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The Wife of Bath’s Prologue and Tale
; -
I ereating the Wife of Bath, Chauce gy
upon a centuries-old tradition of gt
st writing that was particularly nurgpi
by the medieval Church. In their conyicyjgn
that the rational, intellectual, spiriyygp
and, therefore, higher side of human gty
predominated in men, whereas the irragip
al, material, earthly, and, therefore, loyep
side of human nature predominated gy
women, St. Paul and the early Chureh
fathers exalted celibacy and
marriage, although they were also obliged
to concede the necessity and sanctity of
matrimony. In the fourth century, a mopk
called Jovinian wrote a tract in which he
apparently presented marriage as a pogi-
tive good rather than as a necessary evil,

The Wife of Bath. Illumination from
the Ellesmere Manuscript of The
Canterbury Tales, ca. 1400-1405. Note
the & That tract is known only through St
Jerome's extreme attack upon it. Jeromes

atril other antifeminist and antimatrimonial literature provided Cha
f&:&"ﬁ:ﬁ iody of bookish male “auctoritee® (authority) against which the WAm
Bath asserts her female “experience” and defends her rights and justifies her life as
five-time married woman. In her polemical wars with medieval clerks and her m
monial wars with her five husbands, the last of whom was once a clerk of Oxenford,
the Wife of Bath seems roniclly to confirm the accusations of the clerks, but atthe
same time she succeeds in satirizing the shallowness of the stereotypes of women
and marriage in antifeminist writings and in demonstrating how much the largeness
and complexity of her own character rise above that stereotype.

The Prologue

Experience, though noon auctoritee
Were in this world, is right ynough for me
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“Thou hast yhad five housbondes,”
“And that ilke® man that now hath A
Is nat thyn housbonde.” Thus saide he certain. -
50 What that he mente therby I can nat sayn,
But that I axe® why the fifthe man ak
‘Was noon housbonde to the Samaritan?*
How manye mighte she han in mariage?
Yit herde I nevere tellen in myn age
35 Upon this nombre diffinicioun.® definition
Men may divine® and glosen® up and down, s / nterpres

But wel I woot,” expres,® withouten lie, Jnow / expressly
God bad us for to wexe® and multiplye:
That gentil text can I wel understonde.

0 Eck wel I woot® he saide that myn housbonde know
Sholde lete® fader and moder and take to me,® leave
But of no nombre mencion made he—

Of bigamye or of octogamye:
Why sholde men thanne speke of it vilainye?

s Lo, here the wise king daun® Salomon: master
1 trowe® he hadde wives many oon,* believe
As wolde God it leveful® were to me permissible

To be refresshed half so ofte as he.
Which yifte® of God hadde he for alle his wives!

4w No man hath swich® that in this world alive is. such
God woot this noble king, as to my wit,® knowledge
The firste night hadde many a merye fit® bout

With eech of hem, so wel was him on live.!
Blessed be God that I have wedded five,
s OFf whiche I have piked out the beste,?

Bothe of hir nether purs® and of hir cheste.* R
Diverse scoles maken parfit® clerkes, TS
And diverse practikes* in sondry werkes
Maken the werkman parfit sikerly:® certainly

s Of five housbondes scoleying® am 1. Sekvling
Welcome the sixte whan that evere he shal®
For sith I wol nat kepe me chast® in al, celibate
Whan my housbonde is fro the world agoon,
Som Cristen man shal wedde me anoon” gy

55 For thanne thApostle® saith that lam free
To wedde, a Goddes half, where it liketh me.”
He saide that to be wedded is no sinne:
Bet is to be wedded than to brinne.*

£Christ was ety efrrng 0 8 itk man 3, e el 2 o i orh
A;(_IM“ ot maried to the Samaritan woman  while e e, testicles.

) ¥
+increase (see Genesis 1.28)- 4, Practical experiences.
thew 19.5. hal) come

5. 1. long.
. 0f two or even eight marriages. The Wife 8- . Paul.
h i o agoms 71 . *A Goddes half”: on God's behalf.
simul "fff'-'.'."::.:.““‘"“"‘ rather than T 7._) o n—-l-n'u.‘c
. marrages. - wivessndtiees e IR NG, Wife's citations of St. Paul
»wﬁ“‘mﬂ--u'kh:ﬁ’-.):“ are from this chapte, often secondhand from St.
Whata it Jerome’s tract Agaimst Jovinian.
"3 pleasant a life he had.
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vilainye

hough folk saye

What rekketh me” t!
Of shrewed® Lamech' an
1 woot wel Abraham was an
And Jacob eek, as fer as ever’
“And cech of hem hadde wives 1o
‘Aned many another holy man also-

‘Where can ye saye in any manere age
That hye God defended® mariage
By expres word? I praye you telleth me-
O where comanded he virginitee?
1 woot as wel as ye, it is no le,”
ThiApostle, whan he speketh of maidenhede,”
He saide that precept therof hadde he noon:
Men may conseile a womman to be 0on;”
But conseiling nis® no comandement.
He putte it in oure owene juggement.
For hadde God comanded maidenhede, L
Thanne hadde he dampned® wedding with the deedes®
And certes, if there were no sced ysowe, B
Virginitee, thanne wherof sholde it growe? ’
Paul dorste nat comanden at the leeste
A thing of which his maister yaf° no heeste.”
The dart® is set up for virginitee:
Cacche whoso may, who renneth® best lat s&f
But this word is nought take of* every wight,® 3
Bt i Y Colimhe s i iastaath
mstam Gl ihpastiniomse: dwaiclndn
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He wolde that every wight il
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