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Chapter 1

Introduction

1 Chaucer and his poem

For most readers the Canterbury Tales mean the General Prologue,
with its gallery of portraits, and a few of the more humorous tales.
What we retain is a handful of remarkable personalities, and such
memorable moments as the end of the Miller’s tale. These are worth
having in themselves, but it requires an extra effort to see the signif-
icant relationship among them, and to recognize that their bewil-
dering variety is Chaucer’s technique for representing a single social
reality. We may compare the first part of Shakespeare’s Henry IV,
where our impressions can be so dominated by Falstaff, Hotspur and
Hal as to leave Henry and the problems of his reign in shadow. The
comparison is the more suggestive in that Shakespeare has recreated
the England of Chaucer’s last years, when a society that is essentially
that of the Canterbury Tales was shaken by usurpation, regicide and
civil war. Both poets describe a nation unsure of its identity, distrust-
ful of traditional authority, and torn by ambition and materialism
into separate spheres of interest. For both, the drives and interac-
tions of individual personalities express a loss of central control, a
failure of hierarchy which affects society at all levels.

Shakespeare’s focus is always on a single “body politic,” and
though his characters span all levels of society, their situations are
determined by a central crisis of monarchical authority. Chaucer’s
project is harder to define. He shows us nothing of Shakespeare’s
royal Westminster, and gives us only a glimpse of his chaotic
Eastcheap; and though profoundly political in their implications,
the Tales offer no comment on contemporary politics. But the
Canterbury pilgrims, too, are a society in transition, their horizons

1



2 THE CANTERBURY TALES

enlarged by war and commerce, their relations complicated by new
types of enterprise and new social roles. What holds them together
is a radically innovative literary structure, a fictional world with
no center, defined by oppositions between realistic and idealistic,
worldly and religious, traditionalist and individualist points of view.

The plot of the Tales is simple enough. In early April, the narrator
is lodged at the Tabard in Southwark, ready to make a pilgrimage
to the shrine of St. Thomas à Becket at Canterbury, when a group
of twenty-nine pilgrims arrive at the inn. The narrator is admitted
to their number and provides portraits of most of the group, each of
whom embodies a different aspect of English society. The host of the
Tabard,HarryBaily,decidestojointhepilgrims,andproposesagame
to divert them on the road: all will tell stories, and the best tale will be
rewarded at journey’s end with a supper at the Tabard. The bulk of
the poem consists of the tales of twenty-three pilgrims, interspersed
with narrative and dialogue which link their performances to the
frame of the pilgrimage journey.

The literary form of the story collection, in which narratives of
diverse kinds are organized within a larger framing narrative, had
a long history, and had been treated with new sophistication in
Chaucer’s own time. But neither the Confessio Amantis of his friend
John Gower, which was in progress during the early stages of his
own project, nor Boccaccio’s Decameron, which he almost certainly
knew, exhibits anything like the complexity of the Tales. The social
diversity of Chaucer’s pilgrims, the range of styles they employ, and
the psychological richness of their interaction, both with one an-
other and with their own tales, are a landmark in world literature.
In no earlier work do characters so diverse in origin and status as
Chaucer’s “churls” and “gentles” meet and engage on equal terms.
In the Decameron “churls” exist only as two-dimensional characters
in stories told by an aristocratic company. In the Romance of the Rose,
the thirteenth-century love-allegory which was the greatest single
influence on Chaucer’s poetry, the low social status and coarse be-
havior of “Evil-Tongue” and “Danger” is allegorical, defining them
as threats to the progress of the poem’s courtly lover. But Chaucer’s
churls exist on the same plane of reality as the Knight and Prioress.
Some are undeniably beyond the pale in ordinary social terms, and
their membership in the pilgrim company gives them a voice they


