
The Wife of Bath’s Prologue and Tale 
 
 
Notes on class activities & what to read:  
 

• To introduce this tale, we read a children’s book called Sir Gawain and the Loathly 
Lady , which is a retelling by author Selena Hastings of the Wife of Bath’s Tale. 

o As mentioned before the reading began, it is important to remember that 
certain parts were “softened” or changed from the actual Wife of Bath’s Tale a 
little so it would be age-appropriate.  

• Textbook readings:  
o The Wife’s description by the narrator – p. 134-135 
o A (VERY brief) excerpt of her prologue – p. 162-163 
o Her tale – p. 164-74 

• Other readings: a handout including more excerpts from the Wife of Bath’s lengthy 
prologue will be provided to you in class.  

 
 
The Wife of Bath’s Prologue: 
 

• She herself has been married five times, and hopes to marry a sixth time 
• She is clearly very well-read and knows the Bible very well; she uses her knowledge 

to justify her arguments 
• Some of her points/opinions she highlights: 

o  While the Bible suggests and/or recommends chastity, it does not demand it. 
o The hypocrisy of how men can have as many partners/wives as they want and 

are admired for it, but women are looked down upon for doing the same 
o Many holy men, kings, and biblical characters who have had multiple wives. 
o The Bible says God wants us to “increase and multiply”; she interprets this as 

the go-ahead to have lots of sex in order to follow through with this order from 
God. 

o If God made us in His image, and he gave us “organs of reproduction”… 
therefore there is nothing shameful with those body parts and we should USE 
them.  

 
The Wife of Bath’s Tale: 
 

• A knight rapes a young lady and he is sentenced to death. The Queen, however, has 
mercy on him and says he may have a second chance. His new sentence is to take a 
year to figure out THAT WOMEN WANT ABOVE ALL ELSE. If he can figure this 
out, he may live – if not, he will be executed.  

• He asks every woman he encounters, and each has a different answer.  
• Finally, he comes across a hideously ugly old woman who agrees to tell him the 

answer if he will agree to grant her one wish. He agrees, and says he will do anything 
she wants.  

• She tells him all women want “sovereignty over their husbands” – control, freedom, 
their own way.  He is grateful, and then she makes her request of him, which is TO 
MARRY HER. He is appalled, but does so.  



• On their wedding night, she is suddenly beautiful and young. By marrying her, he has 
half-released her from a curse.  

• He has another riddle to solve: would he prefer she be beautiful all the time but 
unfaithful, or ugly but a good and faithful wife?  

• He solves the riddle by telling her to choose for herself (thus showing his 
understanding of what all women want more than anything else). She is then beautiful 
forever.  


