
The Prologue to the Canterbury Tales 



The Prologue to the Canterbury Tales  
-​  written by the father of English poetry, Geoffrey Chaucer  
-​ This masterpiece was written in the 14th century, approximately around 1387-1400 AD.  
-​ These lines appear in the General Prologue, which serves as the grand introduction to the entire 

collection of tales told by various pilgrims on their journey to the shrine of Saint Thomas Becket at 
Canterbury Cathedral.  

-​ Chaucer wrote The Canterbury Tales in Middle English,  
-​ very bold and revolutionary decision at that time because the educated and elite class preferred 

Latin or French for literary purposes. By choosing Middle English, Chaucer gave dignity, value, 
and literary status to the common language of the people of England  

-​  This is one of the primary reasons why he is celebrated as the "Father of English Poetry" and 
also the "Father of English Literature."  

-​ The Canterbury Tales is a collection of 24 stories told by a group of 30 pilgrims who are traveling 
together from the Tabard Inn in Southwark, London to the holy shrine of Saint Thomas Becket 
in Canterbury  

-​ The Host of the inn, Harry Bailey, proposes a storytelling competition in which each pilgrim will 
tell two stories on the way to Canterbury and two on the way back, and the one who tells the best 
story will receive a free meal upon return.  

-​  the General Prologue, in which Chaucer paints vivid, detailed, and realistic portraits of each pilgrim  
-​ These portraits together form a magnificent panorama of 14th-century English society, covering 

characters from every social class — from the noble Knight to the humble Plowman, from the 
corrupt Pardoner to the respectable Prioress.  

-​ A literary portrait is a detailed written description of a character that includes their physical 
appearance, personality, profession, social status, moral qualities, and behavior  

-​ Chaucer's literary portraits in the General Prologue are considered the finest examples of 
character sketching in the history of English literature.  

-​ Each character is presented with a mixture of good and bad qualities, making them appear real, 
complex, and human. Chaucer does not simply praise or condemn his characters — he 
observes, describes, and subtly comments, leaving the judgment to the reader.  

-​ Chaucer's role as a careful, sharp, and intelligent observer. He tells us that it seems reasonable and 
logical to him to describe each pilgrim in full detail  

-​ Rational and logical — He bases his descriptions on observation and reason 
-​ Comprehensive — He covers condition, rank, and appearance 
-​ Honest and direct — He describes things "as it seemed to him" 
-​ Democratic — He gives equal attention to all characters regardless of social status 

One of the most remarkable features of Chaucer's literary portraits is the extraordinary range and diversity 
of characters that he presents. The thirty pilgrims represent virtually every layer and class of 14th-century 
English society: 

🏰 The Nobility and Military Class: 

●​ The Knight — A noble, brave, and honorable warrior who has fought in many battles. He represents 
the ideal of medieval chivalry. Chaucer describes him as "a worthy man" who loved "trouthe and 
honour, fredom and curteisie." 

⛪ The Church and Religious Class: 

●​ The Prioress (Madame Eglantine) — She is a nun who tries to imitate courtly manners. She is 
described with great irony — her charity is more for her pets than for the poor. 

●​ The Monk — He loves hunting and fine food rather than religious devotion. He ignores monastic 
rules completely. 

●​ The Friar — A corrupt religious man who exploits the poor for money. 



●​ The Pardoner — A completely dishonest person who sells fake religious pardons for profit. 

💼 The Middle Class and Professional Class: 

●​ The Merchant — A clever businessman who hides his debts behind a dignified appearance. 
●​ The Sergeant of Law — A busy lawyer who pretends to be busier than he actually is. 
●​ The Franklin — A wealthy landowner who loves food and luxury. 
●​ The Doctor of Physic — A skilled doctor but very greedy about money. 

🌾 The Working and Lower Class: 

●​ The Plowman — The ideal Christian laborer who is simple, honest, and hardworking. 
●​ The Miller — A coarse, dishonest man who cheats his customers. 
●​ The Cook — A skilled but unclean person. 
●​ The Wife of Bath — A bold, experienced, and independent woman who has been married five 

times. 
-​ Perhaps the most brilliant aspect of Chaucer's literary portraits is his masterful use of irony and 

satire. Chaucer rarely criticizes his characters directly. Instead, he uses gentle but devastating irony 
to expose their hypocrisy, corruption, and moral failings.  

