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The Professional Wife: A look at the parallels between commerce and matrimony in both The Wife of Bathe’s Tale and The Book of Margery Kempe.

According to Geoffrey Chaucer’s Wife of Bathe, “winne whoso may, for al is for to selle (414).” In other words, to achieve one’s ends, one must be willing to sell any commodity they may possess. While this maxim speaks directly to The Wife of Bathe’s Tale, it is also relatable to The Book of Margery Kempe. Namely, while Alisoun and Margery Kempe’s attitudes towards sexual piety and physical relations are directly opposed, they are both willing to sell any commodity at their disposal in their individual pursuits of marriage. Specifically, it is each character’s pursuit of an idealized marital relationship that fuels the commerce in each text. Both Margery Kempe and the Wife of Bathe are sold into marriage relationships, use these relationships as a means of acquiring money and stability, and then spend this capital on further solidifying these marriages. In short, both characters adhere to a cyclical nature of buying and selling to achieve and maintain their marriages. By analyzing both Alisoun and Margery’s use of commercialization in their pursuits of matrimony, the texts not only illustrate the ability for women in Medieval society to acquire wealth through widowhood and marriage, but also, both character’s penchant to sustain themselves as professional wives.

The Price of Marriage:

In order to properly explain this argument, one must first analyze the similarities between both The Wife of Bathe and Margery Kempe’s original marriages. Simply, both Alisoun and Margery are initially wed into wealth at a young age. While neither text directly comments on whether these marriages are the choice of either woman, a close analysis of both works seems to suggest that they are based purely on finance and arranged by a third party. While the Wife of Bathe declares in her prologue that her first marriage was in her “twelf yeer […] of age,” we are similarly presented with a vision of Margery Kempe who is “married to a worshipful burgess” at “twenty years of age” (Kempe 41). While Kempe’s marriage is only premature to a modern readership, it is apparent that her husband’s status as a “burgess” is especially significant. As stated in The Oxford English Dictionary, a “burgess” is “the member of parliament for a borough, corporate town, or university.” Thus, Kempe’s original husband is a wealthy and important figure, as he is not only deemed as “worshipful,” but also has enough capital and esteem to pursue a life in the English political sphere. Additionally, the idea that Margery “was married to” her first husband, suggests that this relationship was arranged (41). 

Alisoun on the other hand, being wed at age twelve, has no choice in her first suitor. Rather, she is sold into a wealthy relationship based upon what she calls “the flour of al myn age,” or in other words, her virginity or sexuality. Hence, the character reveals her first three marriages to elderly, wealthy men as being “for myn profit and myn ease” (Chaucer, Line 214). In other words, Alisoun’s youthful nature is sold to rich and elderly men in order to acquire wealth—and the status of widowhood—after her husband’s foreseeable death. As will become clear later, both Alisoun and Margery Kempe’s original marriages motivate them to pursue very different forms of marital relations. However, both characters will use these relationships to not only acquire wealth and power, but also to solidify themselves as professional wives.

The Professional Wife:


As is apparent in both texts, Margery Kempe and The Wife of Bathe are experienced in the art of commerce. While Chaucer the pilgrim—and narrator of the General Prologue—reveals that “of clooth-making [Alisoun] hadde swiche an haunt, she passed hem of Ypres and of Gaunt (Line 447-8)”, Margery Kempe is depicted as “one of the greatest brewers in the town of N,” and later as an owner of the town’s prestigious “horse mill” (Kempe 44). However, even though both Margery and Alisoun are moderately successful in their business ventures, they both abandon these interests in pursuit of higher goals. For the Wife of Bathe, this is God’s calling “to wax and multiplye,” or rather, to choose the best possible suitor based upon “both here nether purs and of here cheste” (Chaucer, Line 27/44-5). This passage clearly explains Alisoun’s inclination towards the pursuit of marriage. Rather than spinning “clooth” to support herself, the Wife of Bathe chooses to make her marital love a commodity, selling herself as a wife to men with the most desirable sexuality in their “lower-purse” (nether purs), and the largest collection of wealth in their “money-chest” (here cheste) (Line 44-5). Thus, the Wife of Bathe is seen to spin a thread of a different kind in her first three marriages, weaving her marital relations into a profession that allows her to acquire wealth from the deaths of elderly suitors, while at the same time, giving her the freedom of widowhood, and thus, the option to remarry without being labeled as a bigamist.


