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Ágrip 

Markmið þessarar ritgerðar er að rannsaka það hlutverk sem áhrifavald leikur í 

Kantaraborgarsögum Chaucers. Athyglinni er beint að tveimur þáttum, í fyrsta lagi 

áhrifavaldi Chaucers sjálfs sem rithöfundar, og í öðru lagi birtingarmyndum áhrifavalds hjá  

konunum þremur í hópi sögumanna, Konunni frá Bath, Príorinnunni og Aðstoðarnunnunni, en 

framsetning þeirra mótaðist af forréttindum feðraveldisins á seinni hluta fjórtándu aldar á 

Englandi. Umfjöllunin byggist á skilgreiningu Edmunds Said (1935-2003) á áhrifavaldi, sem 

hann setti fram í riti sínu Beginnings: Intentions and Method árið 1975. Að auki er fjallað um 

tvö rit eftir konur frá því snemma á fimmtándu öld til þess að kanna hversu viðeigandi 

framsetning Chaucers á kvenkyns sögumönnum sínum var. Þessi rit eru The Book of Margery 

Kempe, eftir Margery Kempe (c.1373-1440), sem talin er elsta sjálfsævisagan sem rituð hefur 

verið á ensku, og The Book of the City of Ladies eftir Christine de Pizan (c.1364-1431), en 

hún er talin vera fyrsta konan í Evrópu sem hafði ritstörf að atvinnu. 

   Greiningin leiðir í ljós hvernig spennan milli áhrifavalds kirkjunnar og vaxandi veraldlegra 

áhrifa setti mark sitt á umfjöllun kvenna. Athugunin á ritunum tveimum frá byrjun fimmtándu 

aldar styður við þau viðhorf sem birtast hjá kvenkyns sögumönnunum þremur. Greiningin 

beinist einnig að formgerð Kantaraborgarsagna, sér í lagi því hvernig Chaucer nýtir sé 

gamanleikinn og nýbreytni í framsetningu sagna. Svo virðist sem Chaucer hafi verið að færa 

sig frá þeim hefðum sem fólust í hugtakinu auctoritas til þess að opna fyrir aðkomu 

fjölbreytilegri sjónarmiða og radda, sér í lagi kvenradda. 
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Abstract 

The aim of this thesis is to examine the role of authority in relation to Chaucer’s The  

Canterbury Tales. The focus is twofold, firstly on the authority of Chaucer himself as a 

writer, secondly on the way authority is portrayed in the context of the ‘female’ narrators,  the 

Wife of Bath, the Prioress and the Second Nun, whose representations were shaped by the 

patriarchal prerogatives of late fourteenth-century England. The discussion is based on the 

definition of authority proposed by Edmund Said (1935-2003) in his Beginnings: Intentions 

and Method from 1975. In addition, two early fifteenth century texts written by women are 

examined in order to consider how apt Chaucer was in his representations of the ‘female’ 

narrators in The Canterbury Tales. These texts are The Book of Margery Kempe by Margery 

Kempe (c.1373-1440), considered the earliest extant autobiographical work in English, and 

The Book of the City of Ladies by Christine de Pizan (c.1364-1431), who is considered to be 

Europe’s first professional woman writer. 

   The analysis reveals how tension between ecclesiastical authority and growing secularism 

affected the development of female discourse. The study of the early fifteenth century texts 

supports the views brought to the fore in the tales of the ‘female’ narrators. The analysis also 

draws attention to the structure of The Canterbury Tales, in particular Chaucer’s use of 

comedy and his innovative narrative form. Chaucer appears to have been moving away from 

the classical concept of auctoritas to provide a platform for a greater variety of viewpoints 

and voices, in particular the female voice. 
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Introduction 

The aim of this thesis is to examine the role of authority in relation to Chaucer’s The  

Canterbury Tales. The emphasis is, firstly, on the authority of Chaucer himself as a writer 

and, secondly, on the way authority is portrayed in the context of the ‘female’ narrators, the 

Wife of Bath, the Prioress and the Second Nun, whose representations were shaped by the 

patriarchal prerogatives of late medieval English society. I have chosen these narrators 

because I wish to consider how the authority of the female voice began to come to the fore in 

late medieval times, and in what way changing attitudes towards the Church and society may 

have influenced both this tendency and Chaucer’s composition of The Canterbury Tales. In 

addition, I will examine two early fifteenth-century texts written by women in order to 

consider how apt Chaucer was in his representations of the ‘female’ narrator. These texts are 

The Book of Margery Kempe by Margery Kempe (c.1373-1440), considered to be the earliest 

extant autobiographical work in English,1 and The Book of The City of Ladies by Christine de 

Pizan (c.1364-1431), who is considered to be Europe’s first professional female writer.2 

Margery Kempe, a visionary, embarked on a number of pilgrimages in her lifetime, notably to 

the Holy Land and to Santiago de Compostela. Christine de Pizan in The Book of The City of 

Ladies attempted, like Chaucer’s Wife of Bath, to defend women against their misogynist 

critics. She is regarded as the first writer to address the tradition of misogyny from a female 

perspective.3 Finally, since The Canterbury Tales were composed with the intent of being 

instructive and amusing, “tales of best sentence and moost solaas”,4 I wish to examine 

Chaucer’s potential motives for the creation of his ‘female’ narrators and the stylistic methods 

he adopts to show how they deal with authority. Chaucer’s narrative form, his use of 

juxtaposition, his use of comedy all contribute to one’s perception of issues such as gender, 

marital status and the values that control a given society. 

   With respect to the concept of authority, I find it apt to base my discussion on the definition 

of authority proposed by Edward Said (1935-2003) in his Beginnings: Intentions and Method 

from 1975, a treatise on the role of the intellectual and the goals of criticism:  

                                                            
1 Dinshaw (2003) 222 
2 Blumenfeld‐Kosinski xi 
3 Ibid xv 
4 GP 798. Quotes from works by Chaucer are from The Riverside Chaucer, 3rd ed., Ed. Larry, D. Benson, 1988,  

   the works being abbreviated according to the MLA Handbook of Writers, 7th ed. 2009. Numbers refer in this 

   case to line numbers. 
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Authority suggests to me a constellation of linked meanings: not only, as the OED tells 

us, “a power to enforce obedience,” or “a derived or delegated power,” or “a power to 

influence action,” or “a power to inspire belief,” or “a person whose opinion is 

accepted”; not only those, but a connection as well with author – that is, a person who 

originates or gives existence to something, a begetter, beginner, father, or ancestor, a 

person also who sets forth written statements. There is still another cluster of 

meanings: author is tied to the past participle auctus of the verb augere; therefore 

auctor, according to Eric Partridge, is literally an increaser and thus a founder. 

Auctoritas is production, invention, cause, in addition to meaning a right of 

possession. Finally, it means continuance, or a causing to continue. Taken together 

these meanings are all grounded in the following notions: (1) that of the power of an 

individual to initiate, institute, establish – in short, to begin; (2) that this power and its 

product are an increase over what had been there previously; (3) that the individual 

wielding this power controls its issue and what is derived therefrom; (4) that authority 

maintains the continuity of its course.5  

Even though Said is mainly known for his postcolonial works on Orientalism, his concept of 

authority has relevance to Chaucer. One has to keep in mind that auctor and auctoritas had a 

much narrower interpretation in the literary world of fourteenth-century England. No 

medieval writer could declare himself as auctor without having been versed in the strong 

traditional ties of the past. Moreover, it was expected that he would continue with the same 

literary traditions and thus imitate the classical Latin style.6 

   If Chaucer desired to be recognized as a writer, and at the same time relate his works to the 

society in which he lived, he would inevitably face the dilemma of choosing between 

observing this Latin tradition and writing in the vernacular which was increasingly in use, 

especially in court circles. His writing in English had the advantage of drawing the attention 

of a wider audience. Chaucer expressed his reverence for the past by making frequent 

references to auctors and by drawing on established tales for his material. Nonetheless, he did 

not apply the term auctor to himself. The criteria of auctoritas summarized by Said cover a 

broader spectrum, and Chaucer in his creative capacity would seem to fulfil each of the four 

notions. It is with reference to these notions that the discussion will be based.  

   In the late medieval period writers were not exclusively men. However, almost every major 

work believed to have been written by a woman such as the letters of Heloise, The Book of 
                                                            
5 Said 83 
6 Yeager 61 
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Margery Kempe and a number of works by Christine de Pizan has at times been attributed to a 

male author. This is partly due to the fact that in this period many texts were collaborative, 

anonymous or adopted as common property.7 It was thus difficult to sign sole responsibility 

of texts to individual women. Women were also excluded from scholastic institutions of 

literacy and learning. The ability to read Latin was more or less restricted to the clergy. 

Consequently, women generally did not have the scholastic background to qualify as auctor. 

Nonetheless, many of them were proficient in the vernacular and achieved high levels of 

literacy despite the exclusion, as was the case with Christine de Pizan. If one bases the claim 

of authority on how long-lasting and influential the ideas of women writers such as Margery 

Kempe and Christine de Pizan have been over time, they would qualify as auctor. 

   The female voices carry considerable power within the text of The Canterbury Tales. The 

‘female’ narrators, the Wife of Bath, the Prioress, and the Second Nun are granted the 

freedom to speak, to express opinions and view events from their perspective rather than from 

the traditional standpoint of the male. The Wife of Bath, in fact, is made to object to how one-

sided this standpoint has been: 

  By God, if wommen hadde writen stories, 

  As clerkes han withinne hire oratories, 

  They wolde han written of men moore wikkednesse 

  Than al the mark of Adam may redresse.8 

Women were powerless to rectify the biased image of themselves while the written word was 

in the hands of clerical authority; the Wife imagines just how different cultural discourse 

would be if the women were in control. It was rare that a woman could express herself 

publicly, even more rare that a woman could express her experiences in writing. A Revelation 

of Love by the anchoress Julian of Norwich (1342-1416), which records her experience of 

God and dates from the late fourteenth century, is believed to be the earliest work in English 

written by a woman.9 The visionary writer such as Julian, faced with the challenge of 

expressing divine messages, established her authority on the basis of her Christian humility in 

order to show that her writing issued not from her individual consciousness but from a 

                                                            
7 Summit 91 
8 WBT 693‐696 
9 Watson 210 
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spiritual source.10 Julian’s work was verified by a scribe, as was the autobiography of 

Margery Kempe. 

   Margery Kempe and Christine de Pizan were both concerned with the attitudes towards 

women in a patriarchal environment. Margery’s concern arose from first-hand experience in 

her efforts to fulfil her devotional calling. Christine’s concern, on the other hand, arose 

predominantly from her studies of literary texts. It is interesting that Chaucer, some years 

earlier, seems to have been be challenging discourse around femininity and created his 

‘female’ narrators as a device to shed light on issues such as the misogynist tradition. His 

‘female’ narrators are guided by their own aspirations, and their tales, through the power of 

words, exert considerable influence. Each narrator is interested in establishing a specifically 

female authority, the Wife of Bath concerning herself mainly with earthly power in the 

domestic realm. The Prioress and the Second Nun, on the other hand, are more concerned 

with spiritual authority. In their tales the strong woman is in control, in particular the Second 

Nun’s, and the tales depict men submitting to women and benefitting from their submission to 

female power. The female narrators themselves derive strength from knowledge that a 

tradition of powerful women exists. The mother figure is important in this context; in terms of 

the Wife of Bath, her own mother; for the Prioress and the Second Nun, the Holy Mother who 

is invoked as the muse of female poetry. Each female narrator looks to the mother figure to 

aid her with the power of words and wisdom that will enable her to establish her own 

authority. Each narrator takes on the role of preacher and is articulate in her presentation.   

   Strong female relationships, as exemplified by the Wife of Bath, play their part. Chaucer 

seems to recognize that certain concerns of his female contemporaries are unique to them as 

women, that gender can provide a basis for solidarity. According to Karma Lochrie, Margery 

Kempe offered glimpses of the kind of spiritual friendship between women that was possible 

in medieval culture. The same is true of Christine de Pizan who attempted to provide a 

utopian vision of female friendship in The Book of the City of Ladies.11 Women experienced 

greater sense of solidarity in a sisterhood answering only to female authority. The female 

voice represents a challenge to male domination; at the same time it provides a threat to 

masculine text-based traditions, as is borne out by works such as The Book of Margery Kempe 

and The Book of the City of Ladies. 

 

 
                                                            
10 Summit 95 
11 Lochrie 76 
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Background 

During the lifetime of Chaucer fourteenth-century England was going through a period of 

considerable change. Chaucer was born during the reign of Edward III, sometime between 

1340 and 1345, and died in 1400, just after Richard II was deposed and Henry IV crowned 

king. The Hundred Years War had broken out in 1337 and the first outbreak of the Black 

Death in 1348. The series of plagues related to the Black Death reduced the population in 

England by as much as one third. This led to an acute shortage of labour and a desire for 

people to break from the present feudal structures in search of better working conditions and 

higher wages. In 1378 the authority of the Roman Catholic Church suffered a setback because 

of the schism in the papacy, which had been driven by politics rather than theological 

disagreement. Consequently, there were popes both in Rome and Avignon.  

   The power of the Church was further undermined with the appearance of Wycliffe’s Bible 

in 1382. John Wycliffe (1320-1384), philosopher and theologian, who sought reform within 

the Roman Catholic Church, translated the Bible from the Latin Vulgate into Middle English. 

This version became the chief inspiration for the Lollard movement. According to Melvyn 

Bragg, the Lollards, whose name derives from ‘lollaerd’, mumbler, rejected many teachings 

of the established Church. Initially organised by Wycliffe, they took on the role of itinerant 

preachers, their avowed inspiration being the seventy evangelists whom Jesus had sent out to 

convert the world. Their goal was to spread the Word to the people in their own language, that 

is in English.12 

   For the clergy and ruling classes, on the other hand, it was important to uphold a state of 

affairs where their word would not be questioned as far as the populace was concerned. 

Wycliffe threatened the very voice of the Church in his claims that “the Bible was the sole 

authority of religious faith and practice and that everyone had the right to interpret scripture 

for himself”.13 God spoke to the people in Latin, the priest was his mediator; therefore the 

Bible in the people’s own language was nothing more than subversive. Despite the differences 

in outlook regarding ecclesiastical practices such as the sacrament of the Eucharist and the 

necessity of confession, it was only towards the end of the fourteenth century that Lollardy 

began to be equated with heresy. In the years 1407-1409  Archbishop Thomas Arundel passed 

                                                            
12 Bragg 88‐89 
13 Ibid 84 
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a number of constitutions whereby he forbade any form of preaching by women and 

ownership of the translation of the Bible into the vernacular.14 

   A number of Richard II’s most loyal supporters were Lollard Knights. Chaucer in his 

literary circle associated with notable Lollards such as Sir Lewis Clifford, reputedly god-

father to his son Lewis. It was to Clifford’s son-in-law, Sir Philip de la Vache, that Chaucer 

dedicated his poem Truth. On the other hand, the narrative poem Troilus and Criseyde was 

dedicated to poet John Gower and theologian Ralph Strode both of whom were known for 

their anti-Lollard sentiments.15 William Langland (c.1330-c.1386), contemporary of Chaucer, 

who wrote his religious poem Piers Plowman in the West Midlands dialect, was also a 

Lollard. 

    At the same time as Chaucer was writing The Canterbury Tales, or between the years 1390-

1400, the Vernon Manuscript was also being compiled, purportedly for a spiritual community 

of religious women.16 The volume, written mostly in English, contains a strikingly large 

number of works for women readers in both poetry and prose. The manuscript includes, for 

example, William Langland’s Piers Plowman as well as prose, contributions from mystic 

writers such as Richard Rolle and Walter Hilton referred to in The Book of Margery Kempe.17 

Such works were not only read out loud at meal times in a convent or devout household, but 

were also passed between women as is evinced by surviving manuscripts and wills. The 

Vernon Manuscript was valuable in terms of its contribution to the spread of female literacy, 

in particular “the oral and memorialising culture”.18 The choice of texts is indicative not only 

of the woman’s desire to learn, but a desire to become acquainted with alternate forms of the 

scriptures. Thus it implies a more positive attitude to the aspirations of women than the 

negative image propounded by the clerics and men of letters referred to in The Wife of Bath’s 

Prologue and Christine de Pizan’s The Book of the City of Ladies. 

