5 British Authors

Wife of Bath’s Prologue

THEMES 

1.  Countering received wisdom/texts:  The Wife of Bath is offering a re-interpretation of powerful beliefs, such as those found in the Bible.  For example, she counters the rules governing marriage, arguing that:  1) people can marry more than once (pp 219-20; l. 21-61) 2) virginity is an ideal held for perfect people, not real people (p. 221-22; l. 105-15);  3) sexual organs are made for pleasure (p. 222; 115-134);  4) women can be sexually active (p. 223; l. 149-162).      

2.  Women’s power:  The Wife of Bath is one of the most well known literary characters, as she exerts “unfeminine” power. She refuses to live according the social expectations placed on women, overtly stating that she enjoys sex, for example.  When comparing her to the female characters in the Miller’s (and Reeve’s) tales, she displays a similar type of power (sexual power over husbands), but makes it much richer and deeper because she can explain that power.           

3.  Self-revealing voice:   Most obviously, the Wife of Bath is a woman with a voice!  She is opinionated in a truth-speaking, self-centered, body-bound way.   The fact that her prologue is longer than her tale is important.  She loves to talk about herself to the point where she seems to lose control of her voice.  But, the length of the prologue reveals that the Wife of Bath’s own life tells a more interesting story that the tale itself.       

4.  Explanation of marriages:


Marriage to three good men:  has them under her control (see quote), makes them 



work for her


Marriage to 4th:  reveler, passion, jealousy 


Marriage to 5th:  Janekin—key husband, lectures her with book, she rips out



pages,   he hits her.   

QUOTATIONS 

1.
(speaking of virginity and Christ)


He spak to hem that wolde live parfitly,


And lordinges, by youre leve, that am nat I.


I wol bistowe the flour of al myn age 


In the actes and fruit of marriage.  (l. 111-114)

2. 
(speaking of sexual organs)


I sey this, that they be maked been for bothe—


This is to seye, for office, and for ese


Of engendrure, there we not God displese. (l. 124-6) 

3. 
(speaking of three good husbands)


I governed hem so wel after my lawe


That ech of hem ful blissful was and fawe 


To bring me gaye thinges fro the fayre.  (l. 219-221)

4.  
(speaking of power of women)


For half so bodily can ther no man


Swere and lyen as a woman can  (l. 128-9) 

