
the canterbury tales general prologue

The Canterbury Tales General Prologue is a pivotal opening to Geoffrey Chaucer's renowned work, which
is often regarded as one of the most important pieces of English literature from the Middle Ages. Written
in the late 14th century, it serves as an introduction to a collection of stories told by a diverse group of
pilgrims traveling to the shrine of Saint Thomas Becket in Canterbury. The Prologue not only sets the
stage for these narratives but also provides a vivid portrait of medieval society through its rich
characterizations and social commentary. In this article, we will explore the structure, themes, characters,
and significance of the General Prologue, shedding light on how it encapsulates the essence of Chaucer's
literary genius.

Structure of the General Prologue

The General Prologue consists of 858 lines written in rhymed couplets and is structured in a
straightforward yet effective manner. Chaucer employs a frame narrative technique wherein the Prologue
introduces the context and characters who will tell their tales throughout the collection.

Opening Lines

The Prologue begins with an evocative description of spring, which serves to symbolize renewal and the
spirit of pilgrimage. Chaucer writes about how the long-awaited arrival of spring awakens nature and
inspires people to embark on journeys. This seasonal imagery not only sets a tone of hope and adventure
but also acts as a catalyst for the pilgrimage itself.

Character Introductions

Chaucer introduces 29 characters in the Prologue, each representing different segments of medieval
society. The characters vary widely in terms of social status, profession, and personality traits. The diversity
among them reflects the complexity of the societal structure in 14th-century England.

Some notable characters include:

1. The Knight: A noble warrior, epitomizing chivalry and honor.
2. The Prioress: A nun with refined manners, who represents the ideals of courtly love.
3. The Monk: A religious figure who defies traditional monastic values by indulging in worldly pleasures.
4. The Wife of Bath: A strong and independent woman who has been married multiple times and
challenges societal norms regarding gender roles.



Themes in the General Prologue

The General Prologue tackles various themes that resonate throughout the rest of The Canterbury Tales.
Among these themes, we can identify the following:

Social Class and Hierarchy

Chaucer's portrayal of characters from different social classes underscores the rigid hierarchy of medieval
society. The Prologue presents a cross-section of society, from peasants to nobility, allowing readers to
observe the interactions and relationships between these classes. The diversity among the pilgrims
emphasizes the interconnectedness of their lives, despite their differing backgrounds.

Religious Critique

Throughout the General Prologue, Chaucer offers insights into the corruption and hypocrisy within the
Church. Characters like the Pardoner and the Friar exemplify the moral decay of religious figures who
exploit their positions for personal gain. This critique of religious practices prompts readers to reflect on the
authenticity of faith and the disparity between appearance and reality.

The Nature of Storytelling

The General Prologue lays the groundwork for the storytelling framework that characterizes the entire
work. Each pilgrim is tasked with telling a tale, leading to a rich tapestry of narratives that explore various
aspects of human experience. This theme highlights the importance of storytelling as a means of
communication, cultural preservation, and entertainment.

Character Analysis

Chaucer's characters are richly drawn and serve as archetypes that reflect the complexities of human
nature. Through their descriptions and interactions, he reveals their strengths, weaknesses, and
motivations.



The Knight

The Knight is portrayed as the ideal warrior, having fought in numerous battles and displaying the virtues
of truth, honor, and generosity. Chaucer's admiration for the Knight is evident, as he is presented as a noble
figure who embodies the chivalric code. His character serves as a contrast to the more flawed figures that
populate the Prologue.

The Wife of Bath

Perhaps one of the most intriguing characters in the Prologue, the Wife of Bath is a bold and assertive
woman who defies traditional gender roles. She has been married five times and is unapologetic about her
views on marriage and sexuality. Her prologue, which follows the General Prologue, is a powerful
commentary on female empowerment and the complexities of love and relationships.

Significance of the General Prologue

The General Prologue serves multiple purposes that contribute to the overall impact of The Canterbury
Tales.

Historical Context

Chaucer's work provides a valuable glimpse into the social, cultural, and economic conditions of 14th-
century England. The characters' professions, behaviors, and interactions reflect the realities of medieval
life, making the Prologue an essential historical document.

Literary Influence

As one of the earliest works written in English, The Canterbury Tales had a profound influence on the
development of English literature. Chaucer's use of vernacular language made literature more accessible to
a wider audience, paving the way for future writers.

Universal Themes

The themes explored in the General Prologue, such as social class, religion, and the nature of storytelling,



remain relevant today. Chaucer's ability to capture the human experience in all its complexity ensures that
the work resonates with readers across generations.

Conclusion

In conclusion, The Canterbury Tales General Prologue stands as a masterful introduction that encapsulates
the essence of Chaucer's storytelling prowess. Through its rich characterizations, exploration of societal
themes, and critique of contemporary issues, the Prologue not only sets the stage for the tales to follow but
also provides a timeless commentary on the human condition. Chaucer's ability to weave together diverse
narratives and characters speaks to his understanding of humanity, making The Canterbury Tales a seminal
work in the canon of English literature. As readers continue to engage with these narratives, they find
themselves immersed in a world that, while medieval in context, reflects enduring truths about life, love,
and the complexities of society.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the primary purpose of the General Prologue in The Canterbury
Tales?
The General Prologue serves to introduce the various characters who will tell their stories during the
pilgrimage to Canterbury, providing a social commentary on the different classes and professions in
medieval society.

How does Chaucer characterize the pilgrims in the General Prologue?
Chaucer presents a diverse group of characters, each with distinct traits and backgrounds, using vivid
descriptions and often satirical commentary to highlight their social status, morals, and motivations.

What themes are introduced in the General Prologue of The Canterbury
Tales?
Key themes include social class and hierarchy, the nature of storytelling, the complexity of human
behavior, and the critique of societal norms and institutions, particularly the Church.

Which pilgrim is described as the most virtuous in the General Prologue?
The Parson is depicted as the most virtuous pilgrim, embodying the ideals of piety and dedication to his
parishioners, contrasting with the corruption seen in other religious figures.



What literary techniques does Chaucer use in the General Prologue?
Chaucer employs vivid imagery, irony, and satire in his character descriptions, as well as the use of iambic
pentameter and rhymed couplets to create a rhythmic and engaging narrative.

How does the General Prologue reflect the social structure of medieval
England?
The General Prologue reflects the feudal system and the distinct social classes of medieval England by
including characters from various occupations, from the nobility to the peasantry, illustrating their
interactions and roles in society.

What role does the Host play in the General Prologue?
The Host serves as the leader of the pilgrimage, proposing the storytelling contest to entertain the group,
which sets the stage for the tales that follow and adds a layer of communal interaction among the pilgrims.
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