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Teaching notes 

The satirical wife of bath 
Luke McBratney 

In his preface to The Battle of the Books, Jonathan Swift writes that ‘Satire is a sort of glass, wherein 
beholders do generally discover everybody’s face but their own; which is the chief reason for that kind 
reception it meets with in the world, and that so very few are offended with it.’ In other words, those 
who read writing that mocks foolishness tend not to see their own foolishness in that writing but rather 
that of others. Hence, they are usually amused rather than offended. Perhaps this might account for 
the many readings of The Wife of Bath’s Prologue and Tale as a text that offers up a woman as a 
figure of fun, mocking her and, by extension, women.  Stephen Lowden’s THE ENGLISH REVIEW article 
‘The bath of bliss’ takes a different tack, inviting us to consider the many way in which we can view the 
tale as a satire in which the Wife is the satirist and men are the satirical targets. 

Defining satire 
Satire is a kind of comic writing that aims at something higher than simply getting laughs. Ideally, 
satire pokes fun at follies — stupid or foolish behaviours — in order that these be recognised and 
avoided. It is a kind of mocking with a moral purpose. For example, during the MPs’ expenses 
scandal, the American comedian, Jon Stewart, performed a medieval Monty Python-style sketch in 
which he played a wife nagging her husband about cleaning the moat of their castle. Viewers were 
entertained and the satirical target was not just the aristocratic MP who had claimed more than £2,000 
to have the moat at his country estate cleaned, but the greed of many who had misused the 
parliamentary allowances and expenses system. 

The Wife’s targets 
Chaucer’s Wife of Bath also satirises the abuses and ideas of those in power through her tale. Note 
the targets that Lowden identifies: 

• antifeminism  

• male self-absorption 

• fantasies about love and noble behaviour 

• scholarly arguments 

• ideas about ‘maistrie’ (dominance in a relationship) 

Beginning with a satirical stance 
Remind yourself of what Lowden says the Wife’s ‘introductory sarcasms about friars’ indicate. In what 
ways does she set herself against the courtly love tradition, as exemplified in The Franklin’s Tale and 
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the Knight’s Tale? Note what Lowden’s quotation from The Franklin’s Tale says about ‘maistrie’. How 
is this different to the presentation of ‘maistrie’ towards the end of The Wife of Bath’s Tale?  

Satirising courtly ideas 
Consider the many ways in which the Wife might be seen to use her narrative to invert the 
conventions of the courtly romance.  Some examples: 

• How she changes the conventional hero of the knight. 

• The roles women play in justice and punishment. 

• What Lowden says the tale insists about women wanting power. 

• The ways in which the Loathly Lady figure is a development of a figure from familiar, older 
stories. 

• The ways in which the knight is rendered helpless and how this inverts the male fantasy of 
female submissiveness. 

• How the narrator mocks aspects of the wedding ceremony and its aftermath. 

Undermining authorities 
Lowden explains how the style of communication that the Wife uses is like that of a powerful group in 
Middle Ages society, scholars. Note the ways in which this might be seen to be upsetting to 
conventional scholars. 

Consider other ways in which the Wife’s speech might be seen as transgressive (violating accepted 
boundaries). Think about some of the following: 

• How the Prologue begins. 

• The Wife’s words on ‘auctoritee’. 

• The Friar’s comments on the Wife’s contributions to the story-telling contest. 

• ‘The mocking paradox’ of the knight and his learned ill-bred wife. 

Merit and morality 
Consider the Loathly Lady’s argument about status that undermines received wisdom — as Lowden 
puts it: ‘status based on merit rather than birth or money’. Think about the difficult questions that are 
posed about ‘the nature of social relations and the value of scholarly learning’ and the ways in which 
‘satire is sustained in the denouement of the Tale’. 

Satirical ambiguities 
While the bulk of Lowden’s article makes a strong case for men and their ideas as satirical targets in 
the Wife of Bath’s Tale, he is careful to offer the other side of the argument. It is up to you to decide 
whether you agree with the view of poet Gavin Douglas (c. 1474–76) that Chaucer was truly ‘woman’s 
friend’ or with the opposing view that, as Lowden puts it, the Wife is ‘a satirical portrait of boastful, 
greedy, extravagant aggression’ whose views we are not obliged to share. Indeed, there is ample 
evidence for both views. As Lowden notes, the Wife is ‘no mere caricature’, but a rounded character 
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who seems to have a voice that is ‘wholly independent of its creator’. Look back at the final section of 
the essay and note the ambiguities of the ‘bath of blisse’. Consider how the Wife does not finish on a 
happy note, but returns to the discord of her prologue’s initial theme, warming once more to the ‘wo in 
mariage’ and ending on a combative curse for all those husbands who refuse to submit to female 
authority.   

Further reading 
As well as using the articles available from THE ENGLISH REVIEW Online Archive to extend your 
reading, you might like to visit some of the sites below: 

http://www.courses.fas.harvard.edu/~chaucer/ offers a range of useful perspectives, including 
contextual aspects and a link to interlinear translations of several tales. 

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 

http://writersinspire.org/writers/geoffrey-chaucer provides podcasts from the University of Oxford that 
will extend your knowledge of: 

• Middle English pronunciation 

• Chaucer’s use of the romance genre 

• his use of English as a medium for the literature of Middle English 


