1

The Wife of Bath’s Tale Notes
SUMMARY:  A knight can escape execution by finding out what women most desire.  After a year of searching, he meets an old woman. She gives him the answer in exchange for granting her a wish.  After he reluctantly marries her, she turns into a lovely young woman.

HUMOR:  is the quality of a literary work that makes characters and their situations seem funny, amusing, or ludicrous.  Humor often ridicules human failings and reveals the irony found in many predicaments.  Types of humor range widely, from puns and word play to broad satire, sarcasm, parody, and subtle wit.  

ARGUMENT:  is a type of persuasive writing or speaking in which logic or reason is used to influence a reader’s ideas or actions.  Unlike other forms of persuasion, argument does not resort to emotional appeals.

The humorous exchange between the Wife and the Pardoner is an amusing quibble between two people who like to talk.  The Pardoner claims to be intimidated by the Wife’s citation of St. Paul that grants a wife power over her husband’s body.  The Pardoner jokes that he has cancelled his marriage plans.

FORESHADOWING:  Take note of the Wife of Bath’s own marital history and keep it in mind as you read her tale.  In her fifth marriage, she gains mastery over her husband and the marriage thrives.

POWER OF FAITH:  Christianity has supplanted paganism in King Arthur’s day—the fairies have been purged by the prayers and blessings of the friars who wander the town and countryside.

CULTURAL HISTORY:  Early Marriage—In medieval times, girls and boys were considered adults in their mid-teens.  Highborn girls were often contracted in marriage in their infancy or early childhood.   Marriages themselves generally took place at age 14 or so.

WORD ORGINS:  The Latin word statuere means “to set up” or “to decree.”  Statute, which denotes a decree or law that stands on the books, comes from the past participle of this Latin word.

CHARACTERIZATION:  The Knight cannot answer the queen’s question since his behavior thus far shows no understanding of what women might want.  He violated the maiden he came upon as if it were his right.

POWER OF FAITH:  The Knight expects to ultimately free himself through faith.  He has faith that God will send him the answer when he needs it.

CULTURAL HISTORY:  Uncourtly Love—Despite the legend of courtly love, wandering knights were not always concerned with loyalty and chivalry.  Often, they deceived ladies with false oaths and pledges.  

LITERARY ELEMENT:  HUMOR—The Wife is ridiculing one of the suggested answers to the question of what women most desire—a reputation for dependability, discretion, and the ability to keep secrets.  According to the Wife, women are incapable of keeping secrets.
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ART—page 127—A knight’s relationship with his “courtly lady” was very similar to his relationship with his liege lord.  He was supposed to give her the same obedience and loyalty.  

READING STRATEGY:  Ovid’s tale is not convincing proof of the Wife’s argument that women cannot keep secrets.  An anecdote may bolster an argument, but it cannot be sufficient to prove the argument.  Logic, reasons, and evidence are required to prove an argument.

MOOD:  In lines 162-166, the mood is one of defeat, sadness, and dejection.

ART—page 130—The covering of the horse is called a bard.  Bards came in a number of different styles, colors, and shapes.  The open type was mostly decorative and covered little of the horse.  The type shown on page 130 is the “full blanket,” which most knights used.  It often carried the knight’s crest and colors.

POWER OF FAITH:  The knight’s encounter at the edge of the wood evokes the pagan world.  The knight’s vision of the dancing women suggests a coven of witches.

TONE:  The tone of the Knight when he knows the answer to the queen’s question is more confident than before.

LITERARY HISTORY—Plot Structure:  In return for the answer the Knight promises to do whatever the old woman wants.  The book Dr. Faustus is based on a medieval legend of a man who promises his soul to the Devil in return for his life.  In the fairy tale Rumpelstiltskin, the miller’s daughter promises her first-born to Rumpelstiltskin if he will spin straw into gold for her.
HUMOR—Poetic Justice:  The Knight, who violated a young maiden, is now forced to marry an ugly old crane.  It is amusing that the Knight’s “reward” for answering the question correctly is his subjugation to such a woman.

LITERARY ELEMENT—HUMOR:  The old woman is making fun of the Knight’s lack of chivalry, honor, and gratitude.  She is amused rather than offended because she harbors a secret that the Knight knows nothing about.  

READING STRATEGY:  The old woman corrects the Knight’s false notion of gentility.  She argues that gentility does not stem from one’s ancestry, but from one’s gentle and virtuous nature.  The old woman’s argument is persuasive because she cites reasons, examples, and various learned authorities to support her contention.

POWER OF FAITH:  The old woman uses the power of faith to support her argument.  She contends that gentility is a gift from God, not a privilege handed down by one’s ancestors.

POWER OF FAITH:  Since God himself, in the person of Jesus, chose to live in poverty, it cannot be a shameful condition.  On the contrary, virtuous Christians should emulate the example of Jesus (as the Plowman in “The Prologue” does).
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READING STRATEGY:  The old woman uses six (6) reasons to support her argument that poverty is beneficial.

1. Poverty makes one fearless of thieves.  2. It is an incentive to work.  3. It teaches wisdom.  4. It teaches holiness.  5.  It brings self-knowledge.  6. It enables one to identify one’s truest friends.

READING STRATEGY:  The old woman argues that the husband of an old an ugly wife need never fear that his wife will be unfaithful.  This validity of this argument can be denied since an old, ugly wife is repellent to her husband, as well as to potential rivals.

LITERARY ELEMENT—HUMOR:  Humor exists in the irony of the Knight’s response.  Forced to choose between two undesirable alternatives and subdued by the old woman’s arguments, he sensibly surrenders his powers of choice to his wife, thus giving her the very thing she has said that women desire most—mastery over their husbands and lovers.  

ASSESSMENT:  Some may say that the tale has a strong feminist message that resonates with the modern principle of the intellectual equality between the sexes.  In this sense, Chaucer’s thinking was ahead of its time.  Some may say that the tale has little to do with Christianity because the Knight escapes punishment for a grave sin.  Others may say that the transformation of the old woman rewards the Christian virtues of trust and fidelity.
