
 
 
 
 
 
Agbabi’s views about Chaucer and poetry 

Patience says: "This book has been a long time coming and it’s been a lifelong ambition.   

"I studied some of Chaucer at school and it blew me on to another planet. I immediately 

went to WH Smiths and bought an audio cassette of the tales, which I still have now. I loved 

the bawdiness and the mischief although I like the more serious ones now as well. “ 

 

Patience explains: "I loved poetry at school, especially the music of it. In Telling Tales. I really 

wanted to capture ordinary people’s voices, because when ordinary people are just talking 

in the pub, that’s poetry but they don’t know it. Jeremy Paxman recently said people can’t 

relate to poetry but there is some poetry that really does speak to people, there’s a whole 

range." 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Agbabi’s views about taking on Chaucer 

Agbabi's Telling Tales retells each of Chaucer's pilgrims' stories, with the author dreaming up 

new takes on the characters, from a ladette Miller to a hoodie Canon's Yeoman, rapping 

Parson and self-help guru Pardoner. 

 

She was, initially, a little intimidated to take on Chaucer. "I had no problem with the Middle 

English. I love Middle English. I'm no expert but I like the fact that it's so near and yet so far 

from contemporary English," she said. "Taking on the grandfather of English literature was the 

issue. The first six months were hell. I was too reverent, scared to put a foot out of line. But 

then a year into the project I got a second wind and let creativity take over. Whenever I got 

stuck, I reread the original text and imagined Chaucer winking at me, saying, go girl."  

 

Agbabi's editor at Canongate, Francis Bickmore, said the author's background as a 

performance poet as well as a "page" poet meant she was "ideally placed to write work 

that, like the Canterbury tales, works as well read aloud as it does on the read to oneself". 

"It's easy to forget that the Canterbury Tales were some of the most wild, rude, funny, heart-

breaking stories of human behaviour and misbehaviour ever written," said Bickmore. 

"Patience catapults the characters into modern multicultural Britain, with joyous effect. 

Formally daring but also bang up-to-date, we're hoping Telling Tales will make big waves this 

year and rekindle an interest in Chaucer generally . 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Interview 1 with Patience Agbabi- Taken from Newshopper.co.uk, 10th Oct, 2014 

https://www.newsshopper.co.uk/news/11526578.poet-and-performer-patience-agbabi-

reveals-how-shes-telling-tales-on-gravesend/ 

 

Interview 2 with Patience Agbabi- Taken from theguardian.com, 23rd Jan, 2014 
https://www.theguardian.com/books/2014/jan/23/funky-chaucer-reboot-patience-agbabi-
canterbury-tales 
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