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 “Experience, thou noon auctoritee/Were in this world, is right ynough for me.” In rewriting the fabliau, Chaucer rewrites gender. Discuss.
[bookmark: _GoBack]The fourteenth century was a time of great change. This lead to changes in ideas and identities. Things that lead such change were things like The Black Death. This wiped out approximately 60% of Europe’s population.[footnoteRef:1] At the time, society thought the pandemic was caused by God punishing sinners.[footnoteRef:2] This soon was questioned when people of the church also died of the same fate. This brought around more anxiety and lack of trust in the church and the authority of the church was undermined. Aristocracy was also damaged due the drastic fall in the population as they lost a lot of their income. Chaucer plays with the changing medieval ideas on the church and aristocracy by giving his characters certain opinions or stories within The Canterbury Tales. “Chaucer’s poetry rovides the reader with vivid depictions of medieval life.” [footnoteRef:3] Chaucer’s work was probably able to give such a good depiction due to his work being the first that dealt with the here and now. He uses great descriptions to portray medieval life, personalities and ideas. Most importantly, Chaucer uses a range of different voices in The Canturbury Tales; this highlights the diversity in identity in medieval society. It also highlights debates of a society in major crisis. One of these debates would have been women’s position in society. “Chaucer portrays the complex relationship between the sexes with irony and humor, a quality which has intrigued both readers and critics through the ages.”[footnoteRef:4] This essay will explore how Chaucer plays with form, specifically the fabliau and uses it to rewrite gender. The tales that will be under discussion are The Wife of Bath[footnoteRef:5], The Shipman’s Tale[footnoteRef:6] and The Miller’s Tale[footnoteRef:7]. [1:  Ole J. Benedictow, The Black Death: The Greatest Catastrophe Ever (2005) <https://www.historytoday.com/ole-j-benedictow/black-death-greatest-catastrophe-ever> [accessed 30 September 2018].]  [2:  Ole J. Benedictow, The Black Death: The Greatest Catastrophe Ever (2005)]  [3:  Vladislava Vaněčková, Women in Geoffrey Chaucer’s The Canterbury Tales: Woman as a Narrator, Woman in the Narrative, ed. by Milada Franková(Brno: Masaryk University, 2007), p. 4 in https://is.muni.cz, <https://is.muni.cz/th/pf1iu/chaucer.pdf?so=nx> [accessed 1 October 2018].]  [4:  Særún Gestsdóttir, Chaucer’s female characters In the Canterbury Tales(Reykjavik: Háskóli Íslands, 2010), p. 5 in https://skemman.is, <https://skemman.is/bitstream/1946/4941/1/thesis.pdf> [accessed 1 October 2018].]  [5:  Geoffrey Chaucer, 'The Wife of Bath's Prologue and Tale', in The Canterbury Tales, trans. by Larry D. Benson(Harvard College, 2008), Lines 1-1264]  [6:  Geoffrey Chaucer, 'The Shipman's Tale', in The Canterbury Tales, trans. by Larry D. Benson(Harvard College, 2008), Lines 1-157]  [7:  Geoffrey Chaucer, 'The Miller's Prologue and Tale', in The Canterbury Tales, trans. by Larry D. Benson(Harvard College, 2008), p. Lines 3901-3854] 


The fabliau was originally a French form. One that had been dead for a hundred years.[footnoteRef:8]  In The Riverside Chaucer the fabliau is described as being;  [8:  L. D. Benson, The Fabliaux (2001) <https://sites.fas.harvard.edu/~chaucer/special/litsubs/fabliaux/> [accessed 27 September 2018].] 

          “…a brief comic tale in verse, usually scurrilous and often scatological or obscene. The style is simple, vigorous, and straightforward; the time is the present, and the settings real, familiar places; the characters are ordinary sorts – tradesmen, peasants, priests, students, relentless wives; the plots are realistically motivated tricks and ruses.”[footnoteRef:9] [9:  Geoffrey Chaucer, The Riverside Chaucer, ed. by Larry Dean Benson, 3 edn (The University of Michigan: Houghton Mifflin, 1987), p. 7.] 


