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GEOFFREY CHAUCER (1340-1400)
Geoffrey Chaucer – Wrote during the Medieval (Middle English: 1150-1500) Literature period. He is the author of The Canterbury Tales. He is often regarded as the founder of the English language.
Biography
Chaucer was born in London, England sometime about 1340 to a line of prosperous vintners (wine merchants). Chaucer was a highly educated man for his time. He was a page (junior attendant) for the Countess of Ulster, and he would have accompanied his mistress on journeys all over England, learning how to behave around nobles and professional people, as well as those in lower classes. In 1359 he became a soldier in the King’s army and took part in an English invasion of France. Before the age of twenty, he fought in France with the English army. But all did not go well. He was captured and held to ransom. He was soon released, but left army life soon after. When he returned to England, he served for the King for ten years. For this service he was given a pension and he received political appointments: Knight of Shire and a Member of Parliament. Chaucer’s life overall was not easy: As a soldier he was taken captive, his wife died, he was accused of kidnapping but was acquitted and in spite of his royal connections, he was severely in debt. In his final years Chaucer lived in London in a house right next to Westminster Abbey. He was buried in the Abbey because of his service to the king. The area near his tomb later became Poet's Corner, where the most famous British writers are buried. Geoffrey Chaucer- soldier, diplomat, MP, Civil Servant, spy and poet- was the first.

Chaucer’s Life and Times
Chaucer lived during one of the most turbulent periods in British history. England was constantly at war during Chaucer’s time. Today, this is known as the hundred years of war. The plague of 1348 known as the Black Death took thousands of lives. The social order was weakened. Unequal distribution of wealth created gaping class distinctions which in turn caused hatred between the different social classes. The rich lived extravagantly and social critics used them as ‘butt’ for their jokes. Wealth began to fall into the hands of merchants, who, as a class, were known to be dishonest. It was an age, in short, which encouraged the growth of satiric literature (A literary work that pokes fun at human vice or folly). Satire on the trades is common in Chaucer’s works. 
· Chaucer is a literary genius whose works have survived many centuries. His most famous was The Canterbury Tales. 
· Video- Chaucer, Biography

The Canterbury Tales

The Canterbury Tales were the medieval equivalent of a bestseller. Chaucer's Canterbury Tales mark the start of Modern English literature. The Tales were regarded as outrageous, comical and thought provoking and the characters provided an insight to life, love and human behaviour in general. Chaucer wrote at a time when many people in England were reading, writing and talking mainly in Latin and French. His Tales caused an interest in English that has not changed since. The Canterbury Tales is the earliest English writing that many people still enjoy reading today.

Chaucer was intelligent, witty and observant. His work took him on frequent journeys where he met people from all walks of life and professions. His experiences inspired him to write a series of funny and sometimes shocking stories, poems and anecdotes, which he worked on for at least 10 years of his life.

The idea behind the Tales is simple: an ill-matched group of people set off on horseback on a religious pilgrimage from London to visit the shrine of St. Thomas in Canterbury Cathedral. They agree that each of them will tell stories to pass the time along the way.... He includes himself in the group as a comic figure: an overweight, bumbling poet whose verse is so bad that he is quickly silenced by the other pilgrims.

His characters were unusual. While other authors, during the Medieval period, focused on heroes, kings, and saints from history, Chaucer chose quirky individuals who were typical of his own time. Some were even based on real people: Harry Bailey actually owned an inn in Southwark, and Roger the cook was also a genuine medieval Londoner.

There are many things about the Canterbury Tales that puzzle experts to this day. Chaucer's Prologue suggests that each pilgrim would tell four tales. But Chaucer only wrote a fraction of this number, and some of the pilgrims he described don't have a tale at all. Many experts think Chaucer never finished the Tales. 

Chaucer has had a lasting influence on British writers. Over 200 years later, Shakespeare read Chaucer's work and even based one of his plays, Troilus and Cressida, on a poem by Chaucer.

The Life and Death of Thomas Becket

Son of an immigrant Norman merchant, he rose to become Royal Chancellor, close friend of King Henry the II and, although not a priest, became the Archbishop of Canterbury in 1162.

He was murdered in his cathedral in 1170. After his murder miracles were reported at his tomb and he was made a saint in 1174. This inspired one of the most famous pilgrimages in Christendom.

Pilgrims to Holy Canterbury

Pilgrims had long been attracted to the Canterbury Cathedral. But Thomas Becket’s murder was news throughout Europe, and created an international pilgrimage to Canterbury vastly different in scale to what was seen prior to his murder.

King Henry built a fabulous new shrine, as an outward expression of remorse for having done wrong and the reports of Beckets miracles inspired people to see St. Thomas’ Shrine.

The shrine of St. Thomas was believed to have supernatural powers. Praying to a saint was believed to give one a greater chance of getting his help.

Pilgrimage became an accepted event in which both rich and poor could take part, each for his or her own reasons. Most came to St. Thomas to be cured of their afflictions, some to offer thanks, and some for forgiveness for having done wrong.

Video-murder at Canterbury Cathedral

The Pardoner’s Tale from The Canterbury Tales
In the prologue we find out that the characters decide to travel together on a fifty-five-mile journey from London to the holy shrine of St. Thomas a Becket in Canterbury, England. They agree to tell stories to pass the time. The most entertaining storyteller would be rewarded with a dinner.

“The Pardoner’s Tale” will follow the prologue. This tale is written by a pardoner, a preacher who has license from the Pope to grant indulgences, that is, to forgive sins in exchange for money. Forgiveness was supposed to be given only to those who had shown great charity. But many pardoners often sold their pardons. To encourage business, pardoners often threatened reluctant buyers with eternal damnation. Chaucer’s pardoner, a greedy and corrupt man, is one of the least likeable people on the pilgrimage. Many expressions in this tale reflect medieval attitudes and beliefs. Besides references to the Black Death most of theses are religious.

“The Pardoner’s Tale” is an example of a morality tale told by an immoral speaker. 
Complete the following questions after reading “The Pardoner’s Tale”:

1. What is the Pardoner’s moral or message in the tale?

2. The English language is always growing. New words are added, and pronunciations and grammar rules change. Beowulf was written in Old English. By Chaucer’s time, the English language had changed. The following lines are from the introduction to “The Pardoner’s Tale”. The last line is Latin, meaning “the love of money is the root of all evil.” Can you figure out any other words?
Lordinges -quod he- in chirches whan I preche,

I paine me to han an hautein speeche,

And ringe it out as round as gooth a belle

For can al by rote that I telle.

My theme is always oon, and evere was:

Radix malorum est cupiditas

3. Collaborative Group Work: Write or illustrate a contemporary version of a scene from the story or make up a story of your own. Update the setting, characters and language to make the scene seem believable in today’s world. Use satire: Encourage your audience to think about a specific issue or concern. Your reader should be led to question, “what’s wrong with this situation?” Be Creative!
Satire:
A work that uses ridicule, humor, and wit to criticize and provoke change in human nature and institutions.
Satire often involves: irony, paradox or antithesis.

