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The Prologue to The Canterbury Tales: An Overview

The Prologue to The Canterbury Tales is one of the most celebrated pieces of literature in English
history. Written by Geoffrey Chaucer in the late 14th century, this work serves as the 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 the tales that follow but also provides a rich
tapestry of medieval society, showcasing various social classes, occupations, and cultural norms.

In this article, we will explore the significance of the Prologue, its key themes, character descriptions,
and its enduring impact on literature.

Historical Context

To fully appreciate the Prologue, it's essential to understand the historical context in which Chaucer
wrote. The late 14th century was a period of significant change in England, marked by:

The aftermath of the Black Death, which drastically reduced the population and altered social
structures.

The rise of the merchant class, which contributed to the growing importance of commerce and
trade.

The emergence of the English language as a literary medium, moving away from Latin and
French.

Chaucer, often referred to as the "Father of English Literature," was instrumental in legitimizing
English as a language of literary expression. His works, including The Canterbury Tales, reflect the
complexities of his time, making them relevant even today.

Structure of The Prologue

The Prologue is structured as a narrative poem composed of 18 sections, each introducing a different
character. The characters are framed as a group of pilgrims who gather at the Tabard Inn in
Southwark before embarking on their journey to Canterbury. Chaucer employs a frame narrative
technique, allowing each character to tell their story, which adds depth to the overall work.

Chaucer uses a consistent rhyme scheme known as rhymed couplets, which enhances the musicality
and flow of the text. This structure not only makes the Prologue more engaging but also highlights the



personalities of the characters through their individual tales.

Key Themes in The Prologue

The Prologue touches upon several themes that resonate throughout The Canterbury Tales:

1. Social Class and Hierarchy: Chaucer presents a cross-section of medieval society, from the noble
Knight to the lowly Plowman. Each character reflects their social status and profession, exposing the
complexities of class dynamics during the time.

2. Religion and Morality: Religion plays a central role in the lives of the characters. Many pilgrims are
motivated by faith, yet Chaucer often critiques the moral integrity of religious figures, such as the
Pardoner and the Friar, highlighting the hypocrisy within the Church.

3. Human Nature: Chaucer’s characters embody various aspects of human behavior, including greed,
lust, ambition, and compassion. Through their interactions and stories, he reveals the multifaceted
nature of humanity.

4. Storytelling and Artistry: The act of storytelling is a significant theme in The Prologue. Chaucer
suggests that storytelling is a means of connecting individuals and sharing experiences, serving as
both entertainment and a reflection of societal values.

Character Descriptions

One of the most remarkable features of The Prologue is the vivid portrayal of its characters. Each
character is introduced with a brief description that encapsulates their personality, social status, and
profession. Here are some of the most notable pilgrims:

The Knight: Representing the ideal of chivalry, the Knight is noble, brave, and dedicated to his1.
cause. He has fought in numerous battles and is a paragon of virtue.

The Prioress: A nun who is concerned with manners and appearances, the Prioress is2.
portrayed as delicate and superficial, focusing more on her status than her spiritual duties.

The Monk: A character who defies monastic expectations, the Monk enjoys hunting and lavish3.
living, demonstrating a disconnect from traditional religious values.

The Wife of Bath: A strong and independent woman, the Wife of Bath is outspoken about her4.
experiences with love and marriage. She challenges societal norms regarding gender roles.

The Pardoner: A morally questionable figure, the Pardoner sells indulgences and preaches for5.
profit. His character serves as a critique of church corruption.



These characters, along with many others, offer insights into the diverse fabric of medieval society,
each contributing to the overarching narrative of the pilgrimage.

Literary Techniques

Chaucer employs various literary techniques in The Prologue, enhancing its depth and richness:

- Imagery: Chaucer's use of vivid imagery allows readers to visualize the characters and settings,
bringing the text to life. For instance, he describes the Knight’s armor and the Prioress's elegant attire
in detail.

- Irony: Many characters exhibit ironic traits that highlight the disparity between their professions and
their behaviors. The Monk, for example, enjoys the pleasures of the world despite being a religious
figure.

- Satire: Chaucer utilizes satire to critique societal norms and institutions. His portrayal of the Church
and its representatives, like the Friar and the Pardoner, exposes the moral decay prevalent in his
time.

- Symbolism: Various elements in the Prologue carry symbolic weight, such as the pilgrimage itself,
representing a journey of self-discovery and spiritual enlightenment.

Enduring Impact and Legacy

The Prologue to The Canterbury Tales has left an indelible mark on English literature and culture. Its
enduring impact can be observed in various ways:

- Literary Influence: Chaucer's innovative use of the English vernacular paved the way for future
writers. His ability to blend humor, social commentary, and storytelling inspired generations of
authors, including Shakespeare and more contemporary writers.

- Cultural Reflection: The Prologue serves as an invaluable resource for understanding medieval
society. It offers insights into the customs, beliefs, and social dynamics of the time, making it a vital
text for historians and scholars.

- Adaptations and References: The themes and characters from The Prologue have been adapted into
various media, including films, plays, and art. Its relevance continues to resonate with audiences,
demonstrating the timelessness of Chaucer's insights into human nature.

Conclusion

The Prologue to The Canterbury Tales stands as a monumental piece of literature that encapsulates
the essence of medieval society. Through its rich characterizations, exploration of key themes, and



innovative literary techniques, Chaucer's work remains a cornerstone of English literature. It not only
entertains but also provokes thought about the complexities of human behavior, social structures,
and the art of storytelling. As readers continue to engage with The Prologue, its insights into the
human experience endure, ensuring its place in the literary canon for generations to come.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the significance of the Prologue in 'The Canterbury
Tales'?
The Prologue serves as an introduction to the characters and sets up the framework for the stories to
come. It provides insight into the social hierarchy of 14th-century England and outlines the diverse
backgrounds and personalities of the pilgrims.

How does Chaucer use the character of the Narrator in the
Prologue?
Chaucer employs the Narrator as a seemingly neutral observer who introduces each character with a
blend of admiration and critique, allowing readers to understand both the virtues and vices of the
pilgrims while providing a humorous commentary on society.

Which social classes are represented in the Prologue, and
what does this diversity reveal?
The Prologue features a wide range of social classes, including nobles, clergy, and commoners. This
diversity highlights the complexities of medieval society and Chaucer's commentary on the human
condition, transcending social boundaries.

What role does irony play in the descriptions of the characters
in the Prologue?
Irony is prevalent in the Prologue as Chaucer often contrasts the pilgrims' outward appearances and
professions with their actual behavior and morals, revealing hypocrisy and providing a critique of
societal norms.

How does the Prologue set the tone for the tales that follow?
The Prologue establishes a lively and engaging tone, filled with humor and satire. This sets the stage
for the various tales, encouraging readers to expect both entertainment and moral lessons from the
stories shared by the pilgrims.

What themes are introduced in the Prologue of 'The
Canterbury Tales'?
Key themes introduced in the Prologue include social class and hierarchy, the nature of pilgrimage,



the human condition, and the critique of societal norms and institutions, which recur throughout the
tales.
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