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Chaucer’s The Canterbury Tales stands as a cornerstone of medieval English literature, offering a

vivid tapestry of characters, stories, and social commentary from 14th-century England. Among its

most celebrated sections are the General Prologue, which introduces a diverse group of pilgrims; The

Pardoner's Tale, a moralistic story with deep themes of greed and corruption; and The Nun's Priest's

Tale, a lively beast fable that explores themes of deception, fate, and morality. Rereading these

excerpts provides a richer understanding of Chaucer’s craftsmanship, his portrayal of human nature,

and the societal values of his time.

This article aims to delve into these three key excerpts, exploring their themes, characters, and literary

significance. Through careful analysis, we will uncover how Chaucer’s work remains relevant today

and how it continues to influence English literature.

---

Context and Overview of Chaucer’s The Canterbury Tales

Before examining the specific excerpts, it’s essential to understand the broader context of The

Canterbury Tales. Written in Middle English during the late 14th century, this collection of stories is

framed by the pilgrimage to Canterbury, a religious journey that serves as a narrative device for the

storytelling contest among pilgrims. Each character’s tale reflects their social status, personality, and



moral outlook.

The General Prologue opens the collection, introducing the pilgrims and setting the scene for the

stories to come. The characters range from nobility and clergy to tradespeople and laborers, providing

a cross-section of medieval society.

The subsequent tales—such as those told by the Pardoner and the Nun’s Priest—highlight different

storytelling styles and moral themes. These stories are not only entertainment but also serve as social

commentary, revealing the virtues and vices of Chaucer’s characters and, by extension, his society.

---

Analyzing the General Prologue: An Introduction to Medieval

Society

Key Characters and Their Significance

The General Prologue functions as a character sketch of the pilgrims, each representing various social

classes and moral qualities. Some notable figures include:

- The Knight: Embodies chivalry and honor.

- The Prioress: Reflects religious piety intertwined with worldly manners.

- The Wife of Bath: Demonstrates experience and assertiveness in her views on marriage.

- The Parson: Embodies genuine religious virtue and humility.

- The Pardoner: Represents greed and hypocrisy.



Thematic Elements

The General Prologue sets the tone for the entire collection by highlighting themes such as:

- Corruption and Virtue: Contrasts between genuine morality (e.g., the Parson) and hypocrisy (e.g., the

Pardoner).

- Social Satire: Chaucer’s critique of clergy, nobility, and commoners.

- Human Nature: The diversity of pilgrims reflects the complexities of human motivations.

Literary Significance

The vivid characterizations and detailed descriptions serve as a mirror to medieval society, but they

also transcend their time to comment on universal human traits. Chaucer’s use of humor, irony, and

realism makes the General Prologue a foundational text in English literature.

---

The Pardoner's Tale: A Moral Tale on Greed

Summary of the Tale

The Pardoner's Tale is a classic example of a moral allegory. It tells of three rioters who set out to kill

Death after hearing of a plague ravaging their town. They encounter an old man who directs them to a

gold treasure under a tree. While one stays to guard the treasure, the others plot to kill him and divide

the gold. Ultimately, their greed leads to their downfall—they plot to kill each other and all die as a

result.



Themes and Moral Lessons

- Greed (Avarice): The overarching theme, illustrating how greed leads to destruction.

- Hypocrisy: The Pardoner himself preaches against greed while exemplifying it.

- Fate and Justice: The tale suggests that vice invites divine or cosmic punishment.

Character Analysis: The Pardoner

The Pardoner, both in the story and in Chaucer’s framing narrative, is portrayed as a corrupt church

official who sells pardons and relics for personal gain. His moral hypocrisy is central to the tale’s irony.

Chaucer uses him to critique church corruption and the exploitation of faith for profit.

Literary Devices and Style

- Irony: The Pardoner’s confession of greed contrasts with his preaching against greed.

- Symbolism: The gold and the rioters’ pursuit symbolize destructive human desires.

- Tone: The tone is satirical, emphasizing the moral lesson through irony and humor.

---

The Nun’s Priest's Tale: A Fable of Deception and Morality

Summary of the Tale

The Nun’s Priest's Tale is a lively fable about a rooster named Chanticleer and his encounter with a



cunning fox. Chanticleer is proud of his beauty and singing voice. A fox, using flattery, tricks

Chanticleer into trusting him, only to seize him. However, Chanticleer’s quick wit allows him to escape,

warning others about deception.

Thematic Exploration

- Fate and Free Will: The tale explores how characters’ choices influence their outcomes.

- Deception and Flattery: The fox’s cunning symbolizes manipulative schemes.

- Pride and Humility: Chanticleer’s vanity and eventual escape highlight the importance of humility.

Characters and Moral Lessons

The story emphasizes the danger of overconfidence and arrogance. It advocates for prudence and

awareness of deception. The moral is that cleverness can outwit even the most cunning adversaries if

used wisely.