Due to the fabliau’s nature of depicting the here and now, it’s no wonder Chaucer used it so frequently. The fabliau is the most dominant form in The Canterbury Tales. Representing the multi—viewpoints of medieval society may have been important to Chaucer due the fact he used a dated form of writing. Erik Hertod supports this claim by describing “…Chaucers unique… idea, to bring together pilgrims from different social classes, and lend them a voice in a certifiable encyclopaedia of medieval literary genre.”[footnoteRef:10] The form of a fabliau provided a great way to bring forward these voices. This can be described as the first expression of literary realism. Women have specific gender roles within a fabliau. Women at the time were generally associated with sexuality and reproduction. In the original French form, the woman would also be punished. Chaucer challenges some of these rules and gives way to a new form that sometimes lets women get away with anything. This gives Chaucer’s female characters a more powerful position than those in early French fabliaux’s. A fabliau’s interest is in the physical world. As long as the physical world is seen as negative it is mocking, but if you shift it to a positive then everything else changes.  [10:  L. D. Benson, The Fabliaux (2001) <https://sites.fas.harvard.edu/~chaucer/special/litsubs/fabliaux/> [accessed 27 September 2018].] 


Although The Wife of Bath is not a fabliau but a debate poem, it is important to take it into account in reference to the wife’s character. Chaucer uses this poem to highlight the reality and ideology of some women in fourteenth century society. The wife begins her prologue with “Experience, thou noon auctoritee/ Were in this world, is right y-nough for me”[footnoteRef:11] before she begins speaking about the “wo that is in marriage.”[footnoteRef:12] During the fourteenth century, these particular stories would have been written entirely from the viewpoint of a man. By using a female character to talk about such matters, Chaucer challenges this tradition. Chaucer also highlights another gender issue as he identifies her by using her role as a wife rather than a profession. The men have the title of their profession, for example; ’The Miller’ and ‘The Pardoner’. Whereas she is merely ‘The Wife of Bath’. This is due to the fact that her status as a wife would have been the most important thing about her at the time. Regardless of her occupation as a weaver and cloth maker. She is a business woman and a successful one at that. “If cloth making she hadde swich haunt/She passed hem of Ypres and of Guant.”[footnoteRef:13] This would have meant she was wealthy or quite powerful regardless of her status as a wife due to “… the English economy [being] heavily dependent on the export of wool.”[footnoteRef:14] Mary Carruthers goes as far as to call her “a capitalist clothier.”[footnoteRef:15] This goes totally overlooked due to her more favourable occupation as a wife.  [11:  Geoffrey Chaucer, 'The Wife of Bath's Prologue and Tale', Lines, 1-2]  [12:  Geoffrey Chaucer, 'The Wife of Bath's Prologue and Tale', Line. 3]  [13:  Geoffrey Chaucer, 'The General Prologue', in The Canterbury Tales, trans. by Larry D. Benson(: Harvard College, 2008), p. Lines 447-448
]  [14:  Lee Everett Patterson, Temporal Circumstances: Form and History in the Canterbury Tales(Springer, 2006), p. 40 in https://books.google.co.uk/, <https://books.google.co.uk/books?id=z1EBDgAAQBAJ&pg=PA40&lpg=PA40&dq=heavily+dependent+on+the+export+of+wool+lee+patterson&source=bl&ots=KqN-3hAtgV&sig=X0kTDAK2lWsAcAWjCqOKPqm-si0&hl=en&sa=X&ved=2ahUKEwjFwJv8hO7dAhVpJMAKHUdaA08Q6AEwAHoECAkQAQ#v=onepage&q=heavily%20dependent%20on%20the%20export%20of%20wool%20lee%20patterson&f=false> [accessed 1 October 2018].]  [15:  Mary Carruthers, 'The Wife of Bath and the Painting of Lions', , 94.2, (1979), (p. 210) [accessed 1 October 2018].] 


