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UNDERSTANDING
THE CANTERBURY
TALES PILGRIM
CHART: A
COMPLETE GUIDE
TO CHAUCER’S
TRAVELERS

Geoffrey Chaucer’s The
Canterbury  Ta les
stands  as  one  of  the
most celebrated works
in  English  literature.
Written in the late 14th
century, this collection
of  stories  is  framed
around  a  group  o f
pilgrims traveling from
London to the shrine of
Thomas  Becket  in
Canterbury.  To  fully

appreciate  the  depth
and  diversity  of  this
masterpiece,  many
reade r s  t u rn  t o  a
Canterbury  Tales
pilgrim  chart  —  a
visual or textual guide
that  organizes  the  30
or so pilgrims by their
social rank, occupation,
appearance,  and  the
tales they tell.  A well-
constructed  pilgrim
chart  not  only  clarifies
who  is  who  but  also
reveals  Chaucer’s
subtle commentary on
medieval society.
In  this  article,  we will
explore everything you
need  to  know  about
the  Canterbury  Tales
pilgrim chart: how it is
structured,  why  i t
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matters ,  what  the
pilgrims  reveal  about
14th-century  England,
and how you can use
such a chart to deepen
your  reading  of  the
text.  Whether you are
a student preparing for
an  exam,  a  teacher
designing a lesson, or a
curious  reader,  this
guide  wil l  help  you
navigate  Chaucer’s
co lor fu l  cast  w i th
confidence.

WHAT IS A
CANTERBURY
TALES PILGRIM
CHART?

A  Canterbury  Tales
p i lg r im  char t  i s
essentially a reference
too l  that  l i s ts  the
pilgrims  in  the  order
they  appear  in  the
General  Prologue,
along with key details
about  each  character.
These  charts  typically
include  the  pilgrim’s
name  or  title,  their

social  class,  a  brief
description  of  their
a p p e a r a n c e  a n d
personality, the type of
ta le  they  te l l ,  and
sometimes  the  moral
or theme of their story.
Some charts also note
t h e  p i l g r i m ’ s
p ro fess ion ,  the i r
traveling  companions,
and Chaucer’s attitude
toward them.
The purpose of such a
chart  is  to  simplify
what  can  feel  like  an
overwhelming  cast  of
characters. With nearly
30 distinct  pilgrims —
each  with  a  unique
voice, background, and
motivation — it is easy
to lose track of who is
who.  A  pilgrim  chart
p r o v i d e s  a  q u i c k
reference  that  helps
readers  connect  each
character to their tale,
making the entire work
more  cohesive  and
enjoyable.
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The
Social
Hierarchy
in the
Pilgrim
Chart
O n e  o f  t h e  m o s t
fascinating  aspects  of
the  Canterbury  Tales
pilgrim chart is how it
reflects  the  social
structure  of  medieval
England.  Chaucer
organizes  the  pilgrims
roughly  by  rank,  from
the  highest  socia l
standing to the lowest.
This  hierarchy  is  not
accidental;  it  offers  a
panoramic  view  of
14th-century  society,
from  the  nobility  and
clergy to the emerging
middle  class  and  the

rural poor.

The Knight and
his party — The
Knight is the
highest-ranking
pilgrim in terms
of social class.
He is
accompanied by
his son, the
Squire, and his
servant, the
Yeoman.
Together, they
represent the
military
aristocracy and
the ideals of
chivalry.
The clergy —
The Prioress, the
Monk, the Friar,
the Parson, and
others represent
the Church.
Chaucer’s
treatment of
them ranges
from admiration
to sharp satire,
depending on
their integrity.
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The middle
class — The
Merchant, the
Clerk, the
Sergeant at Law,
the Franklin, and
the Guildsmen
belong to the
growing urban
middle class.
Their
descriptions
often highlight
economic
ambition and
social climbing.
The lower
orders — The
Cook, the
Shipman, the
Physician, the
Wife of Bath, the
Pardoner, and
the Miller
represent
common
laborers,
tradespeople,
and those on the
fringes of
society. These
characters are

often the most
memorable and
the most morally
complex.

