
‘The Canterbury Tales’ by Geoffrey Chaucer  

We are going to be studying a section of a poem called ‘The Canterbury Tales’. This is a 

very long poem that includes 24 stories told by different pilgrims on a journey in Springtime. 

They travel the 50 miles from the Tabard Inn in Southwark (London) to the shrine of Thomas 

à Becket in Canterbury in Kent. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Map of the route taken by the pilgrims 

The 29 pilgrims are referred to as a ‘company’ in the poem. These people came from 

varying walks of life. In ‘The Canterbury Tales’, the company was made up of a knight, a 

cook, a man of law, a seamstress, a friar, a sailor, a monk and many more. They take it in 

turns to tell stories as they travel to Canterbury. Their stories reflect their personalities and 

their social status. A pilgrimage was a rare occasion when people from different parts of 

society would interact as they had the same purpose. 

Journeys in Medieval England 

The pilgrimage to Canterbury would have taken three or four days on horseback, 

depending on how many times they stopped for rest. But the company would travel at 

just faster than walking pace, so traditionally it would have taken longer. Chaucer uses this 

context to write his poem.  

The fictional pilgrims were travelling from a city to the country. They would have seen the 

landscape change as they completed their journey. The tavern owner, Harry Bailly, 

suggests that they tell stories to pass the time and to entertain themselves. In Medieval 

England, the oral tradition of storytelling was a key part of life. Chaucer’s characters and 

stories are still famous today.  

Language 

The poem would have originally been written in Middle English which was a combination 

of French and English. This is because of the Norman invasion in 1066 when those in power 

spoke French. England at this time was undergoing great political and linguistic change, 

and Chaucer wanted to create a snapshot of society at this time. We are going to read 

and study the poem in a modern translation.  
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