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INTRODUCTION: STEPPING INTO THE WORLD OF THE MIDDLE ENGLISH
CANTERBURY TALES PROLOGUE

Few works in the history of English literature command as much reverence and scholarly attention
as  Geoffrey  Chaucer's  The  Canterbury  Tales.  At  the  heart  of  this  masterpiece  lies  the  Middle
English Canterbury Tales Prologue,  often  referred  to  simply  as  the  General  Prologue.  For
students, casual readers, and literary enthusiasts alike, this opening section is far more than a mere
introduction. It is a vibrant, richly textured tapestry that brings fourteenth-century England to life.
When we read the Middle English Canterbury Tales Prologue, we are not just studying an old
text. We are eavesdropping on a conversation that has echoed across more than six centuries. The
language itself—Middle English—serves as a bridge between the Old English of Beowulf and the
modern English we speak today. Understanding this prologue in its original linguistic form unlocks a
deeper  appreciation  of  Chaucer's  genius,  his  humor,  and  his  unflinching  observations  of  human
nature.
The General Prologue introduces us to a group of pilgrims gathered at the Tabard Inn in Southwark,
just outside London. They are preparing to journey to the shrine of Thomas Becket in Canterbury.
Chaucer, as the narrator, describes each pilgrim with remarkable detail,  offering a cross-section of
medieval society. The Middle English Canterbury Tales Prologue is, in many ways, a literary
miracle: it is at once a travelogue, a satirical critique, a character study, and a linguistic treasure. To
read it in its original Middle English is to hear the cadences of a language that is both strange and
familiar, a language that captures the rhythm of speech from a world that is lost to time, yet
somehow still present.

WHAT IS MIDDLE ENGLISH AND WHY DOES IT MATTER?

Before we dive deeper into the prologue itself, it is essential to understand the linguistic context.
Middle  English  was spoken in  England from roughly  the late  eleventh century  to  the late  fifteenth
century. It emerged after the Norman Conquest of 1066, when French and Latin heavily influenced
the Germanic roots of Old English. By the time Chaucer was writing in the late 1300s, Middle English
had become a rich, hybrid language, full of synonyms and subtle shades of meaning.

The Linguistic Landscape of the
Fourteenth Century
When Chaucer  wrote  the Middle English Canterbury Tales Prologue,  English  was not  the
language of the court or the law. French and Latin dominated those spheres. However, English was
the language of the common people, and Chaucer made a bold choice by writing in the vernacular.
This decision was revolutionary. By choosing Middle English, Chaucer opened the door for literature
to be accessible to a wider audience. The prologue itself demonstrates the flexibility and expressive
power of the language. Words like sondry (various), halwes (saints), and viage (voyage) give us a
glimpse into a vocabulary that was in flux, borrowing from French and Latin while retaining its Anglo-
Saxon core.
For modern readers, encountering the Middle English Canterbury Tales Prologue  can be a
challenge. The spelling was not standardized, and some words have changed meaning entirely. Yet,
with a little guidance, the text becomes remarkably accessible. Chaucer wrote in the East Midlands
dialect, which is the direct ancestor of modern Standard English. This means that many passages
can  be  sounded  out  and  understood  with  minimal  glossing.  The  rhythm of  the  lines—iambic
pentameter rhyming couplets—creates a musicality that carries the reader forward.

THE STRUCTURE AND PURPOSE OF THE GENERAL PROLOGUE

The  Middle  English  Canterbury  Tales  Prologue  follows  a  clear  but  flexible  structure.  It  opens
with a famous description of spring, establishing the season of renewal and travel. Then, Chaucer
moves to the Tabard Inn, where he encounters the group of pilgrims. The bulk of the prologue
consists of a series of character portraits, each one carefully observed and described. Finally, the
Host, Harry Bailey, proposes the storytelling contest that will structure the rest of the work.