B y  a r r a n g i n g  t h e
pilgrims  in  this  way,
Chaucer allows readers
t o  c o m p a r e  a n d
contrast  individuals
from  different  stations
i n  l i f e .  T h e
Canterbury  Tales
pilgrim  chart  thus
becomes  a  map  of
m e d i e v a l  s o c i a l
dynamics.

KEY PILGRIMS YOU
WILL FIND ON ANY
PILGRIM CHART

While every pilgrim in
The Canterbury Tales is
memorable ,  some
stand  out  more  than
others .  Be low  is  a
closer  look  at  several
key  characters  that
appear  prominently  in
any  Canterbury  Tales
pilgrim chart.
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The
Knight
The  Knight  is  the  first
pilgrim  described  in
the  General  Prologue,
and  he  embodies  the
idea l  o f  med ieva l
chivalry. He is truthful,
h o n o r a b l e ,  a n d
courteous,  having
fought  in  numerous
crusades. His tale — a
romance of two knights
vying for the love of a
lady  —  reflects  his
noble  values.  On  the
pi lgr im  chart ,  the
Knight  is  often  noted
as the highest-ranking
secular  figure  and  a
model  of  virtue.

The Wife
of Bath
Perhaps  the  most
famous  pilgrim  of  all,
the  Wife  of  Bath  is  a

wealthy,  bold,  and
experienced  woman
who has been married
five  times.  She  is  an
expert  in  love  and
marriage, and her tale
explores  themes  of
female sovereignty and
desire. On any pilgrim
chart,  she  is  l isted
among  the  middle
class  but  with  a  note
a b o u t  h e r  s t r o n g
personality  and  her
distinctive red clothing,
which  symbolizes  her
vitality and boldness.

The
Pardoner
The Pardoner is one of
Chaucer’s most morally
corrupt  characters.  He
sells  fake  relics  and
indulgences,  preying
on the gullible and the
fearful.  His  tale  —  a
warning about greed —
is ironically told by the
greediest pilgrim of all.
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The pilgrim chart often
lists him as a member
of  the  clergy,  with  a
n o t e  a b o u t  h i s
hypocrisy and his role
as a satirical figure.

The Miller
The  Miller  is  a  large,
strong,  and boisterous
man who loves to tell
crude  stories.  He  is
described  with  a  wart
on  h i s  nose  and  a
talent  for  breaking
down  doors  with  his
head.  On  the  pilgrim
chart,  he  is  placed
a m o n g  t h e  l o w e r
orders, and his tale —
a bawdy fabliau about
a  carpenter,  his  wife,
a n d  t w o  c l e r k s  —
contrasts  sharply  with
the  Knight’s  romance.
T h e  M i l l e r ’ s
interruption  of  the
Host’s planned order is
a  key  moment  in  the
frame narrative.

The
Prioress
The  Prioress,  named
Madame Eglantine, is a
n u n  w h o  i s  m o r e
concerned with courtly
manners  and  elegant
appearance  than  with
spiritual  devotion.  She
w e a r s  a  b r o o c h
inscribed  with  “Love
conquers all,” and her
tale  is  a  pious  story
about a murdered boy
and  the  Virgin  Mary.
The pilgrim chart often
notes  the  contrast
between  her  refined
e x t e r i o r  a n d  h e r
u n d e r l y i n g
sentimentality.

The
Parson
The  Parson  is  one  of
the few genuinely good
c le rgymen  i n  t he
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group.  He  is  poor  in
material  wealth  but
rich in faith and works.
H e  c a r e s  f o r  h i s
parishioners,  practices
what he preaches, and
tells a long, moral tale
about sin and penance.
On  the  pilgrim  chart,
the  Parson  is  often
l i s t ed  as  a  mode l
priest,  standing  in
stark  contrast  to  the
Monk,  the  Friar,  and
the Pardoner.

