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The 14th Century in British Literature essentially starts with Geoffrey Chaucer. The Canterbury
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OBJECTIVES

This unit will focus on Chaucer as a poet. The discussion would include Chaucer's
biography and poetic development with a brief survey of his entire literary output, his
reading and his language and meter. The aim will be to prepare you to read The
Canterbury Tales and The Pardoner’s Tale
1.1

INTRODUCTION

This unit will take you through the life and work of Chaucer to the composition of his
most popular work The Canterbury Tales. We will try to come to some kind of an
assessment of Chaucer's poetic contribution and his place in the history of English
literature. The focus will be on his style and comic vision.
1.2

THE LIFE OF CHAUCER

Although not much is known of Chaucer's life, official records give us a good idea of
his public career. He was born about 1343-44 to John and Agnes Chaucer in London.
The name Chaucer (French 'Chaussier') suggests that they were a shoe-making
family, but his immediate ancestors were prosperous wine-merchants with some
standing at court. Beginning as a page in the household of Prince Lionel and
Elizabeth, Countess of Ulster, Chaucer went to France in the English army, was taken
prisoner near Reims and ransomed. He seems to have risen to the service of the king,
undertaking a series of diplomatic missions for ten years which exposed him to
Continental culture. He was married probably in 1366 to Philippa, daughter of Sir
Payne Roet and sister of Katherine Swynford, afterwards the third wife of John of
Gaunt. From 1 December 1372 till 23 May 1373, he was once more on the Continent,
his first Italian journey. This visit which took him from Genoa to Florence had a
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decisive influence on him. Florence was already a center of art, architecture and
literature; it brought him into contact with the writing of Dante, Petrarch and
Boccaccio. In other words, the Italian journey took him from the Middle Ages to- the
threshold of the Renaissance.
Shortly before going to Italy, Chaucer wrote The Book of the Duchess, an elegy on
the death of Blanche, the wife of John of Gaunt. His important connections made him
in 1374 Controller of the Customs and Subsidy on Wool, Skins, and Hides in the port
of London. After some fluctuation of fortune, in 1389, when Richard II asserted his
position, Chaucer was appointed Clerk of the King's Works, in charge of the upkeep
of the royal buildings. When he lost his Clerkship he again went through financial
uncertainties until the new King Henry IV gave him an annuity of 40 marks. But the
poet died soon after, in 1400.
From this brief sketch it is clear that, despite the cultivated ironic image of himself as
a dreamer withdrawn among his books (as, say, in The House of Fame), Chaucer was
an active man of affairs, mixing freely in government and courtly circles. Since love
of French culture was common among such classes, Chaucer's tastes and reading
were also influenced by it. Among his constant reading we must include the Roman
de la Rose, the poems of Machant and the works of Ovid (in Latin). Chaucer's early
work is often referred to as his 'French' period because of the influence of some
contemporary French poets like Deschamps and Froissart. His 'Italian' period begins
with The House of Fame. Without rejecting the French and Italian elements, Chaucer
enters his 'English' period with Troilus and Criseyde and The Canterbury Tales.
1.3

CHAUCER'S POETRY (1370-80)