   The translation of various texts into English forced the pace of linguistic development and 

literacy, at the same time reflecting the cultural objectives of the emerging middle class. 

Secular control exercised through patronage of guilds and private bequests undermined the 

influence of the established Church, leading to increased tension between clerical and lay 

interests. The guilds, with their own corporate identity and their own rules, were perceived as 

potential arenas for activities counter to the interests of authoritative institutions. The High 
                                                            
14 Dinshaw (2003) 228 
15 Ames 8‐9 
16 Summit 104 
17 Riddy 106 
18 Ibid 111 
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Guild of the Trinity of the city of Lynn, referred to in The Book of Margery Kempe, was one 

of the wealthiest and most powerful guilds in the country. The desire of the upper bourgeoisie 

to take political control of the city, independent of the feudal aristocracy, led to confrontation 

with the Bishop of Norwich and culminated in his expulsion by the armed populace of Lynn 

in 1377.19  The hierarchical pattern of society was becoming more fluid, and to some extent, 

the social structures and value system needed to be redefined. 

   Social unrest came to a head with the Peasants’ Revolt in 1381 when Wat Tyler and his 

followers sacked the city of London, murdered dignitaries associated with the Royal Court, 

including the Archbishop of Canterbury, and demanded an end to serfdom.20 Chaucer himself 

was elected to represent Kent in Parliament in 1386 at a similar time to his completion of 

Troilus and Criseyde. D.W. Robertson makes parallels between the strife of the Trojan wars 

as presented in the poem and the wave of unrest that spread through town and countryside in 

late fourteenth-century England. According to him, the moral degradation and the political 

intrigue which culminated in the Merciless Parliament of 1388, in which members of Richard 

II’s court were convicted of treason, may have influenced Chaucer’s desire to return to a more 

orderly world.21 

   Chaucer had been moving in court circles from the time of his youth. English was spoken, 

but the language of culture was French or Latin. Chaucer’s decision to write in English was 

therefore a new departure. Chaucer composed his poetry to be read aloud and he himself read 

to court audiences. He defers to the audience both in Troilus and Criseyde and The 

Canterbury Tales, which were begun about 1387. Apart from the fact that they were 

composed in English, the language of the populace, the tales offered a change from pious, 

religious texts to which people had been accustomed. As for the pilgrimage itself, even 

though the group of pilgrims included the three traditional estates of medieval society, the 

seigneurial (the Knight), the spiritual (the Parson), and the agricultural (the Ploughman), there 

were representatives from all walks of life and from different parts of the country. One could 

regard the pilgrimage as much a social event as a religious event. In giving the pilgrims the 

opportunity to recount their tales in a language and form suited to their station and to 

comment on the tales, Chaucer may have been attempting to erode class barriers. According 

to the dictates of the Host of the Tabard Inn, the pilgrims themselves were obliged to stand on 

an equal footing, the allocation of the order of story-tellers made by the drawing of straws 

                                                            
19 Delany (1975) 106‐107 
20 Trevelyan 241 
21 Robertson 5‐8 
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rather than by rank. Nonetheless, despite this wish for equality one sees signs of a social 

structure being formed within the group. Social orientation is also reflected in the types of tale 

the pilgrims tell; the Knight, the Parson, the Clerk of an edifying nature, compared to the 

more bawdy and racy of the lower ranks, such as that of the Miller. There are only three 

women in the group of thirty-odd pilgrims, all of whom recount their tales; the Prioress, the 

Second Nun, and the Wife of Bath. “Non–normative figures”22  like the Wife of Bath and the 

Pardoner, whom the narrator takes for “a geldyng or a mare”,23 create their own kind of 

disturbance within this group as they challenge the status quo.  

   It is notable that none of the Guildsmen or the Ploughman is called upon to narrate a tale. 

Considering the increasing importance of the guilds, especially in the period following the 

Black Death and the recent uprising of the peasants, one wonders if their potential for 

challenge was too sensitive an issue in the current political climate. In fact, the Guildsmen, 

“clothed alle in o lyveree,” come across as respectful citizens fit “to sitten in a yeldehalle on a 

deys.”24 The Ploughman, brother of the Parson, is also “lyvynge in pees”, and dutifully pays 

his tithes.25 What becomes clear through the interaction of the characters and the telling of the 

tales is that their social standing influences not only their personalities but also their views of 

the world about them.  

   Although criticism is directed at various members of the establishment in the narration of 

the tales, it is interesting to note that no negative comments are made regarding the sovereign, 

understandably so, since Chaucer’s living depended on his relationship with the Royal Court. 

Chaucer pays homage to Richard’s Queen, Anne of Bohemia, in Troilus and Criseyde when 

comparing her grace to the matchless beauty of Criseyde: “In beaute first so stood, she 

makeles.”26 Likewise, the choice of Arthur’s queen to decide the fate of the knight in The 

Wife of Bath’s Tale may have been a reference to Queen Anne’s efforts to solicit some form 

of reconciliation with the citizens after the uprisings of 1381.  

   Chaucer’s views are deduced most effectively by means of his characterisation and his style. 

In The Canterbury Tales he makes use of irony, parody and inversion, reverting to the 

carnivalesque. The carnival-like atmosphere established from the start of the pilgrimage 

enables the lower ranks to have the chance to become ‘kings’, to express themselves without 

the risk of reprisal. Thus the Wife of Bath’s radical viewpoint is acceptable under the auspices 
                                                            
22 Strohm 15 
23 GP 691 
24 GP 370 
25 GP 532 
26 TC Book I 172 
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of the pilgrimage, as is the lewdness of the Miller who challenges the courtly notions of the 

Knight. Bakhtin, who considered the impact of the carnivalesque in the Middle Ages and the 

Renaissance, refers to ‘a mocking challenge’ to the ‘serious’ official culture: “the mocking 

challenge to authority represents a popular force of renewal that opens the way to a new 

future”.27 This was a future characterised by the growth of secularism and a developing 

mercantile society. 

   Chaucer trod very carefully as far as his reputation was concerned. He was elusive, 

provoking people to think, rather than stating his opinion. Above all he assumed humility in 

his role as writer, a mode not only of protecting himself from censure, but of showing his 

respect to the great authors of the past from whom he compiled some of his material. Chaucer 

refers to auctor both in Troilus and Criseyde and The Wife of Bath, ostensibly to show his 

deference. However, there is no evidence that Lollius, the supposed Latin writer included with 

Homer, Dares and Dictys in Troilus and Criseyde and referred to frequently as “myn 

auctour”,28 ever existed. This raises the question as to why Chaucer felt the need to refer to a 

fictitious authority. In all likelihood this is related to his standing as a writer and his position 

in society. His image had to remain untarnished. In each of these texts there is much material 

of Chaucer’s own invention. For the sake of propriety in dealing with sensitive material such 

as the consummation scene in Troilus and Criseyde or the crude language in the Prologue of 

The Wife of Bath’s Tale, it is much easier to cite an ‘authority’ in order to avoid criticism. 

Chaucer reiterates such a point in the General Prologue of The Canterbury Tales, that for the 

purposes of literary effect, for authenticity, he must use the language of the narrators: 

For this ye knowen al so wel as I: 

Whoso shal telle a tale after a man, 

  He moot reherce as ny as evere he kan 

  Everich a word, if it be in his charge, 

  Al speke he never so rudeliche and large29 

   On the completion of Troilus and Criseyde, Chaucer the narrator hopes that his “litel bok”, 

his “litel tragedye” will follow in the footsteps of mentors such as Virgil, Ovid, Homer, 

Lucan.30 Ovid (43 BC-AD 18) in the narrative poem Metamorphoses had experimented with 

                                                            
27 Macey 29 
28 TC Book II 18 
29 GP 730‐734 
30 TC Book V 1786 
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the idea of the frame story used by Boccaccio (1313-1375) in The Decameron and by Chaucer 

in The Canterbury Tales. Kathryn McKinley notes that the technique of juxtaposition is also 

common in Metamorphoses and that this poem was one of Chaucer’s favourite sources.31 

Even if Chaucer made use of a variety of classic and contemporary sources, he established his 

own distinctive style. Attention has been drawn to the symmetrical structure of Troilus and 

Criseyde and Chaucer’s skill with the seven-line stanza, ‘rhyme royal’, his facility with 

dialogue, the matching of patterns of speech to the various individual characters.32 This also 

applies to The Canterbury Tales. Chaucer invented the rhyming pentameter also known as the 

heroic couplet that forms the basis of much English poetry. It was first used in The Legend of 

Good Women (1385-87), and then as the principal metre for The Canterbury Tales.33 As 

David Wright points out: “Chaucer found he had an ideal vehicle, not only for either rhetoric 

or the plain style, but narration, description, and conveying the rhythms of ordinary talk.”34 It 

is the composition of his poetry with its varied use of language and diversity of styles that 

contribute to a unique portrayal of late medieval English society. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                            
31 McKinley 361 
32 Windeatt (1998) ix 
33 Wright xvii 
34 Ibid xvii 
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The Wife of Bath and her Tale 

The Wife of Bath represents those individuals who have been subjugated by authority, the 

authority of religious texts and the misogynistic codes they imply. Even though the Wife of 

Bath achieves material gain, it can be argued that she does not gain authority until she has the 

opportunity to express herself publicly on the pilgrimage without the risk of retribution. As 

she takes the stage, her fellow pilgrims become her audience, taking note of her voice both in 

terms of what she recounts and the comments she makes on their stories. 

   The Wife of Bath’s Tale, like the majority of the tales, is composed of two parts, a prologue 

and the tale itself. Such a structure reflects Chaucer’s idea of symmetry already evinced in 

Troilus and Criseyde. In the Prologue the Wife of Bath portrays herself as a victim of the 

patriarchal world, and is branded the ‘wicked wife’ as she tries to assert herself. However, in 

the Tale she presents a situation in which the woman has assumed authority, and the voice of 

reason replaces arrogant assertion. By means of this juxtaposition one is encouraged to 

consider the values and codes of behaviour that dominate a given society. 

   Unlike the other pilgrims, the Wife of Bath is not introduced by rank or trade but by her 

marital status as a wife. She may have become a widow once more; it is never made clear 

what happened to Jankyn, her fifth husband, but she is quite prepared to take on a sixth: 

Welcome the sixte, whan that evere he shal.  

For sothe, I wol nat kepe me chaast in al.35       

In contrast to the beautiful Criseyde, clad in the black weeds of the widow, the Wife is gap-

toothed and conspicuous for her assorted attire. One could say she advertises both her 

prosperity and sexual prowess by means of her dress; her elaborate head gear, her scarlet red 

stockings and her tight shoes, a mark of her vanity. She gives the impression of being self-

assured and desirous of attention. Like the wives of the Guildsmen, referred to in the General 

Prologue, she displays a love of precedence: 

In al the parisshe wif ne was ther noon 

That to the offrynge bifore hire sholde goon;36   

However, she gives vent to her displeasure if her wishes are not fulfilled. 
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   In the General Prologue the Wife of Bath is described as a business woman, a skilled cloth-

maker. Presumably she practised her trade as a feme sole at some stage of her life, for she is 

well aware of the power of money.37 She seems to be in full control of her financial affairs, 

having inherited from her former husbands. Yet, despite the accumulation of property and 

wealth, it amounts to little in comparison to her quest for love. She very much objects to the 

idea of being regarded as a commodity, an object for barter in the contract of marriage, and 

rails against her marginalisation. She wishes to be accepted for who she is, rather than being 

obliged to pander to the whims of an elderly spouse perpetually finding fault with his young 

bride. There seems to exist little trust and respect within the bond of marriage, and such is the 

strength of male jealousy, she believes these ‘old dotards’, as she refers to her first three 

husbands, would prefer to lock their wives away from prying eyes: 

  What helpith it of me to enquere or spyen? 

  I trowe thou woldest loke me in thy chiste! 

  Thou sholdest seye, “Wyf, go wher thee liste;”38 

One recalls the young bride in the twelfth-century Marie de France’s lai of Yonec, who was 

subjected to similar indignity. She had been coerced into marriage to an elderly man of wealth 

in order to produce an heir. Since the marriage had been childless, she was imprisoned in a 

tower for seven years rather than risk her becoming an object of attention. The elderly man’s 

sister had assumed the role of guardian and spy.39 

   The Wife decides to address her predominantly male audience with a discourse on marriage 

when called upon to speak. Her views are unconventional, verging on defiance. Her 

experience of marriage and the lessons to be learned provide as good a form of instruction as 

that propounded by ecclesiastical authority: 

Experience, though noon auctoritee 

Were in this world, is right ynogh for me 

To speke of wo that is in mariage;40  

   The Wife has little faith in the clergy’s interpretation of religious texts, especially as the 

woman is frequently portrayed as a sinner. Since the original sources, written in Latin, are 
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neither accessible to her nor to the church congregation, to what extent can one trust the 

words of clerics? Those who condemn women’s lust, for example, are often burning with lust 

themselves, and once the sexual potential of such cloistered scholars is on the decline they 

give vent to their frustrations by making women their scapegoats:  

Therfore no womman of no clerk is preysed. 

  The clerk, whan he is oold, and may noght do 

  Of Venus werkes worth his olde sho, 

  Thanne sit he doun, and writ in his dotage 

That wommen kan nat kepe hir mariage!41 

   Just as the clerics, in the name of the Church, manipulate their texts to suit their purposes, so 

the Wife argues in the same way to support her claims. She repudiates various forms of 

theological discourse on marriage and virginity; that people should only marry once and that 

chastity is preferable to second marriage. She takes the Lollard line on the remarriage of 

widows and defends her right to remarry by referring to the biblical story of the Samaritan 

woman at the well. The woman had been widowed four times and was now living with a fifth 

‘husband’ out of wedlock. Jesus commanded they marry, but made no objection to the 

number of her marriages. The Wife also quotes the examples of Solomon, Abraham and 

Jacob, all of whom had multiple wives. Her views are forthright, her reasoning both practical 

and logical. In terms of procreation she states categorically that:  “God bad us for to wexe and 

multiplye;”42 Without procreation there would be no virginity in the first place: 

For hadde God comanded maydenhede, 

Thanne hadde he dampned weddyng with the dede. 

And certes, if ther were no seed ysowe, 

Virginitee, thanne wherof sholde it growe?43 

   The Wife seems to embody the aspirations of women who knew by heart parts of the Bible 

as a result of oral readings in the household and gave serious thought to the essence of the 

biblical message. Greater prominence could be given to the spiritual side of the Wife’s 

persona, manifested mainly in her Tale. By focussing attention on the material aspects of the 

Wife’s character and her sexuality in the Prologue as is the case, for example, in Sheila 
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Delany’s analysis of the “sexual economics” in Chaucer’s portrayal of the Wife of Bath, the 

ethical issues which the Wife presents tend to be overlooked. Delany claims that “from the 

doctrinal point of view she is spiritually impoverished”.44 The Wife’s sermon on morality and 

her discussion of sovereignty in marriage in her Tale would seem to indicate otherwise. Jill 

Mann points out that when the Wife attacks antifeminist discourse in the Prologue she is 

bound by the same rhetoric as used by the proponents of such views. However, the task of 

escaping such stereotyping is easier said than done, as Chaucer himself may have realised.45 

Elaine Treharne enhances this point when she claims that: 

The Wife […] has no authority, either through her inability to read and interpret the 

authoritative texts she cites, or through her teaching and preaching in the manner 

Chaucer permits her. But any pretence at authority that Chaucer allows, and which is 

seized upon by positive readings of the Wife, is undermined conclusively by 

Chaucer’s stereotypical and perceptibly inferior forms of women’s speech recorded 

and employed by him.46 

Carolyn Dinshaw, on the other hand, states that: “The Wife […]  mimics patriarchal discourse 

not in order to ‘thwart’ it altogether, to subvert it entirely, but to reform it, to keep it in place 

while making it accommodate feminine desire.”47 The question one is left with in these 

different interpretations regarding the Wife is how they fit in with her Tale, not only with 

regard to the content, but also to the style and structure. While the Wife’s appearance and the 

language in her Prologue may give rise to prejudice against her, it can be argued that the Tale 

allows the Wife to break out of the constraints of male-orientated language and shed new light 

on the values she harbours.  