Literary Significance and Style

The Nun’s Priest's Tale is notable for its lively language, humor, and use of animal characters to

reflect human virtues and vices. It exemplifies the fable tradition, using allegory and satire to impart

moral lessons in an entertaining manner.

---



Connecting the Excerpts: Themes and Literary Techniques

Common Themes Across the Three Excerpts

While each excerpt serves a different narrative purpose, they share common themes:

- Morality and Vice: Greed in the Pardoner’s Tale, pride in Chanticleer’s story, and societal hypocrisy

in the General Prologue.

- Human Nature: A universal exploration of virtues and vices.

- Deception and Truth: The fox’s deception, the Pardoner’s hypocrisy, and social pretenses.

Literary Techniques Employed by Chaucer

Chaucer’s mastery lies in his use of:

- Irony: To highlight moral failings.

- Satire: To critique societal corruption.

- Allegory and Fable: To convey moral lessons in a memorable way.

- Vivid Characterization: To depict social types with nuance.

---

Conclusion: The Enduring Relevance of Chaucer’s Excerpts

Rereading the General Prologue, The Pardoner's Tale, and The Nun's Priest's Tale offers invaluable

insights into medieval society, human morality, and literary artistry. Chaucer’s keen observations,



humor, and moral reflections continue to resonate, illustrating that the fundamental human struggles

with greed, pride, deception, and virtue remain timeless.

These excerpts serve not only as literary masterpieces but also as moral mirrors, encouraging readers

to reflect on their own virtues and vices. Whether in the context of medieval England or the modern

world, Chaucer’s tales remind us of the enduring complexity of human nature and the importance of

moral integrity.

---
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Frequently Asked Questions

What are the main themes explored in 'The General Prologue,' 'The

Pardoner's Tale,' and 'The Nun's Priest's Tale'?

These excerpts collectively explore themes such as morality and sin, the corruptibility of human nature,

greed, hypocrisy, and the importance of virtue. Each story offers a different perspective on human

behavior and societal values during the medieval period.

How does Chaucer portray the character of the Pardoner in his tale

and prologue?

Chaucer presents the Pardoner as a hypocritical and greedy church official who preaches against

greed to profit from it himself. His character exemplifies the theme of corruption within the Church and

the contrast between appearance and reality.



What moral lessons can be derived from 'The Pardoner's Tale' and

'The Nun's Priest's Tale'?

Both tales emphasize the dangers of greed and dishonesty. 'The Pardoner's Tale' warns that greed

leads to self-destruction, while 'The Nun's Priest's Tale' teaches that pride and foolishness can bring

about one's downfall, highlighting the importance of virtue and humility.

In what ways do the stories reflect medieval society's attitudes

towards religion and morality?

The stories critique the corruption and hypocrisy within the Church and society, highlighting the tension

between genuine piety and self-interest. They reflect a critical perspective on religious figures and

emphasize moral integrity as essential for true virtue.

How do the different narrative styles of 'The General Prologue,' 'The

Pardoner's Tale,' and 'The Nun's Priest's Tale' contribute to their

overall messages?

'The General Prologue' uses vivid character descriptions and context-setting to introduce the pilgrims,

establishing themes of social diversity. 'The Pardoner's Tale' employs a moral allegory with irony to

critique greed, while 'The Nun's Priest's Tale' uses a fable-like storytelling style with animal characters

to deliver moral lessons in a humorous and accessible way. These varied styles enhance their

respective messages and engage different audience sensibilities.

Additional Resources

Reread The Excerpts From The "General Prologue," "The Pardoner's Tale," And "The Nun's Priest's

Tale"

In the rich tapestry of Geoffrey Chaucer’s The Canterbury Tales, a collection of stories woven into a



vivid portrait of medieval society, three particular excerpts—the General Prologue, The Pardoner’s Tale,

and The Nun’s Priest’s Tale—stand out for their intricate storytelling, moral complexity, and sharp

social commentary. Rereading these sections not only deepens our understanding of Chaucer’s literary

craft but also illuminates the enduring themes of human nature, morality, and social critique that

remain relevant today. This article delves into each excerpt, examining their structure, themes, and

significance, offering a comprehensive analysis that bridges historical context with modern insights.

---

The General Prologue: Introducing a Medieval Society in Microcosm

The General Prologue functions as the gateway to The Canterbury Tales, setting the stage for the

diverse cast of characters and offering a panoramic view of 14th-century England. Chaucer’s detailed

descriptions and nuanced characterizations serve as both a social critique and a reflection of human

foibles.

Literary Structure and Characterization

Chaucer employs a lively, poetic narrative to introduce twenty-nine pilgrims, each representing different

social classes, professions, and moral attitudes. The structure is primarily a series of vivid portraits,

often rich in irony and humor. For example, the Knight is depicted as noble and virtuous, embodying

chivalry, while the Pardoner appears as a hypocritical religious figure, more interested in personal gain

than spiritual salvation.