-​ Chaucer follows the medieval tradition of physiognomy — the belief that a person's physical 
appearance reflects their inner character and moral qualities. He uses physical details not just for 
description but as symbolic indicators of personality.  

-​ The Knight, Parson, and Plowman represent the three ideals of medieval society — the 
military, religious, and working classes at their best. They are honest, devoted, hardworking, and 
morally upright. 

-​ In contrast, the Monk, Friar, Pardoner, and Miller represent the corruption and moral decay 
that had entered these same classes. This contrast gives the portraits a moral and social 
commentary dimension. 

-​ An important and clever feature of the General Prologue is Chaucer's dual role as both a participant 
and observer. As a pilgrim, he is one of the group. As a narrator, he observes and describes 
everyone. This dual role allows him to:  

 

MASTER INTRODUCTION FOR THE PROLOGUE TO THE 
CANTERBURY TALES 

(Ready-to-Use Introduction for Any Answer) 

 

🔷 THE ULTIMATE UNIVERSAL 
INTRODUCTION 



The following introduction has been carefully and comprehensively crafted so that you can use it in 
virtually any examination question related to The Prologue to the Canterbury Tales by Geoffrey Chaucer. 
Whether the question asks about Chaucer's art of characterization, his social realism, his use of irony and 
satire, his portrayal of the Church, his contribution to English literature, or any specific character portrait — 
this introduction will provide you with a solid, impressive, and scholarly foundation upon which to build your 
specific answer. Simply use this introduction and then transition smoothly into the specific topic of your 
question. 

 

🔷 INTRODUCTION 

The Prologue to the Canterbury Tales stands as one of the most magnificent, enduring, and historically 
significant literary achievements in the entire canon of English literature. Composed by Geoffrey Chaucer 
in the late fourteenth century, approximately between 1387 and 1400 AD, this monumental work 
represents not merely the beginning of a larger collection of tales but serves as an independent 
masterpiece of characterization, social commentary, and poetic artistry that has captivated readers, 
scholars, and critics for over six hundred years. 

Geoffrey Chaucer, who is universally and justly celebrated as the "Father of English Poetry" and the 
"Father of English Literature," was born around 1343 AD in London to a prosperous middle-class family of 
wine merchants. His life and career placed him in a uniquely privileged position to observe and understand 
the full spectrum of English society. He served as a page, courtier, diplomat, civil servant, and customs 
official under three successive monarchs — King Edward III, King Richard II, and King Henry IV — and his 
official duties took him on diplomatic missions to France, Italy, and Flanders. These travels exposed him to 
the rich literary traditions of continental Europe, particularly the works of Dante Alighieri, Giovanni 
Boccaccio, and Francesco Petrarch, whose influences would profoundly shape his own literary 
development. Yet despite his exposure to European literary models, Chaucer made the revolutionary and 
groundbreaking decision to compose his greatest work in Middle English — the vernacular language of the 
common people — rather than in Latin or French, which were the prestigious languages of the court, the 
Church, and the educated elite. This single decision, more than any other, transformed the English 
language into a legitimate vehicle for serious literary expression and earned Chaucer his eternal place as 
the father of English poetry. 

The Canterbury Tales itself is conceived as a grand frame narrative — a collection of stories enclosed 
within a unifying framework. The frame presents a group of twenty-nine pilgrims (plus Chaucer himself, 
making thirty) who gather at the Tabard Inn in Southwark, London, in the springtime, preparing to embark 
on a pilgrimage to the holy shrine of Saint Thomas Becket at Canterbury Cathedral. The shrine of Thomas 
Becket, who had been martyred in Canterbury Cathedral in 1170 and subsequently canonized, was one of 
the most popular and visited pilgrimage destinations in all of medieval Europe, attracting people from every 
rank and condition of society. The Host of the Tabard Inn, the jovial and commanding Harry Bailey, 
proposes a storytelling competition to entertain the pilgrims during their journey: each pilgrim shall tell two 
stories on the way to Canterbury and two stories on the return journey, and the pilgrim who tells the best 
tale shall receive a free meal at the Tabard Inn upon their return, paid for by all the other pilgrims. The Host 
himself will accompany the pilgrims and serve as the judge of the competition. 