   Many women were attracted by the Lollard movement and involved themselves in 

vernacular Bible readings and discussion groups. They now had direct access to knowledge 

and could discuss the scriptures in their own language on their own terms. Alcuin Blamires 

argues that the Wife’s defence of marriage as against virginity and widowhood may have 

originated from Chaucer’s awareness of such discussions among women, even if the Wife 

cannot be viewed as a Lollard.48 The Wife’s independence of thought bears out her desire for 

autonomy, the control of the self, rather than a desire to follow a Lollard agenda. Nonetheless, 

she is subjected to punishment, even beaten for harbouring ‘perverse’ ideas and standing her 
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ground. Her act of destroying Jankyn’s book of “wicked wives”, The Golden Book of 

Marriage by Theophrastus, which represents the source of authority for anti-feminist attack, 

is tantamount to sacrilege and she pays the price in terms of Jankyn’s violent reaction. The 

Wife would like to see a reform of patriarchal discourse, particularly as the literary authority 

that she is acquainted with is so distorted. Such discourse is harmful to the image and 

reputation of the woman and bears little relation to reality. 

   Even though a woman was regarded as a man’s property by marriage and she owed him 

complete obedience, this did not entitle him to unrestricted violence. Yet, canonical 

authorities accorded the husband “the right of correction, which might entail tying her up or 

depriving her of food”.49  As her ‘lord and master’, the husband was authorized to impose his 

will by force, knowledge of which Jankyn, former Oxford scholar, was fully aware and made 

full use of. Dyan Elliott points out that the majority of cases concerning coercion and cruelty 

in marriage that went before an ecclesiastical court tended to remain unresolved. In most 

cases a form of conciliation was sought. As far as sexual coercion was concerned, it was the 

duty of the wife to ‘render the debt’, quell her husband’s desire so that he was not tempted to 

search outside marriage.50 This would have been no easy task for a twelve-year-old entering 

the realm of marriage. The Wife, in fact, turns the tables to put on a bold front. She implies 

she was the one in control. Since her first three husbands had found it so difficult to satisfy 

her, she was obliged to search elsewhere. Even if adultery of the husband was generally 

tolerated, this was not the case with the wife. 

   Although the Wife gives the impression of having a permissive attitude towards sexual 

behaviour, one cannot be sure to what extent this is really so. It is stated in the General 

Prologue that: 

She koude muchel of wandrynge by the weye. 

Gat-tothed was she, soothly for to seye.51 

Her wandering could refer to her love of pilgrimages, with an opportunity to experience 

various dalliances on the way. On the other hand, it could refer to her familiarity with straying 

husbands; her fourth she describes as a libertine, “a revelour” who kept a concubine, “a 
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paramour”.52 Despite his elevated status – he had been buried beneath the rood of the local 

church – he was no more than a lecher.  

   The Wife is well versed on the discourse of sexual behaviour, having memorized so much 

from religious texts and Jankyn’s readings from Theophrastus. The line between truth and 

fantasy is thin. Not only is she trying to elicit some form of reaction among the pilgrims, but 

the revelations of the less seemly side of marriage are laid bare before her audience for all to 

hear. It seems quite natural that the Wife’s mother would try and teach her twelve-year-old 

daughter on the threshold of marriage some rules of the game, for she could know little of the 

whims and vices of lascivious old men. Throughout her marital years the Wife has been 

forced to prostitute herself in order to have some form of autonomy, a situation she finds 

humiliating: 

With empty hand men may none haukes lure. 

For wynnyng wolde I al his lust endure, 

And make me a feyned appetit; 

And yet in bacon hadde I nevere delit.53 

She thought it might be different with a younger man, Jankyn, who was twenty years her 

junior. She was infatuated by his physique, by the fact that he was clever, entertaining, and 

dreamt of a relationship that would be more satisfying sexually. She could not have been 

more wrong; Jankyn was masochistic, her ‘love’ for him tainted with brutality. His sexual 

behaviour may have triggered the memories of her initiation into the sexual relationship of her 

first marriage; it amounted to rape: 

    I mette of hym al nyght, 

  He wolde han slayn me as I lay upright, 

  And al my bed was ful of verray blood; 

  ‘But yet I hope that ye shal do me good, 

  For blood bitokeneth gold, as me was taught.’54 

   So deep-rooted is the Wife’s sense of defilement and injustice she takes up the theme of 

rape in her Tale. The perpetrator is a knight, supposedly the epitome of chivalry, his victim a 

young maiden who happens to be walking by a river. It can be assumed that the maiden is of 
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high birth, since the story of her violation is accepted at face value and the knight summoned 

before the king. According to the law, for the Wife sets the Tale in the time of King Arthur, 

the knight is condemned to death. However, Arthur’s queen requests that the matter be 

resolved in her hands, thus providing the basis for a romantic tale. By situating the Tale in an 

Arthurian setting, where magic and beasts prevail and the knight overcomes the obstacles 

before him to win his prize, the audience are detached and can be more objective in their 

judgment. The queen and her court of twenty-four ladies set the knight the task of working out 

what it is a woman most desires, with the traditional period of a year and a day to come up 

with the answer; otherwise the knight will forfeit his life. It is ironic that this courtly knight, 

whose code includes the defence of women, has no idea what a woman really wants. Nor is he 

grateful for being treated with mercy. In his search for a solution he comes upon an ugly old 

woman, the Hag, who inhabits a territory quite alien to him. Desperate to get out of his 

situation, he glibly promises he will do anything she wishes since she tells him she can 

provide the answer. Little does he imagine when he repeats the Hag’s words before queen and 

court that he will be forced to take her as his wife:  

“My lige lady, generally,” quod he, 

“Wommen desiren to have sovereynetee 

          As wel over hir housbond as hir love, 

And for so been in maistrie hym above.”55 

   The knight shows the Hag no respect, especially as he believes her to be of inferior birth. He 

is insolent, repugnant and rejects any form of love; he has no desire for his family to undergo 

such degradation: “Sholde evere so foule disparaged be!”56 He has no thought for the 

reputation of the maiden of whom nothing more is heard, nor the shame and risk of producing 

a bastard child. Even worse to the knight is the notion of surrendering himself to an old 

woman. He begs her to take all his goods, but to let his body go. Yet, young women who are 

coerced into marriage for the purposes of political and economic alliances can only dutifully 

obey. They are not even in possession of their bodies. Throughout his dealings with the Hag 

the knight insists on a status he no longer has. By choosing to follow his own desires and 

abusing the privileges of his position, he is no more than the churl. He is lacking both in 

charity and compassion and the Hag is obliged to educate him on Christian principles in the 
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hope that he can redeem himself. She points out that nobility comes from God by grace and is 

not bequeathed along with our position: “It was no thyng biquethe us with oure place.”57 As 

for poverty, Christ himself chose to live by such a code: 

  Poverte ful ofte, whan a man is lowe, 

  Maketh his God and eek hymself to knowe.58 

The Hag perceives that the knight still desires the corporeal, a wife who is the object of 

beauty to be admired. She offers two alternatives; having a wife who is old, ugly and true, or 

one who is young, beautiful, but fickle. The knight is not enlightened enough to make the 

choice and defers to the Hag’s “wise governance”.59 That the Tale ends happily ever after, 

with the knight’s heart “bathed  in a bath of blisse”60 once the Hag transforms into the image 

of his dreams, can be interpreted as a means of playing down the situation, a normalizing 

effect. Love and mutuality are possible in this romantic world; moreover, the woman achieves 

sovereignty over the body and mind of her spouse. 

   In comparison to the Prologue, the tone of the Tale is completely different. The narration 

itself is more controlled; criticism related to the social codes of behaviour is implied rather 

than stated. The knight tries to justify his power by means of his position in the social 

hierarchy, but such authority turns out to be illusory. Only by listening to others and 

respecting their opinions will one gain true authority. Such a view is not confined solely to the 

knight of the Arthurian tale; it can be applied to various sectors of society, the aristocracy, the 

Church and those who perpetuate the patriarchal codes. The Wife of Bath does not wish to 

overthrow the system, but rather to amend it. Not only does she demonstrate a need for 

greater tolerance, but also a need for the woman to be accommodated within the text. Since 

her voice has resonated through generations on the subject of female subordination and 

gender discrimination, one could claim that she achieves authority.  

   One wonders how Chaucer succeeded in creating an individual whose persona is so 

enduring. Carolyn Dinshaw remarks: 

She pops up again and again: apparently irrepressible, she bursts out of even the 

confines of her ‘fictive universe,’ the Canterbury Tales – where she provokes the 

                                                            
57 WBT 1164 
58 WBT 1201‐1202 
59 WBT 1231 
60 WBT 1253 



 

19 

 

excited interjections of Pardoner and Friar and is deferred to as a certain kind of 

authority by Clerk and Merchant.61 

   Chaucer achieves his effect mainly through structure. The contrast between the Wife’s 

Prologue and Tale is an effective way of conveying the message of the text. In addition, 

Chaucer allows his author to introduce herself in her own way, using her own expressions and 

language. Finally, he puts her in the framework where she interacts with others on an equal 

footing. As far as her personality is concerned, she is resolute, frank and highly amusing as 

she proffers her knowledge. She is garrulous, and it is easy to imagine her in the role of 

gossip. In the Prologue she deliberately allocates the role of confessor to her friend Alison, 

whereas in the Tale the female court and the women of the land have more than enough to say 

on the desires of women. The chorus-like effect is a tour de force on the part of Chaucer, the 

serious and the mundane mixed together as these women express what is uppermost in their 

minds: 

Somme seyde wommen loven best richesse, 

  Somme seyde honour, somme seyde jolynesse, 

  Somme riche array, somme seyden lust abedde, 

  And oftetyme to be wydwe and wedde. 

Somme seyde that oure hertes been moost esed 

Whan that we been yflatered and yplesed.62 

The humour and implication come well to the fore.  

   Comedy, in the form of irony, parody and satire, provides Chaucer with the scope to express 

his ideas with less restraint. In the Tale his irony towards the friars haunting “each nook and 

corner” is relatively mild, but the implications regarding the morality of clerics stinging; the 

same is true of the Wife’s parodying the words of the clergy, many of whom were as ignorant 

as their congregation. Melvyn Bragg observes: “Bible reading even among the clergy appears 

to have been surprisingly rare, for often they did not have the Latin.”63 The most potent form 

of the comic within the Tale is satire, the ridicule aimed at the knight verging upon scorn. 

   A number of the ideas set forth in The Canterbury Tales resemble those of the humanists 

whose views were beginning to spread in Europe towards the end of the fourteenth century. 

Given the conservatism of the Church and the power of the establishment, it was wise to cloak 
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issues that were potentially controversial within the text and to make use analogues of well-

known works such as Jean de Meun’s Roman de la Rose and John Gower’s The Tale of 

Florent. The setting of the tales within the frame of the pilgrimage further diverted attention 

from Chaucer as narrator, the carnivalesque enabling the speakers to present their unorthodox 

views. Just as Chaucer had made use of juxtaposition  in the Prologue and Tale in The Wife of 

Bath’s Tale to create effect, so “juxtaposed pairings, into which tales are structured by the 

response of their tellers or the Host, form one of the most recurrent patterns in the structure of 

The Canterbury Tales”,64 as Barry Windeatt points out. Finally, Chaucer chose to express 

potentially sensitive ideas in the private realm of the bedchamber, traditionally associated 

with the woman, where the Hag preaches her sermon on morality. Her comments on poverty, 

for example, may have been directed at the misappropriation of wealth by the establishment, 

in particular the Church.  

    It has been stated that the Wife of Bath was one of Chaucer’s favourite characters.65 This 

comes as no surprise, as she tends to reflect his situation as poet. Both appear to be restricted 

by their status within their given walks of life, but found a way of making their voices heard. 

Their legacy has been lasting. Carolyn Dinshaw aptly comments: “The Wife is a source of 

delight for this male author precisely because through her he is able to reform and still 

participate in patriarchal discourse; he recuperates the feminine within the solid structure of 

that discourse.”66 The fact that the feminine is placed in the foreground may have been an 

encouragement for women to enter upon the literary scene.  
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The Prioress and her Tale 

The Prioress‘s Tale is thought to date from Chaucer’s Italian period (c.1372-1387), with its 

borrowings from Dante and use of rhyme royal, and to have been written for the occasion of a 

visit to Lincoln by Richard II and Queen Anne on 26th March 1387.67 The letter A on the 

Prioress’s bracelet could be Chaucer’s token of homage to the Queen, as is the case of the A 

that he refers to in Troilus and Criseyde written c.1382-1386.68 The Prioress’s Tale is 

dedicated to the Virgin and belongs to the genre of Miracles of the Virgin, brief narratives 

recounting the miraculous assistance granted by the Virgin Mary to her devotees. Collections 

of such stories were popular throughout the medieval period, especially in the fourteenth and 

early fifteenth centuries.  

   The Prioress‘s Tale, the theme of which was based on the legend of the murder of a child by 

enemies of the Christian faith, is a powerful tale of pathos. According to Florence Ridley, the 

Tale may have originated from the time the fifth-century historian Socrates charged certain 

Jews with killing a child in mockery of Christ. Since then the accusation has been repeated 

and enlarged upon and many versions of the tale exist.69 One of these is the story of the 

Chorister Killed by Jews, the only surviving fourteenth-century English analogue of this tale. 

It is one of a group of nine illustrated miracles of the Virgin in English verse contained in the 

Vernon Manuscript.70 Chaucer may have had in mind the martyrdom of Saint Hugh of 

Lincoln, reputed to have died at the hands of Jews in 1255 and whom he refers to at the end of 

the Tale.71 Marie Hamilton points out that in order to achieve a more compelling effect 

Chaucer’s victim is younger than in the traditional tale; in addition, the martyrdom of the 

child has parallels with the ceremony of the Mass of the Holy Innocents, popular in Chaucer’s 

time. According to custom, the Mass was organised by children under the authority of a child 

bishop.72 The emphasis on children and suffering would not only appeal to an audience but 

also leave a strong impression, especially in terms of the intervention and devotion of the 

Virgin. 

   Chaucer’s original tale was not necessarily written with the Prioress in mind, according to 

Florence Ridley.73 However, the character he invents is well matched with the type of tale she 
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tells. The events of the Tale are built on fantasy, rumour rather than fact. Its appeal to the 

medieval audience was such that the Tale was among the Chaucerian works most frequently 

copied in the fifteenth century. Six copies were made of The Clerk’s Tale, five of The 

Prioress’s Tale and five of Melibee.74 As becomes apparent with the narration of the Tale, the 

Prioress gains authority by means of awe rather than wisdom. Moreover, she seems to believe 

her authority is guaranteed in that she is the spiritual descendant of the Virgin Mother. She 

takes pride in creating her own persona in the image of the Virgin, but as is implied in the 

character description of the Prioress in the General Prologue, she falls short of the ideal. It is 

important to consider not only the reasons for the appeal of the Tale, but also the role the 

Prioress plays in making the Tale memorable. There is no doubt that the Prioress is a figure of 

authority within the Church, but if one examines more closely her Christian principles, the 

nature of this authority is open to question. 

   The Prioress is attached to two worlds, the courtly world and the ecclesiastical world. Anna 

Laskaya accuses her of romantic fantasy, of a lack of commitment since she demonstrates a 

disregard for her vows, falsifies her calling. She states: 

The essence of the Prioress is masquerade: ‘she peyned hire to countrefete cheere / Of 

court’ (139-140). Both as an imitation of a nun and as an imitation of a lady she is 

‘counterfeit,’ and the irony of the General Prologue condemns her for attempting to 

confound territories or cross the boundaries of ‘Lady’ and ‘Nun’.75 

To what extent this attempt is deliberate is debatable.  

