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TheWifeofBathand
HerRevellerHusband

KeijiMichiyuki＊

Inherself-portrait,theWifeofBath,whilegivingoutspokenaccount

ofhermotivesformarryingthreeoldmenandayouth,doesnottellwhy

shechosetotakethefourthmaninmarriage.Aswearetold,Alisoun

marriedherfourthhusbandwhenshewasstillyoung,andprobablystill

veryattractive.Ontheotherhandherhusband,unlikehisthreepredeces-

sorswhosedocilenaturehadmadethemselveseasypreyforAlisoun,was

adifficultcharacter.Besides,hehadsomeoneelsewhohadmastery,at

leastinhisheart,overhim,thuscuttingoutanychanceofherobtaining

whatshemostdesired.1Itwasveryunlikelythatshefoundhim soonly

aftertheirmarriage.Apastmistressinthatartofthe'oldedaunce'could

nothavefailedtooverlook,evenbeforemarriage,anyblemishinherfuture

husbandthatwouldmarherhappinessinmarriage.Why,then,didshe

choosetomarryhim?
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Inregardtoherfirstthreemarriagesherobjectivewasclearenough.

Exceptforherfifthhusbandwhomshe'tookforlove,andnorichesse,'2she

marriedforwhattheoldmenhad:thelandandtreasuretheywould

eventuallysubmittoher.Shewasattractedbythefactthattheywererich

andold.Thattheywere'goode',thatis,theyweretameandcouldeasilybe

manipulated,wasanotheradvantageinfavourofAlisoun.Thereisno

doubtthatshehadthought,assoonasthemarriageritewasover,she

wouldbeabletomanagethingsasshelikedandwouldfacelittledifficulty

inmakingherhusbandssurrenderalltheirproperty,rights,andeventheir

dignityasheadmenofthehousehold.Onceshesuccessfullymadethemgive

her'hirlondandhirtresoor,'sheinformsherfellowpilgrims,shedidnot

needto'dolengerdiligence/Towynnehirlove,ordoonhemreverence.'3

Insteadshestartedtoderiveenjoymentfromtormentingthem,themost

formidableengineoftorturebeinghervenomoustongue.

Itwaswhenthehusbanddiedthatshefoundherselfpossessedofwhat

shecoveted－money,gold,silver,landandeverythingthatthehusband

had.Whilethehusbandlived,whatevershehadcoaxedoutofhimcouldnot

bepurelyhers.Itwaslegallyinthepossessionofthehusbandandshecould

notalienateit.Thehusband'sdeath,however,broughtacompletechange:

(unlessthehusbandhadwrittenawilltopreventit)notonlythegreater

partoftheproperty,includinghalfofthelandandhousewithits

valuables,butalsotheex-husband'ssocialstatuscametoheriftheyhadno

children.Ifthehusbandhadbeenamasterofsomecraftortrade,shecould

assumethepositionandbecomeamemberofthegildthehusbandhad
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belongedto.Shecouldberecognisedasafreewomanofthetown.4That

meantagreatdealinthosedayssincesimplylivinginthetowndidnotgive

citizenshipandnobodyexceptacitizenhadtherighttoopenashopinthe

town.

Itmaysoundparadoxical,butwhenawifelostherhusbandand

becameawidow,shegainedalot.InthewillsinBedfordshire,63percentof

thetestatorsgrantedtheirwivesthehometenementforlife,andinLondon

86percentbequeathedtheirwivesrealproperty－tenements,rents,shops,

gardens,taverns,breweries,wharves,orlandinthecountry－aswellas

goods.5Withluckapoorgirlcouldbecomeapossessorofenormouswealth.

BarbaraHanawaltgivesanexampleofashepherdgirlThomasinebornto

poorparents:

Whileshewastendingthesheeponeday,ThomasBumsby,a

LondonmercerwhotradedinCornwall,sawherandwasstruckby

herbeautyandgoodmanners.HeaskedhertocometoLondonas

hisservant.Herparentsconsentedafterheproducedwitnessesto

testifytohischaracterandcontractedtoendowherifhedied.