However, before the tales commence, Chaucer presents the General Prologue — a magnificent, detailed, 
and panoramic introduction to the pilgrims themselves. It is this General Prologue that contains what we 
now recognize as some of the finest examples of literary portraiture in the English language. In the 
Prologue, Chaucer assumes the dual role of both narrator and participant — he is both the observer who 
describes the pilgrims and one of the pilgrims himself. This dual perspective allows him remarkable 



flexibility: he can present his observations with apparent innocence and neutrality while simultaneously 
employing the most brilliant irony and satire to expose the vices, hypocrisies, and moral failings of his 
characters. 

The thirty pilgrims who assemble at the Tabard Inn represent a remarkably comprehensive cross-section 
of fourteenth-century English society. With the notable exceptions of the very highest aristocracy (the king 
and the highest nobility) and the very lowest serfs and peasants, virtually every social class and profession 
of medieval England is represented. The pilgrims include representatives of the feudal and military class 
(the Knight, the Squire, the Yeoman), the religious and ecclesiastical class (the Prioress, the Monk, the 
Friar, the Summoner, the Pardoner, the Parson), the professional and mercantile middle class (the 
Merchant, the Sergeant of Law, the Franklin, the Doctor of Physic, the Clerk of Oxford), the urban trades 
and guild class (the Haberdasher, the Carpenter, the Weaver, the Dyer, the Tapicer), and the rural and 
working class (the Miller, the Reeve, the Cook, the Plowman). Additionally, the Wife of Bath stands as one 
of literature's earliest and most vividly drawn independent female characters. 

The portraits that Chaucer creates of these pilgrims are remarkable for their vividness, individuality, and 
psychological depth. Each pilgrim is described not as a flat type but as a complex, living individual with a 
unique combination of physical appearance, clothing, personality traits, professional habits, and moral 
qualities — both good and bad. Chaucer employs a technique that might be called "dramatic 
characterization" — rather than simply telling the reader that a character is good or bad, he presents the 
character in action, through their behavior, their speech, and through the subtle interplay of what is said 
and what is implied. This technique gives the portraits an extraordinary sense of life and reality. 

What makes Chaucer's achievement in the General Prologue truly revolutionary and timeless is his 
combination of realism, irony, humor, and moral seriousness. He observes his characters with the sharp 
eye of a realist, capturing the specific details of fourteenth-century life with documentary precision. He 
comments on them with the subtle wit of an ironist, praising where he means to criticize and exposing 
hypocrisy through apparent admiration. He presents human folly with the generous humor of a comic 
genius who understands and forgives human weakness even as he exposes it. And beneath all of this 
runs a current of moral seriousness — a genuine concern with the difference between true virtue and its 
appearances, between genuine piety and religious hypocrisy, between honest labor and corrupt 
exploitation. 

The General Prologue thus achieves multiple purposes simultaneously. It introduces the characters who 
will tell the tales. It paints a vivid picture of fourteenth-century English society in all its complexity, 
contradiction, and color. It establishes the framework and motivation for the storytelling competition. It 
showcases Chaucer's artistic mastery of character, language, and poetic form. And it creates a social 
microcosm — a miniature version of the entire medieval world — that allows Chaucer to explore 
fundamental questions about human nature, social order, religious faith, and moral integrity that remain as 
relevant today as they were in the fourteenth century. 

Through the General Prologue and the subsequent tales, Chaucer made the English language a fit 
instrument for the highest literary art. He transformed the iambic pentameter couplet into a flexible, 
expressive, and musical verse form. He demonstrated that ordinary people — not just kings and heroes — 
could be worthy subjects of serious literature. And he created characters of such enduring vitality — the 
noble Knight, the corrupt Pardoner, the bold Wife of Bath, the gentle Parson — that they have become 
permanent inhabitants of the English literary imagination. 

The Prologue to the Canterbury Tales remains, more than six centuries after its composition, one of the 
supreme achievements of English literature — a work of extraordinary artistic genius, historical 
significance, and enduring human insight that continues to illuminate the complexities of human character 
and society for each new generation of readers. 