   The Prioress is portrayed as a very ambitious lady; she would not have achieved her 

position of authority without some form of merit. She commands the respect of the other 

pilgrims and the Host, in particular, shows her deference. Like the Wife of Bath she is 

independent of mind, resolute and within the walls of the convent gains some form of 

sovereignty in a milieu beyond the immediate control of men. Perhaps it was a conscious 

decision to become a ‘virgin bride of Christ’, especially as in the traditional division of 

medieval women’s ‘estates’ virginity offered the greatest heavenly returns.76 The Prioress is 

proud of her status; at the same time she enjoys the power of privilege, but it has made her 

unduly complacent. Possibly she has come from an aristocratic family; some convents 

demanded connections with nobility as a condition of entrance. Alternatively, she may have 

come from a wealthy merchant’s family, the convent serving as a finishing school for the 
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daughters. Florence Ridley notes that the Prioress is not modelled on any acquaintance of 

Chaucer, but she is associated with the Benedictine nunnery St. Leonards, which adjoined the 

convent of Stratford atte Bowe with which Chaucer had connections.77 The Prioress’s 

courtliness need not be masquerade but a natural part of her upbringing. Her conduct 

corresponds closely to what was considered appropriate for the education of girls and young 

women of the upper echelons of society, as described by Daniel T. Kline: 

Young gentlewomen probably learned enough Latin to read their psalters or books of 

hours, but more likely received sufficient instruction in the vernacular (French and, 

into the fourteenth century, English) to run a household, read popular or religious 

literature, manage business affairs and conduct themselves well in polite company. 

[…] Chaucer’s Prioress appears to have gained just such a practical education, 

combining proper manners and religious piety in a bilingual context. […] Providing a 

model for socializing children, courtesy literature articulated the rudimentary traits 

[which] were felt to lay the groundwork for a child’s future success in schooling, 

apprenticeship, service, career, marriage. Hagiographical collections like The Golden 

Legend or The South English Legendary also served as courtesy texts by including 

youthful episodes in the saint’s life as examples of pious conduct in the face of 

temptation.78 

   In her veneration of the Virgin, the Prioress takes seriously her Benedictine vow of chastity. 

Her ‘curteisie’ implies both a refinement of manners and her dedication to a way of life 

ordained by God. The Virgin is held in high esteem because of her humanity, an intermediary 

between God and his people. The Prioress serves a similar role as her handmaid on earth. It is 

not unnatural for the Prioress to model herself on the image the Virgin projects, in particular 

her beauty and compassion.  Moreover, depictions of the Virgin in fourteenth-century Italian 

art portray her both as a courtly lady and Queen; for example Simone Martini’s Maestà 

(c.1315) and Gentile da Fabriano’s Il polittico di Valle Romita (c.1400), depicting the 

coronation of the Virgin.79 In this context the Prioress has crossed no boundaries. Her 

‘countrefete cheere/ Of court’ could refer to her efforts not only to conduct herself in a 

manner appropriate to the Virgin, but also to ensure that her discourse is fitting to the Virgin’s 

status. The depth of the Prioress’s spiritual devotion is a separate issue. Apart from her title 
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and the mention of her ability to sing the divine service in the General Prologue, one has little 

indication of her religious inclination. 

   The attention the Prioress pays to her appearance and the impression she creates does not 

leave her room to take seriously enough the vows of poverty and obedience. She is 

narcissistic and her desire for admiration blinds her spiritual commitment. Her charity and 

compassion are misplaced, and she diminishes herself with her warped sensibility: 

But for to speken of hire conscience, 

  She was so charitable and so pitous 

  She wolde wepe, if that she saugh a mous 

  Kaught in a trappe, if it were deed or bledde. 

Of smale houndes hadde she that she fedde 

With rosted flessh, or milk and wastel-breed. 

But soore wepte she if oon of hem were deed, 

Or if men smoot it with a yerde smerte; 

And al was conscience and tendre herte.80    

Her moral conscience is misdirected, her concern for small creatures eliciting a much stronger 

reaction than the fate of the opponents of Christian authority. She has no forgiveness; nor 

does she appear to identify with those living in dire circumstances as she feeds her dogs on 

meat and expensive fare. The Benedictine Rule forbade meat except to the old and infirm. In 

her unwillingness to comply with the accepted codes of the religious order she behaves like a 

rebellious child. As a mark of her authority she bares her forehead, pleats her wimple and 

wears expensive jewellery. The gold brooch on which is inscribed the maxim Amor vincit 

omnia, Love conquers all, has a cheapening effect. It should not be necessary to advertise 

celestial love; an all-embracing love does not apply to the Prioress. The image of ambiguity 

evident in the General Prologue is carried through into the Prioress’s Prologue and Tale. 

Although she proves an adept narrator and demonstrates her knowledge of The Old and New 

Testaments, one is left with the impression that in terms of priority she comes first rather than 

the message. There is comparatively little in her Tale to engage the mind. 

   The Prologue and Tale take the form of a liturgy, beginning and ending in prayer. The 

opening prayer is in praise of Christ, followed by an invocation to the Virgin. The language 
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and manner of the Prioress are somewhat exaggerated as she prostrates herself before the 

might of this holy figure: 

  My konnyng is so wayk, O blisful Queene, 

For to declare thy grete worthynesse 

That I ne may the weighte nat susteene; 

But as a child of twelf month oold, or lesse, 

That kan unnethes any word expresse.81  

Moreover, the Prioress is contradictory. Despite the powers of discourse expected of her both 

as a prioress and teacher, she states on this occasion that she lacks the ability to express 

herself. She compares her state to that of an infant “twelf month oold, or lesse” who has no 

words. On the other hand, in her laudation to Christ in the opening lines she marvels at the 

fact that even small children on the breast are able to sing to His glory. Marie Hamilton points 

out that this may have been a reference to the precocity of St. Nicholas who is closely 

associated with the Feast of the Holy Innocents. 82 The Prioress refers to St. Nicholas again in 

the Tale when she expresses her admiration for the little schoolboy in his veneration of 

“Cristes mooder”83: 

But ay, whan I remembre on this mateere, 

Seint Nicholas stant evere in my presence, 

For he so yong to Crist dide reverence.84  

One has the impression that the Prioress is playing upon sentiment, since her emotional 

involvement enhances the impact of her narration.  

   The Prioress frequently refers to ‘Cristes mooder’ as the events unfold. It is possible this 

was deliberate on the part of Chaucer. Not only does he magnify the stature of the mother 

figure, but he also links the untimely death of the child and his resurrection with analogies 

from the Bible on the life of Christ and the actual celebration of the Mass of Holy Innocents. 

Marie Hamilton notes that, according to tradition, the Gospel for the Mass was Matthew’s 

account of the flight of the Holy Family into Egypt and of Herod’s slaying children below the 

age of two. The Gospel ended with Matthew’s reference to the prophecy of Jeremiah in which 
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he forecast that the loss of Rachel’s children would end in triumph over death.85 The parallel 

of the inconsolable mother, referred to as the “newe Rachel”86 in the Tale, grieving over the 

murdered child is particularly effective in terms of pathos. ‘Cristes mooder’, who had 

witnessed her own son’s death at the hands of merciless men, would understand the heart-

rending anguish of the parent. 

    Marie Hamilton further notes that the fact that the Tale takes place in Advent relates it 

closely to the Festival of the Holy Innocents, as does the desire of the child to sing the Marian 

anthem Alma Redemptoris Mater. In late medieval times the anthem was only sung from 

Advent to Candlemas, and the story of the chorister murdered by Jews was in fairly frequent 

use as a pulpit exemplum. For example, it appeared in the fourteenth-century manual for 

preachers, Summa Predicantium, compiled by English Dominican John Bromyard, and may 

have served as an analogue to Chaucer’s version. On the other hand, Chaucer could have 

heard the tale in Lincoln Cathedral as a sermon at the Feast of the Holy Innocents, especially 

as both his sister-in-law, Kathryn Swynford, and his wife had connections with the cathedral. 

In February 1386 Philippa Chaucer was made a member of the society of patrons of the 

cathedral.87 

   Although it is recognized that Chaucer had written his tale before allocating it to the 

Prioress, it is not known when he made his additions to the tale. According to Sheila Delany, 

Chaucer’s setting of the Tale in Asia is unique, the only one of the thirty-three extant versions 

that is situated there.88 She also notes that in the late fourteenth century virtually all of Asia 

that Chaucer would have been familiar with was under Islamic rule. There were no great 

Christian cities, no Jewish ghettos; Jews and Christians were to be shown tolerance. Islamic 

law encouraged co-residentiality in the hope that members of the non-Islamic community 

would convert. Any disputes would be settled by Islamic leaders, unlike the Tale where the 

Christians take the law into their own hands.89 Chaucer as an experienced diplomat travelling 

over Europe into Islamic territory, for example Spain, would probably have been aware of 

these facts. One wonders at his intention in distorting them. By making the story more of a 

myth, he is able to distance himself and free himself of possible accusations of xenophobic 

sentiment. The Tale imparts the importance of divine power which emanates in a conflict 

between good and evil, Christian and non-Christian. Since the traditional enemy of the 
                                                            
85 Hamilton 3 
86 PrT 627 
87 Hamilton 7 
88 Delany ( 1999) 199 
89 Ibid 203‐204 



 

27 

 

Church in England in the late medieval period was the Jews, despite their having been 

expelled from England in 1290, they continued to be associated with the devil and 

wickedness. It is interesting to note within the Tale it is not the Jews who make the initial 

decision to murder the child for the singing of the antiphon, but Satan who urges them on:   

Oure firste foo, the serpent Sathanas, 

That hath in Jues herte his waspes nest.90 

   Chaucer achieves considerable effect by means of his use of contrast and his play upon 

innocence and the benign. He reduces the age of the child from ten years to seven, on the 

threshold of accountability and growing personal awareness. He adds the presence of the 

older boy who teaches the child the antiphon and explains to him its significance: 

             “This song, I have herd seye, 

  Was maked of our blisful Lady free, 

Hire to salue, and eek hire for to preye 

To been oure help and socour whan we deye.”91 

Having been taught to venerate the Virgin, the child finds it natural to learn the Alma 

Redemptoris and sing it in her praise. Little could one imagine that it would precipitate his 

demise. Given the intensity of the child’s devotion, however, he is subject to the power of 

miracle. Despite his having been cast into a pit and left for dead, the same antiphon continues 

to be heard from his lips. At the point of death the Virgin had bade him sing and “leyde a 

greyn”92 upon his tongue that he might do so. Only on his ascension into heaven is the 

‘greyne’ removed and the singing ceases, the child’s earthly role complete. 

    The addition to the Tale of the ‘greyne’ and its symbolism are effective. As a seed of 

holiness and goodness implanted within the child, it provides an apt contrast to the evil spirit 

of Satan that is assumed to fester within the hearts of the Jews. One may link the seed to the 

Virgin in her role as Mother of the Christian faith. Since the seed is associated with growth, it 

is symbolic of the start of a new existence for the child. He had been given a new life and a 

new voice for which he was martyred. Yet, this new life has enabled him to spread the Faith 

and so the word lives on. Parallels can be drawn with Christ, who after his crucifixion 

reaffirms the power of faith with his apostles in the days before his ascension. These elements 
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add to the idea of the godly. In addition, the description throughout the Tale is evocative, in 

particular the child’s interment. The procession into the abbey, the swooning mother at his 

bier, the Mass said for him, the sprinkling of the holy water and the miracle of the Virgin 

provide a triumphant climax to the Tale. As the audience lives through the experience of the 

drama, it becomes all the more memorable and elicits empathetic response:  

   The covent eek lay on the pavement 

    Wepynge, and herying Cristes mooder deere,   

And after that they ryse , and forth been went.93 

Had the Prioress completed her Tale at this point, followed by her final prayer, she would not 

have invited criticism for her vindictiveness and bigotry. In her mind there is no place for 

difference, for ‘otherness’. Her thoughts drift towards the child martyr Hugh of Lincoln, 

whom she addresses in prayer, but her words appear as contradictory as in the opening prayer 

of the Prologue: 

             O yonge Hugh of Lyncoln, slayn also  

With cursed Jewes, as it is notable, 

For it is but a litel while ago, 

Preye eek for us, we synful folk unstable, 

That of his mercy God so merciable 

On us his grete mercy multiplie, 

For reverence of his mooder Marie. Amen94         

  Ruth Ames points out that the Prioress fails to see that her prayer for mercy on “we synful 

folk” is inconsistent with her zeal for justice against the Jews.95  The mercy of God does not 

appear to extend beyond the likes of the Prioress. Although the Jews were by tradition 

regarded as the enemy of Christian authority, the Prioress would have no direct experience of 

them and therefore no grounds to speak of them as she does. Hugh of Lincoln had died well 

over a hundred years before and, as Florence Ridley notes, his death had not been at the hand 

of the Jews.96 The Prioress’s language is unjustifiably vicious, especially when narrating both 

the unsavoury demise of the child and the vengeance inflicted by the Christians upon the 
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Jews. Since the Tale is not based upon truth, her exaggerated statements, especially with 

regard to the Jews, become inflammatory, verging on indoctrination. It is possible that 

Chaucer questions this form of teaching whose basis is emotion. Even if the Tale is about 

devotion, it is also about vengeance, intolerance for those who are different, lack of 

forgiveness. It becomes a tale of ugliness as well as goodness, The Prioress seems to have 

forgotten about the role of love. Her moral authority is considerably diminished, for her 

devotion is blind. 

   The way Chaucer has chosen to describe the Prioress and the complex relationship with the 

Virgin – she appears to have modelled herself on the physical aspects as opposed to the 

spiritual – may reflect Chaucer’s concerns regarding both the relationship of the Church with 

its flock and the spirit of Christianity. John C. Hirsh relates the pilgrimage of The Canterbury 

Tales to the spiritual pilgrimage of man, of particular relevance in the medieval period: 

Pilgrimage was also a metaphor for human life. Between birth and death all human 

beings are en route, and so understood, the ride to Canterbury becomes symbolic of a 

quest for a kind of spiritual perfection which is hardly to be found in this life, but a 

quest which is required of every Christian.97  

Hirsh draws attention to the tales that he defines as “explicitly religious”, such as The Man of 

Law’s Tale, The Clerk’s Tale, The Prioress’s Tale and The Second Nun’s Tale. In his view 

these tales seem to be characterised by certain themes in common: the theme of travel, the 

theme of suffering related to the Christian faith and, finally, the theme of reward. In The 

Prioress’s Tale, for example, the child travels only through the Jewish ghetto in the unnamed 

city of Asia, a short distance. His suffering is of brief duration, but his reward is “evident and 

assured”.98  The same is true of The Second Nun’s Tale. Cecilia rejects her pagan past in 

favour of the Church of Rome. Her newly married husband Valerian and his brother Tiburce 

follow in her footsteps. Like the child they are martyred for their beliefs but receive ultimate 

reward. 

    In each of these tales the protagonists are up against forces more powerful than themselves, 

which raises the issue of authority. Does authority necessarily imply a right in terms of 

strength and power to rule over others, or does it mean something more spiritual involving 

humility, mutual respect, setting an example of behaviour that others should aspire to? Such a 

concept was propounded in The Tale of the Wife of Bath and is evident in these tales too. 

Although the Jews of The Prioress’s Tale are the so-called perpetrators of evil, the Prioress 
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falls into the trap of believing herself superior, that she has an automatic right to condemn the 

Other. This is her moral downfall.   

   From an ethical point of view the Prioress’s authority is blemished. It rests on status rather 

than enlightenment. Unlike the Wife of Bath, she comes over as a superficial figure. She lacks 

the verve, the fighting spirit of the Wife of Bath who yearns for greater autonomy and more 

parity between man and woman. The Wife applies reason to her learning and gives it depth, 

whereas the Prioress’s teaching is more mimetic, devoid of perception. Her message does not 

create the same lasting impact. Yet, judging by the stupefied reaction of her fellow pilgrims to 

the tale of miracle, it is obvious that this pious figure, the epitome of ‘curteisie’, holds sway 

with her listeners. 
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The Second Nun and her Tale 

The Second Nun’s Tale is based on the legend of the early Christian virgin-martyr St. Cecilia.  

Like The Prioress’s Tale, it is thought to date from Chaucer’s Italian period with its 

borrowings from Dante and use of rhyme royal.99 The Tale is referred to in the Prologue of 

The Legend of Good Women in which Chaucer cites his works including “the lyf also of Seynt 

Cecile”.100 David Raybin states that the Tale was apparently written to commemorate the 

appointment in the early 1380s of the English prelate Adam Easton to the post of Cardinal 

Priest of the Church of Saint Cecilia in Trastevere, Rome, by Pope Urban VI. The church was 

founded on the site of her home.101 According to Sherry Reames, who has examined the 

sources of the Tale, the Prologue and Tale seem to have been composed at the same time and 

are linked both thematically and by use of similar sources. Dominican friar Jacobus de 

Voragine’s Legenda Aurea, compiled c.1259-1266, was Chaucer’s source for two thirds of the 

narrative after which he drew on a Franciscan abridgment, the author of which is unknown. 