HOW TO USE A
CANTERBURY
TALES PILGRIM
CHART FOR STUDY

If you are studying The
Canterbury  Tales,  a
pilgrim chart can be an
invaluable  resource.
H e r e  a r e  s e v e r a l
practical  ways  to  use
s u c h  a  c h a r t
effectively.

Mapping
Character
to Tale
Each  pilgrim’s  tale  is
chosen  to  reflect  their
personality, profession,
or worldview. A pilgrim
chart  helps  you  see
these connections at a
glance.  For  example,
the  Kn ight  te l l s  a
romance,  the  Miller
tel ls  a  fabl iau,  the
Clerk  tel ls  a  moral
story  about  patience,
and  the  Wife  of  Bath
te l ls  an  Arthur ian
legend  about  female
desire.  By  linking  the
character to their tale,
y o u  c a n  b e t t e r
u n d e r s t a n d  w h y
Chaucer  chose  each
story.
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Comparin
g Social

Classes
O n e  o f  t h e  g r e a t
strengths  of  a  pilgrim
chart  is  that  it  allows
y o u  t o  c o m p a r e
pilgrims  across  social
classes.  For  instance,
you  can  contrast  the
noble  Knight  with  the
lowly  Mil ler,  or  the
pious  Parson  with  the
corrupt  Pardoner.
These  comparisons
reveal Chaucer’s views
on  social  hierarchy,
morality,  and  human
nature .  The  char t
becomes  a  tool  for
thematic  analysis.

Tracking

the
Frame
Narrative
The frame narrative —
t h e  s t o r y  o f  t h e
pilgrimage  itself  —  is
d r i v e n  b y  t h e
interactions  between
the  pilgrims.  A  chart
c a n  h e l p  y o u
r e m e m b e r  w h o
interrupts  whom,  who
tells the next tale, and
who  responds  to  a
previous  story.  The
Host,  Harry  Bai l ly,
serves as the master of
ceremonies,  and  a
good pilgrim chart will
note his role in keeping
the group moving. The
order of the tales is not
fixed  in  all
manuscripts,  but  a
chart  based  on  the
most common ordering
can help you follow the
narrative flow.
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Studying
Chaucer’s
Satire
Chaucer was a master
of satire, and a pilgrim
chart  helps  you  see
who is  being satirized
and why. The Monk, for
example,  is  described
as a hunter who cares
more about his horses
and  hounds  than  his
monastic  duties.  The
Friar  is  a  womanizer
who  seduces  young
women  and  extorts
money from the poor.
The  Summoner  and
Pardoner  are  openly
corrupt.  By  l ist ing
these  charac te rs
together,  the  chart
highlights  Chaucer’s
critique of  the Church
and the moral decay of
his time.

THEMATIC
INSIGHTS FROM
THE PILGRIM
CHART

A  Canterbury  Tales
pilgrim chart is more
than  jus t  a  l i s t  o f
names.  When  studied
carefully,  it  reveals
several  important
t h e m e s  t h a t  r u n
through  the  entire
work.

The
Diversity
of
Medieval
Life
N o  o t h e r  w o r k  o f
medieval  literature
presents  such  a  wide
c r o s s - s e c t i o n  o f
society.  The  pilgrims
come  from  different
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regions,  professions,
and social ranks. They
i n c l u d e  m e n  a n d
women,  religious  and
secular,  honest  and
corrupt,  wealthy  and
poor. The pilgrim chart
captures  this  diversity
and  reminds  us  that
Chaucer’s  world  was
c o m p l e x  a n d
multifaceted.

