
THE LIFE AND TIMES OF GEOFFREY CHAUCER
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THE CANTERBURY TALES

The narrator opens the General Prologue with a description of the return of spring. He describes 
the April rains, the burgeoning flowers and leaves, and the chirping birds. Around this time of year, 
the narrator says, people begin to feel the desire to go on a pilgrimage. Many devout English 
pilgrims set off to visit shrines in distant holy lands, but even more choose to travel to Canterbury 
to visit the relics of Saint Thomas Becket in Canterbury Cathedral, where they thank the martyr for 
having helped them when they were in need.

The narrator tells us that as he prepared to go on 
such a pilgrimage, staying at a tavern in 
Southwark called the Tabard Inn, a great 
company of twenty-nine travelers entered. The 
travelers were a diverse group who, like the 
narrator, were on their way to Canterbury. They 
happily agreed to let him join them. That night, 
the group slept at the Tabard, and woke up early 
the next morning to set off on their journey. 
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https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=mVG77xTPH6E&t=1s

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=mVG77xTPH6E


1         Whan that Aprill with his shoures soote 
                  When April with its sweet-smelling showers 
2         The droghte of March hath perced to the roote, 
                 Has pierced the drought of March to the root, 
3         And bathed every veyne in swich licour 
                 And bathed every vein (of the plants) in such liquid 
4         Of which vertu engendred is the flour; 
                 By which power the flower is created; 
5         Whan Zephirus eek with his sweete breeth 
                 When the West Wind also with its sweet breath, 
6         Inspired hath in every holt and heeth 
                 In every wood and field has breathed life into  
7         The tendre croppes, and the yonge sonne 
                 The tender new leaves, and the young sun 
8         Hath in the Ram his half cours yronne, 
                 Has run half its course in Aries, 
9         And smale foweles maken melodye, 
                 And small fowls make melody, 
10         That slepen al the nyght with open ye 
                 Those that sleep all the night with open eyes 
11         (So priketh hem Nature in hir corages), 
                 (So Nature incites them in their hearts), 
12         Thanne longen folk to goon on pilgrimages, 
                 Then folk long to go on pilgrimages, 
13         And palmeres for to seken straunge strondes, 
                 And professional pilgrims to seek foreign shores, 
14         To ferne halwes, kowthe in sondry londes; 
                 To distant shrines, known in various lands; 
15         And specially from every shires ende 
                 And specially from every shire's end 
16         Of Engelond to Caunterbury they wende, 
                 Of England to Canterbury they travel, 
17         The hooly blisful martir for to seke, 
                 To seek the holy blessed martyr, 
18         That hem hath holpen whan that they were seeke. 
                 Who helped them when they were sick.
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THE KNIGHT THE CLERK

THE SQUIRE THE SERGEANT OF THE LAW

THE YEOMAN THE FRANKLIN

THE NUN/PRIORESS THE PHYSICIAN

THE MONK THE WIFE OF BATH

THE FRIAR THE SUMMONER

THE MERCHANT THE PARDONER
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THE NARRATOR (Chaucer)

AND….WHO IS THE HOST?

While Chaucer never openly criticized the Church, “The Canterbury Tales” give the reader 
an idea of its state of decline.

He shows the corruption of the Clergy through characters like the Prioress, the Monk, the 
Friar, the Summoner and the Pardoner. Their interests in fashion, food, wine, hunting and 
selling false holy relics are all satirized, and are in strict contrast to Chaucer’s description 
of the ideal Parson. 

Recent studies suggest that perhaps there is a hidden message in “The Canterbury Tales”, 
centered around the tavern-keeper, the Host, who offers to accompany the pilgrims to 
Canterbury.

The word HOST comes from the Latin word HOSPES meaning both “host” and “guest”. 
HOST in medieval times in England also meant “consecrated bread” or “hostia” in Latin, 
which represent the body of Christ in the Eucharist..

There are elements in the description of Chaucer’s Host which could suggest that he 
represent the figure of Christ:

- He is the only character who is not physically described, although he is always present;

- He welcomes the pilgrims and offers them food and wine;

- He appears at the beginning, middle and end of each tale and his comments are kind, 
wise and sometimes humorous.

If we accept that the Host is the figure of Christ, then his comments may help us to 
understand more about Chaucer’s views on religion and the Church in his time. 

WHY CANTERBURY?

This story is told by Ken Follett in 
his novel  “The Pillars of the Earth” 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-TrpO69sM-c
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FROM CANTERBURY TO ROME, YESTERDAY AND TODAY

In Chaucer’s time, pilgrimages were very 
common. As a result, Canterbury became 
a rich, mediaeval tourist town. A 
pilgrimage was similar to a modern 
holiday for many people. The Wife of 
Bath had been on pilgrimages to 
Jerusalem, Boulogne, Rome, Santiago in 
Galicia and also to Cologne. 

The older pilgrim route in Europe, the “Via 
Francigena”, goes from Rome to 
Canterbury and was the route St. 
Augustine of Canterbury walked in 597 on 
his first mission to England. It is 2000 km 
long and passes through Switzerland and 
France. In mediaeval times it was the 
most important pilgrim route in Europe, 
but at some point in the past, it fell into 
decline.

In 2009 the Italian government began a 
project to re-open the whole Italian section of the route. It takes four months to walk along 
the whole Via Francigena, so many people prefer to walk only a short part, particularly 
through Italy and Switzerland. Today, like one thousand years ago, sleeping 
accommodation is offered in hostels, monasteries and church buildings. 
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The 
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symbol of via Francigena is taken from one of the pilgrims depicted on the facade of the 
cathedral in Fidenza, a town on the ancient route.
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