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Explanation

I was drawn to Chaucer’s Wife of Bath from The Canterbury Tales for my encounter because she’s such an intriguing,
complicated figure — someone who commands attention and respect with her voice and experience, yet exists in a society that
undeniably silences and oppresses women. To me, Alisoun, as she is revealed to be named, is by far the most interesting of Chaucer’s
pilgrims. The element that I find the most compelling, however, is her eponymous contribution to Chaucer’s canon, where a knight —
explicitly defined as a rapist — gets not just ultimate redemption but an ultimate reward: a beautiful and young and loyal wife.

This dissonance stuck with me, and I couldn’t stop wondering what Chaucer intended by this: whether he was critiquing or
reinforcing medieval norms of chivalry, respect, and female autonomy. My encounter, therefore, is a paper collage that aims to
visually wrestle with this tension to explore the knight’s crime, (a) woman’s perspective, and how history has interpreted both.

Unlike Chaucer’s narrative poem, my collage is a visual patchwork. I’ve pulled in historical depictions of the Wife of Bath
from art and literature across history, alongside images of medieval women: queens, peasants, fairies, and Celtic figures. On top, I've
pasted a blackout poem I created from the text of the Wife of Bath’s tale using black marker and scissors. All of these elements aim to
give a voice to the unnamed woman, who as described by Alisoun, saves the knight by informing him of a woman’s true desire: to
have dominion over her husband. After finishing the Wife’s tale, I still had questions for her. How did she feel about the knight’s
initial rejection of her body? What did she think about her husband’s crime? Did she hold anger? Or resentment, jealousy, or
judgment?

I’ve also included shattered excerpts from numerous historical adaptations or rewritings of the Wife of Bath’s tale — all that
dodge the word “rape.” Some of the included quotes sanitise the knight’s actions, others go so far as to blame the maiden herself for
“charming” him. I annotated the quotes as I saw fit, aiming to bring a little life to the passages.

Using tangible paper and images, I’'m aiming to layer history, myth and critique. The blackout poem works to focus and center
the knight’s rape: you can’t ignore the act when its a visual center of the piece — in the same way that the rape of the maiden is the
inciting incident for Alisoun’s narrative.

My intention was to reckon with the knight’s fate after the conclusion of the tale. Chaucer gives him a happy ending: I want the
viewer to ask, is that justice? What happened to the inciting maiden, or the woman he eventually takes as his wife, who promises to be
both “beautiful as well as good”? I don’t have an answer, but I ultimately want this piece to encapsulate the historical and current truth
of men reaping prizes whilst women (real or mythic) bear the burden.





