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Few works in English literature have captivated readers and scholars as enduringly as Geoffrey
Chaucer’s The Canterbury Tales. At the heart of this masterpiece lies The Canterbury Tales
General Prologue, a vivid and intricately crafted opening that does far more than introduce a
collection of stories. It presents a microcosm of medieval English society, a gallery of unforgettable
characters, and a framework for exploring timeless themes of human nature, morality, and
storytelling itself. Written in the late 14th century, the General Prologue establishes the setting—a
pilgrimage from London to the shrine of Thomas Becket in Canterbury—and introduces a diverse
group of thirty pilgrims, each described with keen observation and often subtle satire. For anyone
studying medieval literature or simply seeking a richer understanding of Chaucer’s genius, the
General Prologue is an essential starting point. This article delves into its structure, characters,
themes, and enduring legacy, providing a comprehensive guide that respects both scholarly insight
and accessible reading.

CONTEXT AND HISTORICAL BACKGROUND

To fully appreciate The Canterbury Tales General Prologue, one must understand the world in
which Chaucer lived. The late 1300s in England were marked by profound social, religious, and
political change. The Black Death had reshaped the population and labor dynamics, the Hundred
Years’ War with France was ongoing, and the Church faced growing criticism. Chaucer himself was a
courtier, diplomat, and civil servant, giving him intimate knowledge of various social strata. The
pilgrimage to Canterbury was a common religious and social practice, providing a believable
premise for bringing together people from different walks of life. The General Prologue capitalizes on
this real-world custom to create a fictional yet remarkably realistic cross-section of 14th-century
English society. By situating his tales within a pilgrimage, Chaucer not only mirrors his era but also
employs a timeless narrative device: the journey as a metaphor for life and moral exploration.

STRUCTURE AND LANGUAGE OF THE GENERAL PROLOGUE

Opening Lines and Spring Setting

The General Prologue begins with one of the most famous openings in English literature: “Whan that
Aprill with his shoures soote / The droghte of March hath perced to the roote.” These lines
immediately establish a seasonal renewal that parallels the spiritual renewal of pilgrimage. Chaucer
uses the month of April, with its gentle rains and budding life, to evoke a sense of awakening—both
of nature and of the human spirit. This spring setting is not merely decorative; it underscores the
theme of rebirth and the search for meaning that underlies the entire work. The lyrical quality of
Middle English, even in translation, conveys a rhythmic and musical opening that draws readers into
the journey.

The Pilgrimage Framework

After the seasonal introduction, the narrator (often considered Chaucer himself) explains that he is
at the Tabard Inn in Southwark, ready to begin the pilgrimage. He describes meeting a group of
twenty-nine other pilgrims, and the innkeeper proposes a storytelling contest: each pilgrim will tell
two tales on the way to Canterbury and two on the return, with the best storyteller receiving a free
meal. This framework provides both a structural reason for the collection of tales and a lively social
context. The General Prologue then proceeds to introduce each pilgrim in turn, often with several
lines dedicated to their appearance, profession, personality, and moral character. The order of
introductions roughly follows social hierarchy, though Chaucer often subverts expectations with his
detailed descriptions.

Chaucer’s Use of Middle English and
lambic Pentameter

The General Prologue is written in rhyming couplets of iambic pentameter, a form Chaucer helped
popularize in English. While reading the original Middle English can be challenging, its cadence and
vocabulary offer insights into pronunciation and wordplay. For instance, “The droghte of March hath
perced to the roote” shows the alliteration and rhythm. Many modern readers rely on translations,
but understanding the original language enhances appreciation of Chaucer’'s wit and meter. The
General Prologue’s language is both elevated and earthy, balancing courtly diction with colloquial
terms, reflecting the versatility of its author and the diversity of his characters.

THE PILGRIMS OF THE GENERAL PROLOGUE: A GALLERY OF MEDIEVAL TYPES

The most celebrated feature of The Canterbury Tales General Prologue is its character
sketches. Chaucer introduces pilgrims from every major social class except royalty and the very
poor, creating a comprehensive portrait of the 14th-century English society. Each character is
described with a combination of physical details, clothing, speech, and behavior that reveals their
moral and social standing. The descriptions range from idealistic to satirical, from reverent to
mocking. Here are some of the most memorable pilgrims introduced in the General Prologue:

e The Knight: A worthy and honorable man who has fought in many crusades. He is modest,
courteous, and well-dressed, representing the ideal of chivalry. His son, the Squire, contrasts
with youthful exuberance and romantic pursuits.

e The Prioress (Madame Eglantine): A nun who affects refined manners and speaks French
with an accent. Her delicate eating habits and her brooch inscribed “Amor vincit omnia” (Love
conquers all) hint at a worldly vanity beneath her religious exterior.

e The Wife of Bath: One of Chaucer’s most vivid creations. She is a skilled cloth-maker, well-
traveled, and has had five husbands. Her boldness, gap-toothed smile, and red stockings
indicate her sensual nature and independence. She becomes a landmark feminist character in
later scholarship.

e The Pardoner: A corrupt church official who sells fake relics and pardons. Chaucer describes
his smooth, hairless face, his voice like a goat’s, and his fraudulent practices. He is a biting

satire of ecclesiastical greed.

e The Miller: A large, brawny man with a red beard and a wart on his nose. He is a teller of
bawdy tales and represents the lower-class, irreverent spirit. He plays the bagpipes.

e The Clerk (Oxford Scholar): Thin, poorly dressed, and devoted to study. He would rather
have books than fine clothes. His moral integrity contrasts with the hypocrisy of other religious
figures.

e The Franklin: A wealthy landowner who loves good food and hospitality. Epicurean in nature,
he represents the comfortable middle class.