Chaucer made two translated versions of the tale, the latter adapted to the frame of The 

Canterbury Tales. His translation of the legend of Cecilia is faithful to the original texts; 

nonetheless, Chaucer reshapes the tale for his own purposes. For example, he pares down the 

role of Cecilia’s converts, he omits scenes that show her more positively as a teacher of the 

faith and places greater emphasis on the character of Cecilia herself and her defence of 

Christianity.102  By including his later version into the frame of The Canterbury Tales, the 

more controversial elements of the Tale, such as division within the Church and female 

challenges to patriarchal authority, are brought into greater prominence. 

  The lives of saints, like the Marian legends, were popular as a form of devotional literature, 

and the fact that they had been translated from Latin meant they served an increasingly literate 

lay public. Ruth Evans observes that increased devotion to the cult of the Virgin was also 

parallelled by greater interest in the vitae of virgin-martyr saints. Women saints who had 

martyred themselves for the Christian world were comparatively few, and the vitae of the 

virgin-martyr saints who withstood untold cruelty for their beliefs seemed to grip the 

imagination of the readers. What distinguishes female from male martyrs is preoccupation 

with gender and sexuality.103 Almost all virgin-martyr legends dramatize some threat to the 
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saint’s virginity. Cecilia overcomes this threat by converting her spouse and engaging in a 

spiritual marriage, even though it ends in his death. 

    To some extent, St. Cecilia with her concern for spiritual priorities serves as a role model 

from an ecclesiastical point of view, but from the social, political aspect her attitudes are more 

disturbing. For medieval Christians saints were ‘holy people’ (sancti or sanctae) who had 

joined the kingdom of heaven. How could one reconcile the notion of sanctity with the virgin-

martyr who, according to legend, wilfully opposed civic and ecclesiastical institutions? 

Cecilia flouts the codes pertaining to marriage in her rejection of the marital role and is guilty 

of deception in that she had known beforehand that her only true marriage would be to God. 

Ruth Evans notes that a similar conflict was faced by the anchoress Christina of Markyate 

whose biography, Life of Christina of Markyate, written c.1155-1165, became well known. 

She strongly opposed the arranged marriage to her suitor Burthred, opting in the end for 

enclosure.104 Even if a woman desired more autonomy in terms of the choice of partner and 

challenged family values, such a choice was usually beyond her control.  

   Catherine Sanok points out that clerics and orthodox writers presented virgin-martyrs as 

ideal models for private contemplative reading, rather than drawing attention to the subversive 

elements of virgin-martyr narrative. They played upon the pious side of their natures. For 

example, Nicholas Love’s Mirror of the Blessed Lyf of Jesu Crist, written c.1400, translated 

from pseudo-Bonaventure’s Meditationes Vitae Christi, offers Cecilia as an example of 

meditative reading. Since she always bore the Gospel of Christ in her breast, emphasis is 

placed on her inner constancy to God. Her meditative devotion is emulated rather than her 

public performance.105 Both literature and the visual arts appeared to sustain such an image in 

the late medieval period. It was as if there was some form of consensus to restrict any public 

form of expression that would challenge institutional authority. Margery Kempe, for example, 

reputed to be numbered with the virgin-martyrs by Christ and determined to express her 

experience of God publicly, was accused of Lollard leanings and threatened with being 

burned as a heretic.106 

   The Second Nun’s Tale is quite different from The Prioress’s Tale both in subject matter 

and presentation. The Prioress uses the image of the Virgin to promote her own status; at the 

same time she creates a spirit of community through the narration of her Tale. Thus she helps 

to maintain the status quo. By contrast, the Second Nun presents a much more controversial 
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image of a virgin saint in her narration of the life of Cecilia. The legend lends itself to the 

exploration of a number of tensions and contradictions apparent in a culture reluctant to 

loosen its firm hold on established authority. One wonders why Chaucer allocates the tale of 

Cecilia to the Second Nun, who lacks the status of the Prioress and who, as a woman, is 

treading on dangerous ground in terms of public preaching. One also wonders at the reason 

for Chaucer’s including such apparently contrasting tales narrated by the nuns within the 

Canterbury frame. The pilgrims are less likely to be moved in the same way as with the 

innocent child of The Prioress’s Tale. Cecilia is no child, nor is she the epitome of innocence. 

On the contrary, she displays an independence of spirit and arrogance unbecoming to a 

woman of her status. The Tale resembles more a military operation with the number of 

conversions she manages to achieve in a relatively short period of time. Cecilia controls the 

whole process and is even granted respite for three days after her throat is cut to continue her 

mission. The action is fast moving, vivid in its description and culminates in the confrontation 

with the Roman Prefect Almachius. Even if Almachius is the apparent victor in having 

silenced Cecilia’s voice, the triumph is Cecilia’s in terms of the Christian faith. The Church of 

Saint Cecilia in Trastevere bears witness to this.    

   Unlike the Wife of Bath and the Prioress, there is no description of the Second Nun in the 

General Prologue. No exchanges of conversation are recorded between the Prioress and the 

Second Nun, or with the Nun’s Priest. The Second Nun is rendered invisible, a disembodied 

voice. Anna Laskaya states: 

[…] this lack of description, this effacement, allows her more authority than either of 

the other two women narrators and more than most of the male narrators. Once 

captured in language (more or less), a narrator becomes subject to various 

interpretations (depending on how one hears or reads the tone of Chaucer’s remarks), 

but by leaving the Second Nun un-named, invisible, Chaucer prevents us from erring 

in our interpretation of her.107 

By basing one’s interpretation on the structure of the Tale and the relationship of the narrator 

to its protagonist, one may deduce that the Second Nun is not concerned with the material, 

with enhancing her own image. She has dedicated her life to God and, like Cecilia, she will go 

about her business. The Second Nun is reminiscent of Julian of Norwich in that her narrative 

is not issued from her individual consciousness; it is issued from the Virgin Mary, mother of 

the divine word:  
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                        And thow that flour of virgines art alle, 

  Of whom that Bernard list so wel to write, 

    To thee at my bigynnyng first I calle; 

  Thou confort of us wrecches, do me endite 

Thy maydens deeth, 108 

She makes a point of stating that she has no intention of embellishing the tale in any way, but 

is repeating the words of one who held the saint in high esteem. What may appear to be 

improper is up to the reader to set right. Judgment is placed firmly in the hands of the 

audience: 

                       Yet preye I yow that reden that I write, 

Foryeve me that I do no diligence 

This ilke storie subtilly to endite, 

For bothe have I the wordes and sentence 

Of hym that at the seintes reverence 

The storie wroot, and folwen hire legende, 

And pray yow that ye wole my werk amende.109 
 

   The Second Nun is probably aware that she is in an awkward position when requested to 

present a tale, for she has joined the pilgrimage as the Prioress’s chaplain and not necessarily 

of her own volition. Moreover, the woman’s performance of sacred speech is usually 

restricted to the private space of the “womb-like cloister”.110 She has her reservations in 

assuming a role that is normally allocated to men. In referring to herself as an “unworthy sone 

of Eve”,111 she is as humble towards her own person as the Prioress is vain. Yet, there is no 

ambivalence or ambiguity regarding her calling. The Second Nun’s duty is to God and her 

spiritual authority a force from the beginning. Her right to preach is justifiable, if it guides the 

pilgrims towards God and spiritual enlightenment. 

   The image of light, of brightness is frequently referred to in the Tale. In the Invocatio ad 

Mariam the Second Nun requests that she be delivered from darkness: “And of thy light my 
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soule in prison lighte.”112 In Jacobus de Voragine’s Interpretacio nominis Cecilie, which 

Chaucer includes, the focus is on the light and radiance of Cecilia: 

Cecile may eek be seyd in this manere, 

  “Wantynge of blyndnesse,” for hir grete light 

  Of sapience and for hire thewes cleere.113 

As a servant of God, “brennynge evere in charite ful brighte”,114 Cecilia’s aspirations 

correspond to those of the Second Nun.  

   The Second Nun reinforces the teachings of the Church in her Prologue with the homily on 

idleness and its attendant dangers. She comes immediately to the point. If one wishes to avoid 

falling into the clutches of the devil, there is no better way of countering this than by 

occupying the mind. Idleness is not good for the soul, especially if people fear death and the 

consequences of sin. They should turn their minds to something more productive. To repel 

idleness, she herself has “doon [her] feithful bisynesse after the legende in translacioun”.115 

Meditating on the life of a saint such as Cecilia, who overcame temptation and earthly 

suffering in her devotion to God, will bring its own reward.  

   It is unusual that a virgin-martyr should be married and an interesting choice on the part of 

Chaucer. Just as the Second Nun subjugates all earthly desire in her religious calling, so 

Cecilia relinquishes her female role. She cannot consummate a marriage to Valerian; her 

marriage is to God. Her virginity is a force behind all her actions and in this case emphasises 

her dedication to the Christian faith which she has taken seriously from childhood: 

  She nevere cessed, as I writen fynde, 

                Of hir preyere and God to love and drede, 

Bisekynge hym to kepe hir maydenhede.116  

Cecilia first acknowledges her divine commitment on her wedding night in the privacy of the 

bedchamber. One recalls the Hag’s sermon on morality preached in similar circumstances in 

The Wife of Bath’s Tale. Such is the impact of the words that Valerian’s protests, like those of 

the errant knight, hold little weight. Valerian’s acquiescence to Cecilia’s role and his 
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subsequent christening symbolise the ‘fruit’ of their wedding night. To commemorate this 

avowal of their spiritual marriage both between themselves and to God they are presented 

each with a crown from Paradise, one of lilies symbolic of purity, the other of roses symbolic 

of martyrdom. These crowns are only visible to those imbued with God’s spirit. Both Cecilia 

and Valerian become blessed with the power of miracle, like the child of The Prioress’s Tale: 

  Ne nevere wight shal seen hem with his ye, 

  But he be chaast and hate vileynye.117 

Thus the seeds of the Christian faith are sown and spread. As Cecilia’s chosen spouse, 

Valerian’s conversion is achieved with comparative ease. For Tiburce, his brother, it is a 

lengthier process, one in which Cecilia’s role as a preacher is established. Tiburce is afraid of 

martyrdom. Consequently, Cecilia preaches on a number of theological issues; that Tiburce 

should cast aside stone idols, deaf to man’s enjoinders, that he should not fear the loss of life, 

for there is another to which he can aspire: 

  “But ther is bettre lif in oother place, 

  That nevere shal be lost, ne drede thee noght, 

  Which Goddes Sone us tolde thurgh his grace. 

    That Fadres Sone hath alle thyng ywroght, 

  And al that wroght is with a skilful thoght; 

  The Goost, that fro the Fader gan procede, 

  Hath sowled hem, withouten any drede.”118 

Cecilia also speaks of the nature of the Trinity, of Christ’s Passion and his redemption. Her 

message is simple and to the point. There is no force, no emotion and no intimidation. She is 

resolute in carrying out the task for which she has been ordained, regardless of the retribution 

that may follow. The brothers’ refusal to recant their faith and their nobility in the face of 

death serve as an example to others to follow suit. Despite the threats of persecution, 

Almachius cannot stem the tide.  

   Cecilia reveals a different side of her nature in her confrontation with Almachius. No longer 

is she the nurturer, promoting Christian charity. Those who have taken on the Christian faith 

are God’s knights, his warriors and she the prime defender. She becomes offensive and 
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overbearing; she criticises Almachius’ mode of questioning and insults his civic role. She 

belittles Almachius and all he represents. His authority counts for little: 

  “Youre myght,” quod she, “ful litel is to dreede, 

  For every mortal mannes power nys 

  But lyk a bladdre ful of wynd, ywys. 

  For with a nedles poynt, whan it is blowe, 

  May al the boost of it be leyd ful lowe.”119 

   Cecilia’s lack of respect for Almachius’ status is reaffirmed as she changes her form of 

address from ‘ye’ to ‘thee.’ She deliberately goads him to anger, accusing him of falsehood 

when he declares he has the power over life and death: “‘Thou lyest, for thy power is ful 

naked.’”120 Since Almachius is not a Christian, he may be unaware of the strength of Cecilia’s 

beliefs in the eternal life that awaits her. In the roles of interrogator and defendant each takes 

his stand, but they talk at cross purposes, logic and reason cast to the wind. Although 

Almachius tolerates Cecilia’s personal insults, he will not accept her disparaging remarks 

regarding the Roman deities which she states are “nat worth a myte”.121 Such comments are 

tantamount to sacrilege and she pays the price. 

   What their discussion clearly brings out, as also evident in The Prioress’s Tale, is the 

intolerance for people who have different beliefs, a different set of values. One might ask 

what the role of ecclesiastical authority was in relation to this and to what extent this may 

have been of concern to Chaucer. Even if it may be deemed wrong for Almachius to behave 

as he does and his power has the upper hand in that Cecilia pays with her life, one cannot 

claim that Cecilia with her Christian militancy is in the right. History has shown that the 

mission of conversion can have its ugly sides, the Crusades such an example. Moreover, when 

a Crusade is organized against members of the same church as was the Crusade led by Henry 

Despenser, Bishop of Norwich, in 1383 on behalf of Pope Urban VI against French forces in 

Flanders loyal to Pope Clement of Avignon, one questions even more the wisdom and 

morality of such a mission.122 If one takes the legend of Saint Cecilia as an example, one can 

conclude that both in the early days of Christianity and in Chaucer’s day representatives of 

ecclesiastical and political authority chose to concentrate on what divided them rather than 
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what they had in common. The Schism which lasted from 1378 until 1417 drove a wedge 

between Christians all across Europe. Intolerance and lack of compromise are as harmful as 

the vice of idleness cited by the Second Nun. 

   One has the impression the Second Nun may be accustomed to intimidation similar to that 

applied by Almachius, especially if her ecclesiastical superiors have relied on the words of 

Saint Paul to Timothy pertaining to the status of the woman: “But I permit not a woman to 

teach, nor to usurp authority over the man, but to be in silence.”123 In her biblical readings the 

Second Nun would probably also be aware of the prominent role that certain women played in 

the early stages of Christianity. Paul’s letter to the Romans expresses thanks to women such 

as Priscilla, who opened their homes in the name of the Christian faith:   

Greet Priscilla and Aquila, my helpers in Christ Jesus,  

Who have for my life laid down their own necks; unto whom not only I give thanks, 

but also all the churches of the Gentiles. 

Likewise greet the church that is in their house.124 

A number of these homes later became churches and one recalls Cecilia’s request to Pope 

Urban I to turn her own house into a church. 

   The Second Nun could well have harboured ideas similar to those of the Lollard Walter 

Brut who was tried before the Bishop of Hereford for heresy in 1391-1393. He is reported to 

have argued that:  

‘Paul does not state that women are not able to teach or to exercise authority over men 

– nor do I presume to affirm it, since women, devout virgins, have steadfastly 

preached the word of God and have converted many people while priests dared not 

speak a word.’125 

Conscious as the Second Nun may be of women’s subordinate status and the contradictory 

situation in which women find themselves, her spiritual aspirations take precedence. A 

number of references are made to heaven and the divine within the Tale which reflect the 

devout side of her nature. Firstly, the various connotations of Cecilia’s name: 

Or elles Cecile, as I writen fynde, 

Is joined, by a manere conjoynynge 
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Of “hevene” and “Lia”; and heere, in figurynge, 

The “hevene” is set for thogt of hoolynesse, 

And “Lia” for hire lastynge bisynesse.126 

Secondly, the notion of promised reward. Cecilia’s sights are set on “the heavenly reward 

accorded to faithful followers of God’s Word”.127 Valerian and Tiburce are promised a place 

at God’s table, his “blisful feste”,128 once they are released from the trials of earthly life. 

Cecilia’s assurances to the brothers reflect St. John’s intimations of the glories of the New 

Jerusalem in his book of The Revelation: “And God shall wipe away all tears from their eyes; 

and there shall be no more death, neither sorrow, nor crying, neither shall there be any more 

pain; for the former things are passed away.”129 Eileen Jankowski draws attention to the 

parallels between the imagery of the Tale and that within the book of The Revelation, in 

particular the notion of “blisse above”130 and eating at God’s table.131 The Angel of Cecilia 

also has its parallels with the Angels of the kingdom of Heaven. 