The Famous Opening Lines: "Whan that
Aprill with his shoures soote"
Almost everyone who has studied English literature remembers the opening lines:
"Whan that Aprill with his shoures soote
The droghte of March hath perced to the roote..."
These  lines  are  among  the  most  famous  in  the  English  language.  In  the  Middle  English
Canterbury Tales Prologue,  Chaucer  uses  the  arrival  of  spring  as  a  metaphor  for  spiritual
renewal. The rains of April pierce the dryness of March, just as the pilgrimage to Canterbury pierces
the spiritual dryness of everyday life. The natural world and the spiritual world are intertwined.
Chaucer describes the budding flowers, the singing birds, and the gentle breezes, all of which inspire
people to travel. It is a universal opening that resonates with anyone who has ever felt the urge to
set out on a journey when the weather turns warm.
The language here is deceptively simple. Chaucer uses concrete imagery—showers, roots, flowers,
birds—to create a vivid sensory experience. Even in Middle English, the words feel fresh and alive.
The rhythm of the couplets is regular but not monotonous, allowing Chaucer to shift tone and
emphasis as needed.

THE CHARACTER PORTRAITS: A MIRROR OF MEDIEVAL SOCIETY

The heart of the Middle English Canterbury Tales Prologue lies in its character descriptions.
Chaucer presents a group of thirty pilgrims from various walks of life. He begins with the highest
social rank and works his way down, though he makes no claim to be comprehensive. His selection
is deliberate, designed to show the range of human behavior and social roles in medieval England.

The Knight and His Son: The Ideal of
Chivalry
The Knight is the first pilgrim described, and he represents the idealized version of the warrior class.
Chaucer emphasizes his worthiness, his truth, and his honor. The Knight has fought in numerous
crusades and campaigns, yet he is humble and modest in his appearance. His tunic is stained from
his  armor,  showing  that  he  is  a  man  of  action  rather  than  display.  In  the  Middle  English
Canterbury Tales Prologue, the Knight embodies the chivalric code: courage, loyalty, and piety.
His son, the Squire, is young and energetic, more concerned with love and fashion than with martial
glory. Together, they show the generational differences within the same social class.

The Prioress: Affected Elegance
The Prioress, Madame Eglantine, is one of the most memorable characters in the Middle English
Canterbury  Tales  Prologue.  Chaucer  describes  her  with  gentle  satire,  noting  her  refined  table
manners, her French with a slight accent, and her sentimental attachment to small animals. She
wears a coral rosary and a brooch inscribed with the words "Amor Vincit Omnia" (Love Conquers All).
Chaucer never directly criticizes her, but the details he chooses suggest that her piety is somewhat
superficial. She is more concerned with appearing elegant and refined than with spiritual devotion.
The humor here is subtle, requiring the reader to read between the lines.

The Wife of Bath: A Force of Nature
No discussion of the Middle English Canterbury Tales Prologue  would be complete without
mentioning the Wife of Bath. She is one of Chaucer's most fully realized characters, a woman of
experience and authority. Chaucer describes her as somewhat deaf, a skilled cloth-maker, and a
woman  who  has  outlived  five  husbands.  She  wears  elaborate  headdresses  and  carries  a  spurs,
indicating  that  she  is  a  woman  who  takes  charge.  In  the  prologue,  she  is  already  a  figure  of
controversy and fascination. Her later tale, with its prologue on marriage and female desire, is one
of the most famous in the entire collection. In the General Prologue, Chaucer sets her up as a
character who defies easy categorization, a woman who is both pious and worldly, both aggressive
and generous.

The Miller and the Reeve: Rivalry and
Coarseness
The Miller is a large, powerful man with a red beard and a wart on his nose. He is coarse, loud, and
dishonest, known for stealing grain from his customers. The Reeve, who manages a manor, is
slender and choleric, and he resents the Miller's dishonesty. Their rivalry is palpable even in the
General Prologue. In the Middle English Canterbury Tales Prologue,  Chaucer uses physical
description  to  convey  moral  character.  The  Miller's  red  hair  and  broad  build  suggest  a  fiery,
uncontrolled temperament. The Reeve's thin, angry appearance suggests a man who holds grudges.
Later, their quarrel will erupt in the storytelling contest, providing some of the most raucous and
entertaining moments in the Tales.

