the
stories?

3. Why do you think Chaucer chose pilgrims to tell the stories?

4. Why do you think Chaucer chose a pilgrimage as the stage to the Tales?

5. What is the role of Chaucer, the pilgrim within the group?

6. How does Chaucer use social structure when organizing the Tales?

7. Medieval society had a strict rule of conduct. Which of these rules does Chaucer
praise in the Tales?

8. Describe Chaucer's attitude toward the Medieval Church.

9. Describe Chaucer’s understanding of “marriage.”

10. In The Canterbury Tales, the male characters represent the fundamental
medieval social estates (nobility, clergy, peasantry, and even the newly founded
urban professional class). What “estates” do the female characters represent?
Please, give examples.

11.What is Chaucer’s understanding of “predestination?”

12.Why do you think Chaucer uses humor in The Canterbury Tales?

13.Why do you think The Canterbury Tales are so often the center of modern literary
criticism?


