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Discovering Literature: Medieval 

Teachers’ Notes 

Curriculum subject 

English Literature 

Key Stage 

5 

Author and text 

Geoffrey Chaucer, The Canterbury Tales 

Theme 

Reading Chaucer across time 

Rationale 

Through a focus on digitised images of manuscript and print editions of 
Chaucer’s work, students will develop their understanding of how his 
poetry has been produced and read over the centuries. Focusing on the 
General Prologue, students will become acquainted with the framing 
device of The Canterbury Tales, enabling them to contextualise the 
individual tale they are studying. Activities move from a consideration of 
medieval illuminated manuscripts through to the late 19th-century 
medievalism of the Kelmscott Chaucer.  

It would be helpful for students to have read a modern translation of the 
General Prologue to The Canterbury Tales before undertaking the 
activities.  

http://www.bl.uk/medieval-literature
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Content 

Primary sources from the website 

• The Canterbury Tales by Geoffrey Chaucer  

• William Caxton and The Canterbury Tales 

• 'The Kelmscott Chaucer' 

• Wycliffite Bible 

• Recommended reading from the website 

• The Canterbury Tales  

• Geoffrey Chaucer   

• William Caxton and the introduction of printing to England  

External links 

• Interlinear translation of The Canterbury Tales 

• ‘Filthy Chaucer’ by John Sutherland, The Guardian 

• The Decameron by John William Waterhouse, National Museums 
Liverpool 

Key questions 

• In what form was Chaucer’s poetry first produced and read? 

• How did the advent of printing serve to popularise The Canterbury 
Tales? 

• What is the main structure of The Canterbury Tales and what does 
it tell us about medieval society? 

• In what ways have responses to The Canterbury Tales changed over 
time? 

Activities 

1. Establish what students already know about the production of 
medieval manuscripts before showing them The Canterbury Tales 
by Geoffrey Chaucer. Divide the class into small groups and ask 
them to find out the following: 

https://www.bl.uk/collection-items/the-canterbury-tales-by-geoffrey-chaucer
https://www.bl.uk/collection-items/william-caxton-and-canterbury-tales
https://www.bl.uk/collection-items/the-kelmscott-chaucer
https://www.bl.uk/collection-items/wycliffite-bible
https://www.bl.uk/collection-items/wycliffite-bible
https://www.bl.uk/works/the-canterbury-tales
https://www.bl.uk/people/geoffrey-chaucer
http://www.bl.uk/medieval-literature/articles/William-Caxton-and-the-introduction-of-printing-to-England
http://sites.fas.harvard.edu/%7Echaucer/teachslf/gp-par.htm
https://www.theguardian.com/education/2001/jul/30/highereducation.classics
http://www.liverpoolmuseums.org.uk/picture-of-month/displaypicture.aspx?id=317
https://www.bl.uk/collection-items/the-canterbury-tales-by-geoffrey-chaucer
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• What is the etymology of the word ‘manuscript’?  

• What is a ‘scriptorium’? 

• What are the main features of an illuminated manuscript? 

2. Students should now read the online interlinear translation of the 
first 42 lines of the General Prologue to the Canterbury Tales and 
match the lines up with the manuscript page. Then, working in 
pairs, students should focus on lines 1-12 and jot down responses 
to these questions: 

• What aspects of the natural world are described in the 
opening to The Canterbury Tales? 

• How might the opening’s focus on nature relate to the idea of 
pilgrimage? 

• Manuscript borders were often decorated with images of 
nature (for example, vines, flowers and insects). Can you find 
any examples on this manuscript page? How do the 
illustrations here work with the text? 

• Canterbury is named three times in the manuscript page. 
What do you notice about the spelling? How might you 
account for the spelling variants? 

3. After establishing the date of the printing press and Caxton’s 
significance in its development, show students the image of 
Caxton’s second edition of The Canterbury Tales. Focus a whole-
class discussion around the following questions: 

• Why might Caxton have chosen The Canterbury Tales as one 
of his first major book projects? 

• While the second edition was partly prompted by the 
discovery of what Caxton took to be a more faithful version of 
Chaucer’s text, it also boasted 26 woodcut illustrations. How 
would these have increased the commercial appeal of the 
text? 

4. Using Caxton’s second edition of The Canterbury Tales, undertake 
the following tasks in pairs or small groups: 

• Look closely at digital image 37. How does the illustration of 
the pilgrims sitting down to a meal convey the idea of their 
‘felaweshipe’ as described in the General Prologue? 

