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Introduction to Geoffrey Chaucer's Canterbury
Tales Prologue

Geoffrey Chaucer's Canterbury Tales Prologue is a seminal piece of English
literature that serves as an introduction to one of the most celebrated works
of the Middle Ages. Written in the late 14th century, the prologue sets the
stage for a collection of stories told by a diverse group of pilgrims
traveling to the shrine of Saint Thomas Becket in Canterbury. Chaucer’s
innovative use of characters and narrative voice not only provides insight
into medieval society but also reflects his keen observations of human
nature. This article delves into the significance, structure, and themes of
the prologue, providing a comprehensive understanding of its role within the
larger work.

The Historical Context of the Canterbury Tales

Understanding the historical backdrop of the Canterbury Tales is crucial for
appreciating its prologue. The work was written during a time of significant
social and political change in England, characterized by:

The Hundred Years' War: A conflict between England and France that
influenced national identity.

The Black Death: This pandemic drastically reduced the population and
shifted socio-economic structures.

Emerging Middle Class: The rise of the merchant class began to change
traditional social hierarchies.

Chaucer's prologue captures these changes by presenting a wide array of
characters from different social strata, illustrating the complexity of 14th-
century English society.

Structure of the Prologue

The prologue is notable for its structured format, consisting of 858 lines



written in rhymed couplets. Chaucer employs a frame narrative technique,
where the overarching story of the pilgrimage serves as a backdrop for the
individual tales of the pilgrims. The organizational structure of the
prologue can be outlined as follows:

1. The General Prologue

The General Prologue introduces the setting and purpose of the pilgrimage. It
opens with a vivid description of spring, symbolizing renewal and the spirit
of adventure. Chaucer then introduces the host, Harry Bailey, who proposes a
storytelling contest to entertain the pilgrims on their journey. This contest
establishes the framework for the tales that follow.

2. Character Introductions

Chaucer meticulously describes each pilgrim, highlighting their professions,
personalities, and social standings. Some of the most notable characters
include:

The Knight: A noble warrior who embodies the ideals of chivalry.1.

The Wife of Bath: A bold and experienced woman with strong opinions on2.
marriage and relationships.

The Pardoner: A corrupt church official who exploits the faithful.3.

The Miller: A bawdy character known for his crude humor and tales.4.

These diverse characters provide a microcosm of medieval society, each
representing different facets of life and social commentary.

Thematic Elements in the Prologue

Chaucer's prologue is rich with thematic elements that resonate with readers
both in his time and today. Key themes include:

1. Social Class and Hierarchy

Chaucer presents a cross-section of society, from the noble Knight to the
lowly Miller, illustrating the complexities of social class. The prologue



challenges the rigid class structures of the time, highlighting the shifting
dynamics brought about by economic changes. The characters often reflect
stereotypes of their classes, but Chaucer also imbues them with
individuality, making a case for the inherent value of each person regardless
of their social standing.

2. Religion and Morality

Religious themes permeate the prologue, as many of the characters are
directly connected to the church. Chaucer critiques the corruption and
hypocrisy within religious institutions, particularly through characters like
the Pardoner and the Friar. The contrast between the genuine faith of some
pilgrims and the shameless exploitation by others offers a nuanced view of
morality in a religious context.

3. Human Nature and Relationships

Chaucer's keen observation of human nature shines through in the prologue.
The interactions among the pilgrims reveal a range of human emotions and
relationships, including camaraderie, rivalry, and romance. The Wife of Bath
stands out as a character who boldly explores themes of gender and power
dynamics in relationships, challenging contemporary norms surrounding
marriage and female agency.

Literary Devices and Techniques

Chaucer employs various literary devices that enhance the richness of the
prologue. Some notable techniques include:

1. Characterization

Through vivid and often humorous descriptions, Chaucer brings each character
to life. His use of direct characterization allows readers to form immediate
impressions, while indirect characterization reveals deeper layers of
personality through dialogue and actions.

2. Satire and Irony

Chaucer’s use of satire is evident in his portrayal of certain characters,
particularly those in religious roles. The irony in their actions often
highlights the disparity between their positions and their moral integrity,



inviting readers to reflect on the societal issues of the time.

3. Imagery and Symbolism

The prologue is rich in imagery, particularly in its opening lines that evoke
the beauty of spring. Symbolism is also prevalent, with the pilgrimage itself
representing a journey of life, exploration, and the search for truth.

Conclusion: The Lasting Impact of the Prologue

Geoffrey Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales Prologue is a masterful introduction that
not only sets the stage for the tales to come but also serves as a critical
commentary on the society of his time. Through a diverse cast of characters
and intricate themes, Chaucer captures the essence of human experience,
making the prologue relevant even today. Its exploration of social class,
morality, and human nature continues to resonate, inviting readers to engage
with the text on multiple levels.

As scholars and enthusiasts of literature reflect on the Canterbury Tales,
the prologue remains a focal point of study and admiration, securing
Chaucer’s place as one of the foundational figures in English literature. The
prologue encourages readers to consider their own journeys, both literal and
metaphorical, as they navigate the complexities of life, society, and
personal identity.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the significance of the General Prologue in
Chaucer's Canterbury Tales?
The General Prologue serves as an introduction to the characters and sets the
stage for the stories to follow. It provides insight into the social classes
of the time and establishes the framework for the pilgrimage to Canterbury.

How does Chaucer portray different social classes in
the Prologue?
Chaucer uses a diverse cast of characters, each representing different social
classes, from the Knight to the Miller. Through their descriptions and tales,
he critiques and satirizes the norms and behaviors of each class, revealing
the complexities of medieval society.



What role does the pilgrimage play in the structure
of the Canterbury Tales?
The pilgrimage to Canterbury serves as a narrative device that brings
together various characters, allowing them to share their stories. This
journey emphasizes themes of faith, morality, and the human experience, while
also creating a framework for the tales.

Which characters in the Prologue are most notable
and why?
Notable characters include the Knight, who embodies chivalry; the Prioress,
who represents the church's hypocrisy; and the Wife of Bath, who challenges
gender roles. Each character's distinct traits and stories offer a microcosm
of medieval society.

How does Chaucer use humor and satire in the
Prologue?
Chaucer employs humor and satire to highlight the absurdities and
contradictions within society. He often exaggerates characteristics and
behaviors of the pilgrims, allowing readers to laugh at their flaws while
prompting deeper reflection on societal norms.

What themes are introduced in the Prologue of the
Canterbury Tales?
Key themes include social class and hierarchy, the nature of storytelling,
the corruption within religious institutions, and the quest for identity.
These themes set the stage for the diverse tales that follow, reflecting the
complexities of human nature.
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