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The Wife of Bath’s allusion to Ovid’s tale about her husband’s donkey ears serves multiple layered purposes
within Geoffrey Chaucer’s The Canterbury Tales. This literary reference is not merely a casual mention but a
strategic device that enriches the Wife of Bath’s narrative, emphasizing themes of marital authority,
knowledge, concealment, and societal expectations of women. By invoking Ovid’s myth, she underscores her own
experiences with her husbands’ secrets, her understanding of power dynamics, and the importance of discretion
and wisdom. This allusion also functions as a commentary on gender roles, class distinctions, and the human
desire for control and recognition within marriage. To fully comprehend the purpose of this allusion, it is
essential to explore its origins in Ovid’s Metamorphoses, its contextual significance within the Wife of Bath’s
prologue and tale, and the broader thematic implications it presents.

---

Understanding the Ovidian Tale of Donkey Ears

The Myth in Brief
Ovid’s Metamorphoses recounts a myth involving the king of Athens, Midas, who is granted the gift of hearing
everything. Midas, proud of his newfound ability, boasts about his gift and is subsequently cursed by the god
Apollo to have donkey ears. Midas tries to conceal his transformation by hiding his ears beneath a hat, but a
servant eventually uncovers the secret by whispering into a pit he dug in the ground. The secret remains hidden
until the wind whispers the truth to the earth, which then reveals it to the world.

Key elements of the myth include:
- The theme of secret-keeping and concealment
- The shame associated with revealing one’s true nature
- The association of donkeys with stubbornness and foolishness in classical symbolism

This myth has been a potent symbol throughout Western literature, representing the peril of secrets, the
importance of discretion, and the social consequences of exposing one’s true self.

---

The Wife of Bath’s Allusion in Context

Placement within the Narrative
In her prologue, the Wife of Bath recounts her personal experiences with her six husbands, emphasizing her
understanding of marital power and her mastery over her relationships. Her allusion to Ovid’s myth appears
when she discusses the importance of discretion and the dangers of revealing too much, especially in the context
of marital secrets and control.

She references the myth to illustrate her point that knowledge and secrecy can be tools of power. The allusion
also serves as a humorous and sardonic comment on the nature of husbands and wives, suggesting that
revealing or concealing certain truths can have significant consequences.



Symbolic Significance of the Allusion
The allusion to Midas’s donkey ears symbolizes several themes:
- The danger of revealing one's true nature or secrets
- The societal tendency to shame or mock those who are different or who reveal uncomfortable truths
- The importance of discretion in maintaining social and marital harmony

By invoking this myth, the Wife of Bath emphasizes her own ability to manage her secrets and control her
narrative within her marriages.

---

The Purpose of the Allusion

1. To Highlight Female Agency and Wisdom
The Wife of Bath portrays herself as a woman who understands the nuances of power within marriage. Her
reference to Ovid’s myth underscores her belief that knowledge, discretion, and the ability to keep secrets
confer authority. She suggests that, like Midas, husbands may have their secrets and vulnerabilities, which
women can exploit or protect as they see fit.

Key points:
- She positions herself as a wise woman who knows when to speak and when to remain silent.
- The allusion reinforces her mastery over her own secrets and her understanding of masculine vulnerabilities.

2. To Criticize and Challenge Patriarchal Norms
The myth of Midas’s donkey ears can be read as a critique of societal expectations that women remain silent
about their experiences and feelings. The Wife of Bath’s allusion challenges the idea that women should be
submissive or discreet by suggesting that knowledge and the ability to conceal or reveal truths are forms of
power. Her own storytelling demonstrates her defiance of traditional gender roles.

Key points:
- She advocates for female agency in marital relationships.
- The allusion serves as a subtle rebellion against societal suppression of women’s voices.

3. To Use Humor and Wit as a Rhetorical Device
The allusion introduces humor, making her speech more engaging and memorable. It also showcases her wit in
navigating complex social dynamics. By referencing a well-known myth, she appeals to her audience’s shared
cultural knowledge, reinforcing her arguments with humor and irony.

Key points:
- Humor disarms critics and softens her critique of societal norms.
- It demonstrates her intelligence and rhetorical skill.

4. To Emphasize the Theme of Secrets and Discretion
Throughout her tale, the importance of knowing when to speak and when to keep silent is a recurring motif. The
myth of donkey ears embodies the peril of revealing too much, reinforcing her overarching message about the
strategic management of information in marriage and life.

Key points:



- Secrecy is a form of power.
- Revealing secrets can lead to shame or social downfall.

---

Broader Thematic Implications of the Allusion

Gender and Power Dynamics
The allusion underscores the complex power relations between men and women. It suggests that women, like the
wife of Bath, who understand the importance of discretion and control over secrets, wield a subtle but
significant form of power. The myth also hints at the societal tendency to mock or shame women who reveal
truths about themselves or challenge norms.

Marriage and Social Commentary
In her narrative, the Wife of Bath advocates for mutual understanding and authority in marriage. Her allusion
to Ovid’s myth serves to illustrate that secrets and knowledge are central to marital power struggles. It
underscores her view that a wife’s discretion can serve as a form of empowerment, allowing her to navigate her
marriages successfully.

