Explore the treatment of love and marriage in The Canterbury Tales so far.


    Just as Chaucer plays around with many conceptions and debates that reflect the society around 

him, with the use and exploration of key medieval forms, an important topic explored and/or at 

least touched on in many of the tales is the varying opinions on love and marriage, what it is and 

how it should be shared. The purpose of this essay being to explore the treatment of love and 

marriage will be achieved through closely looking into two tales and a prologue in particular, the 

Knights Tale, the Wife of Bath’s Prologue and Tale. Both tales with knight characters at the centre, 

however, both stories with differing viewpoints demonstrated on love and marriage. In the Knights 

tale the notion of a courtly chivalric love is teased throughout, the Wife of Baths tale however, is 

one of quest, but unlike a normal knight type tale, the knight is on a quest of knowledge rather than 

one of a heroic nature. In both tales it seems Chaucer is playing with the medieval form of romance 

poetry, building the readers expectation of the medieval romance genre and then doing something 

different with it. It would be fair to say that there echoes throughout The Canterbury Tales of the 

Roman de la Rose and both writers’ ideology on courtly love, ‘While Lewis sees Chaucer as chiefly 

drawing on Guillaume de Lorris in his use of the Roman, I would suggest that his debt to Jean de 

Meun is at least as great…’[footnoteRef:1] [1:  https://www-jstor-org.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/stable/pdf/10.7591/j.ctt1g69x5q.7.pdf?refreqid=search%3Aec6bb7330befa2fe9c8d2d2be1647d35, p54 (Accessed 9/10/18)
] 




  The Wife of Baths Prologue introduces us in detail to the marital life of Alisoun, written in true 

debate fashion, Chaucer highlights the opinions and debates surrounding marriage clerically and of 

what a wife in particular should be. Alisoun notes from the beginning that experience is equal to 

authority ‘Experence, though noon auctoritee// Were in this world, is right ynogh for me’[footnoteRef:2] [2:  Geoffrey Chaucer, The ‘Wife of Bath’s Prologue’ in The Canterbury Tales, ed. With intro and notes by Jill Mann (Penguin Books, London, 2005) p 211, line 1-2.
] 


Although it is apparent that she herself holds knowledge of written authority along with experience 
through her five marriages, learning and applying the use of different strategies (different for each 

husband) in order to pull the power to her side in the marriage. The clerical discourse in the 

prologue surrounding marriage will be first discussed in this essay. Whether or not this can be seen 

as a type of response to Jean de Maunn’s continuation of the Roman de la Rose is unknown, 

although as previously mentioned it has been said with confidence that Chaucer will have read both 

works of the Roman and echoes of the attitudes held by de Maunn on women and love can be seen 

to be debated by Alisoun. Her arguments she backs throughout her prologue with written authority 

of the Bible[footnoteRef:3], which she knows well, in order to support her claim of her being allowed to have sex  [3:  Debates she put forth to argue against being aimed toward to clergy, it being a known fact that the church was clear about their distaste of women, that men were to work for God and be concerned with him only, as it transpired a probable truth was that the clergy did not want the church turning into a dynasty. ] 


with as many men as she pleases as long as she is married to each at any one time. In her prologue 

she sets forth the argument that plagues the era, that Christ only attended one wedding therefore 

she should do as is taught and follow that lead. To this her response is in the same clerical fashion 

with an argument to consider in opposition:

Lo, here the wise king, daun Salomon;  
I trowe he hadde wyves mo than oon.
As wolde God it leveful were unto me
To be refresshed half so ofte as he!
Which yifte of God hadde he for alle his wyves!
No man hath swich that in this world alive is.
God woot, the noble king, as to my wit,
The firste nyght had many a myrie fit
With ech of hem, so wel was hym on lyve.
Yblessed be God that I have wedded five![footnoteRef:4]  [4:  Chaucer, p 212, line 35-44] 


She goes on then to name Abraham and Jacob, noting that they also have married multiple times. 

