Notes on The Canterbury Tales

· The Canterbury Tales was published (by hand) in 1400, following the death of the author, Geoffrey Chaucer.

· Chaucer’s family owned vineyards and had money, but they had no title.

· Chaucer went to work for various members of the nobility, doing simple jobs, but providing him with an education.

· In 1367, he was the personal valet for the King, where he met and married his wife.

· His wife’s brother-in-law became Chaucer’s patron—supported him and gave him opportunities to advance in various jobs for the nobility. Chaucer was sent on several diplomatic missions, including travels to Italy and France.

· Chaucer died in October 1400, with 22 of his tales complete.

· The Canterbury Tales has been in print since 1478, the year William Caxton brought the printing press to England.
Facts about The Canterbury Tales
· It is the first book of poetry written in English.

· It helped English become a legitimate language to work in.

· It offers a great look at life in the middle ages, looking at social customs and habits of those from all social classes.
Background Information
· Set in the 1300’s, life was dominated by two groups
· The King

· The Church
· Reflects feelings on the abuse of power
· Mostly peasant working on farms
· Abuse by landowners
· Abuse of authority by the Church
· Reflects the presence and power of the new middle class
· Craftsmen, merchants, traders, shopkeepers
· Guilds
· The Black Plague 
· Fewer workers, more bargaining power 
· Chaucer knew the middle class, the nobility, and the clergy because of his work

· Reflects a variety of influences far beyond what was typical for literature of the time
· Classics—Ovid and Virgil
· French—Descartes
· Italian—Dante, Petrarch, and Boccaccio

What is The Canterbury Tales?

· A collection of stories told by members of a group of travelers to visit the shrine of Thomas á Becket in Canterbury, England.
· Thomas á Becket

· Friend of King Henry II

· Named Archbishop of Canterbury (head of the Church of England) in 1162
· Refused to allow clerics to be tried in royal courts

· Fled to France after defying Henry

· Returned to England and excommunicated several priests

· Killed in front of the altar of the Cathedral

· Miracle cures were reported at his tomb, and people began traveling to Canterbury to visit his shrine, buying souvenirs of their visits

· A contest provides the reason for the stories. Harry Bailey, the innkeeper, promises to provide dinner to the one who tells the best story.

· Each traveler is to tell two stories on the way to Canterbury (four days) and two stories on the way back, for a total of 120 stories.

· The 30 pilgrims represent all level of society:

· The Narrator (Chaucer)

· The Knight

· The Squire

· The Franklin

· The Parson

· The Prioress

· The Monk

· The Friar

· The Nun

· The Priest

· The Cleric

· The Summoner

· The Pardoner

· The Merchant

· The Man of Law

· The Haberdasher

· The Dyer

· The Carpenter

· The Weaver

· The Tapestry Maker

· The Shipman

· The Sailor

· The Physician

· The Wife of bath

· The Reeve

· The Miller

· The Manciple

· The Host (Harry Bailey)

· The Yeoman

· The Cook

· The Plowman

PAGE  
4

