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The Wife Of Baths
Prologue And Tale

Introduction: The Most
Memorable Pilgrim in
Canterbury

Among  the  colorful  cast  of  characters  Geoffrey
Chaucer  assembled  in  his  masterpiece,  The
Canterbury  Tales ,  none  is  more  vivid,
controversial, or enduring than the Wife of Bath.
Her  Prologue and Tale  form one of  the most
studied,  debated,  and  celebrated  sections  of
medieval  Engl ish  l i terature.  Readers
encountering  The  Wife  Of  Baths  Prologue
And Tale  for  the  first  time  are  often  struck  by
her  boldness,  her  wit,  and  her  unapologetic
defense of female desire and marital authority.
Written  in  the  late  14th  century,  this  text
remains remarkably modern in its themes and
concerns. The Wife of Bath, or Alisoun as she is
sometimes  called,  is  a  woman  who  speaks
directly  to  readers  across  the  centuries,
challenging assumptions about gender, power,



and  the  nature  of  t rue  sovereignty  in
relationships.  Understanding her  Prologue and
Tale requires exploring not  only the narrative
itself  but also the social  and literary contexts
that  shaped  it.  This  article  will  provide  a
comprehensive analysis of The Wife Of Baths
Prologue And Tale,  examining  its  structure,
themes,  characters,  and  lasting  significance  in
the  canon  of  English  literature.

The Wife of Bath as a
Character

Before  diving  into  the  Prologue  and  Tale
themselves,  it  is  essential  to  understand who
the Wife  of  Bath  is  as  a  character.  She is  a
wealthy cloth-maker from the city of Bath, a fact
that immediately marks her as a member of the
emerging middle class. She has been married
five  times,  and  she  is  not  shy  about  discussing
her  experiences with  husbands and marriage.
Her physical description in the General Prologue
emphasizes  her  boldness:  she  wears  fine
clothing, has a gap-toothed smile, and rides a
horse  with  great  confidence.  She  is  also
presented  as  somewhat  deaf,  a  detail  that
becomes  significant  in  her  Prologue.  Most
importantly, the Wife of Bath is a woman who
claims  authority  based  on  her  own  lived
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experience.  She  repeatedly  insists  that  she
knows more about marriage and relationships
than the learned clerical authorities who have
written  about  these  subjects.  This  claim  to
experiential knowledge over textual authority is
central  to understanding The Wife Of Baths
Prologue  And  Tale  and  the  character  of
Alisoun herself.

The Prologue: A Defense
of Marriage and Female
Sovereignty

The Wife of  Bath's  Prologue is  a lengthy and
complex speech that serves as both a personal
testimony and a scholarly argument. She begins
by  challenging  the  idea  that  virginity  is
inherently  superior  to  marriage.  Using biblical
references  and  her  own  interpretation  of
scripture,  she  argues  that  God  commanded
humanity to be fruitful and multiply. If virginity
were the only holy state, she reasons, then God
would  have  created  only  one  man  and  one
woman. Instead,  marriage is  a legitimate and
holy institution, and she has embraced it fully
through  her  five  husbands.  The  Prologue  is
structured  around  her  accounts  of  these
relationships, and she categorizes her first three
husbands as good but submissive men whom



she was able to control. Her fourth husband was
a  reveler  who  kept  a  mistress,  and  she
retaliated  by  making  him  jealous.  Her  fifth
husband,  the  young  clerk  Jankyn,  was  her
intellectual match and the one she loved most
deeply,  but  their  relationship  was  marked  by
fierce conflict.

The Clerical Authorities and the
Book of Wicked Wives

A central moment in the Prologue comes when
the  Wife  of  Bath  describes  her  fifth  husband
Jankyn's habit of reading aloud from a book that
collected  misogynistic  writings  about  women.
This "book of wicked wives" contained the works
of classical and biblical authors who disparaged
women,  including  stories  of  women  who  had
betrayed, deceived, or destroyed men. The Wife
of  Bath  was  deeply  offended  by  this  book,  and
her frustration boiled over one day when she
tore three pages from it and struck Jankyn. He
retaliated  by  hitting  her  so  hard  that  she
became  deaf  in  one  ear.  This  physical
confrontation  is  a  turning  point  in  their
marriage.  The  Wife  of  Bath  eventually  forced
Jankyn to burn the book, and from that moment,
she gained sovereignty in their relationship. This
episode is  significant  because it  dramatizes  the
conflict  between  male  textual  authority  and
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female  lived  experience.  The  Wife  of  Bath
refuses  to  accept  the  negative  portrayals  of
women found in learned texts, and she asserts
her own truth based on her life as a wife and a
woman.  This  struggle  over  who  gets  to  define
womanhood  is  at  the  heart  of  The Wife  Of
Baths Prologue And Tale.

