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2014 Winter Session (2014-2015 Academic Year) 
ENGL 346B: Chaucer and the Middle Ages (3 credits) 
 
Instructor: Noelle Phillips 
Section: 002 
Term: 2 
 
Course Description: 
This section of English 346 focuses on the Canterbury Tales and Chaucer's famous romance, Troilus 
and Criseyde. For the most part, we will consider the Tales as a collection of experiments in short 
narrative in several genres â€“ romance, fabliau, fable or exemplum, devotional narrative. We will 
compare Chaucer’s tales with his sources in order to see more precisely what is original about his 
handling of these genres, and will also see how the simple act of juxtaposing different kinds of 
narratives within a collection affects the meaning of individual tales. In addition, we will pay some 
attention to the effects Chaucer achieves through his innovative assignment of the tales to highly 
individual pilgrim tellers, and to the ways the “whole book” represents Chaucer as a particular kind of 
author. Finally, we will consider themes that the collection takes up repeatedly and from a variety of 
perspectives, such as the rewards and perils of marriage; the rights and responsibilities of women; how 
humans can find meaning and solace in a universe that often seems indifferent or hostile; how 
language can be used and abused; and forms of individual and group identity. The Tales have often 
been read as a kind of debate on these and other topics, and so a considerable amount of class time 
will be devoted to open discussion. Troilus and Criseyde, set in ancient Troy and taking as its subject a 
story of love and abandonment, is generally considered to be a poem of more weight and seriousness 
than the Tales, but it nevertheless opens up similar issues for debate. Chaucer's work is designed to 
provoke discussion rather than dictate moral lessons, so I expect students to come to class ready to 
share their own opinions on what we are supposed to learn from these texts. 

 