   It becomes clear from the Second Nun’s allusions to the Bible and to the cosmos that she is 

well read and she proves an able speaker. She, like Cecilia, believes in the supremacy of the 

Christian faith. The words of Saint Paul, reiterated to Valerian at his baptism, resonate: 

“O Lord, o feith, o God, withouten mo, 

O Cristendom, and Fader of alle also, 

Aboven alle and over alle everywhere.”132 

The Second Nun is the harbinger of St. Paul’s message. 

   It is interesting to note how Chaucer proves himself to be an auctor in two different ways 

with respect to The Second Nun’s Tale. In his first version addressed to the prelate Adam 

Easton and his audience, where he combines different renderings of the legend of Cecilia, he 

proves himself to be well versed in the traditional ties with the past. His second version, 

adapted to the frame of The Canterbury Tales, connecting it with the Second Nun and 

juxtaposing it with other tales, for example The Prioress’s Tale, adds a new dimension to the 

tale with considerable effect. The Second Nun in her choice of narrating the life of Cecilia, 
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without any interpretation of her own, relies on the authority of the Christian faith. Her Tale 

serves to reinforce the basic tenets of Christianity. Though she may model herself on Cecilia’s 

principles, she herself appears to lack the incentive to achieve greater independence. This may 

be due to want of opportunity or encouragement. However, as Anna Laskaya aptly points out, 

the Second Nun does challenge the male pilgrims: 

The tale she tells, late in the journey, responds and takes exception to the 

representations of ideal women given earlier by the male narrators. Where the men 

have fashioned ideal women as supremely obedient or cautiously influential (like 

Geoffrey’s Dame Prudence), the Second Nun paints her ideal woman as openly defiant 

and autonomous.133 

The Second Nun, while not exhibiting the rebelliousness of St. Cecilia or the Wife of Bath, 

fits into the category of the reasoning woman who, by means of her Tale, calls into question 

the misogynistic image implied from masculine text-based tradition. 
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Margery Kempe and The Book of Margery Kempe 

Margery Kempe, pilgrim and visionary, was an extraordinary woman whose voice resonated 

with all who encountered her in her lifetime. She has likewise been a source of fascination to 

readers of the present day, ever since the discovery of manuscripts of her book dating from 

the fifteenth century came to light in 1934.134 Her autobiography, The Book of Margery 

Kempe, written with the assistance of a scribe, provides valuable insight into the power of 

both secular and ecclesiastical authority in her time and the position of the woman in the 

patriarchal world. She writes of herself in the third person and refers to herself as “þis 

creatur”.135 The events of her life are not set in chronological order, but as she remembered 

them. 

  Margery’s book is remarkable in that she claimed that she could neither read nor write in 

Latin or the vernacular. Moreover, she was writing in the aftermath of Thomas Arundel’s 

constitutions of 1407-09 which led to increasing constraints on devotional writing. The fact 

that she was dependent on a scribe meant she did not have full control over the content of her 

text. Lynn Staley Johnson observes that late medieval holy women inherited a tradition 

whereby the female text was mediated and verified by a male author or scribe. Often it was 

officials of the Church who assumed positions of authority over these women by serving as 

their confessors, as was the case with Margery.136 In addition, since Margery was describing 

real experiences rather than the fictitious ones of The Canterbury Tales, she did not have the 

same element of authorial control as Chaucer in her composition,  

   According to Barry Windeatt, Margery was born into a high-ranking merchant family in the 

prosperous medieval port of Lynn. Her father, John Brunham, a prominent figure, held a 

number of official positions in Lynn including Member of Parliament for the Lynn area, 

Mayor of Lynn, Justice of the Peace and alderman of the prestigious High Guild of the 

Trinity. The Guild had considerable influence in both the religious and political affairs of 

Lynn at this time.137 Little is revealed about family life or Margery’s early years in her Book. 

Considering the educational opportunities available to rich families, Margery’s claim that she 

could neither read nor write is surprising. She seems to have been well versed in the tenets of 

the established Church and proved to be an avid learner. She thrived on individual teaching, a 

local priest having read to her over a period of seven to eight years “many a good boke of hy 
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contemplacyon & oþer bokys, as þe Bybyl wyth doctowrys þer-up-on, Seynt Brydys boke, 

Hyltons boke, Bone-ventur, Stimulus Amoris, Incendium Amoris, & swech oþer”.138 As 

Barry Windeatt observes, repeated reference to these four books conveys something of 

Margery’s connections with contemporary devotion.139 

   At the age of twenty Margery was married to John Kempe, who also belonged to the upper 

ranks of society and was an active participant in the municipal affairs of Lynn. Nonetheless, 

he lacked the status of her father, as Margery reminded him from time to time.140 They had 

fourteen children, but little is known of them other than the eldest son who made the first 

attempt to write down Margery’s story before his untimely death in 1431.    

   Although Margery did not belong to an enclosed world like Chaucer’s Second Nun and the 

Prioress, her horizons in some ways were as limited. She does not give the impression of 

having been a happy individual in her youth and seems to have lacked emotional fulfilment 

before turning to God. While both father and husband were concerned with the professional 

world of merchandise and business, she may have been more isolated. Her mother is only 

mentioned once, one of a number of people Margery rejected during her debilitating illness 

after the birth of her first child.141 On the other hand, she implies an intimate relationship with 

the Virgin Mother whom she venerated. Her preoccupation with the holy family and the 

various forms of role-play she indulged in with the persona of Jesus reflect a lonely character, 

unappreciated in daily life. She reveals that both her husband and members of the local 

community criticised her pride, her desire to draw attention to herself, especially with regard 

to her dress:  

Sche had ful greet envye at hir neybowrs þat þei schuld ben arayd so wel as sche. Alle 

hir desyr was for to be worshepd of þe pepul. Sche wold not be war be onys 

chastysyng ne be content wyth þe goodys þat God had sent hire, as hir husbond was, 

but euyr desyryd mor & mor.142 

   Margery’s business ventures, brewing and the grinding of corn, each of which failed, were 

put down to covetousness; yet, there seemed to be no shortage of money. Money was to 

provide the passport to Margery’s freedom, just as the Wife of Bath’s accumulation of land 

and property served as a trump in her hand. When Margery wished to devote herself to God 

and live in chastity her husband refused at first, insisting that she fulfil her marital obligations. 
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He consented finally on the condition she paid off his financial debts.143 On the death of her 

father in 1413 Margery, at the age of forty, had the wherewithal to undertake a pilgrimage to 

the Holy Land and Italy, lasting almost two years, and two years later a brief pilgrimage to 

Santiago di Compostela. Following the death of her husband in 1431 she sailed to Danzig and 

went on to Aachen, a place of pilgrimage visited both by St. Bridget of Sweden (1303-73) and 

Blessed Dorothea of Montau (1347-94).144  

   Carol Heffernan notes that Margery felt she had much in common with St Bridget of 

Sweden, particularly in terms of devotion and may have looked to her as a role model. St. 

Bridget, canonized in Margery’s lifetime, experienced visions and dictated her revelations, 

like Margery, to her scribe. Texts of St. Bridget’s book the Revelations arrived in England 

before 1400. There are extant Middle English translations of Bridget’s Revelations which 

were held in great esteem.145 Margery knew “Seynt Brydys boke”, as she referred to it, from 

memory. 

   Margery’s propensity for travel brings her both spiritual authority and textual inspiration, as 

David Wallace notes.146 The greater part of her Book is concerned with these travels and the 

guidance she receives from God. Wallace draws a comparison between Margery’s travels 

over the Hanseatic route and those of Chaucer’s Custance of The Man of Law’s Tale with her 

long journeys over the water on a rudderless ship, God her only steersman.147 Custance also 

comes to mind, since it was she who aptly claimed: “Wommen are born to thraldom and 

penance, / And to been under mannes governance.”148 This also applies to Margery. 

   God becomes Margery’s steersman as her daily conversations with him indicate. She 

believed it was God’s will that she suffer and experience pain in the same way as Christ 

suffered during his sojourn on earth. Through her example she would help others face their 

sins in order to achieve salvation: 

“Neuyr-þelesse, dowtyr, I haue ordeynd þe to be a merowr amongys hem for to han 

gret  sorwe þat þei xulde takyn exampil by þe for to haue sum litil sorwe in her hertys 

for her synnys þat þei myth þerthorw be sauyd, but þei louyn not to heryn of sorwe ne 

of contricyon. But, good dowtyr, do þu þi deuer & prey for hem whil þu art in þis 
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world, & þu xalt haue þe same mede & reward in Heuyn as ȝyf al þe werlde wer sauyd 

be þi good wil & þi preyer.”149 

   Margery looked upon herself as a reformer, and the inspiration for her writings may have 

originated from a visit in 1413 to Philip Repyngton, Bishop of Lincoln (1404-1419), a former 

advocate of Wycliffe’s doctrine. He suggested she record in written form “hyr medytacyons, 

& hy contemplacyons”.150 The Book, begun some twenty years after this visit, records both 

the story of her life and serves as a devotional text to instruct her readers in the practice of 

Christian ethics. She was ready to confront all who strayed from the ideals of the Christian 

world, but her difficult temperament and the fact that she was a woman left her to the mercy 

of others in a more advantageous position than her own. The pilgrims gave her short shrift and 

many clerics were unwilling to accept her proselytizing. It was not uncommon for Margery to 

be told to turn her mind to some pursuit more suited to her station, or that she was better 

suited to the role of anchoress, that is far away from the public eye: ‘“Damsel, forsake þis lyfe 

þat þu hast, & go spynne & carde as oþer women don, & suffyr not so meche schame & so 

meche wo. We wolde not suffir so meche for no good in erthe.’”151  

   Criticism directed at Margery may have been based on envy, as she was probably much 

better informed in the scriptures than the average cleric. Moreover, because of her status as 

Brunham’s daughter, she may have had easier access to the higher echelons of the 

ecclesiastical world than most parish clergy. Her Book records conversations with Thomas 

Arundel, the Archbishop of Canterbury, Henry Bower, the Archbishop of York, Philip 

Repyngton, the Bishop of Lincoln, in addition to “worshepful doctorys of divinyte”.152  She 

dwelt for a short period of time with the anchoress Julian of Norwich. The fact that she was so 

well versed both in the scriptures and contemporary religious texts gave her credibility.  

Julian, like the prelates, provided her with encouragement to trust the call of God and not to 

fear adversity. As for Margery’s tears, which came to characterize her persona, they were, 

according to Julian, signs of the Holy Spirit in Margery’s soul.153 

   Margery’s experiences of her travels and the pilgrimages are quite different from the 

orderliness and organization of Chaucer’s pilgrims on the road to Canterbury. She is 

abandoned by her maidservant, separated from her fellow pilgrims, turned on to the streets of 

Rome as she refuses to bow to their whims. In Rome she was obliged to beg on behalf of a 
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poverty-stricken old woman whom Margery’s confessor requested she serve for a period of 

six weeks. Margery had no bed to sleep in, became infested with vermin, the fulfilment of this 

duty taking its physical toll.154 The situation in which Margery found herself brings home the 

precarious position of women, unmarried or widowed, who were destitute. Sheila Delany 

draws attention to the ambivalence of Margery’s own circumstances: 

Margery views poverty as a spiritually glorifying condition, and she yearns in the 

Franciscan manner to imitate the poverty of Jesus. Yet, once she is moneyless, moving 

among the common people of Rome without the security and social advantages 

conferred by wealth, she is deeply frightened.155 

   Margery’s fears of rape and robbery are understandable, especially when she is in no 

position to defend herself. This is most apparent with the threatening behaviour of the 

Steward of Leicester after she has been arrested.156 Evidently, the woman’s body belonged to 

herself neither within nor beyond the bounds of marriage. Chaucer, likewise, touches on this 

issue in The Tale of the Wife of Bath when the knight, in raping the young maiden, asserts his 

right to possess. 

   Sheila Delany notes the apparent similarities between the persona of the Wife of Bath and 

Margery Kempe, both of whom are products of the merchant class. Although they enjoy the 

advantages of wealth, they are treated as commodities and experience no real autonomy.  

Both the Wife of Bath and Margery Kempe are in unsatisfactory marriages and are forced to 

prostitute themselves to male authority, buying their way to personal freedom.157 Sheila 

Delany further states that: “The Book of Margery Kempe gives us a social reality that Chaucer 

could neither observe first-hand nor sympathize with if he saw.”158 Contrary to her view that 

Chaucer’s position as a highly placed civil servant and courtier coloured his perception of 

reality, his powers of observation, his work as comptroller of customs for the port of London 

and his travels may well have increased his awareness of the paradoxes of wealth. He alludes 

to the extravagances of the Prioress, her flouting of the Benedictine vow of poverty, the greed 

of clerics and those associated with the Church in The Canon’s Yeoman’s Tale and The 

Pardoner’s Tale, the disdain of the Knight towards those less well-off than himself in The 

Wife of Bath’s Tale, but unlike Margery Kempe, Chaucer’s criticisms are couched in irony 

and satire. 
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   The Book of Margery Kempe, as the earliest surviving autobiographical writing in English, 

fulfils the desire of the Wife of Bath for the woman to present her story in written form. In her 

opinion, no woman other than a saint could escape the censure of a cleric’s words:          

  For trusteth wel, it is an impossible 

That any clerk wol speke good of wyves, 

                        But if it be of hooly seintes lyves.159 

Yet, as becomes clear in Margery’s text, even devout women like Margery are in the line of 

fire. Her superior attitude, her refusal to be intimidated seemed to bring out the worst in the 

clerics themselves who spread rumours that she was a Lollard, a liar, a whore and consorted 

with the devil. They stole her belongings and even banned her from worshipping in their 

churches. Like the Wife of Bath, Margery was not going to tolerate such insult. She castigated 

them for their abuse, the breaking of the commandments and more often than not eventually 

had the upper hand. Her confrontation with the Archbishop of York is typical of the run-ins 

she had with the dignitaries of the Church: 

The clerkys seyden, “We knowyn wel þat sche can þe Articles of þe Feith, but we wil 

not suffyr hir to dwellyn a-mong vs, for þe pepil hath gret feyth in hir dalyawnce, and 

perauentur sche myth peruertyn summe of hem.” Than the Erchebischop seyd vn-to 

hir, “I am euyl enformyd of þe; I her seyn þu art a ryth wikked woman.” And sche 

seyd a-geyn, “Ser, so I her seyn þat ȝe arn a wikkyd man. And, ȝyf ȝe ben as wikkyd as 

men seyn, ȝe xal neuyr come in Heuyn les þan ȝe amende ȝow whil ȝe ben her.” Than 

seyd he ful boistowsly, “Why, þow, what sey men of me.” Sche answeryd, “Oþer men, 

syr, can telle ȝow wel a-now.”160 

   What irked the clerics most was Margery’s form of worship, her uncontrollable crying at 

moments of religious intensity. They may not have been aware that this was an aspect of 

mysticism which had spread through Europe from the late eleventh century. According to 

Carol Heffernan, Bernard of Clairvaux (1090-1153) had taught meditation on the Passion of 

Christ as an actual reliving of the experience. The emphasis was on feeling in devotion, 

affective piety, which became very popular with women especially. Walter Hilton and 

Richard Rolle, whose books The Scale of Perfection and the Incendium Amoris  were familiar 

to Margery, were both fourteenth century English mystics. Richard Rolle’s Incendium, a 
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practical guide to the spiritual life, was highly popular since Rolle “took great delight in the 

sensory experiences he had on the mystic way”.161 The purpose of Margery’s pilgrimage to 

Jerusalem was important in this context, as Margery wished to relive the experiences of Christ 

at the Stations of the Cross. Much to the consternation of her fellow pilgrims she seemed to 

go overboard with the force of her weeping. Nancy Bradley Warren has suggested that the 

posture of Margery walking the Stations of the Cross with arms outstretched was not only 

imitating the Passion but also a woman in labour, the Virgin’s maternal suffering.162 Although 

Margery’s scribe was troubled by Margery’s reactions and began to doubt her, he changed his 

mind after recalling Jacques de Vitry’s life of the mystic Marie d’Oignies (d.1213) and more 

specifically her weeping.163 Thus Margery’s credibility was reaffirmed. 

