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The General Prologue Of The
Canterbury Tales

Introduction: A
Gateway to Medieval
Life and Literature

The literary world is forever indebted to
Geoffrey  Chaucer  for  his  magnum  opus,
The Canterbury Tales.  Central  to this
masterpiece  is  The General  Prologue
of  The  Canterbury  Tales,  a  vibrant,
intricate,  and  endlessly  fascinating
opening that does far more than simply
set the stage. Written in Middle English
around  the  late  14th  century,  this
prologue serves as a social panorama, a
satire, and a deeply human portrait of a
cross-section of medieval English society.
Chaucer’s  genius  lies  in  his  ability  to
introduce  a  diverse  group  of  pilgrims,
each  meticulously  described,  and  to
frame  their  journey  not  merely  as  a
religious pilgrimage but as a microcosm
of the world itself. For students, scholars,
and casual  readers alike,  understanding
The  General  Prologue  of  The
Canterbury  Tales  is  essential  to
unlocking  the  entire  work’s  themes  of
morality, class, religion, and human folly.
This  article  will  delve  deeply  into  the
structure,  characters,  themes,  and
enduring legacy of this foundational text.

The Historical and
Literary Context of the

General Prologue

To  ful ly  appreciate  The  General
Prologue  of  The  Canterbury  Tales,
one must first consider the world in which
Chaucer wrote. The late 14th century was
a time of profound change in England: the
Black Death had reshaped demographics,
the  Peasants’  Revolt  challenged  feudal
hierarchies,  and  the  Church  faced
increasing  criticism  for  corruption.
Chaucer,  a  courtier,  diplomat,  and  civil
servant,  was  uniquely  positioned  to
observe  these  shifts.  The  pilgrimage to
the  shr ine  o f  Thomas  Becket  in
Canterbury was a popular  religious and
social  activity,  drawing  people  from all
walks of life. By using this setting as his
frame  narrative,  Chaucer  created  a
natural  environment  where  characters
from different social strata could interact,
quarrel, and tell stories.

The  prologue  itself  is  written  in  heroic
couplets—rhyming  pairs  of  iambic
pentameter—a form that Chaucer helped
popularize  in  English  literature.  The
language  is  Middle  English,  which  can
seem  daunting  at  first,  but  modern
translations and annotated editions make
it  accessible.  The voice of  the narrator,
often  identified  as  Chaucer  the  pilgrim,
adopts a tone of gentle irony and keen
observation. He claims to report what he
sees  with  simple  honesty,  yet  his
descriptions  are  laden  with  subtle
judgments. This narrative strategy is key
to  the  prologue’s  enduring  appeal:  it



invites  readers  to  draw  their  own
conclusions about the characters’ virtues
and vices.

Structure and Purpose
of the General
Prologue

The  General  Prologue  of  The
Canterbury Tales follows a recognizable
pattern.  I t  begins  with  a  famous
springtime  description  that  evokes
renewal  and the urge to  travel:  “Whan
that Aprille with his shoures soote / The
droghte  of  March  hath  perced  to  the
roote.” This natural imagery sets a tone of
vitality  and  hope.  Then,  the  narrator
introduces the setting—the Tabard Inn in
Southwark—where he meets a group of
twenty-nine  pilgrims.  The  host,  Harry
Bailey, proposes a storytelling contest as
a way to pass the time on the journey.
Each pilgrim will tell two tales on the way
to Canterbury and two on the return, with
the best storyteller winning a free meal.
Although  this  plan  is  never  completed
(Chaucer  died  before  finishing),  the
framework  is  ingenious.

The bulk  of  the prologue is  devoted to
portraits  of  individual  pilgrims.  Chaucer
follows  a  rough  order  of  social  rank,
beginning with the Knight (highest secular
status)  and  ending  with  the  Pardoner
(lowest and most corrupt). Each portrait
varies in length and detail, but all share a
common approach: the narrator describes
the  character’s  appearance,  clothing,
behavior,  and  professional  habits.
Crucial ly,  he  often  uses  the  word
“seemed” or “appeared,” creating a layer
of  ambiguity.  The  reader  must  decide
whether the Knight is truly worthy, or the
Prioress  truly  refined.  This  moral
complexity  is  the  heart  of  the  prologue.