[bookmark: PROLOGUE]Women at the time were associated with fertility, The Wife of Bath uses this to support her argument in favour of sex. “God bad us for to wexe and multiplye: That gentil text can I wel understonde.”[footnoteRef:16] She cannot avoid being defined by her sexuality. She uses her it as a way to get what she wants. For example; [16:  Geoffrey Chaucer, 'The Wife of Bath's Prologue and Tale', Lines, 28-29] 

“I wolde no lenger in the bed abyde, 
If that I felte his arm over my syde, 
Til he had maad his raunson unto me; 
Thanne wolde I suffre hym do his nycetee.”[footnoteRef:17] [17:  Geoffrey Chaucer, 'The Wife of Bath's Prologue and Tale', Lines, 409-412] 

 Here, she is putting a price on her body. She will not let her husband have sex with her until he pays her. She is powerful in her own way. Her tale is also concerned with this or what she calls “maistrie”[footnoteRef:18]; this is female dominion over man. The wife also seems to be well read and well spoken. She has knowledge of the Ovid and Dante, proving her to be as intellectual as most men of the time. “If it were customary to send little girls to school and teach them the same subjects as are taught to boys, they would learn just as fully.”[footnoteRef:19] This questions whether men’s advantages within society at the time were totally fair. Chaucer flips the stereotypes and changes the perception of women throughout The Wife of Bath. The audience within The Canterbury Tales will also have their opinions challenged due to this debate poem. Chaucer plays with different forms which are best suited to the desired reaction. The Wife of Bath was meant to be assigned the story that the Shipman tells[footnoteRef:20]. However, she would not be as highly regarded as a powerful woman if she was given this tale. [18:  Geoffrey Chaucer, 'The Wife of Bath's Prologue and Tale', Line 818]  [19:  Encyclopedia of World Biography, De Pisan, Christine (2004) <https://www.encyclopedia.com/people/literature-and-arts/french-literature-biographies/christine-de-pisan> [accessed 2 September 2018].]  [20:  Joseph A. Dane, 'The Wife of Bath's Shipman's Tale and the Invention of Chaucerian Fabliaux', , 99.2, (2004), 287-300 (p. 1), in<https://www-jstor-org.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/stable/3738746?read-now%3D1%23page_scan_tab_contents&seq=1#metadata_info_tab_contents> [accessed 1 October 2018].
] 


Additionally, the notion that money, sex and women are connected continues in The Shipman’s Tale. It is set in a denuded instrumental world in which everything is reduced to financial exchange. The same ideals as the Wife of Bath can be seen when the wife says;
“But yet me greveth moost his nygardye.
And wel ye woot that wommen naturelly
Desiren thynges sixe as wel as I:
They wolde that hir housbondes sholde be
Hardy and wise, and riche, and therto free,
And buxom unto his wyf and fressh abedde.
But by that ilke Lord that for us bledde.”[footnoteRef:21] [21:  Geoffrey Chaucer, 'The Shipman's Tale', in The Canterbury Tales, Lines. 173-177] 

Here she is describing what she wants from her husband and one of those things is obedience. This goes towards the Wife of Bath’s claim that what women desire most is total ‘maistrie’. Also, she states that she desires her husband to be vigorous in bed. Many of Chaucer’s female characters seem to be partly defined by sex, but it is not presented in a bad way. It is possible that their sexuality allows them some kind of dominion over men, or at least men in certain situations. The Shipman’s Tale “is one the of the six fabliau tales in the Canterbury collection… which is closest to the French type is that of the Shipman.”[footnoteRef:22] It follows the French form the strictest out of them all. Peter Nicholson even pointed out how “…it is the only one of Chaucer’s “fabliaux” that is actually set in France.”[footnoteRef:23] The plot line is bawdy, the husband is deceived, the wife is not loyal, and there is an oversexed monk. “Wayward monks… enthusiastically unchaste wives.”[footnoteRef:24] Like the Wife of Bath, the merchant’s wife uses her body as a means of payment. She strikes a deal with Daun John to have sex with him in return for a hundred francs.  [22:  Michael W. McClintock, 'Games and the Players of Games: Old French Fabliaux and the "Shipman's Tale"', The Chaucer Review, 5.2, (1970), 112-136 (p. 112), in<https://www.jstor.org/stable/25093149?seq=1#page_scan_tab_contents> [accessed 2 October 2018].
]  [23:  Peter Nicholson, 'The "Shipman's Tale" and the Fabliaux', ELH, 45.4, (1978), 583-596 (p. 583), in<https://www.jstor.org/stable/2872578?seq=1#page_scan_tab_contents> [accessed 2 October 2018].
]  [24:  Geoffrey Chaucer, The Riverside Chaucer, ed. by Larry Dean Benson, 3 edn (The University of Michigan: Houghton Mifflin, 1987) p. 8.] 

