
Who was  
Geoffrey Chaucer? 



Chaucer – the “Father of 
English Literature” 
• Born ~1342 

• Son of prosperous wine merchants 

• Became page for Countess of Ulster in 
1357 

• Worked as courtier, diplomat, and civil 
servant 

• Worked as Clerk of the King's Works  from 
1389-1391 

• Studied law 

• Became member of royal court of Edward 
III 

 

 



Chaucer – the “Father of 
English Literature” 
• Worked as comptroller of the customs 

for the port of London 

• Began working on The Canterbury Tales 
in 1380s 

• Appointed the clerk of the king's works 
in 1389 

• Privileged upbringing and royal 
positions/appointments meant he had 
access to education and literature that 
most people did not have  

 

 



The Canterbury Tales 

In The Canterbury Tales, Chaucer drew on real 
life for his cast of pilgrims: the innkeeper shares 
the name of a contemporary keeper of an inn in 
Southwark, and real-life identities for the Wife of 
Bath, the Merchant, the Man of Law, and the 
Student have been suggested.  
 
The many jobs that Chaucer held in medieval 
society exposed him to many of the types of 
people he depicted in the Tales. He was able to 
shape their speech and satirize their manners in 
what was to become popular literature among 
people of the same types. 
 

Source: Wikipedia 



The Canterbury Tales 

The Canterbury Tales contrasts with other 
literature of the period in the naturalism of its 
narrative, the variety of stories the pilgrims tell, 
and the varied characters who are engaged in 
the pilgrimage.  
 
Many of the stories narrated by the pilgrims 
seem to fit their individual characters and social 
standing, although some of the stories seem ill-
fitting to their narrators, perhaps as a result of 
the incomplete state of the work. 
 

Source: Wikipedia 



Why write in English? 

The fact that Chaucer wrote in English (Middle English) rather 
than French or Latin, like many of his fellow writers, meant that 
ordinary folk could enjoy The Canterbury Tales and their vivid 
characters. 

 

The late 14th century world was still very much one of the spoken 
word. Books were copied out by hand and were a rare luxury till 
the advent of the printing press 70 years later. The educated elite 
could read, but they preferred to hear texts read out loud for 
entertainment. The Canterbury Tales, with their earthy humor and 
and vivid dialogue, were a runaway success.  



Chaucer’s Plan for The Canterbury Tales 

• A Prologue followed by a series of stories and linking dialogues and 
commentaries 

• Each character would tell 2 stories going to Canterbury and 2 stories 
coming home 

• Canterbury has always been an important religious center in England. 

• St. Augustine (seen in stained glass from the Canterbury Cathedral) 
was sent by Pope Gregory the Great to establish the Catholic faith in 
the country 

• Religion played an important part in medieval life 

 



The General Prologue 

In the prologue, Chaucer introduces the readers to the characters.  

He describes: 

 

• Their jobs 

• The type and color of their clothing 

• Their “accessories” (jewelry, pets, other portables) 

• The way they act 

• Their incomes 

• Their “secrets” 

• Their statuses in society as a whole 

• The way they speak / their slang or accents 

• Their modes of transportation 



Things to think about while reading the 
Prologue 

• How many pilgrims are there? 

• Do they seem like real people, or are they more like symbols or 
caricatures of real people? 

• What might be their various motivations for making this journey? 

• What is their social standing, and how can you tell? 

• Can you tell who is good/righteous and who is bad/sinful? How? 

• What might be their various reasons for wanting to go to Canterbury? 

• Where does Chaucer himself fit into this group? 

 