 

🔷 HOW TO USE THIS INTRODUCTION 

1.​ For a question about Chaucer's art of characterization: Use this introduction exactly as written, then 
transition to: "The specific lines/passage under examination demonstrate Chaucer's extraordinary 
skill in creating living, breathing, complex characters through the use of physical description, irony, 
and psychological insight..." 

2.​ For a question about the ecclesiastical characters: Use this introduction, then transition to: "Among 
the pilgrims, the religious characters — the Prioress, Monk, Friar, Summoner, Pardoner, and Parson 
— receive particularly careful and satirical treatment from Chaucer, who uses their portraits to 
expose the widespread corruption of the medieval Church..." 

3.​ For a question about Chaucer's irony and satire: Use this introduction, then transition to: "Chaucer's 
use of irony in the General Prologue is perhaps his most celebrated literary technique — a subtle, 
double-edged method of praise that simultaneously reveals the vices and hypocrisies of his 
characters..." 

4.​ For a question about social realism: Use this introduction, then transition to: "What makes the 
General Prologue historically invaluable is its extraordinary realism — its detailed, accurate, and 
comprehensive depiction of fourteenth-century English society in all its diversity..." 

5.​ For a question about a specific pilgrim: Use the introduction, then transition to: "Among the pilgrims, 
[Character Name] stands out as a particularly vivid and complex portrait that demonstrates 
Chaucer's mastery of characterization..." 

 

🔷 SHORTENED VERSION (If You Need Less 
Space) 

Geoffrey Chaucer's Prologue to the Canterbury Tales, composed around 1387-1400 AD, stands as one of 
the foundational masterpieces of English literature. Chaucer, rightly called the Father of English Poetry, 
was born around 1343 and served as a courtier, diplomat, and civil servant under three English kings. His 
travels to France and Italy exposed him to the works of Dante, Petrarch, and Boccaccio, yet he chose to 
write in Middle English, elevating the common vernacular to the status of a literary language. The Prologue 
introduces a group of thirty pilgrims — representing virtually every class of medieval English society except 
the highest and lowest — who gather at the Tabard Inn for a pilgrimage to Canterbury. Through brilliant 
character portraits combining realism, irony, humor, and psychological depth, Chaucer creates a 
panoramic picture of fourteenth-century life while exposing the vices, hypocrisies, and virtues of his 
characters. His use of a dual role as narrator-participant allows for subtle irony and devastating satire, 
particularly of corrupt religious figures. The General Prologue remains one of English literature's supreme 
achievements — a work of artistic genius and enduring human insight. 

 



The Pardoner Tales 



The Pardoner Tales 

-​ The Pardoner is one of the most fascinating, complex, and morally disturbing characters in the 
entire work of Geoffrey Chaucer. He appears in the General Prologue where Chaucer describes him 
with clear physical and moral indicators of his corrupt nature.  

-​ The Pardoner is a seller of pardons and indulgences — which means he sells documents claiming 
to forgive people's sins on behalf of the Church  

-​ He also carries fake religious relics   
-​ He sells these to innocent, gullible, and devout people for money.  
-​ extraordinary honesty about his own dishonesty.  
-​ He preaches only for personal gain and not for the correction of sin 
-​ His one and only theme in every sermon is "Radix malorum est cupiditas" — meaning 

"Greed is the root of all evil" 
-​ He uses his preaching to frighten people into giving him money 
-​ His relics are completely fake — a pillow case claimed to be the Virgin Mary's veil, pig's 

bones sold as saints' relics 
-​ He is fully aware that he is a fraud and a con man 
-​ Despite being evil himself, he can still tell a moral tale 
-​ The Pardoner is essentially saying: "I am going to tell you a story about the evils of greed — and I 

am the greediest man here." This creates a magnificent irony that runs through the entire tale.  
-​ He has long, thin, limp yellow hair which he wears loose 
-​ He has glaring eyes like a hare 
-​ He has a thin, high voice 
-​ He has no beard and is unlikely ever to have one 
-​  

 
 



Paradise Lost 



Paradise Lost 
MASTER INTRODUCTION FOR PARADISE LOST 

(Ready to use in any exam answer) 

John Milton’s Paradise Lost is one of the most magnificent, intellectually ambitious, and sublime epic 
poems in the whole of English literature. First published in 1667 in ten books and later revised in 1674 into 
twelve books, it stands as the supreme achievement of the English Renaissance and the greatest 
Christian epic in the language. Written in majestic blank verse (unrhymed iambic pentameter), the poem 
narrates the Biblical story of the Fall of Man, beginning with the rebellion of Satan against God, his 
expulsion from Heaven along with his followers, his journey through Chaos, his temptation of Adam and 
Eve in the Garden of Eden, and the tragic consequences of human disobedience that brought sin, 
suffering, and death into the world. 

