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    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 St Paul 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.
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