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Stop! Read me!
1. What does this EMCdownload publication include?

This EMCdownload publication includes two separate PDFs.

– A PDF called KnightsTale_Print. 

This PDF includes the full publication in a print-friendly form for your reference or to use as 
worksheets for students. The A4 printable activity pages look like this: 

– A PDF called KnightsTale_Screen. 

This PDF provides a screen-friendly version of the publication for showing on a whiteboard 
via your computer and data projector. It also includes full-size versions of the illustrations of The 
Knight’s Tale.These screen-friendly pages look like this:
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Teachers’ Notes
The sequence of activities

This sequence of activities takes students through the process of writing a version of one of Chaucer’s 
Canterbury Tales, ‘The Knight’s Tale’. Having heard a simple telling of the story (read or told by the 
teacher), they will work on developing their own version, either by focusing on just one part of the story, or 
telling it as a short story, or as a more extended ‘novel’. This built-in flexibility allows you to tailor it to your 
needs and to the time you have available. It may also allow you to differentiate the approach for different 
students, enabling some to do the more ambitious extended writing.

Depending on the timescale for the unit and your key objectives, you may want to select from the 
preparatory activities, rather than doing all of them. For instance, if you have already spent time looking 
at openings of narratives, you might prefer to focus more attention on exploring the possibilities and 
problems of taking on different narrative voices.

Part of the sequence could also involve students in reading extracts from Chaucer’s original telling of the 
story. This would allow you to enrich your students’ reading experience, as well as giving them a taste of 
how the English language has changed over time. Extracts from Chaucer’s story are provided at the end 
of the unit but you may want to present them earlier in the sequence of activities.

As an alternative to the conventional re-tellings in the unit, or perhaps for an older group of KS3 students, 
you might want to encourage students to find a modern angle on an old tale. There is a BBC version from 
2003 that bears little resemblance to the original and is not ideal for KS3 but students could be told about 
this series and asked to come up with their own ideas for contemporary re-tellings.

While the main focus of the unit is developing extended narrative writing, the unit could therefore fulfil 
several other aspects of English study at KS3: widening reading opportunities; introducing elements of 
language study; connecting analysis of literary texts and own writing, so that the two complement each 
other.
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The Knight’s Tale
What you will be doing – an overview of the unit

You will hear an outline of Chaucer’s story of ‘The Knight’s Tale’ and prepare to tell the story in your 
own way. The preparation will involve little experiments in writing, discussion and drama activities. 
You will use these to help you think about:

– whose voice to tell the story in
– how to start
– which episodes you’re going to concentrate on
– how to tell a really good, lively story.

You will be keeping your notes and writing experiments in a writing log.

The bare bones of the story
1. Listen to the outline of the story being read to you as a whole class. As you listen, pick out one 

moment that seems to you to be particularly dramatic or exciting. 

The bare bones of the story

Palamon and Arcite are nephews of Creon, the cruel and tyrannical King of Thebes. Though cousins, they 
are as close as brothers. 

Thebes is attacked by Theseus the Duke of Athens. He kills Creon. Palamon and Arcite are found on the 
battlefield, captured and taken to Athens where they are imprisoned by Theseus. 

Their prison cell is in a tower of Theseus’s castle which overlooks the garden. Palamon wakes up one May 
morning and sees from his cell window a beautiful young woman walking in the courtyard. She is Emily, the 
sister of Theseus’s wife Hippolyta. He falls in love with her at first sight. Arcite, hearing his love-sick moan, 
also wakes up and, seeing Emily from the window, he also falls instantly in love with her.

The two friends, now rivals in love, begin to loathe each other. Theseus’s friend Pirithoos pleads on Arcite’s 
behalf and he is released from prison on condition that he doesn’t return to Athens, on pain of death. He 
leaves Athens but then, after two years in Thebes spent pining for Emily, he decides to come back in 
disguise and enters service in Emily’s household. 

Then, after seven years imprisoned in the tower, Palamon escapes from prison by drugging the gaoler. While 
on the run from prison, he happens upon Arcite in a wood. They argue bitterly and decide to fight a duel but 
the duel is halted by the arrival of Theseus. He makes a judgement that they should call on their friends to 
join them in fighting a huge tournament, to decide the issue. The winner of the tournament will marry Emily. 

The preparations for the tournament last a year. Before the tournament, Palamon, Arcite and Emily all pray 
to the gods for success. Palamon prays that Emily should become his wife. Emily prays to stay unmarried 
but if she must marry that she should be allowed to marry the man who really loves her. Arcite prays for 
victory. 

When the tournament is held, Palamon is wounded by one of Arcite’s knights, the tournament is stopped 
and Arcite wins the battle. But no sooner is he proclaimed victor than his horse takes fright and rears up, 
throwing him to the ground. He is killed before he can claim Emily as his prize. As he is dying he makes 
peace with Palamon and tells Emily that if she ever decides to marry someone else, Palamon would be a 
good choice. 

After a suitable period has elapsed and Arcite’s death has been mourned, Theseus brings Palamon and Emily 
together and suggests that they might like to marry. So Palamon finally wins Emily’s hand and the story ends 
with Palamon and Emily happily married.
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2. In small groups, share your dramatic moments and talk about why you chose them.