The Tale: A Knight's
Quest for What Women
Want

After the Prologue,  the Wife of  Bath tells  her
Tale,  which  is  a  Arthurian  romance  with  a
distinctly feminist moral. The story begins with a
knight who commits a serious crime: he rapes a
young maiden. The court is outraged, and King
Arthur  is  prepared  to  sentence  the  knight  to
death.  However,  Queen  Guinevere  and  the
ladies of the court intervene, asking Arthur to
grant the knight a chance to redeem himself.
The queen sets him a task: he must discover
what women most desire, and he has one year
and a  day  to  find  the  answer.  This  quest  forms
the central framework of the Tale, and it directly
mirrors the Wife of Bath's own concerns in her
Prologue.



The Knight's Journey and the Old
Hag

The knight travels far and wide, asking every
woman he meets what she most wants, but he
receives a bewildering variety of answers. Some
women say wealth, others say honor, still others
say pleasure, or fine clothing, or flattery. As his
deadline approaches, the knight is dejected and
certain he will fail. While wandering through a
forest, he encounters a group of young women
dancing,  but  as  he  approaches,  they  vanish,
leaving only an old, ugly hag. The hag agrees to
tell  him  the  answer  if  he  promises  to  do
whatever she asks of him in return. Desperate,
the  knight  agrees.  The  hag  then  reveals  the
answer: what women most desire is sovereignty
over their husbands and lovers. In other words,
women want to have power and control in their
relationships.  The knight  returns to  court  and
gives this  answer,  and the queen and all  the
ladies confirm that it is correct. His life is spared,
but  now  he  must  fulfill  his  promise  to  the  old
hag:  he  must  marry  her.

The Choice and the Transformation

The  knight  is  horrified  at  the  prospect  of
marrying the ugly old woman, but he is bound
by  his  oath.  On  their  wedding  night,  he  is
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miserable  and  refuses  to  consummate  the
marriage. The hag confronts him, asking why he
is  so  unhappy.  She  then  delivers  a  lengthy
speech about true nobility, arguing that gentility
is  not  inherited  but  earned  through  virtuous
actions. She also points out that poverty and old
age are not shameful, and that a faithful wife is
a  treasure.  Finally,  she  offers  the  knight  a
choice: she can remain old and ugly but faithful,
or  she  can  become  young  and  beautiful  but
possibly unfaithful.  The knight, having learned
the lesson of the Tale, gives the decision to his
wife. He says, "My lady and my love, my wife so
dear, I put myself in your wise government." By
granting  her  sovereignty,  he  passes  the  test.
The hag, delighted, transforms into a beautiful
young woman, and they live happily ever after.

Themes and
Interpretations

The Wife Of Baths Prologue And Tale is rich
with  themes  that  continue  to  resonate  with
modern readers. The most obvious theme is the
question of female sovereignty and autonomy.
The  Wife  of  Bath  argues,  both  through  her
personal  story  and  through  her  Tale,  that
women should have control over their own lives
and relationships. This was a radical idea in the



14th  century,  when  women  were  largely
considered  the  property  of  their  fathers  or
husbands. Chaucer presents the Wife of Bath as
a  complex  figure  who  both  embodies  and
challenges the stereotypes of her time. She is
lustful, manipulative, and outspoken, but she is
also  intelligent,  resilient,  and  deeply  human.
Another  important  theme  is  the  relationship
between experience and authority. The Wife of
Bath  repeatedly  asserts  that  her  five marriages
have given her more wisdom about relationships
than any book written by celibate male scholars.
This  tension  between  lived  experience  and
textual  learning  is  a  central  concern  of  the
Prologue.

Marriage and Power

The  dynamics  of  marriage  and  power  are
explored in great depth throughout The Wife
Of Baths Prologue And Tale. The Wife of Bath
presents  marriage  as  a  battlefield  where
husbands  and  wives  struggle  for  control.  Her
own marriages were characterized by a series of
negotiations,  conflicts,  and  compromises.  The
Tale  offers  a  resolution  to  this  struggle:  when
the  knight  gives  his  wife  sovereignty,  both
partners benefit. The hag becomes beautiful and
faithful, suggesting that female power does not
threaten male happiness but rather enhances it.
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This  resolution  can  be  read  as  a  fantasy  of
harmonious marriage based on mutual respect
and  female  authority.  However,  some  critics
have noted that the Tale ultimately reinforces a
traditional happy ending, with the young couple
living in bliss. The radical potential of the Wife of
Bath's arguments is somewhat contained by the
conventional romance ending.

