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Teaching notes 

The voice of the Wife of Bath 

Luke McBratney 

The Wife of Bath is probably the most famous character in The Canterbury Tales. One of the ways in 

which Chaucer has made her so vivid and memorable is through her distinctive, personal style of 

speech (or idiolect). These teaching notes aim to help you think about the audiences for the text and 

become more familiar with the vocabulary and concepts used in Jenni Nuttall’s article ‘Voice and 

presence in The Canterbury Tales’. 

Involving the audience 

Note how the Wife deviates from polite or courtly speech (which used indirect questions, conditional 

constructions and avoided imperatives). Remind yourself of Jenni Nuttall’s article and note the effects 

of her using: 

 the second person pronoun ‘ye’ 

 direct questions to her audience 

 commands (imperatives) 

 insinuations that the audience share her knowledge  

What examples does Nuttall give to show that the Wife makes written authorities and her argument 

more personal? 

Varieties of audience 

Consider the audiences addressed in the Prologue, the different terms of address used and the 

relationships implied by those terms of address. 

The Wife addresses the pilgrims 

When addressing the pilgrims as a group, she uses ‘lordynges’ — a polite term of address, which 

was used by a person of humble status to superiors. 

Particular pilgrims are addressed 

When the Pardoner interrupts, he addresses the Wife with the polite ‘dame’ (madam or my lady). How 

might this show either deference or irony?   

The terms of address used in second interruption to the Wife’s Prologue suggest sarcasm: the Friar 

laughs before turning to her with ‘Now dame,’ before criticising the length of her tale; the Wife calls the 

Friar ‘sire’ (usually a respectful title) and ‘worthy Friar’. 
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A broader audience of women is addressed 

Since the only other women on the pilgrimage are the Prioress and her Nun, we might imagine the 

Wife addressing a wider circle of listeners — perhaps women in a real audience, such as an audience 

at court who might have listened to a performance of the poem.  

She exhorts them: ‘Now herketh…ye wise wives’ and declares proudly women’s superiority over men 

in lying and deception. She goes on to recount how she spoke to her first three husbands as part of 

her tactics to gain control. 

The Wife addresses her husbands directly 

Here, terms of address are terms of abuse — ‘lorel’ (scoundrel or fool), ‘olde dotard shrew’, ‘olde 

barel-ful of lies’ — or include the mocking use of a respectful term, such as sire in ‘sire olde fool’. 

Note how the terms have the authenticity of real insults and both suggest that many more of the same 

were delivered and give us the feeling that we are witnessing these arguments in the moment they 

take place. Look back at your text and consider, what is the cumulative effect of these insults being 

rained down upon the old husbands? Which insults help to form imperative sentences; where are they 

positioned in the text and what effects do they create? For example, the insult ‘olde barel-ful of lies’ is 

a kind of verbal flourish that comes not just at the end of a line, a sentence or a verse paragraph but 

also at the climax of this whole section of the Prologue — a section that offers a demonstration to 

other women of how to outwit and insult a husband. 

Chaucer addresses his audience 

Whether we think of a group of listeners experiencing a performance of the text, or a reader reading 

the text, thinking of Chaucer’s audience helps us consider the Wife not so much as a real character 

(though Chaucer’s skill undoubtedly renders her a vibrant and convincing one) but as a construct. 

Perhaps this audience helps us to appreciate the view that perhaps the Wife appeals, primarily, to a 

male audience. Even our example above, when the Wife addresses women directly, could be 

interpreted as appealing to men by showing this fictional woman to be the embodiment of the worst 

antifeminist stereotypes.  

Further reading 

As well as using the articles available from THE ENGLISH REVIEW archive to extend your reading, you 

might like to visit some of the sites below: 

This podcast from the University of Oxford explores Chaucer’s use of everyday spoken English as a 

literary language: http://podcasts.ox.ac.uk/chaucer-video 

Harvard University offers a range of useful resources, including contextual aspects and a link to 

interlinear translations of several tales: http://www.courses.fas.harvard.edu/~chaucer/ 

In this programme from the series In Our Time, Melvin Bragg chairs a broad-ranging discussion of 

Chaucer’s life, work and times.  The Wife of Bath’s Prologue and Tale is given particular attention 

around 38 minutes into the programme: http://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/p003hycq 
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