Theyoungwomanmightwellhavebeenmistressaswellas

servanttohim.Inanycasehiswifediedseveralyearslater,and

hemarriedThomasine.Hediedtwoyearslater,and,astheyhad

nochildren,shegothalfofhisestate.Asawealthyandbeautiful

youngwidow,shehadmanysuitorsandfinallymarriedHenry
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Galle.Whenhediedshewasaboutthirtyandagainwithout

children,sothatshegothalfofGalle'sestateasjointure.Shethen

marriedJohnPercival,amerchanttailorandlatermayorof

London.6

WhenThonasine'shusbanddied,Hanawaltcontinuestoinformus,shewas

leftwithtremendousfortune.Theking,HenryVII,covetedherwealthand

extorted1000poundsbyfalseaccusation.Onethatmarriedforwealthdid

notnecessarilysellone'sliberty.Thepoor,perhapsunfree,countrygirl

notonlygainedahugecapitalbutalsoattainedanhonourablepositionof

mayoress－thefirstladyamongthegreatestmagnateswhoenjoyed

freedomtohaveasayinelectingcityofficials,topursuebusiness,aswell

ashavingvariousprivilegesgrantedexclusivelytofreecitizens.Chaucer

tellsusthatbeinglookedupasthewifeofacitymagnatewouldbea

pleasuretoogreattodecline.Onfestivaldays,whentownspeoplemarched

inprocession,shecouldwalkaheadofeverybodyinamajesticallyattired

outfit.Onsuchoccasionssheseizedanopportunitytohaveanostentatious

displayandhadsomeretainercarryhermanteljustasthewivesofthe

powerfulcraftsmenwouldhavedone.

Byoutlivingtheirhusbandsandputtingtheirnewlygainedwealthas

wellastheirfreedom intogooduse,widowscouldelevatethemselvesin

society.MatildaFraunceys,daughterofarichLondonmerchant,first

marriedoneJohnAubrey,anotherveryrichLondoner.Johndiedwithout

children.ThismeantthatthegreaterpartofthepropertywenttoMatilda.
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Hersecondhusband,SirAlanBuxhill,musthavebeenasomebodyandhe

belongedtothecourt.ThismarriagedidnotlastlongbecauseSirAlandied

shortlyaftertheunion.Matilda'swealthmusthavegotanotherboost.A

widowoflessermeanscouldhavebeennomatchforanearl.Matilda's

thirdhusbandwasJohndeMontagu,heirapparentoftheEarlofSalisbury

andoneofthechieffiguressupportingRichardII.7

AlthoughprobablynotsorichfromthestartasMatilda,ourAlisoun,

too,musthavebeenenrichedbythehusbands'death.Alongwiththe

property,therighttorunabusiness,iftheyoranyofthem hadbeen

tradesmenormastersofsomecraft,waslefttoher.Withoutitshehadhad

noopportunitytodemonstrateherskillinweavinginwhichshesurpassed

eventhemasterweaversinYpresorGhent,thegreatcloth-makingcentres.

Tradersandcraftsmen in MedievalEnglandwerejealousofwomen

occupyingmen'sjobs.Theytriedtoexcludewomenlabourtosafeguard

theirownoccupation.Onlythewifeordaughtersofamasterwere

toleratedashelpersofhisbusiness.8Nomatterhowwellshehadbeenadept

inweaving,shecouldnothaveputherskillintopracticeunlessthe

privilegeoftradehadbeenconferredonherbythehusbands'death.
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Things,however,didnotgoasourWifemighthavewantedthemto.

Otherwise,bythetimeherthirdhusbanddiedsheshouldhaveaccumulated

enoughcapital,andpossiblyhadacertaindegreeofsocialstatus,tobe

independent,andshewouldhavebeenfreetoturndownmatrimonialoffers

fromquartersshefoundunappealing.Awidow'sclaimtoherportionof

theproperty,herdower,wasnotalwaysgrantedheruncontestedly.Often

relatives,usuallythedeadhusband'skinspeople,cameinfortheirshare.9In

thatsituation,onewayforthewidowtosecureherdowerseemedtohave

beentoabidebywhathadbeendrawnupbythedeadhusbandinhiswill.