Likewise, Margery Kempe is also called towards a marital profession by the words of the Lord. Unsure of whether the collapse of her business ventures is the result of divine punishment or a spiritual calling “from the pride and vanity of this wretched world,” she decides to rid herself of both her obligations as a physical wife to another, and as a tradeswoman (Kempe 45). Instead Margery pursues a spiritual marriage with God —in particular— one that is motivated by the speeches of the Lord. The text states:

“[W]hen you sorrow because you are kept so long from the bliss of heaven, then you are a true spouse and wife [to God], for it is the wife’s part to be with her husband and have no true joy until she has his company” (67).

As will be discussed in more depth, Margery’s desire to further this spousal relationship with God and acquire a place in heaven, is not only her motivation to sell her worldly desires and sins, but also, the primary reason she begins her career as a professional wife to the Lord. Much like the Wife of Bathe vends the wares of her sexuality to acquire financial stability and sexual fulfillment in marriage, Kempe uses her newfound matrimony to the Lord to acquire monetary wealth and stability through selling prayers and compensated recital of holy writ. This commerce of spirituality can be seen clearly throughout the entirety of Margery’s text. 

In particular, Kempe uses the supposed grace of God to fund her various pilgrimages in the same way that Alisoun uses her sexuality to fund her own. At first, this spiritual commerce seems to be one sided, that is, Kempe’s customers seem to compensate her praying out of their own accord and charity. Left with “neither penny nor halfpenny in her purse,” Margery is initially compensated with “three halfpence because she had, in conversation, told [a group of pilgrims] some holy tales” (Kempe 139). While it is obvious that this reward is unsolicited, as these prayers were spoken “in conversation,” Margery is later seen selling her spiritual commodities in more profitable and solicited manners. For example, upon returning to her hometown of Lynn, Margery is approached by a woman who gives her “seven marks to pray for her when she [gets] to Santiago” (143). Later, she is given “ten marks” by a man “who often invited this creature to meals in order to hear her talk” (145). Additionally, after being asked, “to pray for [a Bishop], that he might live in charity,” Kempe is compensated with “gold and his blessing,” as well as an escort in her travels (147). While these examples point to the obvious importance of Christian religiosity at the time, what is more important, is that Margery is able to use the spiritual desires of others to acquire wealth and prosperity. Moreover, it is Margery’s newfound status as a wife of the Lord that provides her with the credit necessary to profit from a life of spirituality. As professor Joanne Findon suggests:

“Speaking of her spiritual experiences […] gave the woman an authentic ‘voice’ that she was otherwise denied in a male-orientated society. In this way, she could hope to gain a measure of respect in the community as a public figure— a role normally denied to women” (Findon 23).

Thus, because Margery’s marriage to Christ allows her to “gain a measure of respect” as a “public figure,” she in turn, is able to use this esteem as credibility in selling prayer and profiting off the spiritual needs of others—a profession that would otherwise be difficult for her without her “authentic voice” as a respected wife of the Lord. Therefore, much like Alisoun’s status as professional wife allows her to use her sexuality to profit from elderly suitors; Margery Kempe’s matrimony to God similarly allows her to sell her spirituality as a commodity, and in turn, support herself financially. However, as we will now discuss, both Margery and Alisoun are so entrenched in their lives as professional wives that they must spend any capital they gain to protect this status.