   The desire of the individual to transcend the physical to heightened spiritual contemplation 

through prayer, in order to achieve affinity with God, is characteristic of both Margery and the 

Second Nun. Heavenly bliss for which Margery yearns is constantly referred to in her 

conversations: 

“Dowtyr, whan þu art in Heuyn, þu xalt mown askyn what þu wylt, & I xal grawnte þe 

al þi desyr. I haue telde þe be-for-tyme þat þu art a synguler louer, & þerfor þu xalt 

haue a synguler loue in Heuyn, a synguler reward, & a synguler worshep.  & for-as-

mech as þu art a mayden in þi sowle, I xal take þe be þe on hand in Hevyn & my 

Modyr be þe oþer hand, & so xalt þu dawnsyn in Hevyn wyth oþer holy maydens & 

virgynes, for I may clepyn þe  dere a-bowte & myn  owyn derworthy derlyng.  I xal 

sey to þe myn owyn blyssed spowse, ‘Welcome to me wyth al maner of joye & 

gladnes, her to dwellyn wyth me & neuyr to departyn fro me wyth-owtyn ende, but 

euyr to dwellyn wyth me in joy & blysse, whech non eye may se, ne eer heryn, ne 

tunge telle, ne non hert thynkyn, þat I haue ordeynd for þe & for alle my seruawntys 

þe whech desyryn to lofe & plesyn me as þu dost.’”164 

Margery’s vision of bliss, however, is a far cry from the Second Nun’s image of the heavenly 

feast at God’s table described in The Revelation where all are enjoined as one. Although 

Margery displays a good understanding of the Trinity, her thoughts are focused principally on 

God the Son. She is more wary of God the father, of His might, as becomes apparent when 

she is in Rome where He asks for her hand in marriage: 
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Þan þe creatur kept sylens in hir sowle & answeryd not þerto, for sche was ful sor 

aferd of þe Godhed & sche cowde no skylle of þe dalyawns of þe Godhede, for al hir 

lofe & al hir affeccyon was set in þe manhode of Crist & þerof cowde sche good 

skylle & sche wolde for no-thyng a partyd þerfro.165 

   The figure of Christ had first appeared to her in her illness after the birth of her first child, a 

beautiful young man, full of mercy and ready to love. Perceived as the key figure to her 

recovery, Christ became her eternal friend. His manhood is ever present in her mind, even to 

the point of her envisioning the spiritual relationship with him in conjugal terms, a ‘bridal 

mystic’: “‘Dowtyr, thow desyrest gretly to se me, & þu mayst boldly, whan þu art in þi bed, 

take me to þe as as for þi weddyd husbond, as thy derworthy derlyng.’”166  

   At the same time as Margery envisages a sexual union with Christ, she also betrays her 

inner turmoil through her wish to deny the earthly body altogether. She feels guilt at having 

enjoyed a lustful relationship with her husband in the early days of their marriage. She clads 

herself in white at Christ’s bidding, even though she fears people might slander her for 

hypocrisy. She takes to fasting, possibly a denial of her sexual hunger, and does penance. Her 

penance and God’s withdrawal from her are also experienced in sexual terms.167 Margery 

gives the impression of trying to reconcile her own desires and feelings with her religious 

beliefs, unconventional as they are. She is reluctant to accept at face value the religious 

principles expounded by the Church. One cannot but sympathize with her and admire her 

courage in standing her ground in the face of patriarchal authority. 

    While the Wife of Bath may appear not to take religion seriously, the way in which she 

retorts to religious arguments implies her having also approached the Bible with an open 

mind, relating its sayings to her own experience. It is this propensity that gives both the Wife 

and Margery Kempe their authority. People are drawn to what they say even if they do not 

necessarily agree with their views. As far as religion is concerned, Margery is closer to the 

Second Nun in terms of the seriousness of her devotion; on the other hand she has more in 

common with the Wife of Bath in terms of independence of mind and resolve. The currents of 

the time are reflected in Margery´s religious commitment and in the apparent heedlessness of 

the ecclesiastical establishment to her desire for reform. When one reads The Book of 

Margery Kempe one appreciates how perceptive Chaucer was with regard to the woman’s 

struggle to be heard.  
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   It is debatable to what extent Margery was illiterate considering her familiarity with texts 

pertaining to the scriptures. Her emphasis on illiteracy could be interpreted as a protective 

measure. Lynn Staley Johnson observes that: 

In a world where owning or reading the Bible, particularly a copy of the Bible in the 

vernacular, could be construed as an act of political or religious dissent, Kempe’s 

remark that her knowledge of the Scripture was mediated through a priest locates her 

in the bosom of the church.168 

With the growing trends in literacy and the tendency towards private devotion there was a 

greater element of distrust. Texts such as Margery’s could be considered potentially 

threatening to authority. Thus it was probably intentional on the part of the scribe to play 

down Margery’s role as a social critic and place greater emphasis on her status as a holy 

woman. Barry Windeatt notes that alongside all her detractors Margery found friends and 

supporters both among the local clergy, including her confessor Robert Spryngolde, and the 

laity.169 What sustained her most of all was the strength of her faith, manifested in the 

conversations with God who promised everlasting protection. 

   Margery Kempe was not versed in the classic tradition and could not be recognized as an 

auctor in her own time. If, on the other hand, one considers Said’s definition of auctoritas, the 

power of the individual to begin, one could claim she is an authority in her own right. She 

represents the voice of independent thought, especially in her desire to record by means of the 

written word her attitudes towards the patriarchal values of her time and her position as a 

woman. Carolyn Dinshaw in her appraisal of The Book of Margery Kempe considers its 

claims to modern secular canonicity:  

It is full of the minutiae of everyday life in late medieval England, and in particular the 

life and self-fashioning of a woman – increasingly popular arenas of enquiry after 

twentieth-century feminism’s impact on the curriculum. Moreover, even as it is 

comprised of elements that are entirely of their time, the Book is unique, revealing a 

woman both deeply situated in and profoundly out of her time. We demand both such 

elements in a canonical literary work, asking that it tell us something specific as well 

as something general. The Book of Margery Kempe not only depicts in brilliant detail 

the historical moment of a bold late medieval woman, but also tells us about the status 

of history itself, and further about our place in it.170 
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   Chaucer’s ‘female’ narrators, all of whom are quite different, also provide minutiae of 

everyday day life. Each persona fashions herself according to her circumstances and, despite 

the obstacles she encounters, succeeds in projecting something of her character and making 

herself heard.  
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Christine de Pizan and The Book of the City of Ladies 

Christine de Pizan’s position as an author, scribe and publisher in early fifteenth-century 

France provides an interesting contrast to the literary life of Margery Kempe. Italian by birth, 

she was the daughter of a prominent physician-astrologer who took up residence at the French 

court under Charles V. She was educated at home by her father, happily married to one 

Etienne de Castel, a notary in the royal service, but widowed at 25 with three children and a 

mother to support.171 Like Chaucer, she was patronized by royal circles and established her 

reputation at an early age as a court poet. Later she turned to the writing of prose which was 

of a more didactic nature. In common with Chaucer, Boethius’ Consolation of Philosophy was 

a great favourite of hers and had an influential role in her works.172 Just as the process of 

question and answer in the form of challenge and justification between Boethius and Lady 

Philosophy is parallelled by Chaucer in Troilus’ soliloquy on free will in Troilus and 

Criseyde,173 so this mode is used for a similar function by Christine in The Book of the City of 

Ladies which was completed in 1405.  

   Considering the precarious status of the woman writer in early fifteenth-century Europe and 

the antipathy towards a woman advertising herself in public, Christine was preoccupied with 

her reputation. Beatrice Gottlieb comments:  

She did what had to be done to be a successful writer in those days. That is, she gained 

patrons by cultivating her acquaintance among the rich and highly placed, some of 

whom were women. She seems to have been very good at keeping her patrons, both by 

being personally ingratiating and by producing works that pleased them.174 

At the same time she wished for her literature to be judged on its own merits. While attempts 

were made to silence Margery Kempe’s voice within the clerical world of England, Christine, 

considerably more versed in classical and contemporary literature than Margery, was 

dismayed at the overall condemnation of women that appeared in the writings of established 

male authors. The tirades against women were both virulent and unjust, and “it was clear to 

[her] that these judgments did not square with the natural behavior and ways of women”.175 

Such was the strength of animosity towards the female, that after her reading of The 
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Lamentations of Matheolus with its diatribe against marriage, written in the late thirteenth 

century, she felt compelled to take action. Only by using her own powers of intellect and the 

imagination would she be able to arm herself sufficiently to confront abuse of this nature                        

and rectify the woman’s image. She would create a literary tradition of her own, aimed at 

celebrating women and their accomplishments. Women’s history would have a place 

alongside that of men. 

   The Book of the City of Ladies represents Christine’s engagement with misogynistic 

discourse prevalent both in the society and literature of her time. It was her desire that the 

woman be recognized as the virtuous being Christine believed her to be. The Book of the City 

of Ladies is set in the framework of an allegorical dream-vision. Three personified Virtues, 

Reason, Rectitude and Justice, come not only to correct the negative attitude towards women 

that Christine had absorbed from writings such as Matheolus, but also to broaden her vision in 

relation to the motives behind such forms of writing. The analytical approach, which the 

Virtues encourage, brings out Christine’s objectivity in terms of debate and the care which she 

took to structure her arguments. Only by such methods could she establish the validity of her 

views, her authorial voice.  

   With “the trowel of [her] pen”176 Christine metaphorically constructs her female community 

“where no one will live except all ladies of renown and worthy of praise”.177 In order to make 

her case more convincing regarding the accomplishments of the women, which comprise the 

major part of her book, she drew on sources such as Boccaccio’s De Claris Mulieribus 

(c.1375). For the final part, which is more spiritual in content and dedicated to the Virgin and 

the saints, she drew on Jean de Vignay’s Miroir historial (1333), a French translation of the 

historical section of Vincent of Beauvais’ encyclopedia the Speculum Maius begun in 1240.178 

Christine also made references to St. Augustine’s City of God, a philosophical treatise written 

in the early fifth century that was popular in the medieval period. She alludes to this work at 

the end of the final part of the book when Justice, having completed her task in the 

construction of the City of Ladies, hands it over to Christine with the gates closed and locked 

and states proudly: “‘Gloriosa dicta sunt de te, civitas Dei.’”179 

   According to Rosalind Brown-Grant, St. Augustine’s city represented an ideal community 

of the Christian faithful both on earth and in heaven, held together by virtue. Christine’s use 

                                                            
176 Ibid 136 
177 Ibid 124 
178 Brown‐Grant 18 
179 Christine de Pizan (1999) 237 



 

53 

 

of the symbol of the city bolsters the argument that the women who reside in her city have 

contributed to the moral and spiritual development of civilization and are likewise held 

together by virtue.180 Such women have not only been faithful wives and saintly women, but 

they have also been scholars, artists, warriors, generals and rulers, and responsible for 

inventions such as the Latin alphabet, armour and agriculture. Presiding over the city as its 

Queen is the Virgin Mother who will reign over Christians and pagans alike. Christine makes 

a special plea for the women to live by the example of their Queen whose virtue and humility 

provide the foundation for living in harmony and fellowship.181 

   In her assessment of the conduct of men and women and their appropriate roles, Christine 

was not proposing radical changes by means of her writing The Book of the City of Ladies. On 

the contrary, she believed that people should reassess their thought processes before making 

harsh judgments. They should examine issues on an eclectic basis, rather than from a personal 

viewpoint, for this encouraged more positive thinking. Obviously she wished for women to be 

treated well, to be recognized for their true worth, but more important was the application of 

Christian ethics in terms of one’s mode of living. As Reason states: “‘That person, male or 

female, who possesses more virtue is the higher; neither the eminence nor the lowliness of 

people lies in their bodies according to their sex, but in the perfection of morals and virtues. 

And happy is he who serves the Virgin who is above all angels.’”182 

   David Hult observes that Christine’s social vision of women in general, her advocacy of 

duty to husband, to modesty, to chastity, as well as of the Christian virtues, followed 

conventional attitudes of the time.183 In this respect one can compare her to Chaucer. Neither 

author wished to upset the hierarchies that shaped the societies in which he lived. Although 

there exists a similarity in terms of their cultural background and readership, and each writer 

shared a concern for the moral values of his world, their approach to their work, their mode of 

expression, is very different. Unlike Chaucer, who composed The Canterbury Tales with the 

intent of their being instructive and amusing, Christine had not set out to entertain. Like 

Margery Kempe, her goal was reform, the need to rectify. Considerable attention is paid to the 

organization and form of The Book of the City of Ladies, and she exhibits greater authorial 

control than is apparent in The Book of Margery Kempe. Like Margery, Christine is somewhat 
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dogmatic  in her approach, and at times the defence of women in her book reads more like a 

dissertation with argument followed by example. 

   According to Beatrice Gottlieb, “As a writer Christine’s favourite voice especially as she 

grew older was that of a moralist and patriot. She frequently bewailed the decline of moral 

standards especially in the relations between men and women.”184 It is principally from the 

moral perspective that Christine censured works such as Ovid’s Art of Love, Matheolus’ 

Lamentations and the Roman de la Rose. She refers to each of these works in her text. Prior to 

her writing The Book of the City of Ladies, Christine had been involved in a literary querelle 

on the Roman de la Rose which she herself had instigated. The Roman de la Rose, was one of 

the most popular and influential texts of the late Middle Ages, and had begun as an allegory 

on courtly love, written by Guillaume de Loriss around 1230. About forty years later scholar 

and poet Jean de Meun expanded on the love story. He invented many different speakers who, 

while giving advice to the lover, discussed a huge number of different issues, including love, 

sexuality and procreation. The poem is notable for its extensive use of satire.185 

   In the period 1400-1402 Christine exchanged a series of letters on the subject of de Meun’s 

Rose with other leading male French intellectual figures. She had objected strongly to a 

treatise written on the Rose which extolled its literary merits. She considered the text both 

morally and socially unacceptable. As David Hult states: 

Christine took issue with essentially three interrelated aspects of the work: its verbal 

obscenity and the indecency of the concluding allegorical description of sexual 

intercourse; the negative portrayal of women, which tended to treat them as a group 

and not as individuals, thereby making their ‘vices’ natural and universal; the work’s 

ambiguity, the absence of a clear authorial voice and intention which would serve as a 

moral guide to susceptible or ignorant readers.186 

   Christine presented a dossier, her Débat, containing correspondence regarding the poem, to 

Isabeau Bavière, Queen of France, requesting that she “take a stand, based upon arguments 

grounded in truth, against certain opinions contrary to pious behavior, and also contrary to the 

honor and praise of women”.187 She wanted the poem taken out of circulation, in fact burned. 

As Renate Blumenfeld-Kosinski points out: “This debate made Christine known and staked 

out her position as a defender of women.” She had first taken up such a position in the Epistre 
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au dieu d’amours in 1399 which denounced men for “maligning and mistreating women for 

no good reason”.188  

   Christine did not appear to appreciate the satirical element within the Roman de la Rose. It 

is Reason in The Book of the City of Ladies who encourages Christine to take a less literal 

approach towards these texts: 

And as for the poets of whom you speak, don’t you know that they have spoken of 

many things in fables, and that many times they mean the opposite of what their texts 

seem to say? And one can approach them through the grammatical figure of 

antiphrasis, which means, as you know, that if someone says this is bad, it actually 

means it is good and vice versa. I therefore advise you to profit from their texts and 

that you interpret the passages where they speak ill of women that way, no matter what 

their intention was.189  

The Book of the City of Ladies represents Christine’s attempt to turn the invective within the 

texts to her advantage, for she presents counter examples to all the reproaches levelled against 

women by male authors. By such means she enhanced her reputation as an author. 

   Chaucer’s Prioress and the Second Nun invoke the Virgin Mother for their authorial voice; 

on the other hand, Christine invokes the virgin-martyr St. Christine, her namesake. St. 