Needsmustwhenthedevildrives.Ifshewantedtoinheritoneitem she

craved,shehadtotakeinothersalongwithit.Alisoun'sfourthhusband,

itseems,hadbeenamongtheotherthingsforceduponher.Takehimor

dropthewholelegacywasthedemandmadeagainsther.

Normallyawidow withalargefortuneattractedmanysuitorsin

Chaucer'stime.Theonlychancelefttoanambitiousyoungmanwithout

inheritancewantingtoriseinsocietywasthroughmarriagewitha

widowedwifewhosehusbandhadleftherhispropertytogetherwiththe

proprietorshipofsomeworkshoportrade.10Inmedievaltownsyoucould

notstartbusinesssimplybecauseyouwantedto.Therighttodobusiness

waslimitedtoprivilegedfew,andingeneralitpassedonbywayof

inheritance.Therewasnootherwayleftforanapprenticebuttospendthe

restofhislifeasajourneyman,workingunderamaster.Theusagethat

aftersevenyearsofapprenticeshiptheyouthwasreadytobeamaster,it
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appears,hadbecomenothingotherthanamyth.11

IfourAlisounhadbeenreallyrich,thefourthman,especiallyifhehad

beenwithoutmeans,wouldhavefounditprofitabletomarryher.In

enteringintobetrothalthisman'ssoleinterestmusthavebeeninthe

positionandwealththebridewouldbringtohim.Littledidhegivethought

toherpersonalattributes:whetherornotshewaspretty,warmorkindin

theheart,wastotallyoutofthequestion.Hewasindifferenttoherasan

individual.Hedidnotwanther;healreadyhadsomeoneelsetoloveandbe

loved.Didshewanthim,then?No.Shewouldneverhaveamanwithout

possessions;andaboveallthegreatestdeterrentwasthepresenceofhis

'paramour'.Whatactedasacatalysttobindtheseunwillingmanand

womantogether?Money.

AsthePardonerpointsout'RadixmalorumestCupiditas,'12greedis

therootofeverykindofhumanbehaviour.Theantagonisticcouplehada

commoninterestwithoutwhichtheywouldneverhaveallowedthemselves

toassociatewitheachother.Withoutalure,sheprofessedherself,you

couldnotwinapersonintosomething.13Andtheallurewastooappetizing

foreachofthemtorefuseanoffer,nomatterhowundesirableorrepulsive

theotherpartywas.

TofindoutthesituationinwhichtheWifemighthavebeenplaced

beforeherfourthmarriage,weneed,itseems,todiscardthenotionthat

shehadbecomerichandenjoyedfreepossessionoflandedpropertyaswell
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asotherformsofwealth.Weareinclinedtotakeherstatementthat'They

hadmeyevenhirlondandhirtresoor'14atitsfacevalue.However,itwas

notpossibleforahusband,underthecommonlaw,totransferhisproperty

tohiswifewhilehewasalive.15Whattheydidgiveher,inactualfact,seems

tobeonlyaverbalpromisetotheeffectthattheywouldallowhertodraw

whatcashshewantedoutoftheprofitthelandproduced.Thelandandthe

other'tresoor'themselveshadstillremainedinthehandsoftheold

husbandstilltheendoftheirlives.Ifthishadnotbeenthecase,whydid

Alisounhavetoprotesttotheirhusbandsandsay:'whyhydestow,with

sorwe,/Thekeyesofthychesteaweyfrome?'16Thiswasatokenprotestof

hers,hardlymeanttobetakenseriously－sheknewverywellthatthe

wholeproperty,inclusiveofland,tenements,rents,money,goods,rights,

etc.,wasinrealitythehusbands'.Whenshecontinuedtosay:'Itismygood

aswelasthyn,'17sheknewthatshemerelyrepeatedwhatherhusbandshad

saidtoher.Shealsoknewverywellthatithadbeentheirblindpromise

madeinarashmomentjusttoconciliateherandappeaseherMars-hot

rage.Thosewordsofherswereaproofthatshehadnotyetwonfromher

husbandsanylegalrightsovertheimmovableestateandothermovable

property.

