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The Canterbury
Tales Pilgrim Chart

Introduction: Unraveling the
Medieval Road Trip Through
the Pilgrim Chart

Geoffrey Chaucer’'s The Canterbury Tales is more
than a cornerstone of English literature—it is a
vibrant, often satirical snapshot of 14th-century
society. At its heart lies a simple premise: a group of
29 pilgrims (plus the narrator and the Host) travel
from London to the shrine of Saint Thomas Becket in
Canterbury, and each tells stories to pass the time.
For students, teachers, and literature enthusiasts
alike, the Canterbury Tales Pilgrim Chart serves as
an indispensable roadmap to this colorful cast. This
chart organizes the pilgrims by social rank, profession,
appearance, and personality, revealing Chaucer’s
layered commentary on class, hypocrisy, and human
nature. In this article, we will explore the components
of a typical pilgrim chart, analyze key characters, and
discuss why this medieval “spreadsheet” remains
essential for understanding the tales.
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What Is the Canterbury
Tales Pilgrim Chart?

A Canterbury Tales pilgrim chart is a structural
diagram or table that lists each pilgrim introduced in
the General Prologue. It typically includes columns for:

* Name or title (e.g., the Knight, the Wife of
Bath)

» Social class or estate (nobility, clergy,

commoners, or emerging middle class)

Physical description and clothing

Personality traits and moral character

Occupation or role in society

Prologue line references

Scholars and students often create these charts to
track Chaucer’s detailed characterizations. The pilgrim
chart reveals a deliberate ordering scheme: the
highest-ranking figures appear first (the Knight, the
Squire), followed by clergy (the Prioress, the Monk,
the Friar), and finally the commoners and lower orders
(the Miller, the Reeve, the Pardoner). This hierarchical
structure reflects the medieval social ladder but also
allows Chaucer to subvert expectations—for instance,
a “lowly” plowman may be morally superior to a
wealthy monk.
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Why the Pilgrim Chart
Matters for Understanding
Chaucer’s Work

Without a chart, the sheer number of pilgrims can
overwhelm a first-time reader. The Canterbury Tales
Pilgrim Chart provides a quick visual reference that
helps readers distinguish characters and recall their
relationships. More importantly, the chart highlights
Chaucer’s satire: by contrasting the ideal of each
estate (a knight should be chivalrous, a monk devout)
with the pilgrims’ actual behavior, Chaucer critiques
corruption, vanity, and greed. For example, on a
typical chart, the Monk might be noted as an
“outrider” who loves hunting and fine food,
contradicting monastic vows. This structured
comparison deepens appreciation for Chaucer’s
nuanced social commentary.

Breaking Down the Key
Columns in a Pilgrim Chart

Character Name and Title

Each pilgrim is introduced by a title that often reflects
their occupation or social role. The chart lists them in
order: Knight, Squire, Yeoman, Prioress, Monk, Friar,
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Merchant, Clerk, Sergeant of the Law, Franklin,
Haberdasher, Carpenter, Weaver, Dyer, Tapestry-
Maker, Cook, Shipman, Physician, Wife of Bath,
Parson, Plowman, Miller, Manciple, Reeve, Summoner,
Pardoner, and the Host. The narrator also joins the
company, though he is not technically a pilgrim in the
same sense.

Social Estate and Occupation

Chaucer groups pilgrims according to the three
medieval estates: those who fight (nobility), those
who pray (clergy), and those who work (commoners).
However, he also includes members of the rising
bourgeoisie, such as the Merchant and the Guildsmen.
A well-designed pilgrim chart will note which estate
each character belongs to, and whether they
represent a typical or corrupt version of their role.

Appearance and Attire

Chaucer lavishes descriptive detail on clothing, which
often signals moral character. On the chart, we might
note:

* Knight: wears a stained tunic from his
campaigns, modest and honorable.

* Prioress: “Smale fowles” brooch, elegant coral
beads, and a coy smile suggests worldly vanity
despite her religious vows.
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e Miller: red beard, wide nostrils, carries a
bagpipe—a coarse, brutish figure.

* Wife of Bath: gap teeth, scarlet stockings, and
a large hat—signs of her sexual experience and
independence.

These visual cues are encoded in the General
Prologue and become shorthand for the character’s
inner life.

Personality and Moral Description

The chart’s personality column is crucial for thematic
analysis. For example:

e The Parson is described as poor but rich in holy
deeds, a true shepherd rather than a
mercenary.

e The Friar is licensed to hear confessions yet
spends his time with tavern keepers and
wealthy women, an abusive figure.

e The Pardoner admits to selling fake relics and
indulging in greed, making him one of the most
corrupt pilgrims.

Tale Connection and Prologue Reference

Some charts also note which tale each pilgrim tells
and whether that tale fits or contrasts their character.
For instance, the Millere’s Tale is a bawdy fabliau
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perfectly suited to his low character, while the
Knight's Tale is a noble romance. The Host, Harry
Bailey, proposes the story-telling contest and acts as
a judge, adding another layer of structure.

