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N. Masciandaro

By maistrie, al the soveraynetee, 

And that he seyde, `Myn owene trewe wyf,

 Do as thee lust the terme of al thy lyf; 

Keep thyn honour, and keep eek myn estaat' – 

After that day we hadden never debaat. 

God helpe me so, I was to hym as kynde 

As any wyf from Denmark unto Ynde,

This passage, and what leads up to it, can maybe seen as a pivot point of sorts.  It is here that Chaucer turns the Wife of Bath from just a greedy opportunist into much more of a human being, what’s more he explains it.  The Wife of Bath recounts with a sort of clinical and definitely unapologetic tone how she has basically done what she pleases her whole life.  Her other marriages seem to have been just of convenience but this husband is the only who she has expressed having a real love for, this despite all of the strife between the two.  In the end, what she gets from him is her “soveraynetee”, she doesn’t seem to have gotten his riches or even an outsized level of power over him.  In fact he was the most stubborn and difficult of them all.  What her “soveraynetee” does give her is a certain equality.  While her wealth and nice clothes seem to give her certain comfort it is this equality or sovereignty that actually makes her happy.  It is also the moment where she ceases to just be greedy or a hedonist and her wishes as a woman become tangible and codified.  So beyond telling us a bit more about her character, she seems to gain much depth in this passage.  Whethter Chaucer has something even deeper than just affirming a sense of equality for women is sort of beyond me here. I suspect he has something more than that just based upon prior experience though.
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