
 

THE WIFE OF BATH’S PROLOGUE & TALE 
 

May 2018: Sovereignty in marriage 

b) By referring closely to Extract 1(b) printed in the accompanying Resource Booklet and 
other appropriately selected parts of the text, and making use of relevant external 
contextual information on medieval attitudes to marriage, examine the poetic methods 
which Chaucer uses to write about the theme of sovereignty in marriage.  

“Chese now,” quod she, “oon of thise thynges tweye:  
To han me foul and old til that I deye, 
And be to yow a trewe, humble wyf, 
And nevere yow displese in al my lyf;  
Or elles ye wol han me yong and fair, 
And take youre aventure of the repair 
That shal be to youre hous by cause of me, 
Or in som oother place, may wel be. 
Now chese yourselven, wheither that yow liketh.”  
This knyght avyseth hym and sore siketh, 
But atte laste he seyde in this manere: 
“My lady and my love, and wyf so deere, 
I put me in youre wise governance; 
Cheseth youreself which may be moost plesance,  
And moost honour to yow and me also.  
I do no fors the wheither of the two;  
For as yow liketh, it suffiseth me.”  
“Thanne have I gete of yow maistrie,” quod she,  
“Syn I may chese and governe as me lest?”  
“Ye, certes, wyf,” quod he, “I holde it best.”  
“Kys me,” quod she, “we be no lenger wrothe;  
For, by my trouthe, I wol be to yow bothe, 
This is to seyn, ye, bothe fair and good. 
I prey to God that I moote sterven wood,  
But I to yow be also good and trewe 
As evere was wyf, syn that the world was newe.  
And but I be to-morn as fair to seene 
As any lady, emperice, or queene, 
That is bitwixe the est and eke the west, 
Dooth with my lyf and deth right as yow lest.  
Cast up the curtyn, looke how that it is.”  
And whan the knyght saugh verraily al this,  
That she so fair was, and so yong therto, 
For joye he hente hire in his armes two, 
His herte bathed in a bath of blisse.  
A thousand tyme a-rewe he gan hire kisse,  
And she obeyed hym in every thyng 
That myghte doon hym plesance or likyng.  
And thus they lyve unto hir lyves ende 
In parfit joye; and Jhesu Crist us sende  



 

Housbondes meeke, yonge, and fressh abedde,  
And grace t’overbide hem that we wedde; 
And eek I praye Jhesu shorte hir lyves 
That wol nat be governed by hir wyves; 
And olde and angry nygardes of dispence, 
God sende hem soone verray pestilence!  
 
Chaucer’s presentation of the theme of marriage in The Wife of Bath’s Prologue and Tale 
simultaneously challenges and reinforces medieval attitudes to sovereignty in marriage. On the 
one hand, in the extract, Chaucer challenges the idea that wives should submit to their 
husbands’ authority by presenting a happy marriage as one where the wife has ‘maistrie’. Yet 
on the other hand, the Wife’s revelations in the Prologue about her sexual appetites and her 
deceptive tactics can be argued to confirm the stereotype of women as lecherous and cunning, 
thereby reinforcing the idea that women need to be controlled by men.  
 
In the extract, which is taken from the end of the Wife’s Tale, Chaucer subverts the 
conventions of the Arthurian romance by depicting a world where wives have sovereignty 
over their husbands.  
• The Wife’s Tale of the old hag and the knight was a widely known fairytale, and the poet 

John Gower wrote a version of it that was popular in Chaucer’s time. However, while the 
story’s original moral was that true beauty lies within, the Wife alters its message to convey 
her belief that husbands should obey their wives. She also subverts the conventions of the 
Arthurian romance by telling the story of an old hag who rescues a knight as opposed to a 
knight rescuing a damsel in distress, and by granting the queen of this land more power 
than the king, since she intervenes to save the knight.  

• The Wife’s Tale can be viewed as the main exemplum in her broader ‘sermon’ about 
sovereignty in marriage, since it illustrates her arguments in the Prologue. Chaucer uses 
exclamatio in the extract – ‘And olde and angry nygardes of dispence, / God sende hem 
soone verray pestilence!’ – to stress her message about ‘maistrie’, with the adjectives ‘olde’ 
and ‘angry’ and the derogatory term ‘nygards of dispence’ creating a vehement tone that 
conveys her disdain for husbands who challenge their wives’ authority.  

• By presenting a world where women have sovereignty over men, Chaucer challenges 
medieval attitudes that dictated that wives were their husband’s property and should submit 
to their authority.  

 
Chaucer uses parallelism and heroic couplets to reinforce the Wife’s argument that wives 
should have sovereignty in marriage.  
• The exchange between the old hag and the knight in the extract in which he submits to her 

governance – ‘My lady and my love, and wyf so deere, / I put me in youre wise governance’ 
– echoes the earlier dialogue between the Wife and Jankin: ‘Myn owne trewe wyf, / Do as 
thee lust the terme of al thy lyf’. This structural parallelism reinforces the Wife’s view that 
a successful marriage is one where the wife has ‘maistrie’.  