Wisdom, Discretion, and Human Nature
The myth’s emphasis on concealment and eventual revelation resonates with human tendencies toward secrecy
and honesty. The Wife of Bath’s allusion suggests that wisdom lies in knowing when to reveal or conceal
truths, a lesson she claims to have mastered through her life experiences.

---

Conclusion: The Significance of the Allusion
The Wife of Bath’s allusion to Ovid’s tale about her husband’s donkey ears is a multifaceted literary device
that enriches her narrative with humor, irony, and philosophical depth. It serves as a symbol of the importance
of discretion, the complexities of marital power, and the societal expectations placed upon women. By invoking
this myth, she not only crafts a compelling personal story but also subtly challenges patriarchal norms,
advocating for female agency and wisdom. The allusion encapsulates her broader message that knowledge,
secrecy, and discretion are tools of empowerment in a world that often seeks to silence or shame women.
Through this literary reference, Chaucer’s Wife of Bath demonstrates her mastery of storytelling and her
nuanced understanding of human nature, making her one of the most memorable and complex characters in
medieval literature.

---
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Frequently Asked Questions

What is the significance of the Wife of Bath's allusion to Ovid's tale
about her husband getting donkey ears?

The allusion highlights themes of knowledge and concealment, illustrating how the wife perceives her husband's
secret and the broader theme of hidden truths and societal secrets in the Wife of Bath's narrative.

How does the allusion to Ovid's tale enhance the Wife of Bath's
characterization?

It portrays her as clever and aware of her husband's secret, emphasizing her wit and control in their
relationship, and reflecting her challenge to traditional gender roles.

What is the moral or message behind referencing the Ovid story about
donkey ears?

The reference underscores themes of honesty, disguise, and the importance of truth, suggesting that secrets can
be hidden but may eventually be revealed, and highlighting the dynamics of power and knowledge.

Why does the Wife of Bath choose to allude to Ovid's tale rather than
explicitly discussing her own experiences?

Allegory allows her to speak indirectly, maintaining a playful tone while critiquing societal norms about
marriage and female agency, and safeguarding her own reputation.

How does the allusion relate to the broader themes of the Canterbury
Tales?

It contributes to themes of storytelling as a means of social critique, the complexity of human relationships,
and the use of myth and legend to explore moral lessons.

What does the donkey ears symbolize in the context of the Wife of Bath's
story?

The donkey ears symbolize the husband's secret knowledge or shame, which he wishes to hide, and serve as a
metaphor for the concealment of truth within relationships.

In what way does the allusion reflect medieval attitudes toward marriage
and gender roles?

It reflects the idea that women may possess secret knowledge and power, challenging the traditional view of
male dominance, and suggesting that women are capable of cleverness and subversion.

Additional Resources
What Is The Purpose Of The Wife Of Bath's Allusion To Ovid's Tale About Her Husband Getting Donkey Ears?

In Geoffrey Chaucer's The Canterbury Tales, the Wife of Bath’s prologue and tale are rich with references,
allusions, and literary devices that deepen her character and communicate complex ideas about marriage,



power, and gender roles. One particularly intriguing allusion is her mention of Ovid’s myth about a man whose
wife discovers his secret: he has donkey ears. This allusion is not merely decorative; it serves a strategic
purpose in her storytelling, highlighting themes of knowledge, shame, concealment, and societal perception.
Understanding this allusion involves exploring its origins in classical mythology, its thematic significance in
the Wife’s narrative, and how Chaucer employs it to enrich her character and message.

---

The Context of the Wife of Bath’s Allusion

The Wife of Bath’s narration is a layered exploration of her experiences with marriage and her views on female
sovereignty. Throughout her prologue, she references biblical stories, classical myths, and contemporary
social observations to support her arguments about gender roles and the importance of experience over
authority. Her allusion to Ovid’s tale about her husband’s donkey ears appears during her discussion of
knowledge, secrecy, and the societal tendency to shame or conceal truth.

Specifically, she recounts how her husband, once caught revealing her secrets, was cursed to have his ears
turned into those of a donkey. This mythological reference serves as a metaphor for the shame and exposure
associated with revealing hidden truths or speaking indiscreetly—especially concerning intimacy or personal
matters, as the Wife often discusses.

---

The Origins of the Donkey Ears Myth in Ovid’s Metamorphoses

Ovid’s Metamorphoses is a treasure trove of mythological stories involving transformation and concealment.
The tale about a man with donkey ears is loosely connected to the story of Midas, who was granted the
power to turn everything he touched into gold, or to other myths involving transformations as punishments
or secrets.

While the specific story of a man with donkey ears is not directly detailed in Ovid’s texts, it is often
associated with Ovidian themes of shame, disguise, and the uncovering of hidden truths. The most recognizable
allusion is to the myth of Midas, who, after his wish was granted, was cursed to have donkey ears—an emblem
of foolishness and shame—hidden from the world.

In the context of the Wife of Bath’s allusion, she references this myth to symbolize the idea that secrets or
truths, if revealed, can lead to shame or social disgrace. The transformation into a donkey signifies a loss of
dignity and the exposure of what was once hidden.

