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Chaucer, The Wife of Bath’s Tale

THEMES

1.  PROLOGUE VS. TALE:  The tale’s form seems to be the complete opposite of the prologue:  it is short, organized, and has a controlled message.  The tale’s theme is the same as that of the prologue (women want control of their husbands).  Yet, the tale gets this theme across in what seems to be an “upper class,” chivalry-driven way:  it has knights, magic, a quest, and a happy ending.  Don’t we expect the baudy Wife of Bath to tell a tale similar to that of the Miller and Reeve?  Why does she tell a tale about imaginary, upper class characters rather than about “real,” working class characters, like in the other tales? 

2.  WOMEN’S DESIRE:  The tale’s central question is “what do women want.”  What are some of the answers given to knight when he asks this question (Penguin pp283-85; l. 925-946)?  Does the final answer to the question (control) indeed seem to be the best answer?   This answer is the most in keeping with the Wife of Bath’s prologue.   It this also a recognition of a timeless, universal truth on Chaucer’s part?  (Also, see question #2 below.)  

3.  KNIGHT REWARDED:  Why is the knight ultimately rewarded?  The tale opens with him committing a terrible act:  rape.  Illogically, the women pray that he not be executed.   Then, the knight’s life is saved by the old woman, who gives him the right answer.  The knight proves he is shallow by telling the old woman that he cannot love her because she is ugly.  But, as a result, he wins a beautiful young, intelligent, and loyal wife.  Is he being rewarded too much here?  Does his act of giving into the old woman justify these rewards?     

4.  WOMEN IN CONTROL:  The tale’s “answer” is that women want control—does the tale also act this out?  How are the women given control?  Think of the queen’s control of the knight’s faith, the nameless women who control the knight’s quest by giving him answers, the old woman’s control of his ability to give the right answer, and the old woman’s control of his marriage. 

5.  “GENTILLESSE”:  We see a bit of the Wife of Bath’s haranguing nature when the old woman starts to lecture the knight on gentillesse.  Her lecture explains that gentlemanly behavior does not rely on class/riches; nobility is in one’s nature, not lineage or possessions.  In fact, poverty is noble and good.   (A confusing metaphor she uses is that of a fire; fire—like gentillesse—will burn equally bright in a rich or poor man’s house.)  Why do we get this lecture?  See question #3 below.  

6.  TESTS:  What are the tests that the knight must pass?  They include:

QUOTATIONS

1.  Queen:  “I grante thee lyf, if thou canst tellen me

What thing is it that women most desyren.”  (Penguin 282. 905-6)

2.   Knight:  “To lerne what thing women loven most;

But he ne coude arryven in no cost

Wheras he mighte finde in this matere

Tow creatures accordinge in-fere (agreeing together).”   (Penguin 283; l. 921-924)

3.  Old woman:  “The nexte thing that I require thee,

Thou shalt it do, if it lye in thy might,

And I will tell it yow er it be night”  (Penguin 285 l. 1010-1013)

4.   Knight:  “Wommen desyrn to have sovereyntee

As wel over hir housbond as hir love

And for to been in maistre him above” (Penguin 286; l. 1038-1040)

5.  Knight:  “Thou art so loothly, and so old also,

And therto comen of so lowe a kinde.

That litel wonder is thogh I walwe and winde.”  (Penguin p.288;. 1100-1102)  

6.  Knight:  “My  lady and my love, and wyf so dere,

I put me in youre wyse governance:

Cheseth yourself which may be most plesance

And most honour to yow and me also.”  (Penguin 291; 1230-1234)  

QUESTIONS

1.  What is the point of the whole “Midas” tale (Penguin p. 284, l. 952-982).  What is the detail about the asses ears?  Why do we get this lengthy tale about women not being able to keep secrets?  Why is this tale critiquing women—isn’t it supposed to be about women’s power and not their flaws?   

2.  Why don’t women agree on what they want most?  If this tale is telling a “truth,” shouldn’t women agree on that truth?  

3.   Why does the old woman give a lecture on gentillesse?  Isn’t this like the Wife of Bath’s husband Janekin lecturing her?  Didn’t the Wife of Bath dislike being lectured?  Is this image of “a woman lecturing man” a payback for that earlier image of a “man lecturing a woman”?  

4. What do we make of the line:  “And she obeyed him in every thing” (l. 1255)?!? 
In Penguin the passage reads: “And she responded in the fullest measure/ With all that could delight or give him pleasure” ( p 292)

