Five British Authors

CHAUCER, The Canterbury Tales
“The Miller’s Prologue and Tale”

PREPARATORY READING NOTES

1.  Plot events:  To understand the central events of the tale, consider the following:


Note:


 1.  Keep track of the main characters, their professions, their personalities:  



(John, the Carpenter/husband



(Alison



(Nicholas



(Absolon


2.  What is the central problem in the marriage between the carpenter and his wife?


3.  What is the elaborate story Nicholas comes up with to trick John, the carpenter?


4.  What, physically, does John do as a result of this story?


5.  What is Absolon’s “image” of love—and how is he punished for this image?


6.  How is Nicholas punished for his trickery?


7.  What key “unexpected” words lead to the ending of the tale (hint:  the words are 



spoken by Nicholas)?


8.  How does the tale end?  Who is punished/rewarded?  Is this ending appropriate?      

2.  Class issue:  How does the miller’s prologue and tale reflect his class? 


Note:  


1.  In the prologue, it is clear that the Miller is drunk (l. 12);  he proclaims he will tell a 
“noble” tale to repay the Knight (i.18-19). 


2.  Remember medieval  “estates” or classes:



(Those who fight


(Those who pray



(Those who work   
[also:  commercial/merchant class]


3.  What does the Miller say about wives—and what husbands should know about them? 


What is the Miller’s view on love and marriage?  Can this view be connected to his class?

3.  Interaction with prologue and other tales:  How does the miller and his tale enter into a “dialogue” with the other characters and their tales?


Note: 


1.  Miller’s Prologue sets up key themes of tale:



(Understand what a “cokewald” is (l. 44)



(Understand his “mini-philosophy” of marriage:



“An housbond shal nat been inquisitif



Of Goddes privetee, nor of his wyf



So he may fnde Goddes foyson there



Of the remenent nedeth nat enquere.”  (l. 55-8)


2. The Miller’s Tale answers the Knight’s Tale, which immediately precedes it. Here is a brief summary of the Knight’s Tale: 
Major themes: knightly honor, epic battles, lofty love, overseeing gods 


Part I.  Duke Theseus imprisons Arcite and Palamon (cousins)



They see Emelye (duke’s sister-in-law) from tower;  both fall in love (p.31, l. 


294)


Part II.  Palamon escapes, Arcite banished, they happen to reconnect, fight over love



Theseus sees them fighting, women weep, he sets up tournament (p.47, l. 993)


Part III.  Arcite and Palamon prepare for tournament.  Palamon prays to Venus Mars 

(p.56, 1. 1380), Emelye prays to Diana, Arcite prays to Mars 

Part IV.  Tournament:  Arcite unseats Palamon, wins Emelye.  Venus shamed—Palamon 

didn’t win, Saturn makes Arcite’s horse stumble (p. 66, l. 1826), Arcite dies—

tells Emelye to take Palamon (p. 68, l. 1931).  Palamon marries Emelye (end) 

