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Practice exam question 

The Wife of Bath 
Luke McBratney 

Guidance for the question on p. 28 of the magazine. 

The middle of an answer 
It might, however, be argued that Chaucer’s depiction of female sexuality would also gain similarly 
paradoxical responses from today’s audiences. Just as much as medieval audiences, male readers 
might think they would like the kind of woman whose ‘husbonde shal it have bothe eve and morwe’, 
yet they might fear the ‘tribulacion withal/ Upon [their] flessh’. Perhaps one aspect of the passage that 
would have been more contentious for medieval audiences than those of today is its use of religion. 
Today, readers might be swept along by the comic flow of the wife’s monologue yet medieval 
audiences, who would have had a well-developed understanding of the Bible and the conventions of 
preaching, might have been more moved by the liberties the Wife takes with both. Indeed, for 
medieval men, there would probably have been something ridiculous about a woman undertaking 
activities that were the preserve of men, namely preaching and citing learned authorities. Furthermore, 
the mixture of subject matter (sex) and style (that preaches in an emotional and loosely-constructed 
manner using Biblical references liberally) might seem comic to us, but, to some in medieval 
audiences, the laughter provoked might have been rendered uncomfortable by the recognition of 
blasphemy. For example, the comic extended metaphor in which wives are depicted as ‘barly-breed’ 
grows progressively more ridiculous, culminating in the reference to Saint Mark’s story of Jesus 
feeding a crowd of 5 000 with five loaves and two fish. Not only does the Wife make a factual error — 
the story is actually in St John’s gospel — but also she commits blasphemy by implying that her 
behaviour in refreshing so many through sex is like the behaviour of Jesus giving food to his followers. 
Her idea of promiscuity being godly is substantiated by her dubious Biblical claim that ‘the Makere 
hath’ sent her ‘instrument’ for her to use freely. A third, though less offensive, Biblical 
misunderstanding comes towards the end of the passage, when she alludes to Paul’s letter to the 
Ephesians, which exhorts husbands to love their wives. Paul is not justifying female power over males, 
as the Wife interprets it: she conveniently ignores the reciprocal nature of love and the exhortation for 
women to submit themselves to their husbands. 

The intentions of Chaucer in his portrayal of sexuality are therefore difficult to discern with certainty. 
To generate comedy and to entertain are obvious motivations: it is easy to imagine medieval listeners 
who would have been sufficiently familiar with the Bible to notice the Wife’s errors and to recognise 
her blasphemy, yet rather than being po-faced and feel that the Wife articulates a serious critique of 
their faith, they are likely to have been amused. It is also possible to see a more elevated aim: the 
creation of satire. Yet the ambiguity here is with the satirical target. Does Chaucer create a comic 
woman whose highly sexed behaviour and speech is designed to mock women by creating a figure of 
fun for men to enjoy and to laugh at, or is that portrayal designed to mock male fantasies of females? 
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Reading with the benefit of feminism it is easy for today’s readers to make a case for the latter, but 
perhaps Chaucer’s earliest readers and listeners might not have been so enlightened. 

The second passage (lines 503–527) shows a different side of female sexuality. Rather than the 
voracious and dominating woman, we see someone with more than a hint of vulnerability and more 
than a touch of sentimentality. Perhaps Chaucer shows that to give oneself sexually and emotionally is 
to leave oneself susceptible to being hurt. Overall, this passage is more heartfelt and emotionally open 
than the previous one (in which the first four husbands seemed to blend into one). Here, Jankin is 
presented as a real presence. Modern audiences are likely to baulk at the depictions of domestic 
violence, the idea of which is made more striking by the meter with its plosive alliteration coming on 
stressed syllables: ‘he hadde me bete on every bon’. But perhaps we might take such actions less 
seriously when we remember that we are listening to a highly stylised presentation of a character who 
is a long way from a realism. Indeed, it is possible to see the violence as less a depiction of reality 
than a way to metaphorically show female love and vulnerability being met by male control. In 
addition, there is a kind of patterning at work: the relationship with Jankin mirrors the Wife’s earlier 
relationships exactly. She is the older, richer party; he is the younger, more dominant one. Thus, it 
might be more fruitful to think about Chaucer’s overall ideas about sexuality and relationships than to 
dwell on specific instances of dominance as if they are real.  

Commentary 
• The essay consistently links text and context, using aspects such as medieval audiences’ 

understanding of the Bible and specific Biblical details to cast light on the text. 

• The answer engages with the question directly and develops a sophisticated, evaluative 
argument that uses sustained textual examples, which are well chosen and help to advance 
the argument. 

• There is close reading that explores aspects of poetry, such as meter and stress and 
consideration is given to the ways in which effects work together. 

• Broader analysis, such as how one story element mirrors another, is included and the range of 
analysis helps to display strong overall textual understanding. 

• The subtleties of reception are explored, and there is a strong sense of Chaucer the author 
and tentative exploration of his intentions and how different audiences might respond. 

This resource is part of ENGLISH REVIEW, a magazine written for A-level students by 
subject experts. To subscribe to the full magazine go to 
www.hoddereducation.co.uk/englishreview 


