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TheWifeofBath’sPrologue

Female‘soveraynetee’inChaucer’s‘TheWifeofBath’sPrologueandTale’

Alisoun,theWifeofBath,isoneofveryfew womenpilgrimsin GeoffreyChaucer’sunfinished

collectionofpoems, TheCanterburyTales,andtheonlysecularfemalevoice(theothersbeinganun

andthePrioress),butsheisarguablythemostmemorableandvolublespeaker.Withaprologue

twicethelengthofherowntale,hercharacterisoneofChaucer’smostsignificantcreations,

althoughhisperspectiveofheroutspokenviewsonmarriage,powerandreligiousdoctrineremains

ambiguous.

‘Experience’and‘auctoritee’

Experience,thoughnoonauctoritee
Wereinthisworld,isrightynoghforme
Tospekeofwothatisinmariage
(ll.1–3)

TheWifeofBath’sprologuedetailsherexperienceofsexandmarriageasawomanwhohashad

‘housbondes...fyve’sincetheageof‘twelve’(ll.4–6).Itisonthebasisofthispersonal‘experience’

thatshesetsherselfupfrom thebeginningofherprologueasanauthorityonmarriage,incontrast

towritten,andbyimplicationmale,‘auctoritee[s]’–animmediatelycontroversialstancesincebooks

andthewrittenwordwerehighlyvaluedassourcesofknowledgeandlearninginmedievalrhetoric.

This dichotomy between female (spoken and subjective)experience and male (written and

seemingly-objective)‘auctoritee’isarecurringthemeinherprologue.

Alisounseemswell-versedintheliteratureoftheperiod,sothevaluesheplacesonherown
experienceisgroundedinherfamiliaritywiththesetexts.ChaucerhasAlisounquestionmalewritten
‘auctoritee’,evenincludingthatmostreveredsourceinlatemedievalChristianEngland:theBible.
TheWifehasbeen‘toold’thatsince‘Cristnewenteneverebutonis/Toweddynge...That[she]ne
sholdeweddedbebutones’(ll.9–13).Buthermultiplewidowhoodsareakeysourceofher
prosperityand,asshepointsout,makeheradesirablematch.TheWifetakesthisinterpretationof
theBibletotask,arguingthat‘Menmaydevyneandglosen’,interpretingreligioustextstosuittheir
views,andsodoesshe:

‘ButwelIwoot,expres,withoutenlye,
Godbadusfortowexeandmultiplye;
ThatgentiltextkanIwelunderstonde.
EekwelIwoot,heseydmynhousbounde
Shouldletefaderandmooderandtaketome.
Butofnonombremencionmadehe’
(ll.27–32)

The emphatic language ‘expres,withouten lye’and the repetition of‘welIwoot’and ‘Iwel



understounde’underlinestheWife’sdeterminationtohaveherpersonalreadingoftheBibletaken
seriously,questioningthatifGodmadeno‘mencion’ofaparticular‘nombre’ofhusbandsfora
woman,‘Whysholdementhannespekeofitvileynye?’(l.34).Thisquestioningofmale,clerical
interpretation,particularlyinthesettingofareligiouspilgrimage,setsAlisounupasacontroversial,
ormock,preacherofsorts,satiricallysermonisinginfavourofmultiplemarriagesandagainst
virginity,inacounter-narrativetothepiousteachingsoftheday.

Ontheonehand,herfellowpilgrimsmightfindherafigureofridiculeinhersearchforloop-holesin
Biblical‘auctoritee’andhercherry-pickingofreligiousmaximstosuitherargument–theinstruction
to‘wexeandmultiplye’hardlycondonesre-marriage.Yet,evenbygivingAlisounthevoiceto
questionmasculineecclesiasticalauthorityoverreligioustexts,Chaucersubvertsmedievalnotions
ofmalepower.Alisoun’sinsistencethat‘Ikannatseyn’whattheBiblicalstoryoftheSamaritanwith
fivehusbandsmightmean(ll.15–25)placesthe‘I’ofherpersonalinterpretationascentraltoher
understandingofthetext.Asherquestion‘Howmanye[husbands]myghteshehave’(l.23)ismet
withno‘nombrediffinicioun’(l.25),shedemandstoknow ‘why...menthannespeke’,placingher
subjectiveexperienceonanequalfootingwiththeinterpretationsofmalescholars,aboldchallenge
totheirauthorityandtothesupremacyofthewrittenword.