The Cyclical Nature of Matrimony: 


In order to explain this concept, we will first analyze the Wife of Bathe and then conclude with a discussion on how Margery Kempe’s relations are in parallel. Specifically, while the Wife of Bathe’s first three marriages are used to acquire both wealth and property, her final relationships are used as a means to solidify her status as a professional wife. Now in her forties, Alisoun is unable to solely use her sexuality to profit from matrimony. Here she states, “[t]he flour Is gone, there is namore to telle: [t]he bren, as I best can, now moste I selle” (Chaucer Line 477-8). In other words, the Wife of Bathe has not only exhausted her sexual resources, but must now rely on the “husks” of these commodities to continue a life of matrimony. Nevertheless, she is depicted as “riche, and yong, and wel bigoon,” or simply, financially secure. Because of this security, the Wife of Bathe is able to remarry, however, the marriage roles she is accustomed to are now reversed. Namely, instead of selling her sexuality to a potential suitor, Alisoun must use the wealth she has gained in her first three relations to—as she states—“bestowe the flour of al myn age in the actes and in fruit of marriage” (113-4). Her desire to continue her life of matrimony dispite this role reversal is seen in the following:

“How pore he was, ne eek of what degree. What sholde I seye but, at the monthes ende, this joly clerk Jankin, that was so hende, Hath wedded me with greet solempnitee, and to him ya I al the lond and fee that evere was me yeven therbifore” (626-30).

Unable to merely wed based upon her physical desirability, the Wife of Bathe purchases a marriage in the same way her first three husbands purchased their matrimony with her. In order to keep her status as a wife, Alisoun chooses a younger, “pore” man of a lower social rank, who is more attracted to her financial stability than her sexuality. Thus, while she obtains a spouse of the best “lower-purse,” or sexuality, she becomes the “money-cheste,” and in her vows gives him all the wealth she has accumulated in her previous marriages. Similarly, Margery Kempe must also sacrifice the capital she has acquired in her matrimony to Christ to further her status as a wife. Just as Kempe must be shriven of all her sins to pursue a marital relation with Jesus Christ, she must also continually renounce her monetary possessions to please the Lord and further this relationship. Specifically, Margery is told to “give away all her money and make herself destitute for [God’s] love” (Kempe 128). Additionally, in her “fervent desire to please God,” Margery makes herself poor to win the affection of her spiritual spouse, and in turn, further her marital relationship with him. 


Therefore, both Margery Kempe and the Wife of Bathe become trapped in what can be referred to as the cyclical nature of the professional wife. Simply, in order to gain wealth and prosperity, both women enter marriages that allow them to sell specific commodities. For the Wife of Bathe, the commodity of her sexuality allows her to gain wealth in marriages to rich suitors. For Margery Kempe, a marriage to Christ gives her the opportunity to use her spiritual prowess to sell prayer and holy blessing to those who are willing to purchase such things. However, while both women are able to gain compensation through their marriages, they both must use this capital to further these relationships. As mentioned previously, the Wife of Bathe must pass her wealth on as an incentive to future husbands while Margery must actively renounce her material possessions to stay in the grace of the Lord, her spouse. This cycle brings both women full circle, using matrimony as a means to sell specific commodities and acquire wealth, while using this wealth as a means to purchase the benefits of being either a physical or spiritual wife. 

Perhaps the driving force of this buying and selling has less to do with prosperity and wealth, and more to do with the conventions of the times. As noted earlier, Kempe’s spiritual marriage not only provides wealth but also, gives “the woman an authentic ‘voice’ that she [is] otherwise denied in a male-orientated society.” Specifically, in an age motivated by anti-feminist tradition, both Kempe and Alisoun are able to produce a significant amount of wealth through the sale of physical a spiritual commodities in marriage, and in doing so, seem to intrude on a “role normally denied to women,” namely that of the bread-winner or entrepreneur.

In summation, the professional matrimonies of both Margery Kempe and Chaucer’s Wife of Bathe illustrate a statement apparent in both texts: “[W]inne whoso may, for al is for to selle (Chaucer 414).” In other words, to achieve one’s ends, one must be willing to sell any commodity they may possess. In order to achieve their own ends, both characters pursue the only means available to each at the time, marriage. However, while these matrimonies seem to cost them all the material possession they have gained, their commercial use of marriage seems to not only illustrate the ability for women in Medieval society to acquire wealth through matrimony, but also, both character’s penchant to sustain themselves as professional wives.

Works Cited

Kempe, Margery

