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The development of prose in English literature can be traced back to 

the medieval period. Early English prose was heavily influenced by 

Latin, as Latin was the language of scholarship and religious texts 

during this time. In the early medieval period, English prose was 

primarily used for legal documents, religious texts, and historical 

chronicles.  

Prose writing in English literature has a long history that evolved over 
centuries. The beginnings of English prose can be traced back to the 
Anglo-Saxon period, which lasted from the 5th to the 11th century. During 
this time, prose was mainly used for religious and historical works. 
Notable examples include "The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle" and religious 
prose such as sermons and homilies. The earliest literary prose dates from 
the late 9th century, when King Alfred, eager to improve the state of 
English learning, led a vigorous program to translate into English “certain 
books that are necessary for all men to know.” Alfred himself translated 
the Pastoral Care of St. While King Alfred the Great made significant 
contributions to the promotion of the English language and literature, he 
is solely credited as the father of English prose. King Alfred played a 
crucial role in preserving and promoting the English language during the 
Anglo-Saxon period. 
 

A significant milestone in the development of English prose occurred in 

the 14th century with the works of writers like Geoffrey Chaucer. 

Chaucer's "The Canterbury Tales," written in Middle English, is a 

collection of stories in prose and verse that provides a snapshot of English 

society during that time. 
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However, it wasn't until the Renaissance, particularly in the 16th century, 

that English prose began to flourish more prominently. The translation of 

classical works from Latin and Greek into English played a crucial role in 

shaping the English prose style. Notable figures such as Sir Thomas More, 

with his work "Utopia" (1516), and the essays of Sir Francis Bacon in the 

late 16th and early 17th centuries contributed to the growth and 

refinement of English prose. 

Religious and Philosophical Prose (Medieval and Early Modern Periods): 

The roots of English prose can be traced back to the religious and 

philosophical texts of the medieval period. Works such as "The Anglo-

Saxon Chronicle" and Bede's "Ecclesiastical History of the English 

People" exemplify the early prose style, marked by a blend of religious 

devotion and historical documentation. With the advent of the 

Renaissance and the Enlightenment in the early modern period, religious 

prose expanded to include philosophical treatises, with figures like Sir 

Thomas More and Sir Francis Bacon engaging in profound discussions on 

human nature, politics, and ethics. 

Overall, the development of prose in English literature is a gradual 

process spanning several centuries, with different periods 

contributing to its evolution. 
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Geoffrey Chaucer's "The Canterbury Tales" is a significant work that 

made a substantial contribution to the development of English prose. 

Written in Middle English in the late 14th century, "The Canterbury 

Tales" is a collection of stories framed as a pilgrimage by a diverse group 

of characters traveling to Canterbury Cathedral. Each pilgrim tells a tale, 

showcasing a variety of narrative styles, themes, and genres. 

Some key contributions of "The Canterbury Tales" to the 

development of English prose: 

1. Middle English Vernacular: Chaucer's decision to write "The 

Canterbury Tales" in Middle English, rather than in the more 

traditional Latin or French used in literature at the time, helped 

establish English as a legitimate literary language. This choice made 

literature more accessible to a broader audience and contributed to 

the evolution of the English language. 

2. Realistic Portrayal of Characters: Chaucer's characters in "The 

Canterbury Tales" come from different social classes and 

professions, providing a cross-section of medieval English society. 

This realistic portrayal of diverse characters was innovative for its 

time, influencing later writers to explore the complexities of human 

nature and society in their works. 

3. Mix of Prose and Verse: While "The Canterbury Tales" is 

primarily written in verse (poetry), Chaucer also incorporates prose 



 4 

passages. The use of both prose and verse within the same work 

allowed Chaucer to experiment with different narrative techniques 

and styles. 

4. Narrative Variety: Chaucer employs a wide range of storytelling 

techniques, from courtly romance to fabliau (comic, often bawdy 

tales) and moral allegory. This variety showcases the flexibility of 

the English language and demonstrates that it can be employed 

effectively for different genres and tones. 

5. Humanization of Characters: Chaucer's characters are not just 

archetypes but are humanized with distinct personalities, flaws, and 

virtues. This humanization contributes to the depth and richness of 

the storytelling, setting a precedent for character development in 

later literature. 

In summary, "The Canterbury Tales" is a seminal work that played a 

crucial role in shaping the course of English literature, particularly the 

prose. Chaucer's contributions to language, storytelling techniques, and 

the portrayal of characters have left a lasting impact on the development 

of English prose. 
 

The Middle English period (11th to 15th century) saw further 

development of English prose. Prose works during this time included 

historical chronicles, religious writings, and legal documents. Notable 
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works include "The Ancrene Wisse," a guide for anchoresses, and 

Geoffrey Chaucer's "The Canterbury Tales." 

The Renaissance period (16th century) marked a significant expansion of 

English prose. The works of Sir Thomas More, particularly his "Utopia" 

(1516), and the essays of Sir Francis Bacon played crucial roles in the 

development of prose as a literary form. 

The Elizabethan and Jacobean eras (late 16th to early 17th century) saw 

the flourishing of English prose with the works of writers like William 

Shakespeare, Christopher Marlowe, and Ben Jonson, who contributed to 

the development of prose within the context of drama. 

The 17th century brought about further developments in prose with the 

rise of the essay form. Writers like Sir Thomas Browne and John Milton 

made significant contributions during this period. 

The Rise of the Essay (17th-18th Centuries): The 17th century 
witnessed the emergence of a new literary form that would come to define 
English prose—the essay. With his collection of essays, writers like Sir 
Francis Bacon explored diverse topics, employing a conversational and 
reflective style. The essay, with its emphasis on individual thought and 
personal expression, became a powerful medium for social commentary 
and self-reflection. This trend continued into the 18th century with the 
works of Joseph Addison and Richard Steele in periodicals like "The 
Spectator," contributing to the popularization of the essay as a distinct 
genre. 

 


