
A SUMMARY OF WIFE OF BATH BY GEOFFREY CHAUCER

A summary of The Wife of Bath's Tale in Geoffrey Chaucer's The Canterbury Tales. In the days of King Arthur, the Wife
of Bath begins, the isle of Britain was full.

But this, she confesses, she cannot understand. Her first three husbands were old men, to whom she was
married young and whom she outlived; they all died in old age, leaving her with considerable property. As
soon as the honeymoon was over, she was disturbed to find that Jankyn spent all his time reading, especially
from a collection of books that disparaged women. Although they both liked to party, it hurt her that her fourth
husband kept a mistress and refused to give her up after they married. The knight sets forth in sorrow. Is she
worthy of â€” as she does â€” speaking for women everywhere? And have you murdered me to get my land?
It is as if she burns her own birth certificate. The Wife of Bath tells him to have patience and to listen to the
whole tale to see if it reveals the truth about marriage. Her tale, which follows, reiterates her belief that a
happy match is one in which the wife has control. One night, he began to read aloud from this collection,
beginning with the story of Eve, and he read about all the unfaithful women, murderesses, prostitutes, and so
on, that he could find. The old lady is aware of his disappointment. When she comes to, Jankyn apologizes for
hitting her and promises to obey her will in their marriage from then on. And though the friars rape women,
just as the incubi did in the days of the fairies, the friars only cause women dishonorâ€”the incubi always got
them pregnant. Yet, despite her claim that experience is her sole authority, the Wife of Bath apparently feels
the need to establish her authority in a more scholarly way. The Wife speaks on behalf of women everywhere:
and against the male clerks who have written the antifeminist literature that Jankin reads in his book of wikked
wyves. Despite the knight's reluctance, the queen insists that he must do so, and the knight and hag are
married. Leave virginity to the perfect, she says, and let the rest of us use our gifts as best we mayâ€”and her
gift, doubtless, is her sexual power. The old hag reminds him that true gentility is not a matter of appearances
but of virtue. The woman asks if she can be of help, and the knight explains his predicament and promises to
reward her if she can help him. She reveals her tactic for manipulating her husbands â€” deliberately attacking
her husband with a whole fistful of complaints and several biblical glossing for justification and starting an
argument, with the result of her getting what she wants. She makes him burn his book, and they live together
happily from that moment on. As the knight rides dejectedly back to the court knowing that he will lose his
life, he suddenly sees 24 young maidens dancing and singing. The knight is promised to be given the correct
answer if he would grant her one request. It entirely dominates the tale. This crime usually held the penalty of
death, but, in court, the queen intervened and begged her husband to spare the knight, promising the knight
that she would grant his life if he could answer the question "What do women most desire? The raped maiden
is represented by the queen, who in turn is represented by the lothly lady, who in turn becomes a beautiful
lady: the image which precedes her appearance is, appropriately, twenty four ladies apparently vanishing into
one.


