The Canterbury Tales — Geoffrey Chaucer (Sparks Notes)

General Prologue

At the Tabard Inn, a tavern in Southwark, near London, the narrator joins a company of
twenty-nine pilgrims. The pilgrims, like the narrator, are traveling to the shrine of the martyr
Saint Thomas Becket in Canterbury. The narrator gives a descriptive account of twenty-seven
of these pilgrims, including a Knight, Squire, Yeoman, Prioress, Monk, Friar, Merchant, Clerk,
Man of Law, Franklin, Haberdasher, Carpenter, Weaver, Dyer, Tapestry-Weaver, Cook,
Shipman, Physician, Wife, Parson, Plowman, Miller, Manciple, Reeve, Summoner, Pardoner,
and Host. (He does not describe the Second Nun or the Nun’s Priest, although both characters
appear later in the book.) The Host, whose name, we find out in the Prologue to the Cook’s
Tale, is Harry Bailey, suggests that the group ride together and entertain one another with
stories. He decides that each pilgrim will tell two stories on the way to Canterbury and two on
the way back. Whomever he judges to be the best storyteller will receive a meal at Bailey’s
tavern, courtesy of the other pilgrims. The pilgrims draw lots and determine that the Knight

will tell the first tale.

The Pardoner’s Introduction, Prologue, and Tale

The Host is dismayed by the tragic injustice of the Physician’s Tale, and asks the Pardoner to
tell something merry. The other pilgrims contradict the Host, demanding a moral tale, which
the Pardoner agrees to tell after he eats and drinks. The Pardoner tells the company how he
cheats people out of their money by preaching that money is the root of all evil. His tale
describes three riotous youths who go looking for Death, thinking that they can kill him. An
old man tells them that they will find Death under a tree. Instead, they find eight bushels of

gold, which they plot to sneak into town under cover of darkness. The youngest goes into town


javascript:ScrollingPopup('http://www.sparknotes.com/lit/canterbury/terms/char_10.html',%20'00fb79d6ab',%20'500',%20'500')
javascript:ScrollingPopup('http://www.sparknotes.com/lit/canterbury/terms/char_4.html',%20'1320a2ef90',%20'500',%20'500')

to fetch food and drink, but brings back poison, hoping to have the gold all to himself. His
companions Kkill him to enrich their own shares, then drink the poison and die under the tree.
His tale complete, the Pardoner offers to sell the pilgrims pardons, and singles out the Host to
come Kiss his relics. The Host infuriates the Pardoner by accusing him of fraud, but the Knight

persuades the two to kiss and bury their differences.

The Wife of Bath’s Prologue and Tale

The Wife of Bath gives a lengthy account of her feelings about marriage. Quoting from the
Bible, the Wife argues against those who believe it is wrong to marry more than once, and she
explains how she dominated and controlled each of her five husbands. She married her fifth
husband, Jankyn, for love instead of money. After the Wife has rambled on for a while, the
Friar butts in to complain that she is taking too long, and the Summoner retorts that friars are
like flies, always meddling. The Friar promises to tell a tale about a summoner, and the
Summoner promises to tell a tale about a friar. The Host cries for everyone to quiet down and
allow the Wife to commence her tale.

In her tale, a young knight of King Arthur’s court rapes a maiden; to atone for his crime,
Arthur’s queen sends him on a quest to discover what women want most. An ugly old woman
promises the knight that she will tell him the secret if he promises to do whatever she wants
for saving his life. He agrees, and she tells him women want control of their husbands and
their own lives. They go together to Arthur’s queen, and the old woman'’s answer turns out to
be correct. The old woman then tells the knight that he must marry her. When the knight
confesses later that he is repulsed by her appearance, she gives him a choice: she can either be
ugly and faithful, or beautiful and unfaithful. The knight tells her to make the choice herself,
and she rewards him for giving her control of the marriage by rendering herself both beautiful

and faithful.
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