Thepaintedlion

Similarly,thoughAlisounmightbemockedforherindependent-mindedboldness,almostmonstrous
bymedievalidealsoffemininity,thoseveryidealsare,asChaucerhasherpointout,theworkofmen:

Whopeyntedetheleon,telmewho?
ByGod,ifwommenhaddewritenstories,
Asclerkeshanwithinnehireoratories,
Theywoldehanwritenofmenmoorewikkednesse
ThanalthemarkofAdam mayredresse.
(ll.692–96)

Thisimageofapaintedlionremindsusthattheobjectofmuchmalediscussionandreligious
doctrineisthebehaviourofwomen,butwomen,likepaintedlions,areunabletocreatetheirown
portraits,eitherofthemselvesorofmen.Chaucer,throughAlisoun,drawsattentiontothiscentral
inequalityinmedievalsocietyandmalecontroloverboth‘writenstories’and‘oratories’.Withliterary
andrhetoricalpowerinthehandsofmen,thereisnorecourseforwomentoportrayequivalentmale
‘wikkednesse’.Thisinsightmaybeseenasproto-feminist–arallyingcrytoquestionthesocial
order–yetinAlisoun’smouthitisalsoambiguous,underminedbyhercheerfulassertionsofher
ownwrongdoingsandfemaledishonesty:‘Forhalfsoboldelycanthernoman/Swereandlyenasa
wommancan’(ll.227–28).Herdeceitful‘wikkednesse’towardsherhusbandsisbalancedagainst
herclaimsthat,inmale-dominatedmedievalsociety,awomanhasnoothermeansto‘redresse’the
balanceofpower.

WhileAlisoun’sargumentsmaybediscreditedbyhercrudeboastsandbytheirillogical,tangential
progression,reflectingnegativelyonfemalespeakers,herimaginativecreationinhertale,theold
hag,doesofferacompellingargumentonthetopicofgentility:

Lookewhothatismoostvertuousalway,
Priveeandapert,andmoostentendethay
Todothegentildedesthathekan,
Taakhym forthegrettestgentilman.
Cristwoleweclaymeofhym ouregentillesse,



Natofoureeldresforhireoldrichesse.
(ll.1113–18)

Theimperatives‘Looke’and‘Taak’suggestaconfidentspeakerinspiteofthehag’slowstatus,and
thelistingofsuperlative‘vertuous’qualitiesbuildlogicallyandpersuasivelytothecoupletarguing
that‘gentildedes’make‘thegrettestgentilman’ratherthan‘eldres’or‘richesse’.Finally,indrawing
on‘Crist’asan‘auctoritee’shedriveshomeherpointwiththemostrespected,andmale,source.Her
characteristhussubversive,gainingmasterythroughherrhetoricalskillovernotonlyaman,buta
nobleman.Asthefictionalcreationofafictionalcreation,this‘loathlylady’isdistancedenoughfrom
Chaucer’swealthyintendedreadershiptoallow him toquestionpatriarchalandclassstructures
throughhercharacter.

Battleofthesexes

TheWife’sspiritedcrusadeagainstmale‘auctoritee’ismostevidentinherliteral,physicalbattle
againsthermostchallenginghusband,Jankynthe‘clerkofOxenford’.Hetormentshernightlyby
readingfrom abookof‘wikkedwyves’:atreatiseofanti-feministauthoritiesthathereadsforhis
‘desport’(l.670)andatwhichhewould‘loughalweyfulfaste’(l.672).Itisclearthatthisisamisuse
of‘auctoritee’–notforeducationorpietybutformockeryandtotormentAlisoun.Oursympathies
thereforeliewithherbeforesherevealshowshetookmattersintoherownhands:

‘Iwithmyfestsotookhym onthecheke
Thatinourefyrhefilbackwardadoun’
(ll.792–93)

Theironyisthat,intormentinghiswifewithtalesoffemalewickedness,Jankyndriveshertothe
verybehaviourthemaleauthoritiescondemn.Butitishewhoisburntbyfire,perhapssymbolicof
hellishpunishment.Inhisretributiveanger,heknocksAlisountothefloor,butagain,shequite
literallygainstheupperhand,temptinghim over,‘ErIbedeed,yetwoleIkissethee’(l.802),andthen,
ashebegsforgiveness:

Andyeteftsoones,Ihittehym onthecheke,
Andseyde,‘Theef,thusmuchelam Iwreke;
NowwolIdye,Imaynolongerspeke.’
(ll.808–10)

Thatshewouldrathergivehim onelastthumpthanforgivehim isbothcomicallyun-Christianforher
pilgrim audienceandtriumphantinitssuddencunning,asemphasisedbytheabruptmonosyllables
of‘Ihittehym onthecheke’,strikingalastblowforwomanhoodratherthancompromising.Unable
towrite‘stories’or‘oratories’oreven‘speke’,theWifeletsherfistshavethelastword.

