The Father of English Literature: Geoffrey Chaucer

Geoffrey Chaucer is considered the founder of modern English literature. Although Old English had produced a rich literature in the early Middle Ages, this writing tradition ended abruptly after the Norman invasion of 1066. From then on, French or Anglo-Norman was the language of the upper and educated classes. It was not until the 14th century that English regained its prestige and Chaucer was one of the first to use it as a literary language and is therefore regarded as the “father of English literature“.

The Canterbury Tales

His work is strongly influenced by ancient, French and Italian models, but also contains metrical, stylistic and content-related innovations that founded the independence of early English literature. Most of the Canterbury stories were written after 1388, in Chaucer’s “English” phase. Nevertheless, his literary model is Boccaccio’s Decamerone (1353).[1] From this collection of 100 novellas, Chaucer adopted above all the organisational principle of the framework plot; the stories themselves are original Chaucer’s creation.

The famous prologue provides the setting for the event: the poet is on a pilgrimage to the tomb of Saint Thomas Becket in Canterbury.[3] In a tavern on the outskirts of London, he joins a group of 29 like-minded people and joins them. The innkeeper of the restaurant suggests that each of the pilgrims should tell two stories on the way there and back, also with the ulterior motive of keeping the guests in a drinking mood. In the prologue, Chaucer characterizes each pilgrim in short but very realistic portraits. The result is a reduced image of the English society of the time, because every stratum is represented, from the knight to the nun to the farmer. A pilgrimage was the only plausible occasion on which such a colourful society would actually have found each other, and so the plot framework proves to be an instrument of realistic representation.

The Wife of Bath's Tale is among the best-known of Chaucer. It provides insight into the role of women in the  and was probably of interest to Chaucer himself, for the character is one of his most developed ones, with her Prologue twice as long as her Tale. He also goes so far as to describe two sets of clothing for her in his General Prologue. She holds her own among the bickering pilgrims, and evidence in the manuscripts suggests that although she was first assigned a different, plainer tale—perhaps the one told by—she received her present tale as her significance increased] She calls herself both and Alys in the prologue, but to confuse matters these are also the names of her 'gossib' (a close friend or gossip), whom she mentions several times, as well as many female characters throughout The Canterbury Tales.
There was a knight in king Arthur time who raped a fair young maiden. King Arthur issues a decree that the knight must be brought to justice. When the knight is captured, he is condemned to death, but Queen Guinevere intercedes on his behalf and asks the King to allow her to pass judgment upon him. The Queen tells the knight that he will be spared his life if he can discover for her what it is that women most desire, and allots him a year and a day in which to roam wherever he pleases and return with an answer.

Everywhere the knight goes he explains his predicament to the women he meets and asks their opinion, but "No two of those he questioned answered the same." The answers range from fame and riches to play, or clothes, or sexual pleasure, or flattery, or freedom. When at last the time comes for him to return to the Court, he still lacks the answer he so desperately needs.

Outside a castle in the woods, he sees twenty-four maidens dancing and singing, but when he approaches they disappear as if by magic, and all that is left is an old woman. The Knight explains the problem to the old woman, who is wise and may know the answer, and she forces him to promise to grant any favour she might ask of him in return. With no other options left, the Knight agrees. Arriving at the court, he gives the answer that women most desire sovereignty over their husbands, which is unanimously agreed to be true by the women of the court who, accordingly, free the Knight.

The old woman then explains to the court the deal she has struck with the Knight, and publicly requests his hand in marriage. Although aghast, he realises he has no other choice and eventually agrees. On their wedding night the old woman is upset that he is repulsed by her in bed. She reminds him that her looks can be an asset—she will be a virtuous wife to him because no other men would desire her. She asks him what he would prefer—an old ugly wife who is loyal, true and humble or a beautiful young woman about whom he would always have doubts concerning her faithfulness. The Knight responds by saying that the choice is hers, an answer which pleases her greatly. Now that she has won power over him, she asks him to kiss her, promising both beauty and fidelity. The Knight turns to look at the old woman again, but now finds a young and lovely woman. They live happily into old age together.