“Pardee, I wol nat faille yow my thankes, If that yow list to doon that I yow praye.
For at a certeyn day I wol yow paye,
 And doon to yow what plesance and service
That I may doon, right as yow list devise.”[footnoteRef:25] [25:  Geoffrey Chaucer, 'The Shipman's Tale', in The Canterbury Tales, trans. by Larry D. Benson(: Harvard College, 2008), Lines. 188-192] 


They both agree on this, the act of cuckolding here is a common trait in the original form of the fabliau. The merchant is clueless and thinks his wife is loyal. The Riverside Chaucer suggests that “The cuckoldings, beatings, and elaborate practical jokes that are the main concern of the fabliaux are distributed in accord with a code of “fabliau justice.”[footnoteRef:26] According to this theory the fabliau justice does not always correspond with general ideas of morality. Additionally, according to the same idea “greed, hypocrisy, and pride are invariably punished.”[footnoteRef:27] In the case of the Merchant’s wife, this proves to be incorrect. She shows greed and pride but she definitely does not get punished. Instead, the story ends with her explaining to her husband that she has spent the money that was meant to be returned to him on clothes and she will repay him by telling him to “score it upon [her] taille.”[footnoteRef:28] [26:  L. D. Benson, The Fabliaux (2001) <https://sites.fas.harvard.edu/~chaucer/special/litsubs/fabliaux/> [accessed 27 September 2018].]  [27:  L. D. Benson, The Fabliaux (2001)]  [28:  Geoffrey Chaucer, 'The Shipman's Tale', Line. 415] 


The ending where the wife does not get punished does not follow the form of the traditional fabliau. “The whole closes, then, with the ladies triumph, not her discomfiture.”[footnoteRef:29] [29:  William W. Lawrence, 'Chaucer's Shipman's Tale', Speculum, 33.1, (1958), , in <https://www-jstor-org.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/stable/2848879?read-now%3D1%23page_scan_tab_contents&seq=4#metadata_info_tab_contents> [accessed 1 October 2018].
] 

“This wyf was nat afered nor affrayed, 
But boldely she seyde, and that anon ; 
“Marie, I deffie the falso monk, daun John!
I kepe nat of his tokenes never a deel;
He took me certeyn gold, that woot I weel, --- What! Yvel thedam on his monkes snowte!
For, God it woot, I wende, withouten doute,
That he hadde yeve it me bycause of yow,
To doon therwith my honour and my prow.!”[footnoteRef:30] [30:  Geoffrey Chaucer, 'The Shipman's Tale', Lines. 400-408] 


It is suggested that “Chaucer made this striking alteration in the plot when he assigned the tale to the Wife of Bath.”[footnoteRef:31] The fact that Chaucer uses his own ending to what would have been a traditional fabliau, allows the Merchants wife to leave with an essence of power. The women in The Canterbury Tales seem to be searching for power in a society which is driven by such means. Whether it be by using their bodies as weapons or their ability to talk their way out of things, the women in this medieval book are not scorned or punished. Instead they are put forward to try and change the listener’s opinions on gender stereotypes at the time. The merchant’s wife’s reasoning for wanting money from him is in order to buy clothes, “… For his honour, myself for to arraye.”[footnoteRef:32] This shows hints of materialism, the fabliau was initially written by the French aristocracy to mock the lower classes. This materialistic desire to better herself through clothing mocks the class system.  [31:  William W. Lawrence, 'Chaucer's Shipman's Tale']  [32:  Geoffrey Chaucer, ‘The Shipman’s Tale’, Line. 179 ] 