• Compare the illustrations of the ‘doctour in physik’ (image 22) 
and the ‘poure parson’ (image 25); compare also those of the 

http://sites.fas.harvard.edu/%7Echaucer/teachslf/gp-par.htm
https://www.bl.uk/collection-items/william-caxton-and-canterbury-tales
https://www.bl.uk/collection-items/william-caxton-and-canterbury-tales


The British Library | www.bl.uk 

4 
 

‘marchaunt’ (image 14) and the ‘sompnour’ (image 32). What 
do you notice about them? Can you suggest any explanation 
for what you have noted? 

• How does the illustration add to our knowledge of medieval 
life? 

5. With the main Tale set for study in mind, choose a selection of the 
pilgrims described in the General Prologue and write down each 
name on a separate slip of paper. Students should each pick a slip 
and assume the identity named on it. They should then study their 
own portraits, using the interlinear translation of the General 
Prologue. 

• Ask one student to play the Host, whose job it is to interview 
each student-pilgrim in turn to find out details about them 
(e.g. their role and place in society; what they enjoy doing; 
their taste in clothing; their worldly possessions; their outlook 
on life). Students respond in role to the Host’s questions. 
Once study of the main Tale is underway, individuals could 
sometimes be called upon to respond to its events and issues 
from their pilgrim perspectives (how, for example, might the 
Clerk react to the Wife of Bath’s account of married life?). 

6. Show students images of the Kelmscott Chaucer and gather their 
first impressions. Once these have been established, ask them to 
think about the following questions: 

• A former Head of Conservation at the British Library remarked 
in his introduction to a facsimile edition of the Kelmscott 
Chaucer that it is ‘the greatest and most influential book 
never to have been read’. What do you think he meant by 
this? 

• Ask students to gather some basic facts about the 
medievalism of William Morris and Edward Burne-Jones from 
the Victorian Web. They should then relate what they have 
discovered to the Kelmscott images on the British Library 
website.  

• Out of nearly 30 illustrations for The Canterbury Tales, none is 
of the pilgrims described in the General Prologue. Why might 
this be? 

7. Chaucer, like Shakespeare, is often regarded as a writer with 
timeless appeal. It is, though, useful for students to debate just 
how far The Canterbury Tales can be considered transhistorical.  

https://www.bl.uk/collection-items/the-kelmscott-chaucer
http://www.victorianweb.org/
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• Ask students to read this extract from William Lipscomb’s 
Preface to an 18th-century edition of the Tales: 

The exhibiting him [Chaucer] free from stains has been 
effected scrupulously by the omission of the offensive 
passages. […] It is proper here to observe, that this omission 
hath extended to the two most exceptionable of his Tales 
(those of the Miller and the Reeve); both of which being 
highly indelicate, as well in the sentiments as in the language, 
are wholly omitted in this collection. (The Canterbury Tales of 
Chaucer, Vol I, 1795). 

• Next read John Sutherland’s article ‘Filthy Chaucer’, published 
in the Guardian in 2008. What does this parallel reading 
reveal about how Chaucer has been read and studied across 
the centuries?  

Extension activities 

• Students should gather information about the figure of John Wycliffe 
and the Wycliffite Bible. 

They should then read the following extract from a polemic against 
pilgrimages, written by an anonymous Lollard, and consider it in relation 
to the pilgrims they have encountered in the General Prologue: 

These pilgrimages and offerings seem to be caused by the 
deceitfulness of the fiend and by his covetous and worldly clerics, 
for commonly such pilgrimages maintain lechery, gluttony, 
drunkenness, extortions, wrongs and worldly vanities. (Quoted in 
Chaucer at Work, Peter Brown, 1994, p. 21) 

• Pair up student-pilgrims (see Activity 5 above) and ask them to 
script a brief piece of dialogue based on what they might say to 
each other during the first shared meal. This should be in modern 
English, though, to add extra challenge, it could take Chaucer’s 
decasyllabic rhyming verse as a model. 

• Set students the task of investigating the clothing regulations set 
down in the Sumptuary Laws of 1363. Which of the pilgrims seem 
to be in danger of contravening them? 

  

https://www.theguardian.com/education/2001/jul/30/highereducation.classics
https://www.bl.uk/people/john-wycliffe
https://www.bl.uk/collection-items/wycliffite-bible
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• Versions of The Canterbury Tales are available in both modern 
English prose and verse translations. Students should compare a 
verse and prose translation of the same extract from the General 
Prologue and use the comparison as a starting point for weighing up 
the pros and cons of each one.  

• Scholars have long debated how far The Decameron by Giovanni 
Boccaccio, an Italian contemporary of Chaucer’s, can be considered 
an analogue of The Canterbury Tales.  

• Using the National Museums Liverpool webpage, students should 
research the similarities to be found between the structural frames 
of the two works. They should look at John William Waterhouse’s 
painting, The Decameron, and think about how the tale-tellers differ 
from Chaucer’s pilgrims. 

http://www.liverpoolmuseums.org.uk/picture-of-month/displaypicture.aspx?id=317
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