Each pilgrim’s description in the General Prologue serves dual purposes: it reveals individual
character and also functions as a type or exemplum. Chaucer’s genius lies in making these types
feel like real people, with quirks and contradictions that invite readers to interpret their moral worth.
The narrator’s tone is often ironic—he claims to simply report what he sees, but his choices of detail
convey judgment. For example, when describing the Monk, he notes that the Monk ignores the rule
of his order to hunt and eat rich food, but the narrator says he “let go by” such criticism, effectively
highlighting the Monk’s laxness.

THEMES AND SOCIAL COMMENTARY IN THE GENERAL PROLOGUE

Social Hierarchy and Satire

One of the primary themes of The Canterbury Tales General Prologue is the exploration of
social rank and the corruption or virtue associated with each estate. Chaucer’s satire is gentle but
sharp. He exposes hypocrisy among religious figures—the Monk, Friar, Pardoner, and
Summoner—who are supposed to be spiritual leaders but are worldly, greedy, or lecherous. In
contrast, the Parson (a poor, devout clergyman) and the Plowman (a hardworking, honest laborer)
are depicted as genuinely good. This juxtaposition reveals Chaucer’s critique of a church that has
lost its way. Similarly, the Knight is presented as an ideal, while the Shipman is a pirate and the
Physician is a money-grabbing professional. The General Prologue thus provides a moral landscape
where the reader must decide who is truly worthy.

The Role of Storytelling and Community

The General Prologue establishes storytelling as a means of connection and competition. The
pilgrims, though strangers, form a temporary community united by their journey and the contest.
This framing device suggests that narratives have the power to reveal character, entertain, and
teach moral lessons. The Host, Harry Bailey, takes on the role of judge and moderator, adding
energy and a sense of play. The very fact that the pilgrimage is a social event highlights the
communal nature of medieval life, where travel, religion, and oral tradition were intertwined.

Gender and Marriage

Through characters like the Wife of Bath and the Prioress, the General Prologue touches on gender
roles and marriage. The Wife of Bath challenges the traditional submissive female ideal by wielding
her sexual and economic power. The Prioress, on the other hand, presents a more conventional but
ambiguous femininity. These portraits set the stage for the Wife of Bath’s Prologue and Tale, which
directly address women’s desire for sovereignty. In the General Prologue, readers first glimpse these
complex female figures, and their descriptions are layered with meaning that invites feminist
readings.

Hypocrisy and Morality

Chaucer is a master of exposing moral failings without overt condemnation. The General Prologue is
filled with characters who claim one thing but do another: the Friar is supposed to be poor but
extorts money; the Summoner uses his office for personal gain. The narrator’s naive voice allows
readers to infer the satire themselves. This ironic distance makes the social commentary more
effective, as it forces readers to engage critically with the text. The theme of authenticity versus
appearance runs throughout, culminating in the tales themselves, where characters often reveal
their true natures through their stories.

LITERARY SIGNIFICANCE AND LEGACY OF THE GENERAL PROLOGUE

The Canterbury Tales General Prologue is more than an introduction; it is a standalone work of
art that has influenced countless writers. Its realistic character portraits anticipate the novelistic
tradition, and its use of a frame story inspired later works like Boccaccio’s Decameron and even
modern storytelling formats. Chaucer’s choice to write in English rather than French or Latin was
revolutionary, elevating the vernacular to a literary language. The General Prologue also
demonstrates his mastery of prosody and his ability to blend genres—romance, fabliau, sermon, and
more—within a single framework.

For students and enthusiasts, the General Prologue offers an entry point into medieval thought. Its
characters embody the seven deadly sins and the virtues, and its humor remains fresh. The work
has been adapted into films, stage productions, and modern translations. It continues to be studied
in classrooms worldwide because it poses fundamental questions about human nature: why do we
tell stories? How do we judge others? What makes a good person? The General Prologue does not
provide easy answers, but it invites readers to join the pilgrimage and ask these questions along the
way.

CONCLUSION: THE ENDURING APPEAL OF THE GENERAL PROLOGUE

In summary, The Canterbury Tales General Prologue is a masterful blend of social observation,
humor, and literary innovation. Through its springtime opening, its diverse cast of pilgrims, and its
subtle critique of medieval institutions, it captures the spirit of an age while speaking to universal
human experiences. Chaucer’s ability to create characters who are at once archetypes and
individuals ensures that the General Prologue remains relevant centuries after its composition.
Whether read in the original Middle English or in modern translation, it invites readers to join the
journey to Canterbury—a journey that, like life itself, is enriched by the stories we share. For anyone
seeking a deeper appreciation of English literature, the General Prologue is not merely a starting
point; it is a destination worth revisiting again and again.
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