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Remarkably, the vast quantity of records documenting Chaucer’s life never
refer to him as a poet, the role for which he’s famous. Instead, it’s through
his contemporaries’ writings that we learn of the high esteem that medieval
people had for his literary outputs. Eustace Deschamps praised Chaucer's
skill as writer in the 1380s, and other authors like John Gower,
Thomas Hoccleve, and John Lydgate, eulogised his work and
commented on his poetic reputation as it developed in the
fifteenth century.
Chaucer played a fundamental role in developing English as a literary
language. His works embrace a wide range of styles, forms, and subject
matter, drawing on Classical, French and Italian sources, and they offer
something to everyone who encounters them; but it’s Chaucer’s ability
to use English in innovative and entertaining ways, the breath-taking
originality of his stories, and the uncanny ability of his characters to
speak to us across the centuries, that have ensured his reputation as
‘the father of English literature.’

This world nys but a thurghfare …
And we been pilgrymes passynge to and fro

(General Prologue)

“

The first surviving document relating to Chaucer, places him as a retainer in the
household of Elizabeth de Burgh, Countess of Ulster and wife of Prince Lionel, a son of
King Edward III. This environment would have exposed Chaucer to the manners and
lifestyle of the ruling class, and would have aided him greatly in his career. He went on
to serve Prince Lionel as a soldier during the Hundred Years War with France, and
later held many esteemed positions, including esquire of the royal household,
diplomatic emissary, controller of customs, justice of the peace, and clerk of the king’s
works, a role that required him to oversee the maintenance of royal property.

“

Bifil that in that seson on a day
In Southwerk at the Tabard as I lay
Redy to wenden on my pilgrymage
To Caunterbury with ful devout corage…

“

Geoffrey Chaucer (c. 1340-1400) was born to John and Agnes Chaucer in the early
1340’s. The specific date and location of his birth are unknown, but he is described as
‘forty and more’ in a document dated October 1386. His parents owned property in
the Vintry Ward, one of the wealthiest parts of London in medieval times, and his
father was a vintner, or wine merchant.

“

(‘The Knight’s Tale’)

Chaucer’s most famous work, The Canterbury Tales, is a pioneering and iconic piece
of Middle English literature. Written towards the end of the fourteenth century,
The Canterbury Tales is a spellbinding collection of twenty-four stories recounted by a
series of fictional pilgrims, who are participating in a story-telling competition to pass
the time as they make a pilgrimage to the shrine of Saint Thomas Becket at Canterbury
Cathedral. For medieval people, going on pilgrimage was an important expression of
piety, something that every individual would try to do at least once in their life. Ranging
from sacred to profane, serious to comic, each story the pilgrims tell is unique in its
exploration of universal concepts and emotions: love, sex, honour, greed, justice,
suffering, power, morality, the supernatural. All of life (and death) is here.
Chaucer never designed the Tales to be performed, but the dramatic power of the
pilgrims’ stories lends itself to theatrical adaptation. Our production is an abridged
version of the play Mike Poulton wrote for the Royal Shakespeare Company.
Our selection of tales includes a range of stories showcasing the brilliance and
breadth of Chaucer’s writing.
We begin our journey in April with the coming together of the pilgrims at the Tabard
Inn in Southwark, London. Drawing on the ‘General Prologue’ to The Canterbury Tales,
Chaucer introduces some of the pilgrims to us, while the Host of the Inn, Harry Bailey,
convinces them to participate in a storytelling competition. The journey to Canterbury
begins the next day and the Knight starts the competition with a story of chivalry and
love. Rich in Italian influence, ‘The Knight’s Tale’ belongs to a genre of medieval
literature known as ‘romance’. It establishes several themes and motifs that reappear in
later tales, such as ‘the love triangle’, fate versus freewill, loyalty, death, and suffering.

The Knight’s world of romance is soon overturned and parodied by the bawdy stories
told by the drunken Miller and the unhygienic Cook. These tales are wholly suited to the
reprobates that tell them and offer two perfect examples of fabliaux, a genre set in the
comic and familiar ‘present’, rather than the idyllic past. Instead of brave knights and
quiet heroines, we are presented with cunning students and sexually promiscuous wives.
The Monk is the next to offer his contribution to the storytelling competition.
Having tried to bore everybody since the
contest began, he is finally given the chance to
unleash his monotonous tale of great men who
have fallen from power.You’ll be glad that his
tale is interrupted by the interval, because his
restricted view of life as a series of tragic
events offers nothing but an endless catalogue
of despair.
The Pardoner’s Tale turns things around once
again, prompting us to ask if an immoral man
can tell a moral tale. The pardoner himself
admits to making money by selling false relics
and expensive pardons to sinners seeking
redemption. He doesn’t try to hide his greed
from the pilgrims, but instead demonstrates
how he extorts money from unsuspecting
Christians by telling a sermon-like story about
his favourite sin.
The Wife of Bath, Chaucer’s most famous
pilgrim, follows next with her personal
experience of being married five times. The tale
that follows – a romance set in the time of King
Arthur – picks up, and expands on, the issue of
female ‘sovereignty’ raised in her prologue and
explores what women really want in marriage.
Finally, The Nun's Priest's Tale takes us to a
world of talking chickens, offering a taste of
another popular medieval genre: the beast fable.
Blending complex philosophical debate with the simplest form of storytelling, this tale
refuses to take itself too seriously. Who cares whether dreams signify divine providence
or a bad diet? Who cares whether we have free will or our fate is fixed? We’re asked not
to think too hard, so just sit back and enjoy Chaucer’s tale of a cock and a fox!
As the pilgrims continue their journey to Canterbury, we end our play as it began, with
Chaucer the author, who asks the audience to forgive his flaws and preference for
‘worldly vanities’ and look for ‘the truth of things’ in what we have seen… whatever, and
wherever, that might be.

Chaucer’s English was very different to the
English we speak and write today. To give our
audience a taste of what it was like, the opening
lines of the play are delivered in Middle English,
the language used in Medieval England.
Whan that Aprill with his shoures soote
The droughte of March hath perced to the roote,
And bathed every veyne in swich licour
Of which vertu engendred is the flour,
Whan Zephirus eek with his sweete breeth
Inspired hath in every holt and heeth
The tendre croppes, and the yonge sonne
Hath in the Ram his half cours yronne,
And smale foweles maken melodye,
That slepen al the nyght with open ye,
(So priketh hem nature in hir corages),
Thanne longen folk to goon on pilgrimages,
And palmeres for to seken straunge strondes,
To ferne halwes, kowthe in sondry londes;
And specially from every shires ende
Of Engelond to Caunterbury they wende,
The hooly blisful martir for to seke,
That hem hath holpen whan that they were seeke.
(The Canterbury Tales)
(Whan April with his sweet showers has pierced the
drought of March to the root, and bathed every
vein in liquid, from which flowers are engendered,
when Zephyr (the West Wind), with his sweet breath, has filled every holt and heath with tender
shoots, and the young sun has run his half-course into the sign of the Ram (Aries), and little
birds make melody and sleep through the night with open eye (so nature spurs them on in their
hearts), then folk long to go on pilgrimages, and pilgrims to seek foreign lands, to distant
shrines known in various lands; and specially from every shire’s end in England they go to
Canterbury, to seek the holy blessed martyr, who helped them when they were sick.)
We hope you enjoy this snapshot of medieval culture.

