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How does Chaucer use the genre of Romance in the Canterbury Tales to confront issues in 14th century England?

Fourteenth century England was divided into three principle estates under the Feudal system, those who thought, those who prayed and those who laboured1. During the end of the 14th century the whole ruling class of England was undergoing major upheaval after the Black Death in 1348 which killed up to a third of the population2 as well as the imminent overthrow of Richard II by his cousin Henry Bolingbroke3. In this essay we will be looking at how Romance in the Knight’s Tale and the Wife of Bath’s Tale is used to confront the major issues facing England in the Ricardian epoch.

Medieval Romance was derived from the French chansons de geste which were generally short heroic epics with masculine and martial overtones. Romance itself is not a fixed subject, it is usually focused on the fulfilment of desire and the need to have something to devote yourself to. Romance is defined by the ideas and prejudices of society at the time of writing. Medieval Romance was generally focused on the principles of courtly love and chivalry with the woman being used as a symbolic sovereign, which is strange considering that Romance stories usually didn’t focus on or mention the woman at all4. The genre of Romance itself doesn’t match the general tone of scepticism often found in Ricardian literature, therefore, the moral endings given to us in the romances of the Canterbury Tales are not as common as in other romances of the time5. 

Barabara Hanawalt notes that in John Gower’s original prologue to Confessio Amantis he mentions how the King himself was sitting with him whilst discussing writing a Romance in English, this means that the King was invested in making vernacular translations and new literature written in English6. At the time, much of the public feared that the French were trying to ‘destroy our Lord and the King of England, and drive out the English Language,7’ this was a real fear which we can see unfolding in the ideology of the lollards and creation of vernacular translations of some of the great literary works of the time.   Most romances written in French during this time period were more sophisticated than those written in English and by writing the Canterbury Tales and adapting the Romance de la Rose Chaucer was trying to change this8. Romance was used as political poetry linked to complaint ‘where the audience was asked to listen and judge.9’ We know that Richard requested to have a historiography written about Edward II and his panegyrists want to have his epitaph in which he wished to be likened to Homer10. Therefore it seems that Chaucer was trying to play on Ricardian preferences when he opened the Knights tale in a medieval style classical Greek world and also by writing the Canterbury Tales in English. This seems entirely plausible, especially since Chaucer himself was in good confidence with King Richard and afterwards Henry IV, being granted ‘a tun of wine a year’ by both respectively11, an obvious sign that he was in the courts good graces.

When the prologue is almost at its end, the Knight, being the highest up in social status compared to others on the pilgrimage, is asked to tell a tale first by Harry Bailly12. This can be seen through the eyes of estate literature, where the estate is of the nobility is always above all others13. In the tale it is noticable that, unlike the Cook, the Priestess and many others, the Knight needs no examination of his habits or looks. All that is given is praise commonly associated with a Knight who follows the rules of Chivalry as defined by Geffroi De Charney14. This is because the Knight himself represents a living ideology which does not let them focus on anything except from what is expected of them, he is one of the Gentillesse and should therefore represent their ideals as a representative of their social class15. This is true also in the characters of Arcite and Palamon, both of whom have no real personality portrayed to the readers in the tale16. Romance itself is one of our main sources of seeing how Chivalry was implemented in society, as it is referenced to in many Medieval Romantic texts17. The Knights Tale was an adaptation of an earlier text, namely Giovanni Boccaccio’s Teseida, which was written in 1340 and included an ‘imaginative reconstruction of the pagan past18.’ By speaking of pagan Gods from Classical Greece on a pilgrimage, as the introductory story nonetheless, we are shown the conflict between the Church and the whole concept of Chivalrous attitudes as a Knight. 

The Knight’s Tale, is a chivalry based romance, based on cause and effect. The fact that each action has consequences is a rife theme in the tale but more so is the one of power and how humans are used by higher powers ‘as deluded instruments of the powers who care little for them19.’ Since we can see the tale as ‘more like a perception of the nature to human condition as a whole20,’ it seems as though Chaucer was using the characters in his tale to depict how the powers of Europe had been neglecting those whom they were supposed to care for.

There is a great amount of conflict within the tale itself, starting with a war with Amazon women, moving on to a war against Thrace and then the battle of love between Arcite and Palamon there are three major wars. The first, against the Amazons, is of particular interest as not only is Emilye herself a result of that, but so is the wife of Theseus who is merely mentioned briefly in the guise of a trophy. This first war then triggers the last, the battle of love, and the second war is also one which starts from the love of women for their husbands. Chaucer did this purposefully to introduce his audience to the idea of fate and conflict in chivalric love. Emilye is represented as the unattainable ideal of courtly love, a woman who does not speak and yet is loved for her looks and voice, it doesn’t matter if she wishes to be loved or not as she is seen as an object of conquest and desire by the male speaker. It’s interesting to note the Gods that were chosen to represent each person in the tale, Emilye chose Diana the Goddess of the hunt and chastity, Arcite chose Mars the God of War and Palamon chose Venus the Goddess of love. These choices are significantly important as they are all different ingrained aspects of the society of the time. Who wins from the Gods is important to note as well as the description given of each of their Gods’ temples, most notably the stark contrast between Venus and Mars. Both are used to represent aspects of romance but in the end there are no true winners in love and love cannot be used as a form of conquest. Both Gods win in their own way, Mars through conquest and Venus through eventuality. 

