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Chivalry v.s. Courtly love 

 Geoffrey Chaucer wrote “The Canterbury Tales” a collection of stories in a frame story 
between 1387 and 1400. The Knights Tale is the first tale from the Canterbury Tales and is very 
popular. The Knights tale is about two knights (Palamon and Arcite) from Thebes who fall in 
love with the same woman, Emelye. They later fought each other for whoever wins the fight 
shall marry their love Emelye. In his tale, The Knights Tale, Chaucer portrays many themes 
including friendship, love, and death. The themes help you to better understand the characters 
true colors, and to show what happens when the rules of two different systems-chivalry and 
courtly love- come into conflict with one another.  

 The theme of friendship portrayed between Palamon and Arcite is none other than 
brotherhood. Palamon and Arcite were found side by side wounded in a pile of dead bodies. 
Soon after being realized they were cousins of the enemy king Creon they were put in prison, 
and were said to be kept there all their lives. After being in prison they grew to love each other 
like brothers. They often swore that they would help each other till they die. This sworn 
brotherhood ended one day when they both fell in love with the same woman named Emelye. 
The two knights were vexed with one another calling each other traitors and false friends. 
Palamon said “Did we not swear - have we not sworn many a time - never to hinder each other 
all our lives, but each to help the other in all things until our death? …I loved her first, and told 
my love to you, because I thought you were my brother and friend: and now you are bound as a 
true and honest man to help me as much as you are able, or else I shall call you a traitor and false 
friend”. Arcite answered angrily saying “ you are false, not I, for I loved her first, and you are 
bound to help me. You thought she was a goddess, not a woman, and so you might worship, but 
you could not love her, but the moment I saw her I loved her as a man loves a woman, and told 
you my love to you as to my friend and brother, and even if you had loved her first could I help 
loving too? For love is stronger than any rules or laws”. The two then agreed to stop quarreling 
with one another, but their jealousy for each other grew day by day.  

 The theme of love portrayed between Palamon and Arcite for Emelye is something iv’e 
never seen before. Palamon and Arcite prove the depth of their love for Emelye by what they’re 
willing to suffer in order to win her. One day when Arcite thought he was alone in the forest he 
said aloud “And besides all this, I am dying of a burning love, that torments me night and day. O 
Emelye! Emelye! Your two bright eyes pierce my heart! I could bear all else easily if only I 
could help you, or do anything to please you.” Palamon overheard these words and trembled 
with anger. He was hiding in the bushes when he heard this. Palamon said “Arcite, you false 
wicked traitor, now you are caught, for you confess that you love my lady…You shall not love 
her, my Lady Emelye! No man but I shall love her. I am Palamon, your mortal foe, and one of us 
two must die. I have no sword. I am just escaped from prison by God’s help, and yet I make no 
doubt to kill you presently, unless you will give up Emelye”. Their quarrel ended that same day 



by none other than Duke Theseus. Palamon and Arcite accepted Duke Theseus’s proposal 
determined to end their jealousy and strife towards one another, and decide who will wed 
Emelye. Palamon and Arcite were overjoyed with this proposal.Duke Theseus said “whichever 
of you first kills the other, or drives him from the lists or takes him prisoner, he shall have the 
Princess Emily”. 

 “The Knight’s Tale” portrays love and death in similar ways in which they happen to 
everyone, and in which we have no control over when and where they will strike us. The day of 
the battle between Palamon and Arcite arrived. The two princes fought each other with 
everything they’ve got. Duke Theseus declared Arcite the winner until his horse swerved and 
arcite was thrown off his horse upon his head. He died soon after and his last words were 
“Emelye”. Arcite gave Palamon the blessing of wedding Emelye in his place saying “ I have a 
bitter quarrel with cousin Palamon many a day for love of you, but I call God to witness that 
there is no man so worthy to be loved as he, so brave and honorable, so wise and humble. He is 
of royal blood too, and I know that he will never cease to love you,  if you ever marry, marry 
gentle Palamon.” It was now 2 years since Arcite’s death. Duke Theseus told a speech about the 
proper response to death and, how it reveals a worldview that values reputation and honor over 
life itself. Theseus says “All things have an end. The great oaks that live for centuries at last 
decay and fall, and even the hard stones wear beneath our feet ;rivers run dry, and cities pass 
away. We should not mourn, then, too long for Arcite, who only went from us little before his 
time. We may think him happy to have died at the height of his glory.”  

 “It is during the worst times of your life that you see the true colors of the people who say 
they care for you.” The portrait of friendship, love, and death seem to show the characters 
personality. The love and friendship for Emelye at then end resulting in death shows what 
happens when two different systems-chivalry and courtly love-come into conflict with one 
another. 
  