The Pardoner and the Summoner:
Corruption in the Church
Chaucer  does  not  shy  away  from  criticizing  the  institutional  church.  The  Pardoner  and  the
Summoner are among the most corrupt characters in the Middle English Canterbury Tales
Prologue. The Pardoner sells fake relics and indulgences, preying on the guilt of ordinary people.
He has a thin, goat-like voice and long, greasy hair. The Summoner, who brings sinners to the
ecclesiastical court, is described as lecherous and drunken, with a face covered in boils. Together,
they represent the worst aspects of the medieval church: greed, hypocrisy, and abuse of power.
Chaucer's critique is all the more powerful because it is embedded in a work of entertainment. He
does not preach; he shows.

LITERARY TECHNIQUES IN THE MIDDLE ENGLISH CANTERBURY TALES PROLOGUE

Chaucer was a master of literary technique, and the General Prologue displays his full range. One of
his most effective tools is the use of the first-person narrator. Chaucer presents himself as a naive
observer who simply reports what he sees. This allows him to describe characters without seeming
judgmental, even when the details he provides are damning. The reader becomes the judge.

Satire and Irony
The Middle English Canterbury Tales Prologue is famous for its gentle but penetrating satire.
Chaucer rarely condemns his characters outright. Instead, he uses irony, allowing the details to
speak for themselves. For example, when he describes the Monk as a man who does not follow
monastic rules, he does so by praising the Monk for being "modern." The reader understands that
Chaucer is being ironic, but the humor comes from the understatement. This technique makes the
satire more effective because it invites the reader to participate in the judgment.

Social Commentary and Realism
Chaucer does not simply create types or stereotypes. His characters are individuals. The Middle
English Canterbury Tales Prologue is remarkable for its realism. Chaucer gives physical details,
speech patterns, personal histories, and psychological depth to each pilgrim. The Franklin is not just
a wealthy landowner; he is a gourmand who loves good food and wine. The Clerk is not just a
scholar; he is thin and quiet, more interested in books than in worldly success. This realism grounds
the work in lived experience, making it feel contemporary even after six hundred years.
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THE HOST AND THE STORYTELLING CONTEST

After describing the pilgrims, Chaucer introduces Harry Bailey, the Host of the Tabard Inn. Harry is a
jovial, commanding figure who proposes the storytelling game. Each pilgrim will tell two tales on the
way to Canterbury and two on the way back. The teller of the best tale will receive a free meal. In
the Middle English Canterbury Tales Prologue, Harry's proposal serves as the framing device
that  makes  the  entire  collection  possible.  He  is  also  a  character  in  his  own right,  a  shrewd
businessman who knows how to keep his guests entertained and his profits high.
The storytelling contest is a brilliant narrative device. It allows Chaucer to present a wide variety of
genres and styles, from chivalric romance to bawdy fabliau, from moral allegory to saint's life. The

pilgrims themselves become the audience, reacting to each other's tales. This creates a dynamic,
interactive reading experience that was unprecedented in medieval literature.

THE LEGACY OF THE MIDDLE ENGLISH CANTERBURY TALES PROLOGUE

The  influence  of  the  Middle  English  Canterbury  Tales  Prologue  cannot  be  overstated.  It
established English as a language of literary greatness. It created a model for character portraiture
that  influenced  generations  of  writers,  from  Shakespeare  to  Dickens  to  modern  novelists.  The
prologue is  also a vital  document for  historians,  offering insights into medieval  dress,  food,  travel,
social hierarchy, and religious practice. Every detail, from the


