
  
    GEOFFREY CHAUCER


    BRITISH WRITER


    
      	Born in London c. 1343.


      	Died in London in 1400.


      	
        Notable works:

        
          	The Canterbury Tales (c.1380s), narrative poetry


          	Parlement of Foules (c.1380s), poetry


          	Troilus and Criseyde (c.1380s), poetry

        

      

    


    A medieval courtier, diplomat, lawyer and civil servant, Chaucer travelled around Western Europe on the King’s business. Although he held a fairly high position within the Court, Chaucer did not come from an aristocratic family. His grandfather ran a tavern in the town of Ipswich, before moving to London and becoming a merchant. His parents were wine merchants living in the City of London. Chaucer is believed to have married Philippa de Roet, a lady-in-waiting to Constance of Castile (Spanish duchess, 1354-1394), the second wife of John of Gaunt (English duke, 1340-1399). He started his seminal work, The Canterbury Tales, during the 1380s, and it was incomplete at his death. The Canterbury Tales have never been out of print and have constantly influenced writers, artists and filmmakers ever since. The stories have a perennial appeal. The Canterbury Tales have also been a key influence on the development of the English language. Just like William Shakespeare (English playwright, 1564-1616), Chaucer was receptive to new ideas and the sheer variety and versatility of English. Many of the words he used were relatively new to the English language, often being taken from other languages including Greek, Latin and Arabic.

  


  
    THE WIFE OF BATH’S TALE


    ARTHURIAN STORY


    
      	Genre: poetry


      	Reference edition: Chaucer, G. (1992) The Canterbury Tales. London: Everyman.


      	1st edition: late 1380s (exact date unknown)


      	Themes: sex and marriage, feminism, authority and control, pilgrimage

    


    Written in the first person, The Wife of Bath’s Tale focuses on issues of love, romance and relationships between men and women. It is divided into two sections: the Prologue, which includes a physical description of the Wife of Bath as well as biographical details about her, and the fictional story that she recounts to the other pilgrims. The story is set in the court of King Arthur and Queen Guinevere, and focuses on the activities of a young knight who rapes a pretty maiden. For his crime, he is condemned to death by decapitation. The Queen offers him one chance to save his life: he has to leave the Court, travel the world and discover what women want most before returning with his answer. If he cannot find the correct answer, he will die. A long search and difficult choices results in the discovery that what women want most is sovereignty over men.

  


  
    SUMMARY


    THE PROLOGUE


    The Prologue is the autobiography of the Wife of Bath herself, highlighting her personal beliefs and attitudes. She has had five husbands, enabling her life to be governed by experience rather than authority. She cannot understand why Christ reproached a woman for having five husbands, since it is important to follow the Old Testament command to ‘go forth and multiply’. She further justifies her point of view by pointing out that King Solomon had many wives, and StPaul said it was better to marry than suffer lust. She also argues that fulfilling sexual needs is pleasurable as well as a basic function, and she has enjoyed having sex. After discussing her first four husbands, she explains how she gained control over Jankyn, her fifth husband. They met during the funeral of her fourth husband, and married within a month. When Jankyn insisted on reading tales about unfaithful women to her, stressing their disgraceful behaviour, she grabbed the book and hit him with it. Jankyn fell into the fire. Jumping up, he hit her. The Wife of Bath pretended he had killed her. When he bent over to look at her, she hit him, then pretended to die again. This upset Jankyn so much that he promised he would do anything she liked if she chose to live. This was how she gained ‘sovereignity’ over her husband, and they lived happily until his death. Her story aims to reinforce these views on marriage and authority with a story that mirrors her experiences.


    THE RAPE


    A young knight encounters a pretty maiden and rapes her. When the crime becomes known, the knight is condemned to die by decapitation. Queen Guinevere and her ladies take pity on him and advise King Arthur to give him a chance to save his life. Bowing to his wife’s advice, the King agrees. Queen Guinevere issues a decree that the young knight must discover what women want most. He must return to the court with his answer within a year. If no answer is found, or the answer is wrong, then the knight will die.


    THE SEARCH FOR ANSWERS


    While travelling, the knight asks every woman he meets: What do you want most? He is dismayed when every answer is different. Money, honour, friendship, appearance, discretion, sex, marriage, and children are among the many answers he is given. Some say that they just want to be able to do as they please. Others prefer to be secretive – although the Wife of Bath says this is impossible, citing the story of Midas and the Ass’s Ears as proof that women cannot keep secrets.


    By the end of the year, the knight is no closer to finding an answer. Riding back to King Arthur’s court, he encounters a group of women dancing in a forest and asks his question. They disappear and he suddenly finds himself facing a ‘loathsome hag’ who asks if she can help him. The knight explains his predicament, saying he will reward her in any way she chooses if she can help. She tells him that she knows the answer, but in return for her help, he must promise to marry her. Reluctantly, the knight agrees.


    THE MARRIAGE


    Arriving at King Arthur’s Court, the knight tells the Queen that what women want most is quite simple – control of any relationship with a husband or lovers. The Queen agrees. Then the hag demands that the knight fulfil his promise by marrying her immediately. He is reluctant but has no choice.


    When they go to bed that night, his new wife asks why he is unhappy. He tells her the truth – she is ugly, unpleasant, of low birth, and he is ashamed of her. His wife does not take offence, merely asking whether true ‘gentilesse” (nobility of character) is hereditary. She points out that it is not unknown for sons of noble fathers to be evil, even though they share the same bloodline. Similarly, her family may be of low status, but that does not necessarily make her evil. She argues that real riches and ‘gentilesse’ come from having nothing and wanting nothing, whereas real poverty is caused by covetousness.