Another religious argument that is mentioned in regard to sex (with a husband) is the fact that God 

had given people genitals;

If he ne used his sely instrument?
Thanne were they maad upon a creature
To purge uryne, and eek for engendrure. 
If I be dangerous, God yeve me sorwe!
Myn housbonde shal it have bothe eve and morwe.[footnoteRef:5] [5:  Chaucer, pp 215-216, lines 132-134] 


Furthermore, she argues that God has given her this life, she has been sent her husband, been 

widowed and was sent the others one by one, God made her a wife ‘In wyfhod I wol use myn 

instrument// As frely as my Makere hath sent it.’[footnoteRef:6] Given the fact that the wife had married her first  [6:  Chaucer, p 216, line 149-150] 


husband at the age of twelve, the impression given is that her life was predestined for her to be a 

wife, being from a family of wealth and married young in order to forge connections, she has had 

plenty of time being married to gain the ‘experense’ she speaks of at the beginning. 


As the wife continues her prologue it becomes more and more apparent the attitude he holds 

toward marriage can be seen as more of a business transaction than about love. ‘That man shal 

yelde to his wif hire dette?//Now wherewith sholde he make his paiement,’[footnoteRef:7] Whilst still near the  [7:  Chaucer, p 215, line 130-132] 


topic of procreation within the marital home, it would be prudent to note that there are no children 

mentioned in any of her marriages, if there had been she would not be as rich as we can tell she is. 

The Wife continues to build her assets in order to gain and retain control. Treating her relationships 

like her mercantile self. ‘The wife is not a weaver but a capitalist clothier- buying the wool, 

contracting the labour of the various artisans involved in manufacture…’[footnoteRef:8]Power and control seem  [8:  Mary Carruthers, ‘The Wife of Bath and the painting of Lions’ PMLA 94 (1979)  p 211 http://sites.fas.harvard.edu/~chaucer/canttales/wbpro/carruth.htm (accessed 9/10/18)] 


central in her viewpoint of a marriage, reflecting her social status as a merchant. ‘Alison’s behaviour 

is simply shrewd business.’[footnoteRef:9] Alisoun’s pleasures from marriage therefore do not only reside in a  [9:  Carruthers, p 211] 


sexual sense but also in her sense of always needing to come out on top, she is a character defined 

by pleasure ‘Alisoun is no modest artisan. Her extensive travels at home and abroad are appropriate 

to her business as well as her pleasure.’ This mercantile attitude could however be Chaucer making 

links between the wife and her job. 


Come the forth husband, Alisoun has gained more assets and gained power, she is quite financially 

independent and now instead of marrying older men for their riches, she marries now a man of her 

own age, yet it was not a good marriage, he was unfaithful and ends also. With her fifth and final 

husband to date, her becoming the older one in the marriage, gives him all- the entire run of her 

estate.  Chaucer plays around here with relationships, her last marriage being the only one that she 

loves ‘Her one romantic excursion ends in a deafness symbolic of her failiure to heed her own 

lesson; “With empty hand men may no hawkes lure.” It is a lesson she will not forget again.’[footnoteRef:10] [10:  Carruthers, p 215] 


Here we see futher see what is mean when she spoke of ‘experense’ over ‘auctoritee’ and how 

intertwined they really are.


Jankyn is all ‘auctoritee’ and no experience’ and such a combination is dangerous, as Alisoun discovers from his behaviour. She learns more that this simple lesson, however. For in sentimentally relinquishing her estate to Jenkyn, she gave away the basis on whivh she was able to make the gift in the first place, and her consciousness of the real importance of property to love is the complex truth that this final experiencewith Jankyn brings her.[footnoteRef:11] [11:  Carruthers, p 216] 


Chaucer’s carefully choses a teller to tell each tale, the teller of a tale is important in how the tale is 

received by the listener. Therefore, the tale told by the Wife can be understood in relation to her 

prologue. Now it is time to discuss her tale and assess how she represents love and marriage 

through it. The Knights quest in this tale as previously mentioned is one of knowledge, now a heroic 

chivalric one, this is unlike a medieval romance, however Chaucer plays with the expectation of form 

throughout The Canterbury Tales. As the Knight continues on his quest to discover what women 

want most in the world in order to keep his life after the scandal he caused when he raped a 

beautiful young woman. The knight has lost his power and agrees to go forward on his quest. In 

doing so he meets a loathsome old hag, marries her in order to protect his life, it is then that he 

eventually through his experiences in this married life, does he gain some perspective and 

unknowingly stumbles on the answer he has long since given up searching for. The tale ends with 

equivalency, in power, control and everything else, including balance in ‘auctoritee’ and ‘experense.’ 