3. Create ‘still pictures’ to represent the dramatic moments each of you chose. For instance, if you 
chose the wedding at the end, you could have Palamon and Emily kneeling, Palamon placing the ring 
on Emily’s fi nger and a priest standing over them and blessing them.

4. Watch each others’ still pictures and jot down any words and phrases that are suggested to you by 
what you see. Keep these in your writing log, so that you can go back to them for ideas for your fi nal 
piece of writing. 

This is the kind of thing that might be in your log for the still picture of the wedding:

5. Now you will hear the story for a second time. As you listen, look at the images on screen. (A version 
of the ‘bare bones’ story and images for printing is included on pages 5 and 6.)

6. Talk about what the illustrator has chosen to focus on and how she has represented the story. For 
instance, in image 3 you might notice the way the illustrator shows the physical aggression of the two 
men.

kneeling, eyes lowered

shy

eyes fi xed on 
the ring

tender

grief

love

gentle 

blessing
ceremonial

serioussolemn

 joy and sorrow

blessing
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The bare bones of the story in words and images

Palamon and Arcite are nephews of Creon, the cruel and 
tyrannical King of Thebes. Though cousins, they are as close as 
brothers. 

Thebes is attacked by Theseus the Duke of Athens. He kills 
Creon. Palamon and Arcite are found on the battlefield, captured 
and taken to Athens where they are imprisoned by Theseus. 

Their prison cell is in a tower of Theseus’s castle which overlooks 
the garden. Palamon wakes up one May morning and sees 
from his cell window a beautiful young woman walking in the 
courtyard. She is Emily, the sister of Theseus’s wife Hippolyta. 
He falls in love with her at first sight. Arcite, hearing his love-sick 
moan, also wakes up and, seeing Emily from the window, he also 
falls instantly in love with her.

The two friends, now rivals in love, begin to loathe each other. 

Theseus’s friend Pirithoos pleads on Arcite’s behalf and he is 
released from prison on condition that he doesn’t return to Athens, 
on pain of death. He leaves Athens but then, after two years 
in Thebes spent pining for Emily, he decides to come back in 
disguise and enters service in Emily’s household. 

Then, after seven years imprisoned in the tower, Palamon escapes 
from prison by drugging the gaoler. 
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While on the run from prison, he happens upon Arcite in a wood. 
They argue bitterly and decide to fight a duel but the duel is halted 
by the arrival of Theseus. He makes a judgement that they should 
call on their friends to join them in fighting a huge tournament, to 
decide the issue. The winner of the tournament will marry Emily. 

The preparations for the tournament last a year. Before the 
tournament, Palamon, Arcite and Emily all pray to the gods for 
success. Palamon prays that Emily should become his wife. Emily 
prays to stay unmarried but if she must marry that she should be 
allowed to marry the man who really loves her. Arcite prays for 
victory. 

When the tournament is held, Palamon is wounded by one of 
Arcite’s knights, the tournament is stopped and Arcite wins the 
battle. 

But no sooner is he proclaimed victor than his horse takes fright 
and rears up, throwing him to the ground. He is killed before he 
can claim Emily as his prize. As he is dying he makes peace with 
Palamon and tells Emily that if she ever decides to marry someone 
else, Palamon would be a good choice. 

After a suitable period has elapsed and Arcite’s death has been 
mourned, Theseus brings Palamon and Emily together and 
suggests that they might like to marry. So Palamon finally wins 
Emily’s hand and the story ends with Palamon and Emily happily 
married.
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The main characters – feeding your ideas

The three main characters are:

– Palamon
– Arcite
– Emily

1. Work in small groups. Share the three characters out among the groups. For your character, talk 
about what his or her ‘story’ is and how he or she might feel about it. For example:

2. Present your character’s view of his or her story to the rest of the class.

3. Decide on one of the three characters who particularly interests you.

4. In your writing log, try making up the answers to these three questions about your character, 
exploring your ideas fully, rather than just coming up with one idea as quickly as you can.

– What was his or her favourite activity as a child and why?
– What one object is really important to your character and why? It could be anything at all, from a 

treasured childhood possession, to something practical he or she uses in his or her life.
– If your character were an animal, what kind of animal would it be and why? (A swan? A tiger? A 

moth?)

5. Present your ideas about your character to the whole class. 

You will have a chance to use these ideas later in your writing. For instance, when you start writing your 
version of this story, you might decide to describe your character’s thoughts or feelings, by going back to 
an early memory from his or her childhood. If you’re describing them, you could use your idea about what 
animal they are like, as a metaphor or simile. Here are a couple of examples.

Or 

A dream

6. Either in class, or for homework, try writing a paragraph or two in your writing log of the dream that 
your character has the night before one dramatic moment in the story.

Palamon: he’s been wounded in battle. Maybe he’s worried about what’s happened 
to his family and specially his uncle Creon? He’s relieved that his cousin Arcite is 
alive…

He knelt by Emily’s side. In the pocket of his tunic, close to his beating heart, 
was the handkerchief that his mother had embroidered for him before she died. He 
had always kept it with him, as a boy learning sword fighting, as a young man 
going away on a pilgrimage to the Holy Lands, on the battle field with his blood 
brother Arcite. Now it was with him for the solemn rites of his marriage. 

Like a stag outfacing a rival, with his antlers held still and ready for the clash, 
Palamon prepared himself to fight his oldest and closest friend.