Themes and Social Commentary

The General Prologue explores themes such as:

- Class and Social Hierarchy: The characters exemplify the stratified medieval society, from the noble

Knight to the humble Plowman.

- Moral and Religious Values: Chaucer subtly critiques the disparity between outward religious

devotion and inner moral corruption.



- Human Nature and Vanity: Many characters, such as the Summoner and Friar, reveal the flaws and

vices prevalent in their social roles.

Literary Significance

Chaucer’s use of vernacular Middle English makes the General Prologue accessible and engaging,

breaking away from Latin-dominated religious texts. His irony and satirical tone invite readers to reflect

on societal hypocrisy, making this introductory segment a masterclass in character-driven storytelling.

---

"The Pardoner’s Tale": A Moral Fable of Greed

Among the most compelling stories within The Canterbury Tales is The Pardoner’s Tale, a vivid

allegory about greed and moral corruption. Narrated by the Pardoner himself, a church official known

for selling indulgences, the tale exposes the destructive power of avarice.

Synopsis and Narrative Technique

The tale recounts three riotous youths who set out to kill Death after a friend’s death. Instead, they find

a treasure of gold coins. Their greed ultimately leads to their downfall: they conspire to betray one

another, each plotting murder or treachery to claim the treasure. In the end, all three meet violent

ends, illustrating the proverb: “Greed is the root of all evil.”

Chaucer’s use of direct storytelling, combined with the Pardoner’s own admission of hypocrisy, creates

a layered narrative. The Pardoner’s self-awareness, openly admitting his exploitation of greed, adds a

complex moral dimension.

Themes and Moral Lessons

Key themes include:



- Greed and Moral Decay: The tale exemplifies how greed corrupts morals and leads to destruction.

- Hypocrisy of Religious Figures: The Pardoner’s confession highlights the disparity between his

preachings and his personal greed.

- The Inevitability of Justice: The story underscores that greed ultimately punishes the greedy, often in

ways unexpected.

Literary Devices and Impact

Chaucer employs irony masterfully—particularly situational irony—by having the Pardoner’s own greed

mirror the tale’s moral. The explicit moral at the story’s end serves both as a warning and as a critique

of church corruption, making it a powerful social commentary.

---

"The Nun’s Priest’s Tale": A Fable of Fortune and Wisdom

Contrasting with the moral seriousness of The Pardoner’s Tale, The Nun’s Priest’s Tale is a lively

beast fable that explores themes of fate, wisdom, and vanity through the story of a cock named

Chanticleer.

Plot Overview and Literary Style

Chanticleer is a proud and beautiful rooster who dreams of danger and flattery. His wife, Pertelote,

dismisses his fears, leading to a series of events that culminate in Chanticleer being duped by a

cunning fox. The tale is rich in allegory, employing humor, satire, and a touch of the fantastical to

entertain while conveying deeper lessons.

Themes and Symbolism

Major themes include:

- Fate and Fortune: Chanticleer’s hubris and the fox’s cunning illustrate how luck and fate can



influence one’s destiny.

- Vanity and Pride: Chanticleer’s confidence makes him vulnerable to deception.

- Wisdom and Prudence: The tale advocates for humility and cleverness as means to avoid peril.

Chaucer uses animals as allegorical figures, a common medieval storytelling device, to critique human

follies in a humorous and accessible way.

Literary Significance and Moral

The tale underscores that fortune is unpredictable, and wisdom often lies in humility. The ending,

where Chanticleer escapes thanks to his cleverness, suggests that wit and prudence can help navigate

life's uncertainties. The lively storytelling, combined with Chaucer’s playful tone, makes it a memorable

moral fable.

---

Interconnected Themes and Modern Relevance

While each excerpt offers unique insights, they collectively underscore enduring themes:

- The Complexity of Human Nature: Characters embody virtues and vices, reflecting the multifaceted

human psyche.

- Moral and Ethical Reflection: From greed to pride, the stories prompt moral introspection.

- Social Critique: Chaucer’s sharp irony exposes societal hypocrisies, many of which remain pertinent

in contemporary discourse.

Modern readers can relate to the tales’ exploration of greed, vanity, and folly, recognizing that these

human tendencies transcend medieval boundaries.

---

Conclusion: Revisiting Chaucer’s Enduring Legacy



Rereading the excerpts from the General Prologue, The Pardoner’s Tale, and The Nun’s Priest’s Tale

offers a deeper appreciation of Chaucer’s masterful storytelling and his incisive social commentary.

These texts serve as mirrors reflecting human nature, societal flaws, and moral dilemmas—issues as

relevant today as they were in the 14th century. By engaging with these excerpts anew, readers can

uncover layered meanings and timeless truths, reaffirming Chaucer’s place as a pioneering voice in

English literature. Whether through satire, allegory, or character-driven narratives, these tales continue

to inspire reflection, critique, and, ultimately, a better understanding of ourselves.
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