ThewaypropertychangedhandsinMedievalEnglandisadauntingly

complicatedsubjectformeatthistime,butevenasuperficialknowledge

mightclarifyourquestion－whydidourWifehavetomarrythefourth
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husband?Letusstartwithanassumptionthatthefirstthreehusbands

died,leavingsubstantialproperty,bothpersonalandreal.Whatwould

becomeofthepropertywasasimplematteriftheyhadhadanheir,

especiallyamaleone.Thepropertywouldhavegonetohim,leavingsome

partofittoprovideforthewidow.Theportionforthewidowwasher

dowerandnormallyitwasathirdofthepropertythatherhusband

possessed,hencewehavetheterm'awidow'sthird'.Shewasentitledtohold

herdowerforlife;itwashersevenwhensheremarried.(Onherdeaththe

righttoreceivethatlandusuallywenttothedeceasedhusband'sheir.)

Athrivingbusinessorwealthcoulddictateone'scourseoflifeand

whencircumstancescompelledpeoplewereforcedintoarrangedmarriages.

Infertilityorprematuredeathofanheirnecessitatedmenofbusinesstoget

asecond-bestman(orwoman)totakeonwhatwouldbeleftbehind.This

wasnotsouncommonbecause'onaveragemercantilebusinessessurvived

twogenerationsatthemostandthewealthofindividualswascontinually

redistributedamongstothermembersofthemerchantgroupinbequests

andthroughmarriage.'18

DidAlisoun'shusbandno.3haveasontoinherithisproperty?Inall

probabilityhedidnot.Ifhedid,agreaterpartofitwouldhavegonetothe

sonandthestorymighthaveendedthere.Itwasonlywhentherewereno

sonsordaughtersthatthelandcouldgotocollateralkins.19Sincehehadno

heirdirectinline,hehadtomakeprovisionsothathewouldbeableto

gratifysomebodyheloved,withoutlettinghispropertybescatteredamong
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strangers.Therewerecasesinwhichpropertywasinheritedbyone's

grandson.Thishappenedwhenthesonpredeceasedthetestator.20Itwas

notlikely,however,thatourmanhadagrandson.

Whereasonwaslacking,abrotherofhiswasthelikeliestcandidateto

benominated.Ifallhisbrothershadbeenmarriedandcouldnotfillthe

place,oneoftheirsons,theoldman'snephew,waslikelytofilltheplace.21

Thewife'sthirdhusbandmusthavewritten,asdidmanyofhiscontempo-

raries,awillinwhichhenamedhisnephewasinheritorofmostofwhathe

wouldbeleavingbehindhim.Itwasequallyprobablethatthecandidate

wastheoldhusband'sgodson.Tiesbetweenmedievalgodparentsand

godchildrenweresostrongthatbequestsweremadetoone'sgodsons.22

Hedidnotforgethiswifeinthewill,either.He,inhisdotage,dotedon

Alisounnolessardently－nomatterhowfoullyshenaggedathim.The

usualthingahusbanddidforhiswifewastogiveenoughfortherestofher

life.Medievalhusbandswere,contrarytoourguess,notjealous:rarelydid

theyobjecttotheirwives'remarriageaftertheirdeath.Someofthemeven

wishedthattheirwivesshouldremarry.23 EachofAlisoun'sfirstthree

husbands,specificallythethird,wasoneofthoseindulgenthusbands:he

triedthebesthecouldtoprovideforher.Hemanagedtothinkofawayin

―508―

（10）

20JoelT.Rosenthal,OldAgeinLateMedievalEngland,UniversityofPennsylvania
Press,1996,p.58ff.
21SeeKermode,p.79.AlsoRosenthal,p.66:'Sometimes,whenmostneeded,grandchil-
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orsistersasheirs,letalonetothoseevenfartheroutintheconcentriccirclesof
kinship,testifiestotheabsenceofathree-generationlinkwhenitwouldhavebeen
summoneduphaditbeenthere.Tooutlivethechildrenmightmeanaresortto
grandchildren;tohavehadnochildrenwasanearlydeadend.'
22Cf.Rosenthal,pp.72-3.
23Hanawalt,p.148.