The Gap
Between
Ideal and
Reality
Many  pi lgr ims  are
described  in  terms  of
what they should be —
a  knight  should  be
chivalrous,  a  monk
should  be  devout,  a
pardoner  should  be
honest  —  but  their
actual  behavior  often
falls short. The pilgrim

chart  makes  these
contrasts  visible.  The
Knight is  genuine,  but
t h e  M o n k  i s  a
hypocrite.  The  Parson
is a true shepherd, but
the  Fr iar  is  a  wolf .
Chaucer’s satire lies in
t h e s e  p o i n t e d
juxtapositions.

The Role
of
Storytelli
ng
The  tales  themselves
a r e  a  f o r m  o f
e n t e r t a i n m e n t ,
competition,  and  self-
revelation. The pilgrim
chart  reminds  us  that
each tale is  told by a
specific  character  with
a  specific  agenda.  The
Miller  tells  his  tale  to
“quite”  the  Knight’s
romance.  The  Wife  of
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Bath  tells  her  tale  to
assert  her  views  on
m a r r i a g e .  T h e
Pardoner  tells  his  tale
to  manipu late  h is
a u d i e n c e .
Understanding  the
context of each tale is
e s s e n t i a l  f o r
interpretation, and the
chart  provides  that
context.

CREATING YOUR
OWN CANTERBURY
TALES PILGRIM
CHART

If  you  would  l ike  to
c r e a t e  y o u r  o w n
p i l g r i m  c h a r t  f o r
persona l  s tudy  or
classroom  use,  here
are  the  key  elements
to  include.  You  can
a r r a n g e  t h e
information  in  a  table
or  a  bu l le ted  l i s t ,
depending  on  your
preference.

Pilgrim name1.
or title — Use

the name as it
appears in the
General
Prologue, such as
“The Knight,”
“The Wife of
Bath,” or “The
Pardoner.”
Social class or2.
estate —
Indicate whether
the pilgrim
belongs to the
nobility, clergy,
or commoners.
Some charts use
a three-estate
system: those
who fight, those
who pray, and
those who work.
Physical3.
description —
Include key
details from the
General
Prologue, such as
clothing, physical
features, and
accessories.
Personality4.
traits — Note
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whether the
pilgrim is honest,
corrupt, pious,
hypocritical,
cheerful, or
quarrelsome.
Tale type and5.
title — Identify
the tale they tell
and its genre,
such as romance,
fabliau, sermon,
or morality tale.
Themes —6.
Record the main
themes of their
tale, such as
love, greed,
marriage, justice,
or faith.
Chaucer’s7.
attitude — Note
whether Chaucer
seems to admire,
criticize, or
satirize the
pilgrim.

O n c e  y o u  h a v e
c o m p i l e d  t h i s
information,  you  will
have  a  personalized
Canterbury  Tales

pilgrim  chart  that
se rves  as  a  qu i ck
reference and a study
aid.  Many  readers  find
that creating their own
chart  deepens  their
engagement  with  the
text  and  helps  them
remember  the  details
of each character.

COMMON
MISCONCEPTIONS
ABOUT THE
PILGRIM CHART

There are a few points
that  often  confuse
students  and  readers
regarding  the  pilgrim
chart.  Let  us  address
some of them.
Not all  pilgrims are
described  equally.
Some pilgrims, like the
Knight and the Wife of
Bath,  receive  lengthy
descriptions  in  the
General  Prologue.
Others,  like  the  five
G u i l d s m e n ,  a r e
mentioned only  briefly.
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T h i s  u n e v e n n e s s
means that any pilgrim
chart  will  have  gaps,
and  some  information
must be inferred from
the tale itself.
T h e  n u m b e r  o f
pi lgr ims  varies.
Depending  on  the
m a n u s c r i p t ,  t h e

number of pilgrims can
range  from 29  to  31.
The  most  common
count  is  30,  including
Chaucer  the  Pilgrim
himself. A good pilgrim
chart  will  account  for
this variability.
The  order  of  the
tales is not fixed.