The next of Chaucer’s fabliaux under discussion is that of The Miller’s Tale. Unlike the previous tale, The Miller’s Tale is set in Chaucer’s own place and time. It has been described as “Chaucer’s finest fabliau.”[footnoteRef:33].” What is interesting about the characters in The Miller’s Tale in reference to the fabliau is that they are very descriptive. Chaucer goes into great detail to introduce the characters, for example; Alisoun, the Miller’s Wife’s appearance.  [33:  L. D. Benson, The Fabliaux (2001) 
] 

[bookmark: TALE]
“Fair was this yonge wyf, and therwithal
As any wezele hir body gent and smal.
A ceynt she werede, barred al of silk,
A barmclooth as whit as morne milk
Upon hir lendes, ful of many a goore.
Whit was hir smok, and broyden al bifoore
And eek bihynde, on hir coler aboute,
Of col-blak silk, withinne and eek withoute.”[footnoteRef:34]
 [34:  Geoffrey Chaucer, ‘The Millers Tale’. Lines. 3233-3240] 

 This is unusual for the traditional fabliau form as it was not meant to introduce characters as such. “In the Old French fabliau, characters are usually simply drawn stock figures:- a man, a wife, a merchant, a priest – with no names and no history; characterisation arises only from events in the story and the characters’ reactions to them.”[footnoteRef:35] Instead of following the rules, Chaucer gives us a very vivid image of Alisoun, even down to her clothes. This makes her character seem more real than the likes of other characters like Emelye from The Knights Tale. Alisoun is also described using the comparison of animals, for example “hir song, it was as loude and yerne/ As any swalwe sittynge on a berne,”[footnoteRef:36]; “As any wezele hir body gent and smal.”[footnoteRef:37] These comparisons to animals could be seen as a reference to her sexual tendencies. Animals are unable to control themselves, like Alisoun.  [35:  Amanda Hopkins, Chaucer’s Fabliaux: The Miller’s Tale and The Reeve’s Tale (2013) <http://www.amandahopkins.co.uk/downloads/MEDREN%20Fabliaux%20-%20online.pdf> [accessed 2 September 2018].]  [36:  Geoffrey Chaucer, ‘The Millers Tale’. Lines. 3257-3258]  [37:  Geoffrey Chaucer, ‘The Millers Tale’. Lines. 3234] 

Alisoun is also described as having “Ful smale ypulled were hire browes two”[footnoteRef:38] and “Ful brighter was the shynyng of hir hewe.”[footnoteRef:39] The fact she plucks her eyebrows and washes her face goes against the stereotype that people of the fourteenth century did not wash or look after themselves. She is slight, she is pretty, she looks after herself; she is in many ways ideal. Many of the men who are faced with the temptations of a beautiful woman in Chaucer are overcome by desire. This is a powerful trait to have. In The Miller’s Tale and The Shipman’s Tale, the wives are both full of lust and choose to commit adultery. Both women do it for some sort of personal gain, whether it be financial or to fulfil lust. Behind them is their gullible husband knowing nothing of what is going on whilst the wives both go unpunished. Alisoun is left merely laughing along with the community at her husband who is being laughed at. This goes against the rules of a traditional fabliau where women are punished. Again, this gives the idea that women in society have more freedom than people may have originally thought, also more power. [38:  Geoffrey Chaucer, ‘The Millers Tale’. Lines. 3245]  [39:  Geoffrey Chaucer, ‘The Millers Tale’. Lines. 3255] 

[bookmark: BREAK]The Miller’s Tale is far more comedic than the Shipman’s tale. This follows the fabliau form as it uses two common topics. These being “The Misdirected Kiss” and the “Second Flood”.[footnoteRef:40] When Nicholas and Alisoun spend the night together, Absolon begs for a kiss through her window. To his dismay he was not greeted with a kiss, rather “he kiste hir naked ers.” Chaucer even goes as far as to describe the texture of the kiss “For wel he wiste a womman hath no berd. He felte a thyng al rough and long yherd.” This is certainly crude; which is not scarce in a fabliau. Chaucer would not have used such language if he thought it would deter his audience from reading on. When Absolon goes back for revenge, he ends up burning Nicholas rather than the person who initially wronged him.  [40:  L. D. Benson, The Fabliaux (2001)] 