Milton boldly declares his grand purpose in the opening invocation: 

“To justify the ways of God to men.” 

Thus, Paradise Lost is not merely a retelling of the Genesis story but a profound theodicy — a 
philosophical and theological justification of God’s justice in the face of evil, suffering, and human free will. 
The poem masterfully blends the Christian Biblical tradition with the classical epic tradition of Homer and 
Virgil, while incorporating Renaissance humanist learning, political ideas, and deep moral seriousness. It 
explores timeless themes such as ambition and pride, temptation and free will, obedience and rebellion, 
love and loss, and the possibility of redemption. 

The poem begins in medias res (in the middle of the action), with Satan and the fallen angels already lying 
defeated on the burning lake of Hell. Through grand imagery, powerful similes, cosmic settings (Heaven, 
Hell, Chaos, and Eden), and psychologically complex characters — especially the magnificent yet tragic 
figure of Satan — Milton creates a work of extraordinary imaginative power and moral depth. Despite 
being completely blind by the time he composed it, Milton dictated the entire poem, making its creation one 
of the most heroic acts in literary history. 

Paradise Lost remains a towering monument of English poetry, remarkable for its sublime style, intellectual 
richness, and enduring relevance to questions of human freedom, morality, and divine order. 

 

SHORT PARAGRAPH ON THE AUTHOR (JOHN MILTON) 

John Milton (1608–1674) was one of the most learned, politically engaged, and intellectually powerful 
poets of the seventeenth century. Born in London, he received an outstanding education at St. Paul’s 
School and Cambridge University, where he mastered Latin, Greek, Hebrew, and several modern 
languages. A fervent Puritan and supporter of the Parliamentary cause during the English Civil War, he 
served as Latin Secretary under Oliver Cromwell’s government. His strong republican views and defence 
of regicide made him enemies after the Restoration of Charles II in 1660. By 1652, Milton had become 
completely blind, yet he composed his greatest works, including Paradise Lost, through dictation to his 
daughters and assistants. His life reflects extraordinary determination, moral conviction, and intellectual 



courage. Milton is remembered as a poet of sublime grandeur, moral seriousness, and profound 
theological insight. 

 
 

-​ Paradise Lost by John Milton stands as one of the most magnificent, intellectually ambitious, 
theologically profound, and artistically sublime works in the entire history of English literature 
and indeed in the broader tradition of world literature.  

-​ Paradise Lost is Milton's epic retelling of the most fundamental and consequential story in the 
Judeo-Christian tradition: the Fall of Man   

-​  Milton's stated purpose — announced in the very first lines of the poem — is: "To justify the ways 
of God to men" 

-​  

 



Sidney's Sonnet 



Sidney's Sonnet 1 
 

Here is your complete exam-ready introduction in simple, clear language: 

