The Canterbury Tales is a collection of 24 stories that runs to over 17,000 lines written in Middle
English by Geoffrey Chaucer between 1387 and 1400 In 1386, Chaucer became Controller of Customs
and Justice of Peace and, in 1389, Clerk of the King's work It was during these years that Chaucer began
working on his most famous text, The Canterbury Tales. The tales are presented as part of a story-telling
contest by a group of pilgrims as they travel together from London to Canterbury to visit the shrine of
Saint Thomas Becket at Canterbury Cathedral. The prize for this contest is a free meal at the Tabard

Inn at Southwark on their return. The Canterbury Tales is a collection of 24 stories that runs to over
17,000 lines written in Middle English by Geoffrey Chaucer between 1387 and 1400. In 1386, Chaucer
became Controller of Customs and Justice of Peace and, in 1389, Clerk of the King's work It was during
these years that Chaucer began working on his most famous text, The Canterbury Tales. The tales
(mostly written in verse, although some are in prose) are presented as part of a story-telling contest by a
group of pilgrims as they travel together from London to Canterbury to visit the shrine of Saint Thomas
Becket at Canterbury Cathedral. The prize for this contest is a free meal at the Tabard Inn at Southwark
on their return.

The narrator opens the General Prologue with a description of the return of spring. He describes
the April rains, the burgeoning flowers and leaves, and the chirping birds. Around this time of
year, the narrator says, people begin to feel the desire to go on a pilgrimage. Many devout
English pilgrims set off to visit shrines in distant holy lands, but even more choose to travel to
Canterbury to visit the relics of Saint Thomas Becket in Canterbury Cathedral, where they thank
the martyr for having helped them when they were in need. The narrator tells us that as he
prepared to go on such a pilgrimage, staying at a tavern in Southwark called the Tabard Inn, a
great company of twenty-nine travelers entered. The travelers were a diverse group who, like
the narrator, were on their way to Canterbury. They happily agreed to let him join them. That
night, the group slept at the Tabard, and woke up early the next morning to set off on their
journey. Before continuing the tale, the narrator declares his intent to list and describe each of
the members of the group.

The invocation of spring with which the General Prologue begins is lengthy and formal
compared to the language of the rest of the Prologue. The first lines situate the story in a
particular time and place, but the speaker does this in cosmic and cyclical terms,
celebrating the vitality and richness of spring. This approach gives the opening lines a
dreamy, timeless, unfocused quality, and it is therefore surprising when the narrator
reveals that he’s going to describe a pilgrimage that he himself took rather than telling a
love story. A pilgrimage is a religious journey undertaken for penance and grace. As
pilgrimages went, Canterbury was not a very difficult destination for an English person to
reach. It was, therefore, very popular in fourteenth-century England, as the narrator
mentions. Pilgrims traveled to visit the remains of Saint Thomas Becket, archbishop of
Canterbury, who was murdered in 1170 by knights of King Henry Il. Soon after his death,

he became the most popular saint in England. The pilgrimage in The Canterbury



Tales should not be thought of as an entirely solemn occasion, because it also offered
the pilgrims an opportunity to abandon work and take a vacation.

In line 20, the narrator abandons his unfocused, all-knowing point of view, identifying
himself as an actual person for the first time by inserting the first person—‘I"—as he
relates how he met the group of pilgrims while staying at the Tabard Inn. He emphasizes
that this group, which he encountered by accident, was itself formed quite by chance
(25-26). He then shifts into the first-person plural, referring to the pilgrims as “we”
beginning in line 29, asserting his status as a member of the group.

The narrator ends the introductory portion of his prologue by noting that he has “tyme
and space” to tell his narrative. His comments underscore the fact that he is writing
some time after the events of his story, and that he is describing the characters from
memory. He has spoken and met with these people, but he has waited a certain length
of time before sitting down and describing them. His intention to describe each pilgrim as
he or she seemed to him is also important, for it emphasizes that his descriptions are not
only subject to his memory but are also shaped by his individual perceptions and
opinions regarding each of the characters. He positions himself as a mediator between
two groups: the group of pilgrims, of which he was a member, and us, the audience,

whom the narrator explicitly addresses as “you” in lines 34 and 38.

Questions from Prologue to The Canterbury Tales:
1. Description of the nature
2. “Whan Zephirus eek with his sweet breeth” — explain

3. “That slepen Al the nyght with open ye” — explain