---

Thematic Significance of the Allusion

1. Knowledge and Secrecy

The allusion underscores the importance of discretion and the potential consequences of revealing secrets. The
Wife’s husband’s donkey ears symbolize how a man’s private thoughts—especially about his wife—can be
shameful if exposed. Her mention suggests that knowledge, particularly about personal or intimate matters, is
powerful and potentially dangerous.

2. Shame and Exposure

Transforming into a donkey—an animal associated with foolishness—serves as a metaphor for shame and
societal judgment. The myth implies that revealing what is meant to remain hidden can lead to ridicule and loss
of respect. The Wife’s allusion communicates her belief that women’s secrets and innermost thoughts are often
vulnerable to exposure and shame.

3. Power and Control



By referencing the myth, the Wife of Bath subtly comments on the dynamics of power in marriage. Her narrative
often emphasizes female agency, and the idea of secrets and their revelation ties into her broader argument
about women’s authority over their own bodies and stories. The myth suggests that the ability to conceal or
reveal truths can be a form of power, which aligns with her views on female sovereignty.

4. Humor and Irony

The myth of donkey ears has an element of humor and irony—an absurd image that invites laughter but also
provokes reflection. The Wife employs this irony to challenge societal notions of shame and to question the
morality of punishing or judging women for their truths.

---

Chaucer’s Use of the Allusion

Chaucer’s inclusion of the myth about the husband’s donkey ears serves multiple literary functions:

- Character Development: It reveals the Wife’s wit, her familiarity with classical literature, and her capacity
to use humor and allegory to make her points.
- Thematic Reinforcement: The allusion emphasizes themes of secrecy, shame, and societal expectations—core
ideas in her narrative.
- Cultural Commentary: It subtly critiques societal tendencies to shame women or to shame those who speak
honestly, highlighting the double standards prevalent in medieval society.

Chaucer’s audience, familiar with classical myths, would recognize the allusion and grasp its layered meanings.
By doing so, he aligns the Wife’s personal experiences with universal themes of shame and human folly.

---

The Purpose and Impact of the Allusion

1. To Illustrate the Consequences of Speaking Unwisely

The myth of the donkey ears serves as a cautionary tale about the dangers of revealing secrets or speaking
indiscreetly. The Wife of Bath’s allusion suggests that, like the man cursed with donkey ears, individuals who
disclose their secrets risk social shame and loss of dignity.

2. To Emphasize the Power of Knowledge and Secrets in Marriage

In her narrative, secrets and the control over them are central to her ideas of authority and independence. The
myth underscores her belief that managing secrets is a form of power—sometimes dangerous, sometimes
liberating.

3. To Challenge Societal Norms and Expectations

By invoking a myth that depicts shame and foolishness, the Wife questions societal standards that shame
women or punish openness. Her allusion promotes a more nuanced view of honesty and discretion.

4. To Add Humor and Irony

The absurdity of the donkey ears adds a humorous dimension to her speech, making her arguments more engaging
and memorable. It also softens the critique, making it more palatable to her audience.

---

Broader Literary and Cultural Implications

The Wife of Bath’s use of this myth reflects her broad literary knowledge and her ability to weave classical
references into her personal narrative. It demonstrates how medieval writers and speakers drew upon classical



mythology to communicate complex ideas about morality, human nature, and societal expectations.

Furthermore, the myth resonates with themes of gender and power. The wife’s emphasis on secrets and their
revelation can be read as a metaphor for her own desire to control her narrative and challenge patriarchal
authority.

---

Summing Up: The Purpose of the Allusion

The allusion to Ovid’s tale about her husband’s donkey ears serves as a multifaceted literary device that
enhances the Wife of Bath’s storytelling in several ways:

- It symbolizes the shame and exposure associated with revealing hidden truths.
- It underscores the importance of discretion and the potential consequences of indiscretion.
- It reflects her views on female agency and the power dynamics within marriage.
- It employs humor and irony to engage the audience and challenge societal norms.
- It connects her personal narrative to universal themes rooted in classical mythology.

By employing this allusion, Chaucer enriches her character, making her voice more compelling and her message
more profound. It reminds readers that beneath humor and storytelling lies a serious commentary on human
nature, societal expectations, and the complexities of truth and secrecy.

---

Final Thoughts

The Wife of Bath’s allusion to Ovid’s myth about her husband’s donkey ears exemplifies her clever use of
classical references to communicate her worldview. It encapsulates her belief in the importance of experience,
the power of secrets, and the societal tendency to shame what is hidden or revealed. Through this myth, she
asserts her own authority, challenges conventional morals, and invites her audience to reflect on the nature
of truth, shame, and human folly—a testament to her enduring wit and wisdom.

---

In conclusion, understanding the purpose of the Wife of Bath’s allusion to Ovid’s tale about her husband
getting donkey ears reveals the depth of her character and the richness of Chaucer’s storytelling. It
transforms a simple myth into a powerful symbol of societal critique, personal agency, and the enduring
complexities of human relationships.
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