‘Maistrie’and‘soveraynetee’

The‘moral’ofAlisoun’sconfessionisthat,havingprovedherselfamatchforJankynbothphysically
andincunning,he‘yafmealthebridelinmynhand’(l.813):shetakesthereinsintherelationship,
gaining‘maistrie’and‘soveraynetee’(l.818)overherhusband.Thisvictoryofawifeoverherlord
andmaster,ashusbandswereseenintheeyesofsociety,ifnotintheirownhouseholds,seemsa
subversionofthemedievalorder–possiblytothepointoffarce.TheWifemaybeseenasasymbol
ofthecarnivalesque,atemporaryandamusingup-endingofsocialnorms.

Itisfitting,then,thathertaleissetinadistant,fairy-taleworldratherthanherimmediatesociety.It



isequallyappropriatethathertaledealswiththoseelementssocentraltoAlisoun’scharacter:sex
andviolence–hereintheform ofrapecommittedbyaknight.

ThetaleseemstodrivehometheWife’smessage:the‘loathlylady’savestheknightfrom execution
byprovidingtheanswertohisquesttoseekwhatwomenmostdesire:

‘Wommendesirentohavesovereynetee
Asweloverhirhousbondashirlove,
Andfortobeeninmaistriehym above.’
(ll.1038–40)

Thewords‘sovereynetee’and‘maistrie’echotheWife’sprologue,emphasisingtheimportanceshe

placesonfemaledominanceinrelationships.YetAlisoun’staleishardlystraightforwardinits

depictionoffemalepower,withtherapeultimatelygoingunpunished.Thoughtheknightisforcedto

marrythedegradinglycommonhag,upongainingapromisethatsheshallhave‘maistrie’inall

things,sherewardshim bytransformingintoayoung,beautifulwoman.Thestoryconcludeswith

theknight’s‘hertebathedinabathofblisse’(l.1253),thealliterationemphasisinghissensual

pleasureashisnewwife‘obeyedhym ineverything/Thatmyghtedoonhym plesance’(ll.1255–56),

implyinghersexualobedience.Whilethisargumentforgivingwomenpowermaybepersuasivefor

theWife’saudience,itisanargumentbasedonmaleenjoyment,notontheimportanceofgender

equality.

Similarly,theWife’sfocusintheprologueisoftenonthepleasureshegivesmen,boasting‘trewely,
asmynehousbondestoldeme,/Ihaddethebestequoniam’(ll.608–09).Herprideinhersexual
prowessisboth comicand indicativeofherlusty‘appetit’(l.623),yetitalso suggeststhe
importancetoherofbeingsexuallyprized.Shevows:

InwyfhodeIwolusemyninstrument
AsfrelyasmyMakerehathitsent
IfIbedaungerous,Godyevemesorwe!
Mynhousbondshalithavebotheeveandmorwe.
(ll.149–52)

TheoathtoGodagainstbeing‘daungerous’emphasisesherwillingnesstobefaithful,
onceshehasherownway.Thedescriptionofhergenitalsas‘myninstrument’suggests
theiruseasatoolforkeepinghusbandsinterestedandin‘thral’(l.155),asmuchasfor
herownpleasure,asemphasisedbyherpotentiallyexhaustingregimenofsex‘bothe
eveandmorwe’!

AlthoughtheWifeandthe‘loathlylady’bothclearlyadvocate‘maistrie’forwomen,the
prologueandtaleareproblematicfrom afeministviewpoint.BothAlisounandthehag
couldbeseenasobjectifyingwomen,offeringtheirbodiesasasexualrewardin
exchange forcontrol.The Wife’s self-awareness ofherown sociallyoutrageous
behaviourdoes,however,create a layerofironyaround hercharacter,leaving it
ambiguousastowhethersheisavirago,afigureofridiculeanddisgust,orasatirical
toolforChaucertoexposetheconflictbetweenpublicidealsandprivaterealitiesofthe



relationshipsbetweenmenandwomen.