In-Depth Analysis of
Selected Pilgrims Through
the Chart Lens

The Knight: The Ideal of Chivalry

At the top of the chart, the Knight embodies the
perfect noble warrior. He is truthful, honorable,
courteous, and has fought in many crusades. His tunic
is stained, not from sloth but from constant service.
On the chart, he contrasts sharply with later figures
like the Monk or the Friar. The Knight's Tale reflects
his ideals of order, love, and divine providence.

The Wife of Bath: The Outspoken
Feminist

The Wife of Bath is one of the most memorable
characters on any pilgrim chart. She is a wealthy
clothmaker, has had five husbands, and is
unapologetically bold. Her gap teeth and red
stockings hint at her lustiness. She challenges
medieval misogyny and argues for female sovereignty
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in marriage. In the chart, she occupies a unique
space: not a noblewoman but a prosperous
commoner, and her Prologue is longer than her tale, a
sign of her assertiveness.

The Pardoner: The Ultimate Hypocrite

The Pardoner is perhaps the most corrupt clergyman
in the company. His “reliques” are fake, and he freely
admits that his goal is money, not salvation. He even
preaches against avarice, yet he is the most
avaricious of all. On the chart, his physical
description—yellow hair, bulging eyes, a voice like a
goat—points to a moral and physical degeneration.
His tale of three rioters who find death is a powerful
moral allegory, ironically delivered by a man without
morals.

How to Use the Pilgrim
Chart for Study and
Teaching

Teachers and students can create their own
Canterbury Tales Pilgrim Chart as a collaborative
assignment. Here is a step-by-step approach:

1. Read the General Prologue carefully, line by
line.
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2. List each pilgrim in the order Chaucer
introduces them.

3. Add symbolic details: clothing, physical
features, and any moral evaluations from the
narrator.

4. ldentify the estate and note whether the
pilgrim fulfills or subverts societal expectations.

5. Compare with other pilgrims: for example,
the corrupt Summoner vs. the noble Parson, or
the crude Miller vs. the refined Squire.

6. Link to the tale: read the tale attributed to
each pilgrim and analyze how it reflects their
personality or thematic concerns.

Such a chart not only aids memory but also reveals
the underlying structure of Chaucer’s social critique. It
becomes a tool for discussion: Why does the Clerk, a
poor scholar, tell a patient Griselda story? Why does
the Manciple, an untrustworthy steward, tell a fable
about a crow and a cuckold? These questions arise
naturally when the chart is consulted.

The Pilgrim Chart and
Modern Interpretation

Modern readers often use the pilgrim chart to explore
themes of class, gender, and morality that remain
relevant today. The chart demystifies the medieval
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social order and highlights the enduring human flaws
Chaucer lampooned. Additionally, digital interactive
charts exist online, allowing readers to click on each
pilgrim for more details, artwork, and audio readings.
The concept of a “pilgrim chart” has even been
adapted into infographics, teaching slides, and
printable posters that make Chaucer accessible to a
broader audience.

In literary analysis, the pilgrim chart also serves as a
springboard for discussing the frame narrative. The
fact that the pilgrims are not mere stereotypes but
individuals with contradictions—like the drunken Cook
or the pious Parson—makes the tales a mirror of life.
No two charts are identical; as readers, we may
slightly disagree about a character’s moral standing.
That flexibility is part of the text’s richness.

Common Misconceptions
About the Pilgrim Chart

Some readers assume that all pilgrims on the chart
are equal in narrative importance. In reality, many
pilgrims are only briefly described and never speak
(e.g., the five Guildsmen). Others, like the Host, play a
structural role. Another misconception is that the
chart represents a fixed hierarchy. Chaucer
deliberately blurs lines: a Plowman (commoner) may
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be more virtuous than a Monk (clergy), and a Knight
(noble) may be humble despite his rank. The chart is
not a moral ranking but a starting point for
understanding Chaucer’s irony.

Also, the total number of pilgrims can cause
confusion. Counting the narrator and the Host, there
are 31 characters on the journey, but only 24 tales are
completed. The unfinished nature of the work means
some pilgrims (like the Yeoman) never tell a tale. The
pilgrim chart reminds us of this fragmentary quality,
encouraging speculation about what Chaucer might
have planned.

Conclusion: The Enduring
Value of the Pilgrim Chart

The Canterbury Tales Pilgrim Chart is far more
than a schoolroom exercise—it is a key that unlocks
the complexity of Chaucer’s masterpiece. By
organizing the diverse cast into a visual framework,
the chart helps readers navigate the satire, appreciate
the character contrasts, and engage with the social
commentary that still resonates. Whether you are a
student preparing for an exam, a teacher designing a
lesson, or a casual reader exploring medieval
literature, the pilgrim chart will enhance your
understanding and enjoyment of these timeless tales.
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As the pilgrims ride toward Canterbury, the chart
helps us ride alongside them, noting every foible and
virtue along the way.
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