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THE WIFE OF BATH'S FIVE 

by R. R Fleissner 

Unde pulcrum in debita proportione 
consistit?Thomas Aquinas, Summa 

Theologica, i quaest. 5, art. 4 

Was there a reason for the Wife of Bath's having had five husbands? 

It is far too easy to assume that Chaucer just needed a rhyme for 

lyve when he wrote 

She was a worthy womman al hir lyve: 
Housbondes at chirche-dore she hadde fyve. . . . 

(A 459-60) 
i 

There is evidence that he was acquainted with five as le nombre 

prestigieux in mediaeval and Renaissance Pythagoreanism. D. W. 

Robertson, Jr., for example, reveals the import of number theory to 

Augustinian influences upon Chaucer's world, viz.: "The spirit is 

therefore most powerful and the body most healthful when the spirit 

perceives and loves the 'numbers' or constituents of beauty which 
are transmitted to it from God, and which it finds, through a rational 

motion, in itself."2 Ernst Cassirer observes that ''besides space and 

time, the third great formal motif dominating the structure of the 

mythical world is number," that "number thus fulfills the function 

which the Pythagoreans impute to harmony," being "a Unity of many 
mixed elements and an agreement between disagreeing elements" 

that "acts as the magic tie which not so much links things together 
as brings them into harmony within the soul."3 Cassirer, however, is 

skeptical about the import of individual numbers ("there remains 

in the end hardly any numerical term which cannot be drawn into 

this sphere of intuition and this process of sanctification"4), and so 

we should do well to examine the plausibility of Chaucer's debt to 

the Golden Number. 

Two points are worth mentioning at the start: Chaucer was sig 

nificantly indebted to mediaeval writers who stressed the meaning of 

Pythagorean numbers, and five in particular, namely Dante and 

Macrobius; and there was a good deal of number influence upon 
other Middle English writers, notably the Pearl Poet.5 That number 

theory had considerable influence upon poets of the English Renais 

sance, Spenser particularly, has been emphasized by two leading nu 

merologists, Alastair Fowler and A. Kent Hieatt. Fowler's work6 is 
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especially helpful but need not be summarized here: he reveals the 

many influences upon Spenser that also could have influenced Chau 
cer (e.g., Nicomachus, Iamblichus, Bonaventura, Aquinas, Pythagoras, 

Hermes Trismegistus, Gnosticism). 
With regard to the Wife of Bath, the debt to Dante, and Dantean 

numerology, is probably most noticeable. The discussion of nobility 
in her tale is borrowed, as Paul G. Ruggiers notes, from the Con 
vivio.7 What may not be so well-known is the import of five,8 the 
number of figures forming the eyelid of the Eagle in the Purgatorio. 
That Chaucer was cognizant of this symbolism in the House of Fame 
has been pointed out by B. G. Koonce.9 Moreover, the concept that 

five was important as "the type of nature, embracing all things,,1() 
was known to Macrobius, to whom Chaucer alludes in the Nun's 
Priest's Tale and the Parliament of Birds. 

In the Prologue to the Wife of Baths Tale, the Wife says, 

Yet herde I nevere tellen in myn age 

Upon this nombre diffinicioun. 
Men may devyne and glosen, up and doun. . . . 

(D 24-26) 
Not only does this suggest that the poet might have known what 
the Wife seems not to know, but it implies a reason for professing 
ignorance of the mystery number five. For the import assigned to the 

pentad tended to be more magical than mystical, having been derived 
from Persian culture. Yet, though Hopper points out that "Capella 
designates [five] as the number of this world,"11 he adds: "Irenaeus, 
in his refutation of the Gnostics, argues that their theology is fal 
lacious not because it is based on number, but because the numerical 
scheme is incorrect. For do they not completely ignore the number 

5, which is everywhere manifest in the True Faith?"12 Nonetheless, 
since five came to be a symbol of the flesh, the gradual Christianiza 
tion of numbers limited the pentad's religious significance ("it is 

fitting, therefore, that the Old Law, which lacked final perfection, 
should be contained in the Pentateuch"13), though it was still held 
to be a "worthy" number. Not only is the ambivalence of the num 
ber from the Christian point of view appropriate for the Wife of 
Bath's interpretation of Scripture, then, but its association with the 
flesh is fitting for "a worthy womman." 

The reason why the Wife of Bath had five husbands may well be 
then that Chaucer recognized in the Pythagorean endorsement of 

five (also strongly promoted by Ficino, following Plato, in his Com 

mentary on the Timaeus1*) the symbol, not just of the flesh or earth 

ly love, but of marriage,15 a point established by Plutarch16 and 
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derivative from the notion that five was the sum of the first female 

digit, two, and the first male digit, three. Though the Wife may give 
the initial impression of being loose and unfaithful, her arguments 
are in accord with Scripture, albeit with a primitive reading of it at 

times, and so the reference to five husbands reflects back on the in 

terrelationship of heavenly and earthly love as revealed in the pentad 
and pentagonal symmetry. The classic formulation of this was Fra 

Luca Pacioli's De Divina Proportione (1509). The same formulation 
is evident symbolically in the motto of the Prioress, Amor vincit 
omnia. As with the Prioress, the Wife of Bath's love symbolism prob 
ably also has some ironic purport. 

Lastly, it might be mentioned that Chaucer was involved in nu 

merology through his interests in alchemy (the association with 
Hermes Trismegistus again) and especially astrology. Number lore 

from Babylonian times on was related to astrology, and Chaucer's 
concern with that subject not only in the Astrolabe treatise but in 

the Knight's Tale has some bearing on the Wife's cry, 

Myn ascendent was Taur, and Mars therinne. 
Alias! alias! that evere love was synne! 

(D 613-14)17 

It is notable, moreover, that Chaucer indirectly alludes to the Golden 

Proportion, from which pentagonal symmetry and pentad lore in 

general derives, in the Knight's Tale.18 

When the Wife stated that she had never heard "Upon this nombre 

diffinicioun," she was most likely acknowledging directly or indi 

rectly the mystique associated with the Golden Number Five and 

thereby anticipating what John Donne was to refer to in "The Prim 

rose"19 as the "mysterious number" five. 
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