It seems as though through the overly descriptive speeches and constant deviation and non-expansion of stories, Chaucer’s readers are being told that the Knight’s themselves do not know how to tell stories. If we think of stories as being the building blocks of a person’s personality and individual experiences of life, the Knights do not have their own individuality within their societies. The Church itself encouraged marital relations but the type of love you see in chivalric romances is not in accordance to the Church as chivalric love focuses on complete devotion to a woman which would then distract people from God21, as is depicted in the Roman de la Rose by using love as God22. The Clergy of the time seemed to constantly contradict their own laws, for example, according to scriptural rules, the Church in theory should’ve been against murder, yet they granted many Knights leave to slaughter in the name of God23. The lack of Christian morals in the Knights tale subtly hints to the ongoing argument of the time about the corruption of the Church and Clerics which make the rules in society. The Knights focus on fate and destiny, a truly unchristian pastime, hints towards feelings of resentment towards the rules of the Clergy.

The Wife of Bath’s (hereafter mentioned as WOB) prologue and tale are extremely different to the tale of the Knight. She needed a prologue because what it was to be a man wasn’t generally questioned. She needed to have the opportunity to explain herself while she had the chance. The Knight is already at the top of the pecking order whereas the wife, even though she is also a merchant, is classified as a wife and woman before anything else. In the opening line of her prologue she states ‘” Experience, though noon auctoritee, were in this world, is right ynogh for me24,”’ which is undermining the written word over the experience she’s had in life, a bold idea. The problem with this is that experience, just like the written word, can be interpreted differently by the hearer. It seems as though she’s thought a lot about how and why arguments against women were being discussed and makes us think of Christine De Pizan and her own inner conflict with how her gender was portrayed in society25. By delving straight into her views on the holy scripture and how it is interpreted as an invite to physical pleasure she ‘is not merely’  launching ‘a fierce attack on these attitudes’ she is also using it as ‘a defence on robust sensuality26.’  Because of this, it’s safe to say that the WOB, like any woman of the time if not openly said, was seen as controversial.

Women of the 14th century were facing and the massive identity crisis influenced by the vilifying of their gender in clerical and biblical analysis of the time, as well as in society as a whole27. During her tale, the WOB sometimes switches between 3rd and 1st person, it’s almost as though she’s trying to let her audience know that she is there still, likely as many women in the 14th century would have been feeling in reality. The WOB’s relationship with Jenkyn seems difficult because of his obvious hatred towards the weaker sex28. It is interesting that in the prologue she is angered by a book, the exact weapon which the clergy were using to beat women down. Because her tale is a romance, it can be seen that even though she may have had intractable marriages, she still believed in the possibility harmony and love in a relationship.

The Wife of Bath’s tale is set in Arthurian England, another time period which Richard II and the general public were interested in29. It is very possible that Chaucer used this opening as a way to hook the readers before they could change their minds on the Wife of Bath, as well as a way to use Knights and Valour to intrigue her mostly male pilgrim audience. The Knight in the tale is not a chivalrous Knight, he loses that title when he rapes the virgin maiden. King Arthur’s handing over of power to Guinevere signals the change in marital relationships which WOB herself wishes to see30. All the women in the tale (the maiden, the Queen and the loathsome lady) have a role to play as chaste, judge and educator. These also tended to be the only role’s which women and the WOB herself were more able to play and use within the dynamics of a marriage. The men seem to only use force, opinion and compromise; it seems as though the WOB herself also has the traits of these men because of how she beats her husband Jenkyn31. Though the story is a romance, with the Knight winning his maiden eventually, the journey is different to other romantic chivalrous narratives of the time. Instead of it being a journey to defeat or gain something, it is a journey to obtain knowledge, particularly the knowledge of women’s desires, which were obviously of particular importance to all the women in the tale. 

In Medieval literature and society women were often seen as assets you could own, not respected in their own right. Chaucer assigned this story to the WOB instead of the Shipman as the story better reflected her role in the context of society and her wants and needs. In her prologue, the men were in power, as they were in real life, in her tale, her ideal world was shown with the women in power. The fourth estate has been said to be the estate of women32. It is interesting that the women had no real estate in medieval society, this is why when WOB asks for her tale to be told, she is allowed; the men simply don’t know where to categorise her so she is therefore allowed to speak. The WOB then uses the genre of romance to divulge the issues she deems important and educate the men on what women desire, sovereignty. 

Romance and identity are closely intertwined in the Canterbury Tales as we can see in the way the Wife of Bath’s Tale and Knight’s Tale are used. Each tale talks of the past but uses words and concepts which were not relevant to the periods in question, but were relevant to Medieval England and the issues that England was facing in the 14th century. The estates were used in unique ways to show us the issues that each sect of society encountered in their lifetimes. The past, present and future are all represented in each story and the ending of the story always portrays the speaker’s ideal future as well as how they would resolve the problems for their own particular estate issues. 
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