ANALYSIS OF THE WIFE of BATH’S TALE

KIND OF TALE:

SETTING:

SYNOPSIS:

CHARACTERS’ SOCIAL STANDING:

THEME:

RELEVANT HISTORICAL BACKGROUND:

TELLER (Identified & Described):

TELLER’S SOCIAL STANDING:

SATIRE and COMEDY:

CONTEMPORARY COUNTERPARTS:

ANALYSIS OF THE WIFE of BATH’S TALE

KIND OF TALE:         Arthurian Legend—A member of the “Marriage Group”

SETTING:       Arthurian England
SYNOPSIS:


When he is rejected by a maiden, a Knight breaks his oath of chivalry and rapes her.  King Arthur gives Guinevere the case to decide.  The Queen tells the Knight he has a year and a day to answer this question:  What is the thing that women most desire?’  If he fails to answer he will lose his head.  The Knight leaves and goes from village to village, but each person he asks gives him a different answer.  When his time is up, the Knight goes home to face his execution.  On the way, he meets a Hag who tells him that she has the answer to the Queen’s question—but the Knight has to promise to do whatever the Hag asks.  Back at court, the Knight tells the Queen that what women want most is sovereignty over her husband.  The Hag demands that the Knight marry her.  That night, in bed, she offers the Knight a choice:  She can be old and ugly and faithful or she can be young and beautiful and unfaithful.  The Knight cannot choose and tells the Hag that he will live with whatever choice she makes.  Because the Knight has given her the sovereignty she wanted, she promises to be both beautiful and faithful. And they lived happily ever after. 

CHARACTERS’ SOCIAL STANDING:     Knight = nobility; Hag = peasant
THEME:      May God send all women husbands who are young and meek and fresh in bed and who do their wives’ bidding, and cut short the lives of husbands who don’t.
RELEVANT HISTORICAL BACKGROUND:

  During the Medieval period, the only way for a woman town property was to inherit it from her dead husband.
TELLER (Identified & Described):

The Wife was Chaucer’s favorite character in the Canterbury Tales.  He gave her the best of the tales—one that perfectly mirrors her personality.

TELLER’S SOCIAL STANDING:    Middle Class—a wealthy widow

SATIRE and COMEDY:  Verbal irony—at line 217-218: The last thing the Knight wants is to die, but he gives the Queen sovereignty over him.  At line 285+ the Hag is a peasant and the Knight is a noble, but she shows more nobility than he.  At line 383-386 the Hag chides the knight for claiming to adhere to a code of honor that demands respect for old age & wisdom while rejecting her for these very characteristics. 

CONTEMPORARY COUNTERPARTS:

The Bachelor, Bachelorette, Joe Millionaire & similar “reality” TV shows