• The Wife concludes her Tale by cursing men who refuse to obey their wives: ‘And eek I 
praye Jhesu shorte hir lives / that wol nat be governed by hir wives’. The impassioned tone 
of these lines and the strong rhythm created by Chaucer’s use of heroic couplets enhance 
the persuasive impact of her conclusion.  

 
Chaucer also uses direct speech to dramatize the struggle for sovereignty in marriage. 
• In the extract, the old hag’s sovereignty over the knight is clear from her repeated use of 

the imperative ‘Chese’ to command him to choose between an ugly but faithful wife or a 



 

beautiful but unfaithful wife, and her use of the imperatives ‘Kys me’ and ‘Cast up the 
curtyn’, delivered in an affectionate tone, to reward his submissiveness.  

• It is also conveyed through the terms of endearment the knight uses to address the old hag 
– ‘My lady and my love, and wyf so deere’ – and the polite tone he uses to submit to her 
authority: ‘For, as yow liketh, it suffiseth me’.  

• Chaucer uses vocabulary relating to domination in the hag’s question to the knight to 
reinforce the Wife’s message that woman should have power over men: ‘“Thanne have I 
gete of yow maistrie,” quod she, / “Syn I may chese and governe as me lest?”’ This echoes 
the legal vocabulary he uses in the Prologue to highlight the Wife’s dominance over her 
husbands: ‘I governed hem so wel, after my lawe…’ 

• Chaucer uses direct speech to similar effect in the Wife’s Prologue to dramatize her 
strategies for controlling her husbands, as seen when she acts out her complaints about their 
treatment of her: ‘“Sire old kaynard, is this thyn array?”’  

 
In the extract, Chaucer uses hyperbole and positive lexis to highlight the benefits that 
result from the knight relinquishing sovereignty in marriage.  
• He uses the adjectives ‘fair’ and ‘good’ to show that the hag plans to reward the knight’s 

submissiveness: ‘I wol be to yow bothe! / This is to seyn, ye, both fair and good’.  
• The hyperbolic quality of the analogy used by the Wife to emphasize how fair she will 

appear to the knight once she transforms herself reinforces the idea that great benefits result 
from husbands submitting to their wives’ control: ‘And but I be to-morn as fair to seene / 
As any lady, emperice, or queene, / That is betwixe the est and eke the west’.  

• Chaucer’s description of the old hag and the knight living ‘unto hir lyves ende / In parfait 
joye’ underscores the message that a happy marriage is one where the husband recognizes 
his wife’s sovereignty.  

 
Chaucer uses metaphors to lend weight to the Wife’s teaching that a happy marriage is 
one where the wife has sovereignty over her husband. 
• In the extract, he uses the metaphor ‘his herte bathed in a bath of blisse’ to describe the 

knight’s happiness after submitting to his wife’s power.  
• Chaucer also uses metaphors in the Prologue to affirm the Wife’s sovereignty over her 

husbands. He uses the metaphor ‘I hadde hem hoolly in myn hond’ to convey her pride in 
her ability to control them, and a riding metaphor to explain how Jankin handed over full 
control to the Wife: ‘He yaf me al the bridel in myn hond’.  

 
Chaucer also uses a range of methods in the Wife’s Prologue to challenge the assumption 
that wives should relinquish sovereignty in their marriages. 
• He challenges patriarchal authority by presenting the Wife as an ‘expert in al myn age’ who 

appropriates the rhetorical features of the medieval sermon to present her argument that a 
successful marriage is one where the wife has ‘maistrie’.  

• Chaucer uses expressions of negation to create an emphatic, dismissive tone that conveys 
the Wife’s refusal to submit to her husbands’ authority: ‘I ne owe hem nat a word that it 
nis quit.’  

• Chaucer uses exclamatio and colloquial expressions to create a scornful tone that indicates 
the Wife’s contempt for her husbands’ views: ‘Wel may that be a proverb of a shrewe!’ 

• Chaucer conveys the Wife’s contempt for her husbands’ authority and her outrage at their 
criticisms of women through her use of derogatory terms of address such as ‘Sire old 
kaynard’ and exclamatory oaths like ‘O leeve sire shrewe, Jhesu shorte thy lyf!’ 

 



 

Chaucer uses the choice the old hag gives the knight in the extract – between a ‘foul and 
old’ wife who will be ‘trewe’ to him and a ‘yong and fair’ wife who may not be – to 
highlight the intensity of men’s fears about the risk their wives’ sexuality posed to their 
sovereignty in marriage. 
• Marriage in medieval times was widely viewed by men as an unfortunate necessity because 

women were generally viewed as troublesome and sexually insatiable – a perception 
stemming from the Church’s view that women were responsible for the fall of mankind, 
since it was Eve in the Bible who gave in to temptation from Satan and coaxed Adam into 
disobeying God’s orders. 