The Question of Antifeminism

Scholars have long debated whether The Wife
Of Baths Prologue And Tale is a feminist text
or a satire of feminist arguments. On one hand,
the Wife of Bath makes compelling points about
the unfair treatment of women in marriage and
society. On the other hand, she embodies many
negative  stereotypes  about  women:  she  is
greedy,  lustful,  and  manipulative.  Is  Chaucer
presenting a genuine defense of women, or is he
making fun of a loud, opinionated woman who
talks too much? This ambiguity is part of  the
genius  of  the  text.  Chaucer  does  not  offer  a
simple  moral  lesson  but  instead  presents  a
complex  character  who  defies  easy
categorization. The Wife of Bath can be read as
both a proto-feminist hero and a comedic figure,
depending  on  the  reader's  perspective.  This
richness of interpretation has kept scholars and
readers  engaged  with  the  text  for  over  six



centuries.

Literary and Historical
Context

To  fully  understand  The  Wife  Of  Baths
Prologue And Tale, it is helpful to consider the
literary and historical context in which Chaucer
wrote.  The  late  14th  century  was  a  time  of
significant  social  change  in  England.  The  Black
Death  had  reshaped  the  economy  and  class
structure, and the Peasants' Revolt of 1381 had
challenged traditional hierarchies. The rise of a
middle class, represented by the Wife of Bath
herself,  was  a  new  social  reality.  In  literary
terms, Chaucer was drawing on a rich tradition
of  medieval  antifeminist  literature,  including
texts  like  The Romance of  the  Rose  and the
works of Jerome and Theophrastus. The Wife of
Bath explicitly references these sources in her
Prologue, and she argues against them. Chaucer
was  also  influenced  by  the  literary  tradition  of
the "loathly lady," a figure found in folklore and
romance where an ugly woman is transformed
into a beautiful one through an act of kindness
or  submission.  By  combining  these  traditions
with  a  vivid  and  original  character,  Chaucer
created a work that is both deeply rooted in its
time and strikingly modern.
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The Legacy of the Wife of
Bath

The Wife of Bath has had an enormous impact
on English literature and culture. She is arguably
the most famous character in The Canterbury
Tales, and her voice has been heard through the
centu r ies .  Modern  adapta t ions  and
interpretations  continue  to  explore  her  story.
Novelists, playwrights, and poets have retold her
tale  from  different  perspectives,  often
emphasizing her feminist message. In academic
circles,  the  Wife  of  Bath  is  a  central  figure  in
medieval studies and feminist literary criticism.
Her Prologue and Tale are frequently taught in
university courses on Chaucer and on women in
literature. The character's enduring appeal lies
in her vitality, her humor, and her refusal to be
silenced.  She  speaks  with  a  voice  that  is
unmistakably her own, and she demands to be
heard.

Conclusion

The Wife Of Baths Prologue And Tale stands
as one of the most remarkable achievements in
English  literature.  Through  the  unforgettable
character of  Alisoun,  Geoffrey Chaucer explores



profound  questions  about  gender,  power,
marriage, and knowledge. The Prologue offers a
personal  and  often  humorous  account  of  five
marriages, while the Tale presents a romance
with  a  clear  moral  about  the  importance  of
female  sovereignty.  Together,  they  form  a
complex and layered text that rewards careful
reading and invites ongoing interpretation. The
Wife of Bath challenges her medieval audience,
and she continues to challenge readers today.
Her  arguments  about  experience  versus
authority,  her  defense  of  marriage  and
sexuality,  and  her  demand  for  autonomy  in
relationships are as relevant now as they were
in the 14th century. Whether one sees her as a
feminist  pioneer  or  a  comic  figure,  there  is  no
denying the power and vitality of her voice. The
Wife Of Baths Prologue And Tale  remains
essential  reading for anyone interested in the
history of gender, the development of English
literature, and the enduring questions of what
women want and what makes a happy marriage.
The Wife of  Bath,  with her gap-toothed smile
and her bold red stockings, rides on into literary
immortality, still  talking, still  arguing, and still
demanding that we listen.