“     And Nicholas amydde the ers he smoot
      Of gooth the skyn an hande-brede about
      The hoote kultour brende so his toute
      And for the smert he wende for to dye.”[footnoteRef:41] [41:  Geoffrey Chaucer, ‘The Millers Tale’, Lines. 3810-3813] 

This is the epitome of Alisoun getting away with her actions. Not only does she get away with everything but someone else suffers for her actions. Chaucer changes the ending of the fabliau in this way to stir questions. Questions to whether women are generally more knowledgeable than men. Perhaps this is why they get away with such things. Women would have generally been the lesser educated sex in medieval society, but the women in Chaucer’s fabliaux do not seem to act it. An example of men’s stupidity in Chaucer’s fabliau is the clueless carpenter. He is fooled through Nicholas telling him of a second flood. This is humorous to everyone but the carpenter due to the fact everyone else knows that God said he would not cause a second flood. This shows that he has not paid attention to the Bible or even images in church or miracle plays. “Tricks, ruses and cleverly-engineered love affairs are staple fare of the fabliau.”[footnoteRef:42] This trick is one of the many reasons why The Miller’s Tale is seen as Chaucer’s best fabliau.  As a massive contrast to the humorous tale of the Miller, Chaucer then introduces the Dark and disturbing ‘The Reeves Tale’. The Reeve is unhappy with the story that the Miller has told due to the fact it is about a carpenter that is made a fool of by his wife. The Reeve takes this so personally due to the fact he was previously a miller. The tales are similar in the way that they both use the medieval fabliau form of what is referred to as the ‘cradle trick’.[footnoteRef:43] This means that the cradle is moved and someone gets into the wrong bed. The miller uses this as a source for humour and bawdiness whereas The Reeve’s Tale leaves you uncomfortable and wondering what you have just read. The Reeve’s tale highlights the negative aspects of a woman’s sexuality and how it could be taken for granted.  [42:  Amanda Hopkins, Chaucer’s Fabliaux: The Miller’s Tale and The Reeve’s Tale (2013) <http://www.amandahopkins.co.uk/downloads/MEDREN%20Fabliaux%20-%20online.pdf> [accessed 2 September 2018].
]  [43:  Goucher College Faculty, Chaucer: Canterbury Tales, "Reeve's Tale” <http://faculty.goucher.edu/eng330/chaucerreeves_tale.htm> [accessed 1 September 2018].
] 

In conclusion, it is visible that Chaucer moulds the French fabliau to suit his desired needs. “According to scholars who consider the genre to be by definition French, Chaucer is excluded merely because he chose to write in English.”[footnoteRef:44] This is untrue as it is proven above that Chaucer does follow many elements and rules of the original French fabliau. There are foolish husbands, over-sexed monks, and unfaithful wives. There is cuckolding, deceit, bawdiness and humour. All of these things are ingredients for an original fabliau. Although he did not stick to every rule, it is not surprising why he would change things if he was bringing back a form that had been dead for years. Also, due to the fact that Chaucer was writing in a society of great change; he had to search for new forms to put forward his ideas. By giving the individuals a voice, Chaucer is able to show the change in identities during the fourteenth century. Although there are only two voices of women, there are stories of strong women in Chaucer’s fabliaux and that is what is important. Chaucer’s fabliaux do not punish women’s sexuality, they do not deny women of knowledge, and they do not deny women of power. Chaucer’s women challenge the stereotype of medieval women.  Chaucer was an influential person of his time, this allowed him to put forward such ideas to make people question their ideas or morals. Perhaps allowing women to have more freedom, as Chaucer highlights women desire ‘auctoritee’’; husbands would give them this. By changing the fabliau to portray women in such a way, Chaucer re-writes gender.  [44:  Demetria Spinrad, A Noble Tale: The Knight’s and Miller’s Tales as an Subversion of Genre Expectations(: Wesleyan University , 2011), p. 8 in , <http://citeseerx.ist.psu.edu/viewdoc/download?doi=10.1.1.645.8219&rep=rep1&type=pdfhttp://citeseerx.ist.psu.edu/viewdoc/download?doi=10.1.1.645.8219&rep=rep1&type=pdf> [accessed 1 October 2018].
] 
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