The Pilgrims: A Cross-Section of
Medieval Society

What makes The General Prologue of
The Canterbury Tales so remarkable is
its  gallery  of  characters.  They  are  not
mere  stereotypes  but  individuals  with
distinct quirks and motivations. Below are
some of  the  most  memorable  pilgrims,
grouped thematically.

The Knight and the Squire: Chivalry
and Its Discontents

The  Knight  is  described  as  a  “verray,
parfit  gentil  knyght,”  whose  military
campaigns  are  listed  in  detail.  He  is
modest, wise, and courteous—an ideal of
chivalry.  His  son,  the  Squire,  is  his
oppos i te  in  many  ways :  young ,
flamboyant,  and  obsessed  with  love  and
fashion. Chaucer contrasts the seasoned
warrior  with  the  enthusiastic  novice,
hinting at generational changes in values.
The  Yeoman,  the  Knight’s  servant,
completes the trio with his practical skills
and neat appearance.

The Clergy: Piety, Hypocrisy, and
Worldliness

Chaucer  dedicates  significant  space  to
religious  figures,  reflecting  the  Church’s
central role in medieval life. The Prioress,
Madame  Eglant ine,  i s  a  study  in
contradictions. She speaks French with an
accent, wears a brooch inscribed “Amor
vincit omnia,” and cries over mice but is
indifferent  to  the  suffering  of  the  poor.
Chaucer’s satire of her superficial piety is
gentle but unmistakable.  The Monk and
the  Friar  are  more  openly  corrupt:  the
Monk prefers hunting to prayer, and the
Friar uses his position for personal gain. In
contrast,  the  poor  Parson  is  a  true
shepherd  to  his  flock,  living  humbly  and
teaching  by  example—a  rare  figure  of
genuine  goodness.
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The Tradespeople: Guilds,
Commerce, and Pride

The  five  guildsmen—the  Haberdasher,
Carpenter,  Weaver,  Dyer,  and Tapestry-
maker—are  described  collectively  as
prosperous  and  vain.  They  wear
expensive  livery  and  expect  deference.
Their  wives  insist  on  being  called
“Madame”  and  leading  the  procession.
Chaucer’s  portrayal  mocks  the  rising
bourgeoisie and their social pretensions.
The  Cook,  who  accompanies  them,  is
noted for a foul ulcer on his shin, a comic
and grotesque detail  that undercuts the
guildsmen’s dignity.

The Rogues and Outcasts: Cunning
and Corruption

The Miller, the Manciple, the Reeve, the
Summoner,  and the  Pardoner  represent
the darker side of medieval society. The
Miller is a giant, boorish man who cheats
his  customers.  The  Manciple  is  clever
enough to outwit his learned masters. The
Reeve is  a  skilled  but  dishonest  estate
manager.  The  Summoner  and  Pardoner
are  perhaps  the  most  corrupt:  they
exploit the Church’s authority for money,
selling fake relics and pardons. Chaucer’s
depiction  of  the  Pardoner  is  especially
chilling—he is both a liar and a self-aware
manipulator ,  making  h im  one  of
l iterature’s  great  vi l lains.

The Women: The Wife of Bath

Among  the  thirty  pilgrims,  the  Wife  of
Bath  stands  out  as  the  most  complex
female character.  She is  a  cloth-maker,
wealthy, and has been married five times.
Her  red stockings,  large hips,  and gap-
toothed  smile  suggest  a  lusty  and
assertive  personality.  She  has  traveled
widely,  including  pi lgr images  to
Jerusalem,  Rome,  and  Santiago  de
Compostela.  The  General  Prologue  sets

up her later prologue and tale, in which
she defends marriage, female desire, and
sovereignty.  Chaucer’s  creation  of  the
Wife of Bath is revolutionary for its time,
giving  a  woman  a  powerful  voice  in  a
male-dominated narrative.

Themes in the General
Prologue

The richness of The General Prologue
of  The  Canterbury  Tales  lies  in  its
thematic  depth.  Several  major  themes
emerge from the portraits and the frame
narrative.

Social Hierarchy and the
Changing World

Chaucer’s  ordering of  the pilgrims from
Knight  to  Pardoner  mirrors  the  feudal
hierarchy, but he subverts it by showing
that  rank  does  not  always  align  with
virtue.  The  Knight  is  noble,  but  the
Plowman  (his  brother)  is  equally  good.
The  Parson  is  holy,  while  the  Monk  is
worldly.  The  rising  merchant  class  (the
Guildsmen)  challenges  traditional
authority.  Chaucer’s  England  was  in  flux,
and the prologue captures this tension.