Christine retained the power of speech despite having had her tongue severed. In Christine de 

Pizan’s eyes, St. Christine was the empowering voice of the female writer. She dedicated a 

chapter to St. Christine in the final part of The Book of the City of Ladies: 

I exclaimed, ‘O blessed Christine, worthy virgin exalted by God, and most triumphant 

and glorious martyr! Since the Lord chose to confer on you the crown of sainthood, I 

beg you to pray for me, a poor sinner who bears your name. O most merciful lady, 

please intercede on my behalf as my patron saint. See how delighted I am to recount 

your holy legend and include it in my book, showing my great devotion to you by 

leaving nothing out. If you please, pray also for the whole of womankind, in the hope 

that your saintly life will inspire all women to make a good end. Amen.’190 

   Christine de Pizan was the first professional woman writer to address the woman’s role in 

society, to challenge established values and encourage a broader approach to discourse 

regarding the feminine. She, like Chaucer, drew both on the classics and contemporary 

literature, in addition to her own experience as a daughter, a wife and mother to support her 
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view of the woman as a virtuous being. Alhough she showed by her example that the 

medieval woman could combine her role of motherhood with intellectual pursuit, she was the 

exception rather than the rule. Had she not had the support of her own mother and patronage 

of the élite of society, her career may have read differently. She was privileged in terms of 

status and intellect; yet, she still advocated the woman’s place in the home. In answer to 

Christine’s question why women do not learn more, Reason states: “‘Public life does not need 

their participation in tasks that men are meant to perform, as I told you earlier. It is enough 

that they perform the customary tasks for which they are meant.’”191  

   Christine de Pizan demonstrates an ambivalence that is reminiscent of Chaucer’s Prioress. 

She made a niche for herself within the heart of the establishment, protected from the harsher 

aspects of life. She does not appear to have endured the mental and physical suffering of the 

Wife of Bath or Margery Kempe who reveal first-hand accounts of the abuse and humiliation 

that women are subjected to. Yet, she shows courage, like Margery Kempe in her 

determination to stand by her views. She is more contained than Margery, and demonstrates a 

longer-term vision with regard to the rectifying of attitudes towards women and their status. 

Time would prove that the written word was the most effective way of projecting the power 

of her voice. 

  The Book of The City of Ladies is of particular interest for the insight it provides into 

Chaucer’s presentation of the Wife of Bath. Chaucer had made it clear in the General 

Prologue of The Canterbury Tales that in using the words of others to compile his stories he 

was not accountable for the ideas conveyed: 

  He may nat spare, althogh he were his brother; 

  He moot as wel seye o word as another. 

  Christ spak himself ful brode in hooly writ, 

  And wel ye woot no vileynye is it.192  

In order to voice the views of the Wife of Bath on misogyny Chaucer had drawn on the very 

analogues with which Christine took issue. Moreover, he employed the technique of 

antiphrasis, to which Reason had referred, in order to convey his ideas. Even if it was left to 

the audience to interpret these ideas, it did not mean there was an absence of authorial voice. 
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   Chaucer early in his career had translated Guillaume de Loriss’s part of the Roman de la 

Rose. The God of Love in the Prologue to The Legend of Good Women condemned him for 

having translated such a work, with its slander of womanhood:  

  Thou hast translated he Romaunce of the Rose, 

  That is an heresye ayeins  my lawe, 

  And makest wise folk fro me withdrawe;193  

Chaucer also drew on Jean de Meun’s continuation. The Wife of Bath, like the persona of La 

Vieille, is cast deliberately as a provocative figure in order to create reaction. Chaucer’s ironic 

approach, his humour and realism, possibly owed something to de Meun’s example, as Larry 

Benson points out in his introduction to Chaucer’s version of The Romaunt of the Rose.194 

   With regard to Christine de Pizan’s assessment of the virtuous woman, the Wife of Bath in 

her Prologue is a representation of all that Christine castigates; her loudness and overrated 

sense of pride, her dress, particularly in view of the fact she is a widow, her determination to 

remarry, her questionable morals, the intimate details of her sexual relationships and her 

desire for sovereignty. Chaucer’s authorial voice comes to the fore, nonetheless, in the sermon 

preached on gentillesse in The Wife of Bath’s Tale. In his choice of comedy, the use of the 

carnivalesque, Chaucer is reminiscent of Chekov who employed a similar literary device. 

Chekhov wished to reach his audience, as he would his patients, through laughter: “First of 

all, I’d get my patients into a laughing mood, and only then would I begin to treat them.”195 

Laughter was the first step towards eroding barriers. Chekhov’s comedy was conceived as 

having a curative, corrective role. In Chaucer’s case, his comedy accomplishes a similar 

effect.  

   Despite the differences in approach of Chaucer and Christine de Pizan, one is left with a 

similar impression in their concern for the status of the woman; she deserved better. Although 

Chaucer exaggerated in order to elicit reaction, promote thought, one could say the same of 

Christine in her powers of debate. The Wife of Bath, Margery Kempe and Christine all allude 

to the woman’s role of ‘spinning’ but only Christine can provide a defence. If one considers 

the power of gossip, the harm it can cause, her argument in this case is carried to an extreme:  

“As for spinning, truly God wanted it to be natural for them, for it is necessary for the 

divine service and it is useful to every reasonable creature, for without this kind of 
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work the affairs of this world would fall into great corruption. Thus it is very bad to 

reproach women for what should be construed to their great credit, honor, and 

praise.”196 

It is to Christine’s credit that in her writing of The Book of the City of Ladies she established a 

platform for the debate of women’s issues, many of which had been raised in Chaucer’s 

portrayal of the Wife of Bath. She fulfilled the Wife of Bath’s wish for women to express 

their experiences in writing, though she concerned herself with more than the “wikkednesse” 

of men.  
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Conclusion 

Authority permeates the lives of all the narrators discussed, including Chaucer himself. This is 

inevitable since, according to Lacan, as individuals “we are constructed in language”.197 The 

language, the discourse of the late medieval period was very much bound up with patriarchal 

authority. The ‘female’ narrators of The Canterbury Tales have one of two relations to this 

authority. They spurn it like the Wife of Bath or they emulate it in their speech. As Gail 

Berkeley Sherman observes, both the Prioress and the Second Nun, even though they are 

granted the opportunity to tell their tales, only take their places in a masculine clerical culture, 

relying on ecclesiastically authorized speech. They condition their entrance into speech with 

the evocation to the Virgin, the female bearer of the Word.198 Within the tales themselves the 

protagonists, the young chorister, who expresses himself through the spirit of the Virgin, and 

St. Cecilia experience obstacles to speech in the same way as their narrators. The child has his 

throat cut and Cecilia a wounded neck. Yet, each protagonist, like the narrators, is able to 

convey a spiritual message related to the salvation of man. Thus the power of their word lives 

on. 

   Neither the Prioress nor the Second Nun, when availed of the opportunity to express herself 

during the pilgrimage, fulfils the desire of the Wife of Bath to speak of men’s “wikkednesse”, 

nor do they refer to their own experience.  Instead they choose to tell of the holiest of women, 

the Virgin and Cecilia, glorifying the power of miracle. No comments follow pertaining to 

either of the tales. The issues of hatred and vengeance on the part of the Prioress, the brutality 

of the Christians towards the Jewish community within her Tale, are not alluded to any more 

than the mutilation of a woman at the hands of men in The Second Nun’s Tale. Compassion 

and charity, an acceptance of the Other seem to be wanting. Under the auspices of the Church 

the more objective, independent voice of dissent is smothered, which The Book of Margery 

Kempe well illustrates. It falls to the Wife of Bath, who invites similar misogynistic reaction 

as Margery Kempe experienced, to express a broader view of the world in which she lives. 

The Wife wishes to move beyond the confines of patriarchal discourse to create a different 

type of text. Her desire for greater mutuality between man and woman in marriage is 

parallelled by a desire to incorporate the woman’s voice within literary discourse, as her Tale 

illustrates. Carolyn Dinshaw expresses it succinctly when she states: “The Wife expresses a 
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dream of masculine reading that is not anti-feminist and a feminine relation to the condition of 

being read that is not anti-masculinist.”199 

   The stereotyping of women in the form of misogyny, allowing for no individuality and little 

critical judgment, reflects complacency and a reluctance to change. The Friar compliments the 

Wife of Bath on her discourse, but at the same time is condescending. He believes it is better 

to leave the discussion of serious moral matters in the hands of ecclesiastical authority:  

  Ye han heer touched , also moot I thee, 

     In scole-matere greet difficultee. 

Ye han seyd muche thyng right wel, I seye; 

  But, dame, heere as we ryde by the weye,    

Us nedeth nat to speken but of game, 

  And lete auctoritees, on Goddes name, 

  To prechyng and to scoles of clergye.200 

His horizons are limited and, like the Prioress, he is more interested in projecting an image of 

power than broadening his vision. By contrast, The Wife of Bath’s Tale and The Second Nun’s 

Tale reflect deliberation and resolution in terms of the practice of Christian ethics. One finds 

their parallels in the works of Margery Kempe and Christine de Pizan. 

   It is significant that the Wife of Bath, Christine de Pizan and Margery Kempe do not 

become figures of authority until they are freed from the restraints of marriage. As widows 

they experience a greater sense of autonomy and have sufficient wealth to support their 

independence. Each of these women is characterised by single-mindedness and, to some 

extent, each has resorted to manipulation in order to fulfil her goal. The Wife of Bath gains 

monetary independence through her marriages and plays upon her worldliness. Margery 

Kempe as the daughter of John Brunham of Lynn has the doors opened to her when she sets 

out on her travels. Christine de Pizan takes care to make the right social connections in terms 

of her writing and publications. To her credit she was awarded the role of official biographer 

of Charles V of France.201 The Prioress has cultivated her persona of the courtly lady and 

stands as an intermediary between the clerical and secular world.  

  The Second Nun is the least manipulative of the ‘female’ narrators, but such is the strength 

of her devotion to her vocation she seems hardly human. She may escape the irony that 
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characterizes the other ‘female’ narrators, but the ostentation, the self-assertion with which 

the Wife of Bath and the Prioress arm themselves in the patriarchal environment make them 

all the more engaging. Nobody, on the other hand, wishes to refer to herself as a ‘creature’ in 

the manner of Margery Kempe, who reflects the intolerance and disrespect towards those who 

dare to be different. The fact that she is a woman makes it even worse. 

   Chaucer’s attempt to give his ‘female’ narrators the opportunity of making themselves heard 

is a much more effective means than proselytizing from the pulpit. The platform of the 

pilgrimage is subtle in this respect. Each of the ‘female’ narrators undercuts misogyny by 

means of her reasoning and expression; each demonstrates sincerity and maintains composure 

throughout the narration of her tale. If one juxtaposes the tales of these narrators with those 

recounted by the other pilgrims, the weaknesses of the antifeminist argument come to the 

fore. It is not the women who reveal themselves as the sinners. On the contrary, it is the male 

contingent that distinguishes itself with petty quarrelling, desire for control, greed and a lack 

of propensity for forgiveness. Neither the nuns nor Christine de Pizan choose to discuss men’s 

“wikkednesse”, but Chaucer, in the role of pilgrim narrator, gives free rein to his powers of 

observation as far as his fellow men are concerned. The tales are a triumph of his irony.  

   One wonders in the compilation of The Canterbury Tales whether Chaucer was presenting a 

panorama of tales put into a framework of suitable voices or a panorama of voices whose 

characters are reflected in the tales they tell. There are more pilgrims in the group than those 

given the opportunity to speak and the majority of the speakers fit into the tripartite division 

of late medieval society. Consequently, it is noticeable that not one of the five members of the 

parish-guild or the Ploughman has occasion to recount a tale. 

   James Simpson observes that after Chaucer’s death, as a sign of his authority, people 

attached to his name views that they wanted to promote by making modifications to his tales 

and even adding new tales. The Thynne edition of 1532 is such an example. This edition 

appeared on the verge of England’s break with Rome. Henry VIII was recognized as the 

supreme head of the Church of England by The Act of Supremacy in 1534. Included in the 

reprint of the Thynne edition of 1542 was an anti-papal, Lollard Ploughman’s Tale, though 

remaining outside the Tales. By 1550 it had been incorporated within the The Canterbury 

Tales next to the Parson’s Tale.202 However, this tale is not attributed to Chaucer himself. 

                                                            
202 Simpson 263‐264 
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   Chaucer approaches his subject with neutrality. It is the matter of the audience to interpret 

his words. In The Wife of Bath’s Tale as in the General Prologue he reiterates his goal of 

amusement:  

                        But yet I praye to al this compaignye, 

                        If that I speke after my fantasye, 

As taketh not agrief of that I seye, 

For myn entente nys but for to pleye.203 

His comedy serves a two-fold purpose; firstly, as a tool to reach the attention of the listener, 

secondly, to distance himself from being made accountable. However, one may conclude 

from one’s reading of The Canterbury Tales, not least the tales of the ‘female’ narrators, that 

Chaucer, despite his propensity for the comic, was a devout man. The spiritual life of the 

pilgrims, the way to God, seems to be one of his major concerns. One senses a desire for 

tolerance and openness of mind that a number of his ecclesiastical representatives do not 

embrace within their tales. Chaucer’s Retraction, which comes at the end of the Parson's 

Tale, is a verification of the stance he took towards his works. In the Retraction  he refers 

anew to his desire to instruct: “For oure book seith, ‘Al that is writen is writen for oure 

doctrine.’”204 

   Chaucer’s Retraction takes the form of a valediction. Conscious of his life coming to an end 

he judges himself as he judges his pilgrims, with an element of humour behind his words. The 

basic tone, nonetheless, is one of humility. Chaucer’s subjects have been both religious and 

worldly; if anything displeases his audience regarding his work, he asks that it be attributed to 

his lack of ability, not his will. In addition, he requests the reader to pray that God will have 

mercy on him, and forgive his sins, in particular his translations and compositions of “worldly 

vanitees”.205 He specifies among such works Troilus and Criseyde, The Legend of Good 

Women and those of The Canterbury Tales “thilke that sownen into synne; […] and many a 

song and many a leccherous lay”.206 On the other hand, he thanks God for his moral works, 

specifically his translation of Boethius and books of legends of saints, homilies, and morality 

and devotion. Finally, he prays for the forgiveness of his sins and his soul’s redemption. The 

Retraction can be viewed as a statement of Chaucer’s faith and repentance. 

                                                            
203 WBT 189‐192 
204 Ret 1083 
205 Ret 1085 
206 Ret  1086‐1087 
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   That which strikes the reader is not only the magnitude of Chaucer’s poetry, the depth of the 

knowledge behind his works, but his perception of human nature, man’s aspirations and his 

shortcomings. It is easy to recognize ourselves in the depiction of his characters, thus 

providing their own appeal. With the development of literacy and the growing interest in the 

collecting of literary texts people were looking to forms of literature other than those 

propounded by ecclesiastical authority. Influences from the Continent, particularly from 

France and Italy, paved the way for change, as indeed did the development of the vernaculars. 

   Chaucer appears to have been moving away from the classical concept of auctoritas in his 

writings, to provide a platform for a greater variety of viewpoints and voices. As far as the 

political and religious establishments are concerned, it is evident that lasting authority does 

not mean autocratic power, domination and subordination. Though one should respect the past 

and the values it has embodied, one must be prepared to question these values, listen to the 

voice of others and accept a process of change. Chaucer shows humility to his forebears in his 

use of understatement, with his reference to Troilus and Criseyde as his “litel bok” and to the 

Parson’s Tale, with its sermon on penitence, as a “litel tretys”.207 He adapted auctoritas to 

build his own vision, to create a literature that would reach the people in their native tongue. 

The Canterbury Tales provide his audience with the opportunity of availing themselves of 

similar instruction and entertainment as he himself had experienced from the literary masters 

of the past and from the contemporary world. It is appropriate to refer to the words of John 

Dryden (1631-1700), from the Preface to his Fables Ancient and Modern published in 1700, 

where he venerates Chaucer as “the father of English poetry” and declares:  

He must have been a Man of a most wonderful comprehensive Nature, because, as it 

has been truly observ’d of him, he has taken into the Compass of his Canterbury Tales 

the various Manners and Humours (as we now call them) of the whole English Nation, 

in his Age. Not a single Character has escap’d him. All his Pilgrims are severally 

distinguish’d from each other; and not only in their Inclinations, but in their very 

Phisiognomies and Persons. […] The Matter and Manner of their Tales, and of their 

Telling, are so suited to their different Educations, Humours, and Callings, that each of 

them would be improper in any other Mouth. […] ’Tis sufficient to say according to 

the Proverb, that here is God’s Plenty.208 

 

                                                            
207 Ret 1081 
208 Dryden 531 
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