THE WIFE OF BATH
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“Qr where comanded he virginitee?
I woot as well as ye, it is no drede,

Th’apostel, whan he speketh of maidenhede,
4+ He seyde that precept thereof hadde he noon.®
Men may conseille a womman to been oon,

But conseilling nis no comandement.
He put it in oure owene juggement.
For hadde God comanded maidenhede, -

70 Thanne hadde he dampned wedding with the dede.

And, certain, if there were no seed ysowe,
Virginitee thanne wherof sholde it growe?°
Poul dorste not comanden, atte leeste,
A thing of which his maister yaf noon heeste.
75 The dart is set up for virginitee.
Cacche whoso may. Who renneth best lat see.®
“But this word® is not take of every wight,
But there as God list give it of his might.
I woot well that th’apostel was a maide,
s0 But nathelees, thogh that he wroot and sayde
He wolde that every wight were swich as he,°
All nis but conseil to virginitee.
And for to been a wif he yaf me leve
Of indulgence.® So nis it no repreve
85 To wedde me if that my make die,
Withoute excepcioun of bigamye.
Al were it good no womman for to touche,®
He mente as in his bed or in his couche,
For peril is both fire and tow t’assemble.°
90 Ye know what this ensample may resemble!
“This all and som: he heeld virginitee
Moore parfit than wedding in freletee.

64—65. Th’apostel . . . noon: See 1 Corinthians 7:25
69-72. For hadde . . . growe: From Jerome 12.
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75-76. The dart . . . see: A “dart” or small spear was sometimes given as the prize
to the winner of a footrace. The Wife of Bath’s point is that people who want to pursue

that prize may do so, but she has other “darts” in mind.

77. this word: Paul’s word that people should strive for a life of abstinence.
81. He wolde . . . he: He would prefer that everyone be like him (in chastity). See

1 Corinthians 7:7.

83-84. leve Of indulgence: Special permission or dis

87. Al were . . . touche: Sce 1 Corinthians 7:1.

pensation to marry.

89. For peril . . . Passemble: For it is dangerous to bring fire and flax close to-
gether. That the Wife of Bath has a sexual comparison in mind is clear enough from the

previous and the following lines.