• Chaucer also uses direct address and a variety of metaphors in the Wife’s discussion of 
marriage in the Prologue to highlight male fears about female sexuality in medieval times. 
He uses indirect speech, whereby the Wife combines direct address with the reporting 
clause ‘Thou seist’, to present men’s fears about being cuckolded: ‘And if that she be fair, 
thou verray knave, / Thou seist that ever holour wol hire have; / She may no while in 
chastitee abide, / That is assailed upon ech a side.’  

• He also uses a war metaphor to convey men’s fears about ensuring their wives remain 
chaste: ‘Thou seist men may nat kepe a castel wal, / It may so longe assailled been overal.’ 
This metaphor reflects both the widespread medieval perception of women as property and 
the stereotype that they cannot control their sexual desires.  

• Chaucer reinforces the widespread perception of women as lascivious through Jankin’s use 
of an animal simile to stress the rarity of a woman who is beautiful and chaste: ‘“A fair 
womman, but she be chaast also, / Is lyk a gold ring in a sowes nose.”’  

 
Yet at the same time, Chaucer undercuts the Wife’s message about sovereignty in 
marriage by using various methods to highlight her sexual appetites and paint her as a 
figure of ridicule. 
• While the Wife’s conclusion in the extract affirms the need for wives to have sovereignty 

over their husbands, the list of adjectives she uses to describe her ideal husband as ‘meeke, 
yonge, and fresh abedde’ simultaneously reinforces medieval stereotypes about women as 
lecherous by highlighting her preoccupation with the sexual aspect of marriage. 

• Chaucer also invites us to laugh at the way the Wife uses religious language to appeal to 
‘Jhesu Crist’ as though she were concluding a sermon, when in fact she is praying for her 
sexual appetites to be satisfied. 

• Chaucer’s portrayal of the Wife’s lust arguably detracts from the forcefulness of her 
arguments about marriage by corroborating the medieval perception of women as 
lascivious. In the Prologue, he highlights the Wife’s lustful nature through the image of the 
gap between her teeth, which was traditionally considered a sign of lechery – ‘Gat-toothed 
I was’ – and his use of fiscal metaphors to portray her as sexually demanding, as seen in 
her claim that a man should ‘yelde to his wyf hire dette’.  

• He also uses negation and listing to highlight the Wife’s lack of sexual restraint and the 
scope of her sexual appetites: ‘I ne loved nevere by no discrecioun, / But evere folwede 
myn appetite, / Al were he short, or long, or blak, or whit’.   

 
Despite presenting a world in the Wife’s Tale where women have sovereignty in marriage, 
Chaucer uses methods elsewhere in the text to demonstrate the control men had over 
women in marriage during the medieval period. 
• A woman’s property passed to her husband on marriage, and she was expected to obey him. 

In one French conduct manual from the 1390s, a husband instructed his wife to behave like 



 

an obedient dog: ‘even if his master whip him and throw stones at him, the dog followeth, 
wagging his tail and lying down before his master to appease him.’ 

• The medieval perception of wives as property is reflected in the animal analogy contained 
in the Wife’s observation that husbands complain about being able to test out their wives 
prior to marriage: ‘Thou seist that oxen, asses, hors, and houndes, / They been assayed at 
diverse stoundes… / But folk of wives maken noon assay…’  

• Men’s economic sovereignty over women in marriage is also reflected in the Wife’s 
observation that Jankin took ownership of her fortune: ‘to him yaf I al the long and fee / 
That evere was me yeven therbifoore.’ Chaucer’s use of the adjective ‘al’ and the adverb 
‘evere’ stresses the fact that the sum of the Wife’s wealth passed to Jankin. 

• The power husbands wielded over their wives is illustrated through the violent imagery 
Chaucer uses to describe the violence the Wife suffered at Jankin’s hands: ‘he hadde me 
bete on every bon’; ‘he smoot me ones on the list…’ The alliteration of the plosive ‘b’ 
sound in the first quotation and the harsh sibilant sounds in the second reinforce Jankin’s 
brutality and reflect the fact that domestic violence was commonplace in medieval times.  

 
Examining the poetic methods Chaucer uses to write about the theme of sovereignty in 
marriage reveals that his satire has two targets – the first being patriarchal medieval society, 
whose misogynistic attitudes he satirizes by dramatizing male fears about female chastity and 
depicting male characters who submit to their wives, and the second being the character of the 
Wife herself, whose lasciviousness and cunning invite us to view her as a ridiculous figure who 
embodies the very fears about women she tries to dismiss. By positioning the Wife as both a 
figure of ridicule and a shrewd critic of patriarchal society, Chaucer presents a complex picture 
of both sexes’ struggle for sovereignty in marriage in the medieval era.  