 
Sir Philip Sidney's "Sonnet 1", sometimes titled "Loving in truth," is the very first poem in his 
famous book Astrophil and Stella (meaning "Star-lover and Star"), which was written 
around 1581–1582 during the Elizabethan age in England. This book is called a sonnet 
sequence because it contains many sonnets (108 sonnets and 11 songs) that tell one big 
love story. Sidney was a young nobleman, a soldier, and a scholar who was very famous in 
his time, and he died young at the Battle of Zutphen in 1586 at only 32 years old. His work 
influenced many later poets like Shakespeare and Spenser. This first sonnet is important 
because it acts like a preface or introduction to the entire book—it sets up the main 
problem: how should a poet write about love? The poem is written in the Petrarchan form 
(named after the Italian poet Petrarch), which means it has two parts: an octave (first 8 
lines with rhyme scheme ABBAABBA) that presents a problem, and a sestet (last 6 lines with 
rhyme scheme CDCDEE) that gives a solution. Sidney uses iambic hexameter here, which 
means each line has six beats instead of the usual five, making the lines longer and 
slower—this extra length makes us feel how heavy and difficult the poet's struggle is. The 
poem begins with the speaker, Astrophil, explaining that he truly loves Stella but cannot 
find the right words to express his feelings. He says he has tried everything: he has looked 
at printed books of other poets ("Looking in print of art"), he has studied famous love 
poems ("brightness in praise"), and he has even tried to copy their rhymes and clever 
wordplay ("turning others' leaves"). All of this was done in the hope that by using "show of 
love" (pretending to love skillfully), he would eventually feel real love and make Stella praise 
him back. But nothing worked. He describes his mind as full of ideas but unable to express 
them—like a woman who is "great with child" (pregnant) but cannot give birth. This is a 
powerful birth metaphor that runs through the first half of the poem. He says his 
"invention" (meaning his creativity or original ideas) is like a cruel stepmother ("step-dame") 
who treats him badly, gives him almost nothing ("penny-rent"), and refuses to let him 
succeed. He also describes himself as a shepherd who has a full "fair flock" (many ideas) 
but cannot get any "wool" (good poetry) from them. All these images show us a poet who is 
frustrated, blocked, and stuck. Then comes the volta (the turning point) at line 9, where the 
mood suddenly changes. The speaker cries out to his Muse (the goddess who gives 
inspiration to poets), and the Muse speaks back to him directly. She calls him a "Fool"—not 
a real fool, but someone who has been foolish for looking everywhere except inside 
himself. She tells him: "Look in thy heart and write." This is the most famous line of the 
poem and one of the most quoted lines in English poetry. It means that real poetry should 
come from honest, personal feelings, not from copying what other people have written. 
The Muse explains that if he just writes what he truly feels, his words will have "grace" 
(beauty and power) and will be "true" (honest). The final lines of the poem use a short story 
or allegory: the Muse says that Nature (the force that creates all living things) once had a 
child who was raised by Love (the god of love). Love taught this child to be virtuous and 
wise, and because of this good upbringing, the child became naturally beautiful and good 
at everything. This little story is a metaphor for poetry itself: if a poem is born from real 
love and honest feeling (like Nature's child raised by Love), it will be naturally beautiful. But 
if a poem is forced, fake, or copied from others, it will feel empty and lifeless. Through all of 
this, Sidney is making a very important statement about poetry and creativity. He is 



saying that the best art comes from sincerity, not from following rules or copying famous 
poets. This idea was quite new and revolutionary in his time because most poets of the 
Petrarchan tradition followed strict formulas—they described their ladies in predictable 
ways (golden hair, eyes like stars, etc.) and used the same metaphors over and over. Sidney 
is saying: stop pretending, stop copying, and write from your heart. This theme of real 
emotion versus artificial performance continues throughout the entire Astrophil and 
Stella sequence. The poem also explores the relationship between the poet and his Muse, 
the pain of creative block, the struggle of the courtly lover, and the power of originality. It 
uses many literary devices including extended metaphor (the stepmother, the pregnant 
woman, the shepherd), personification (Invention, Nature, Love, and the Muse are all given 
human qualities), alliteration (repetition of sounds like "print," "praise," "penny," "pains"), and 
direct speech (when the Muse talks to Astrophil). Overall, Sonnet 1 is not just a love 
poem—it is a meditation on the art of writing itself, asking the big question: where does 
true poetry come from? And its answer is simple and clear: it comes from the heart. 

 



Passionate Man's Pilgrimage" 



Passionate Man's 
Pilgrimage" 

 
Here is your exam-ready introduction in clear, simple language: 