Appearance vs. Reality

Almost  every  portrait  contains  a
discrepancy  between  how  a  pilgrim
appears  and  who  they  truly  are.  The
Prioress seems refined but is shallow; the
Friar appears holy but is a predator; the
Pardoner  preaches  against  greed  while
selling  forgiveness.  Chaucer’s  narrator
often  pretends  not  to  notice  these
contradictions,  leaving  the  reader  to
discern  them.  This  ironic  distance  is  a
hallmark of the prologue.



Religion and Corruption

The pilgrimage is ostensibly religious, but
many  pilgrims  are  more  interested  in
profit,  pleasure,  or  status.  Chaucer  does
not attack the institution of  the Church
itself,  but he relentlessly satirizes those
who  abuse  it.  The  Parson  is  the  sole
clergy  member  who  lives  according  to
Gospel values, suggesting that true piety
is rare but still possible.

Literary Techniques
and Style

Chaucer’s mastery of language and form
is  evident  throughout  the  prologue.  He
uses  concrete,  vivid  details  to  bring
characters  to  life.  The  Wife  of  Bath’s
“hipes large” and the Miller’s “bagpipe”
are memorable not just for their humor
but  for  their  symbolic  weight.  The
narrator’s  persona—the  naive,  plain-
spoken  pilgrim—allows  Chaucer  to
critique society without sounding overtly
moralistic.  The choice of  the springtime
opening creates a mood of renewal that
paradoxically  contrasts  with  the  flawed
humanity  of  the  pilgrims.

The use of the iambic pentameter couplet
g ives  the  p ro logue  a  rhy thmic ,
conversational  flow.  It  is  easy  to  imagine
Chaucer reading these lines aloud in the
court  or  in a tavern.  The prologue also
employs  estates  satire,  a  medieval
genre that critiques each social class. But
Chaucer  goes  beyond  simple  satire  by
giving even the most corrupt characters a
measure  of  humanity.  The  Pardoner  is
repulsive but  also  pitiable;  the Miller  is
crude but energetic.

The Enduring Legacy
of the General
Prologue

Nearly  650  years  after  its  composition,
The  General  Prologue  of  The
Canterbury Tales remains a cornerstone
of  English  literature.  It  is  studied  in
schools  and  universities  worldwide,
translated into countless languages, and
adapted for stage, film, and digital media.
Its  characters have become archetypes:
the knight, the monk, the pardoner, the
wife  of  Bath—all  resonate  in  modern
storytelling.  The  prologue’s  blend  of
humor ,  pathos ,  and  keen  soc ia l
observation set a precedent for the novel
as a form. Writers from Shakespeare to
Dickens to contemporary authors owe a
debt  to  Chaucer’s  character-driven
approach.

Moreover,  the  prologue  offers  a  window
into medieval life that is both historically
valuable  and artistically  compelling.  We
see  the  fash ions ,  the  food ,  the
transportation, and the social codes of a
bygone era. Yet the human emotions and
motivations  remain  universal.  Greed,
vanity, ambition, love, and hypocrisy are
as  recognizable  today  as  in  the  14th
century.  This  timelessness  ensures  that
each  new  generation  can  find  fresh
meaning  in  Chaucer’s  words.

Conclusion: A
Masterpiece of
Observation and Art

The  General  Prologue  of  The
Canterbury Tales  is  far  more than an
introduction to a collection of stories. It is
a self-contained work of art that captures
t h e  e s s e n c e  o f  a n  a g e  a n d  t h e
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complexities  of  human  nature.  Geoffrey
Chaucer’s  skillful  characterizations,  his
subtle irony, and his compassionate yet
critical eye make the prologue a enduring
masterwork. Whether one reads it in the
original  Middle  English  or  a  modern
vers ion ,  the  exper ience  i s  both

intellectually  rewarding  and  deeply
entertaining.  As  the  pilgrims  set  off  from
the Tabard Inn toward Canterbury, they
carry  with  them  the  hopes,  flaws,  and
stories  of  all  humanity.  And  in  that
journey, we recognize ourselves.