    THE DECISION


    She offers him a choice. She can transform herself to become young and pretty, but also flirtatious and unfaithful; or she can stay ugly, loyal and good. The knight decides that he will leave the choice to her. In doing so, he gives her what she most desires: the authority to make her own choice, thus controlling the nature of their relationship. In the final test of her power, she orders that he kiss her, even though he finds her unattractive. As he does so, she undergoes a transformation, becoming both beautiful and good, thus giving her husband what he most desires. These decisions result in a long and happy marriage in which the wife is loyal to her husband.

  


  
    CHARACTER STUDY


    THE WIFE OF BATH


    The Wife of Bath is one of only two female storytellers within The Canterbury Tales, the other being the Prioress. Unlike the Prioress, the Wife of Bath is very much rooted in the secular world. She is rich, self-confident, sexually experienced, keen on travelling, and independent-minded. Since pilgrimages were the main reason for travelling to far-off places during the medieval period, the Wife of Bath has taken part in many pilgrimages. Her journeys have taken her to many European lands, including Santiago de Compostela in Spain. However, she is clear as to why she goes on pilgrimages: it is not for religious reasons, but as a way of exploring the world. She is, quite simply, a medieval tourist.


    Her brightly coloured, extravagant, stylish, handmade clothes, complete with new soft leather shoes, reflect her personality, her skill as a seamstress and the extent of her wealth. Her stockings are scarlet – a very expensive dye sourced from individual beetles. Even the fact that she comes from Bath is an indicator of wealth. At the time The Canterbury Tales were written, Bath was a prosperous cloth-making town, which exported its fabrics all over Europe. She is intelligent and able to formulate clever arguments, even though her knowledge of the Bible and other books is sometimes flawed.


    Marriage and male/female relationships are a subject upon which she possesses strong views. She has already been married five times, during which she has learned how to cope in a man’s world. How far her accounts of her marriages are true, or to what extent they have been exaggerated in order to provide a good story and emphasise her point of view, is impossible to ascertain. She does admit that she is seeking to entertain her listeners.


    Out of all the Pilgrims in The Canterbury Tales, the Wife of Bath is by far the most lively and instantly recognizable. It is a superb portrait of a woman who knows exactly what she wants, and is prepared to enjoy life no matter what happens.


    In the General Prologue of The Canterbury Tales, Chaucer gives a physical description of the Wife of Bath, alongside all the other pilgrims. The Wife of Bath’s description is given in lines 447-478. Her name is Alison, but this is rarely used at any point, being simply referred to as the Wife of Bath. The fact that she has a gap tooth is symbolic, as this was often used as a symbol for lust and sensuality. She is deaf in one ear, possibly a result of her fight with Jankyn, and is very well built. She enjoys being in the company of others, especially men.


    THE KNIGHT


    We are not given any specific details about the knight; merely that he is young, lusty and strong. Having committed the crime of rape, he has to make amends and is given a quest to discover what women really want. In doing so, he has to make difficult decisions about his own future. His fate rests on those decisions. By learning to respect women, and to acknowledge their rights and decisions, he gains his reward in the form of a loving, beautiful wife.


    THE LOATHSOME HAG


    A magical creature, she has the ability to transform herself. There is no explanation given as to how a group of maidens suddenly becomes one person, but at the end of the story it is the redeeming power of a kiss and the acceptance of a woman’s control that turns her into a desirable, loving woman. She is never named, nor is there any specific description of her beyond the fact that she is unpleasant to look at, of low birth, and seemingly much older than the young knight (a reflection of the varying ages of Jankyn and the Wife of Bath). Her views on gentilesse and courtesy show she is able to argue her views and speak eloquently. She is also determined and insistent on getting her own way. She knows exactly what she wants – marriage to a knight – and is intent on achieving it.

  


  
    ANALYSIS


    HISTORICAL CONTEXT


    In studying The Wife of Bath’s Tale, it is important to remember the context in which it was written. This was just one of several stories within a collection known as The Canterbury Tales, which was written in the 14th century. During this period, the Church was coming under considerable criticism, and it is frequently the subject of mockery within the Tales. In The Wife of Bath’s Tale, for example, the way in which the Wife jumbles up and uses inaccurate academic references mocks members of the Church who frequently sought to adapt or misuse Scripture in order to justify their actions. Other tales within the collection contain similar references to the problems within the Church, for example through the misbehaviour of various characters such as the Pardoner and the Prioress.


    The Wife of Bath’s Tale comprises two parts: the Prologue and the Story, both of which are designed to stress her views on marriage and authority. Although the story is outwardly a conventional Arthurian tale, it is designed to mirror the experiences of the Wife of Bath.


    SEX


    Within The Wife of Bath’s Tale, sex and marriage dominate relationships between men and women. This is not just a matter of a physical relationship; rather, it reflects the prevalent attitudes towards authority and leadership. Men played a very dominant role in medieval society, with women being ‘given’ in marriage, and expected to obey their husbands.


    The Wife of Bath outlines her experience of marriage. She has been


    

    
      

      
    


    

    
      

      

      

      
    


    

    

    AUTHORITY AND CONTROL


    

    

    
      

      

      
    


    

    

    FEMINISM


    

    
      

      

      

      
    


    

    

    PILGRIMAGE


    

    

    LANGUAGE AND STYLE


    

    

    
      

      

      
    


    

    

    

    

    
      

      
    


    

    RHYME


    

    EXEMPLUM


    

    

    KING ARTHUR AND COURTLY LOVE


    

    

    

    
  

OEBPS/Images/couv.jpg
tht
=Su

mmaries.com

The Wife of
Bath’s Tale

BY GEOFFREY CHAUCER





