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Geoffrey Chaucer 

• Known as the “Father of English Literature” 
• Wrote in Middle English – recording it preserved the language 
• Was not a professional writer – he worked in the government as a 

diplomat – he wrote for his own enjoyment 
• As an English writer, he is second only to William Shakespeare 
• His unfinished masterpiece, The Canterbury Tales, ranks as one of the 

world’s finest works of literature 
 
The Canterbury Tales 

• Frame story – an outer story that frames or ties together several unrelated 
inner stories - The Prologue sets up the frame story and introduces the 
characters – the stories have nothing in common other than the outer 
frame story – Chaucer’s frame was unique because he created the 
characters to fit the stories he told, rather than all the stories being told by 
one person 

• Frame story set up for the tales – 29 pilgrims on a religious journey 
(pilgrimage) to visit the shrine of St. Thomas a Becket at Canterbury 
Cathedral – they stop at the Tabard Inn for the night – there they meet the 
narrator and ask him to join them since he’s going to the same place – the 
host (innkeeper) suggests a plan to help them pass the time on their 
journey (p. 135, lines 810-824) – each pilgrim would tell 2 stories on the 
way to Canterbury and 2 more on the return trip – the one who tells the 
best story will receive a free meal paid by the others when they return to 
the inn – innkeeper volunteered to go along as a judge – Chaucer 
originally planned 120 stories (29 + narrator = 30 pilgrims x 4 stories each) 
– by his death there were only 24 stories written 

• Variety of characters – historically significant because it gives a good 
cross-section of 14th century English society – describes characters from 
the 3 main groups of society: the dying feudal system (Knight, Squire, 
Yeoman, Miller, Plowman, Reeve, etc.), the newly emerging urban society 
(Merchant, Franklin, Haberdasher, Carpenter, Weaver, Doctor, etc.), and 
the church society (Prioress, Nun, Monk, Parson, Pardoner, Summoner, 
etc.) 

• Literary importance of tales – written in Middle English – most are written 
in a forerunner of the heroic couplet form of poetry (every 2 lines rhyme 
and they are in iambic pentameter rhythm) 

• Character descriptions – Chaucer describes some characters as narrator 
attempts to tell the reader about those going on the journey with him (p. 
117, lines 35-41) – The Knight is described first probably because he was 
the highest ranking in the group – Look at: the Knight (p. 117), the Nun (p. 
119), the Monk (p. 120), the Parson (p. 128), the Miller (p. 130), and the 
Pardoner (p. 132)  



 