whichshewouldbeabletohave,ifnotwithlegalforce,ajointshareofthe

wholeproperty.EventhoughAlisounhadhadsovereigntyandcomplete

controloverheroldhusbandsandhadbeensuccessfulenoughtomake

themprovideforher(aftertheirdeath),shecouldnotatallfeelsafe.Not

allpeopleentrustedbytestatorswerehonest;fraud,deceptionornegli-

gencecameinthewayofthewillsbeforetheywereexecutedexactlyasthe

testatorshadwished.24 Herthirdhusband'sconsiderationforher－itis

obviousthathehad,outofhisgenuineloveandkindness,triedhisbestto

makeprovisionforher－could,however,havebeennothinglessthan

compulsion.NootherchoicehadbeenlefttoAlisounbuttomarryaman

chosenbyhim.Whetherhernewhusbandwastheoldman'snepheworhis

godson,thisnewmarriagewas,toborrowRosenthal'swording,a'semi-

forced'one.25

Ontheotherhand,theWifeofBathwasnotakindofpersonwho

wouldsubmissivelyletothersexploither.Itislikelythatshehadherown

planstomakethebestofthematterandmarriedhim withaviewto

gainingsomething,justasChaucerissupposedtohave marriedtohis

advantagesociallyaswellaseconomically.26

Therevellerhusbandmusthavebeen in friendly termswith a
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24SeeJennyKermode,MedievalMerchants,p.105ff.
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MedievalEngland,TheUniversityofMichiganPress,1993,p.37.
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Society,TheUniversityofOklahoma,1979,pp.174-5.



summoner－likeonewemeetamongChaucer'spilgrims－whowouldallow

him tokeephisparamournotonlyfortwelvemonthsbutforwhatever

lengthoftimehepleased;evenifthesecrethadbeenleakedtotheauthor-

ity,therewasnoneedforhimtobeafraidofthecanonlaw.Iftheworst

cametotheworst,thissummoneradvisedhim,hecouldsavehisskinby

simplypayingacertainamountofmoneyasapenalty.Hisdearestfriend

musthavebeenafriarwhoseabsolutionwaspleasantandwhoeasilygave

penance.Withoutweepingandrepentingbeforehisconfessor,bygiving

generouslyoutofthecofferheinherited,hecouldeasilybecleansedofhis

offensivesin.Whenthesetwofriendsfailedhim,hehadsomebodyelseto

turnto:mostprobablyhepatronizedanablepardonerwithpardonshot

fromRome.

Toleadalifeashepleasedwithaparamourwithoutreproachor

persecution,however,therevellerneededahugemoneyboxtobribethe

churchofficialsintosecrecy.Thus,whenhehadgreatexpectationscoming

hisway,hecouldneveraffordtoletgoagoldenopportunity－eventhough

itwasstipulatedinthetestator'swillthathealsohadtotakeover

somethinglesstemptingalongwiththelargefortune.

Marryingawidowinpursuitofherwealthwas,accordingtoWit,an

'unkindly'(scandalous)marriageandtheoutcomeofitwouldbefoulwords

betweenhusbandandwife,withoutanychildbutwithstrifeandhate.27

NaturallytheknotbetweentheWifeandtherevellerwasnottoostrong:

theonehadhis'paramour'incompensationforwhathecouldnotgetfrom
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27Kane,GeorgeandDonaldson,E.Talbot,ed.,PiersPlowman:theBVersion,(IX,
160ff),UniversityofLondon,1975,pp.402-3,



hiswife,28whiletheother,toshunhimnodoubt,wasconstantlyawayfrom

homeonherrepeatedpilgrimages.Evenwhenshewasintownshe

assuredlycausedenoughtroubleandstrife,loiteringaboutwithabeau－

sheusedtotaketheirhandsomeapprenticeJanekynasherescort－and

wentwherevershepleasedandtookher'disport.'
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