 
Sir Walter Raleigh's "The Passionate Man's Pilgrimage" is a powerful and emotional poem written around 
1618, near the end of Raleigh's life. Raleigh was a famous Elizabethan explorer, soldier, courtier, and poet 
who served Queen Elizabeth I and later King James I. However, he fell out of favor, was imprisoned in the 
Tower of London for many years, and was eventually executed in 1618. This poem is believed to have 
been written while he was in prison or facing his death, which gives it a deep sense of urgency, despair, 
and spiritual longing. The poem is written in the form of a meditation or prayer, and it takes the structure of 
a pilgrimage—a journey toward a sacred place. But instead of traveling to a physical shrine like Jerusalem 
or Canterbury, the speaker's pilgrimage is inward and spiritual: it is a journey of the soul toward God, 
death, and eternal peace. The poem is divided into two main parts. The first half describes the speaker's 
painful, earthly journey through a world full of suffering, temptation, and sin. He feels lost, burdened by his 
past mistakes, and desperate for relief. He compares his life to a difficult road where he has been "washed 
in tears" and worn down by grief. The second half shifts focus to his hope for heavenly peace. He 
imagines death not as something to fear, but as a release—a chance to finally reach his true destination: 
God's presence. The poem uses rich religious imagery from Christianity, including references to Christ's 
passion (suffering), pilgrimage sites (like the Holy Land), and Biblical figures (like Mary Magdalene, who 
washed Jesus' feet with her tears). Raleigh also uses contrasts between the temporary pains of earthly life 
and the eternal joys of heaven, between sin and forgiveness, and between despair and hope. The tone is 
deeply personal and emotional—the speaker is not just writing about love or beauty, but about his own fear 
of death, regret for his sins, and desperate desire for salvation. The poem's title itself is significant: "The 
Passionate Man's Pilgrimage" tells us that the speaker is driven by passion (intense emotion) and that his 
journey is one of suffering and longing (as "passion" also refers to Christ's suffering). Through its heartfelt 
language, vivid metaphors, and sincere spiritual struggle, the poem gives us a window into the mind of a 
man facing the end of his life, trying to make peace with God and himself. It is a beautiful and moving 
example of Renaissance devotional poetry, showing how poets of the time used personal emotion and 
religious imagery to explore the biggest questions about life, death, and faith. 

 
 



JOHN DONNE: THE POET 



JOHN DONNE: THE POET 

Introduction to John Donne (1572–1631): 

John Donne is widely regarded as the greatest Metaphysical poet of the English Renaissance and one of 
the most influential love poets in the English language. Born in London in 1572 to a wealthy Catholic 
family, Donne's life was marked by struggle, conversion, and eventual triumph. He studied at both Oxford 
and Cambridge but could not graduate because, as a Catholic, he refused to take the required oath of 
allegiance to the Church of England. Young Donne lived a wild, adventurous life—he traveled across 
Europe, fought in military campaigns, and secretly married Anne More, the daughter of his employer, 
which led to imprisonment and years of poverty. In his middle age, Donne converted to Anglicanism (the 
Church of England) and eventually became one of the most famous preachers of his time, serving as 
Dean of St. Paul's Cathedral in London until his death in 1631. 

What makes Donne special as a poet is his unique combination of intellect and emotion. Unlike earlier love 
poets who used simple, beautiful comparisons, Donne created what critics call "metaphysical 
conceits"—elaborate, surprising, and often shocking comparisons drawn from science, philosophy, 
religion, geography, and law. He could compare lovers to a pair of compasses, love to a flea, or a bedroom 
to the entire universe. His poetry is full of wit, paradox, argument, and passionate feeling all at once. His 
early Songs and Sonnets (love poems) are bold, playful, and sometimes irreverent, while his later Holy 
Sonnets (religious poems) explore faith, death, and God with the same intensity. Donne's influence was 
enormous— poets like Andrew Marvell, George Herbert, and later Tennyson and Eliot all acknowledged 
his impact. Samuel Johnson coined the term "Metaphysical school" partly to describe Donne's style. 
Today, Donne is celebrated for revolutionizing English love poetry by proving that poetry could be both 
deeply intellectual and deeply felt. 

 

THE THREE POEMS 

 

1. "The Good Morrow" (c. 1601) 

Introduction:​
John Donne's "The Good Morrow" is a beautiful celebration of lovers awakening into a new, transformed 
world created by their love. The poem begins with the speaker wondering what he and his beloved did 
before they loved each other, suggesting that their previous lives were like sleep or childish play. Donne 
then builds an extraordinary metaphysical conceit: he claims that their small bedroom contains the entire 
world ("And makes one little room an everywhere"), and that their eyes mirror each other's souls so 
perfectly that they need nothing else. The poem moves in a circular structure—from questioning the past, 
to celebrating the present, to declaring that their love will never die. The tone shifts from wonder and 
uncertainty to confident declaration, as the speaker concludes that true, equal love makes them "as one" 
and will last forever. Through imagery of maps, mirrors, and awakening, Donne transforms an ordinary 
morning into a philosophical revelation about love's power to create reality itself. 