The moral of this tale is equivalency is key in love and marriage, just as is seen between her and her 

fifth husband, she has learnt through experience and written authority along the way. Notably the 

tale being set in this fictional fantasy realm tells us that the Wife of Bath is no naïve woman and 

understands that this is not the way it is. However, the importance of her telling this story tells the 

listener that she does hope for something else from love. 


The Knight’s tale can be seen to echo the chivalric courtly love such as in the Roman de la Rose with 

reference to the way the rose can be seen in this paradise like garden, but is just out of reach so 

must take pursuit of it, just as the two ‘brother’ knights catch their first glimpse of Emelye (from 

their prison) picking fruit in a beautiful garden. 

But I was hurt right now throughout myn ye
Into myn herte, that wol my bane be.
The fairnesse of that lady that I see
Yond in the Gardyn romen to and fro
Is cause of al crying and my wo.
I not wher she be woman or goddesse.[footnoteRef:12] [12:  Chaucer, ‘the Knight’s Tale’, p43, line 1097-1101] 



As they both fall in love at first sight of the Amazonian woman, they both vow to fight one another 

in order to win her hand in marriage. ‘Courtship, whose vocabulary is so often that of combat, is the 

central adventure of many romances.’[footnoteRef:13] [13:  Susan Crane, ‘Medieval Romance and Feminine Difference in The Knight’s Tale’ Studies in the Age of Chaucer, 12 (1990) p 49] 


It seems throughout this tale that the consideration of what Emelye wants is not taken into 

consideration, Palamon, Theseus and Arcite all operate with the impression that she will love and 

marry whoever wins, it is the masculine male entities of the story that dictate the romance. The two 

‘brothers’ or ‘cosyns’ are fighting for the courtship of a woman in an ordered form, they seek to win 

the lobe of this lovely woman through their adventure. As Knights Palamon and Arcite have a 

brotherly bond and are sworn to be loyal to one another in battle and life, hoever, for the love of a 

woman they are willing to kill one another. This suggests that love in this tale is seen as a law of its 

own that can over throw any other. One was to be banished after imprisonment and the other to 

remain imprisoned, yet Theseus allows them to live in order to battle for Emelye’s hand in marriage. 

However, Palamon and Arcite ask the Gods a favour each, Palamon asks that he marries Emelye and 

Arcite asks that he win the battle. Through the eyes of Theseus’ life ideal of there always being order 

in the world, it could be said that love must also be ordered, and in weighing the choices of favours 

to ask, Palamon placed knightly honour first in the sense that he did not request to win the battle 

but to marry Emelye. Whereas Arcite wins the battle only to die in a freak accident that occurs after 

the battle has ended. This could be seen to restore order to the world amidst the confusion of their 

identities as masculine chivalric knights, demonstrating that in this tale love is a battle of men as 

opposed to a love between man and woman, the woman gets no option here. The men however, 

fight to be the most masculine, until Palamon turns to the Gods and asks to marry Emelye. 


Love is demonstrated this way also by looking at Theseus and his Amazonian wife, a woman he took 

as a wife after winning in battle at her home land. Again, not a choice given to the woman but won 

by the male. Love, in the Knights tale can be seen to cause weakness in men that ought to be heroic, 

they lose control and allow themselves into a position where they could have been recaptured by 

their enemy. 

In conclusion, so far in The Canterbury Tales it can be said that many different opinions and ideals on 

love and marriage can be seen, even within two tales that both are about knights and yet hold 

entirely different views on love. The tellers that tell the tales demonstrate their own feelings toward 

love and marriage through their telling of the tales. The knight gives specific detail in his depiction 

of the battles and adventures had by the knights in the tale, yet very little mention is given of the 

women, the objects of love in the tale. This demonstrates that to some in Chaucers day saw love as a 

battle of masculine identity as opposed to the love of a women itself. On the other hand, in the Wife 

of Baths tale the knight is on a quest for knowledge and upon discovery learns that having given up 

much for his life and settling for a woman he did not love, learns the truth and power that he has 

lost he somewhat regains balancing that with the power of his wife, and they are able to live happily 

together. Experience and authority being far more intertwined than it first seemed, both need to 

balance and are as important as each other. A lesson the wife herself has learnt, love and marriage 

being a struggle of power until one day experience balances with authority and finds its balance 

hopefully. 
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