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From Geoffrey Chaucer’s “THE WIFE OF BATH'S PROLOGUE”

[The following is the first section of a Modern English Translation of Chaucer’s “The Wife of Barth’s Prologue” (which was written in Middle English). I have adapted the following section from two websites: https://sites.fas.harvard.edu/~chaucer/teachslf/wbt-par.htm and http://www.luminarium.org/medlit/wife.htm. In addition to editing, I have provided some explanations or glosses in brackets on the right.]


Experience, even if no written authority
Existed in this world, is good enough for me,
To speak of woe that is in all marriage;  	        [“To speak of woe” = In order to speak of suffering]
For, gentlemen, since I was twelve years of age,
Thanked be God Who is truly alive, 								5
I have had five husbands at the church door —	[weddings were held at the “church door”]
For men so many times have wedded me; —
And all were worthy men in their degree. 		[“degree” = social standing & “blood”]
But someone told me not so long ago 
That since Christ only once went							10
To a wedding (at Cana in Galilee), 			
by this same example, He taught		 
that I should be married only once. 
Lo and behold! What sharp words, for this purpose,
Beside a well, Jesus, God and man, 							15
Spoke disapproving to the Samaritan: 
“You have had five husbands,” He said,
“And the man who now has you
Is not your husband.” This He said certainly, 
But what He meant by this, I cannot say; 						20
And I would ask why that fifth man 
Was not the husband of the Samaritan? 
How many might she have, then, in marriage? 
For I have never heard, in all my lifetime, 
A clear definition of this number. 							25
Though men may guess and argue in every way. 
But I know well and say, and do not lie, 
God commanded us to be fruitful and multiply; 
That worthy text I can well understand. 
Also I know well, He said, too, my husband 						30
Should leave father and mother, and take to me; 
But He made no mention of a specific number, 
Of marrying two, or of marrying eight;
Why then should men speak evil about it?
 
Consider the wise old king dan Solomon; 	[perhaps “dan” = “don” or “lord”?]	35
I believe he had more wives than one; 
I wish that God permitted me 
To be refreshed half as often as he! 
What a gift from God he had because of all his wives! 
No man alive in this world has such (a gift). 						40
God knows! this noble king, according to my judgment,
The first night he had many a merry fit 
With each of them, so well things went for him in his lifetime.
Praise be to God that I have wedded five! 
Of whom I have picked out the best 							45
Both of their lower purse (scrotum) and of their strongbox. 
Different schools make perfect clerks (scholars/clergymen), 
Different methods learned in various works 
Make the workman perfect, certainly. 
By five husbands am I schooled. 							50
Welcome the sixth whenever he shall appear. 
Indeed, I'll not keep chaste in everything; 
When my husband is gone from the world, 
Some Christian man shall marry me straightaway; 
For then the apostle says that I am free 		[“the apostle” = St. Paul]	55
To wed, in God's name, wherever it pleases me. 
He says that to be wedded is no sin; 
It is better to marry than to burn. 			[a quote of Paul’s epistle; see intro above] 
What do care if folk speak evil
Of cursed Lamech and his bigamy? 							60
I know well Abraham was holy man, 
And Jacob, too, as far as I know; 
And each of them had more than two spouses; 
And many another holy man also. 
Where can you find, in any historical period, 					65
That God has ever by His express word 
Forbidden marriage? I Pray you, tell me. 
Or where did He command virginity? 
I know as well as you, there is no doubt,
The apostle [Paul] when he speaks of maidenhead; 						70
He said that he had no commandment concerning it. 
Men may advise a woman to be alone, 
But such advice is not a commandment.
He left it to our own judgment. 
For had Lord God commanded maidenhood [virginity], 					75
He'd have condemned all marriage and the [sexual] act. 
And certainly, if there were no seed sown, 
Then from what should Virginity grow? 
Paul dared not to forbid us, at the least, 
A thing whereof his Master [God] gave no command					80
The aim is set up for virginity; 
Hit it who can; let’s see who does the best.

But this word does not apply to every person, 
Only where God wills to give it, of His might. 
I know well that the apostle was a virgin; 							85
Nevertheless, though he wrote and said 
He would that everyone were such as he, 
All is nothing but advice to (adopt) virginity [chastity?];
And he gave me permission to be a wife 
By explicit permission; so, there's no shame 						90
In marrying me, if my mate should die, 
Without objection on the grounds of bigamy. 	[At the time, “bigamy” meant remarriage] 
Although it would be good not to touch a woman,
He meant, in his bed or on his couch; 
For it is perilous to put together fire and flax [linen]; 				95
You know what this example may apply to. 		[Seems to refer to sexual temptation]
This is the sum of it: he held virginity 
more perfect than marriage due to human frailty. 
Frailty I call it, unless he and she 
Would live all their lives in chastity. 							100

I grant it well; I have no envy 
Though maidenhood (chastity) is preferred over remarriage.
Let those who will, be clean, body and spirit. 
Of my condition I will make no boast. 
You know well, a lord in his household, 						105
He has not every utensil all of gold; 
Some are of wood and serve their lord well. 
God calls folk unto Him in various ways, 
And each one has from God an individual gift, 
Some this, some that, as it pleases Him to provide.					110

Virginity is great perfection, 
And continence also, with devotion. 
But Christ, Who is the source of perfection, 
Did not command that everyone should go sell 
All that he had and give it to the poor 						115
And in this way follow Him in his footsteps. 
He spoke to those who would live perfectly; 
And, gentlemen, by your permission, I am not that.
I will devote the flower of my age 
To all the acts and fruits of marriage. 						120

Tell me also, to what purpose
Were genitals made,
And so perfectly by such a wise Workman? 
You know that they were not made for nothing. 
Explain, whoever will, and argue up and down 						125
That they were made for the purgation [voiding], 
Of urine, and that our two small things [genitals]
Were just to tell a female from a male, 
And for no other cause — ah, say you no? 
Experience knows well it is not so; 							130
Provided that the clerks [scholars / clerics] be not angry with me,
I say this: that they are made for both;
That is to say, for urination and for ease			[“ease” = pleasure]
Of procreation, in which we do not displease God. 
Why else should men otherwise write in their books					135
That man shall pay to his wife his debt? 			[“debt” = marital debt; see the intro above]
Now with what should he make payment, 
If he did not use his blessed instrument [his penis]?
Therefore: they were put on a creature
For urination and also for procreation. 							140

But I don’t say that everyone is required, 
That has such equipment that I told you about,
To go and use them for procreation.
Then men would have no regard for chastity. 
Christ was a virgin and yet shaped like a man, 						145
And many a saint, since the world began, 
Has lived in perfect chastity. 
I will not envy virginity.
Let such be bread of purest wheat-seed, 
And let us wives be called barley bread; 							150
And yet with barley bread (Mark can tell you)   
Our Lord Jesus refreshed many a man. 		[Seems to refer to the miracle of the loaves]
In such condition as God places us 
I'll persevere, I'm not fussy.
In wifehood I will use my instrument [sexual organ]							155
As freely as my Maker has sent it to me. 
If I be frugal, God give me sorrow! 
My husband shall have it both evenings and mornings, 
When it pleases him to come forth and pay his debt.
A husband I will have — I'll not delay—							160
Who shall be both my debtor and my slave, 
And have sufferings also
Upon his flesh, while I am his wife. 
I have the power during all my life 
Over his own body, and not he. 								165
For thus the Apostle [Paul] told it to me; 
And commanded our husbands to love us well. 
And all this pleases me every bit." 
…..