Key Points for Exam: 

●​ Form: 21 lines, three 7-line stanzas 
●​ Tone: Wondering → Assured 



●​ Central Idea: Love awakens the soul to a larger, truer reality 
●​ Famous Line: "And makes one little room an everywhere" 
●​ Key Metaphor: The room as the world; lovers' eyes as mirrors 

 

2. "The Canonization" (c. 1601) 

Introduction:​
In "The Canonization", John Donne brilliantly defends romantic love against worldly criticism by ironically 
arguing that lovers can become saints of their own religion. The poem opens with the speaker sharply 
dismissing practical concerns—"For God's sake hold your tongue, and let me love"—and proceeds to 
construct an elaborate argument that pure, devoted love is superior to wealth, military glory, and worldly 
success. The poem's central conceit is the inversion of sacred and profane: Donne takes the language of 
Christian sainthood (canonization, relics, prayer) and applies it to physical, romantic love. The speaker 
imagines that he and his beloved will be declared saints not by the Church, but by future lovers who will 
invoke their example as a model of perfect union. Through wit, paradox, and mock-heroic argument, 
Donne transforms what critics see as mere physical passion into something worthy of eternal veneration. 
The poem is both a defense against those who mock love and a celebration of love's power to create its 
own meaning and immortality. 

Key Points for Exam: 

●​ Form: 5 quintains (5-line stanzas), rhyme scheme AABBA 
●​ Tone: Defiant, witty, mock-heroic 
●​ Central Argument: Love justifies itself through its own virtue and creates its own mythology 
●​ Famous Lines: "For God's sake hold your tongue, and let me love" / "And canonized, be... love, we 

shall be" 
●​ Key Device: Sacred/profane inversion (lovers as saints) 

 

3. "The Sun Rising" (c. 1603) 

Introduction:​
John Donne's "The Sun Rising" is a playful, audacious love poem that challenges the sun itself to respect 
the sanctity of the speaker's intimacy with his beloved. The poem opens with the speaker scolding the sun 
as a "Busy old fool, unruly sun" for intruding on his bedroom, then gradually builds to the extraordinary 
claim that his bed is the center of the entire universe. Through a series of clever arguments, the speaker 
declares that his beloved contains all the world's kingdoms, that their love transcends time and seasons, 
and that the sun should therefore serve them rather than the world. The poem's structure follows a 
three-part progression: irritation with the sun's intrusion → assertion of love's cosmic importance → 
triumphant invitation for the sun to revolve around them. This poem exemplifies Donne's metaphysical 
conceit at its most dazzling—using scientific, geographical, and astronomical imagery to argue that true 
love creates its own reality, making external forces like time, authority, and nature irrelevant. 

Key Points for Exam: 

●​ Form: 30 lines, single stanza 
●​ Tone: Arrogant, playful, commanding, intimate 
●​ Central Conceit: The lovers' bed as the center of the universe 
●​ Famous Line: "This bed thy center is, these walls, thy sphere" 
●​ Key Imagery: Sun as intruder; room as cosmos; beloved as all kingdoms 



 

COMPARING ALL THREE POEMS 

Aspect "The Good Morrow" "The Canonization" "The Sun Rising" 

Central Theme 
Love awakens to create new 

reality 

Love justifies and 

sanctifies itself 

Love defies time and 

cosmic order 

Setting Bedroom at dawn Bedroom (implied) Bedroom at sunrise 

Tone Wondering, intimate Defiant, argumentative Arrogant, playful 

Key Metaphor Room = world Lovers = saints Bed = universe center 

Love vs. World Love creates a new world 
Love transcends the 

world 

Love subjugates the 

world 

Structure 
Circular (question → answer 

→ question) 
Debate/defense 

Linear (annoyance → 

triumph) 

Shared Device Metaphysical conceit Metaphysical conceit Metaphysical conceit 
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