The Roman de la Rose (or The Romaunt of the Rose in Chaucer's incomplete
translation) was the most popular and influential of all French poems in the middle
Ages. It was different from earlier narrative poetry like the Chanson de Roland and
marks the new taste for dreams and allegories. Begun around the third decade of the
thirteenth century by Guillaume de Lorris, it ran to about 4000 lines (ending at line
4432 of the English translation). It became the model for innumerable allegorical
love-visions. Closely following the courtly love conventions, Guillaume, a young
poet in the 'service' of a lady, relates a vision of a beautiful garden where Cupid, the
God of Love and his followers were enjoying themselves. Among the flowers, the
poet is shown a Rosebud (the symbol of his lady-love) which he eagerly desires to
possess. An allegorical contest begins at this point. Opposed by Chastity, Danger
(aloofness, disdain), Shame, and Wicked Tongue, the poet is helped by Franchise
(liberty), Pity, and Belaceil (fair-welcoming). Through Venus's intervention,
Belacueil allows the poet to kiss the rose. As a result, however, Belacueil is
imprisoned and the poet-lover exiled from the garden. This is where Guillaume's
fragment ends.
Forty years later, the poem was resumed by a different poet in a rather different spirit.
Jean de Meun, a maturer scholar, philosopher, moralist and translator, added about
eighteen thousand lines in which science, theology, and social philosophy are all - to
be found within an entertaining style. Love, instead of the courtly conventions, is now
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analyzed rationalistically in terms of a natural impulse for the propagation of the race.
Jean de Meun is a satirist and his satire is directed at friars, knights, lawyers and
doctors, and the idealized figure of woman in Guillaume's work. Although the story
ends happily with the lover finally gaining possession of his lady-love, the satire
stands out, prompting critics to compare Jean with Voltaire (brilliant eighteenth
century satirist). As must be clear to you by now, Roman de la Rose introduced
Chaucer at once to the opposed styles and conventions of romance and realism: the
two poets combined to form Chaucer's poetic style.
The earliest of Chaucer's original poems of any length is The Book of the Duchess.
We have already seen why Chaucer wrote the elegy. For this poem, he mainly drew
upon the poetry of Guillaume Machaut. It is both a eulogy (formal praise) of Blanche
and a consolation addressed to her bereaved husband. Chaucer accomplishes this
double purpose by adapting the love-vision poem to the elegy. What are the usual
features of the love-vision, many of which can be seen in House of Fame, Parliament
of Fowls and the Prologue to the Legend of Good Women'? They include discussion
of sleeplessness and dreams, the setting on May-day or in spring, the vision itself, the
guide (often in the form of a helpful animal), and the personified abstractions and so
on. Despite the obvious immaturity of the poem, Chaucer's talent for realism is
already evident in the hunting scene. His use of the dream is not merely conventional
but shows a psychological interest.
It is not before ten years that he wrote another long poem, The House of Fame. In the
interim period he had been to Italy and his reading of Dante probably gives him the
idea of a journey to unknown regions. Although the device of the love-vision
continues to be used, there is a greater mastery of style and meter. In the poetic
development of Chaucer, this poem has a transitional role. Chaucer draws upon
Virgil's Aeneid, Ovid and other Medieval Latin writers. The work lacks in
homogeneity partly because the center of interest shifts from love to the uncertainties
of fame. The poem is in three books. In the first book, the poet dreams that he is in
the temple of Venus where the love-story of Dido and Aeneas is related. As he steps
out, a huge golden eagle seizes him and carries him to the House of Fame where we
are promised but never told the tidings of love's folk. Do they refer to the marriage of
Richard and Anne or the expected betrothal of Philippa, the daughter of John of
Gaunt? What stands out in the poem is the eagle's flight in Book II: the poet's
speechless terror contrasts comically with the friendly talkativeness of the eagle who
anticipates the Chauntecleer of Nun 'S Priest's Tale.
1.4

CHAUCER’S POETRY (1380-86)

In The Parliament of Fowls, we find that the poet has been reading lately a famous
work, the Sonmium Scipionis. In this work, the elder Africanus appears to Scipio the
younger in a dream, takes him up into the heavens, where he shows him the mysteries
of the future life. As night falls, the poet stops reading, falls asleep and dreams that
Africanus has come to his bedside. To reward him for the study of his book, the latter
takes him to a beautiful park where he sees the temple of Venus. Then he is taken to a
hillside where all the birds have gathered before the goddess of Nature on St.
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Valentine's Day to choose their partners. The royal tercel eagle is given first choice
and selects the beautiful formel eagle on the goddess's hand. But since two other
tercels of lower rank also make the same claim, the dispute is considered by the
general parliament of the birds. Finally Nature rules that the choice should rest with
The formel herself, and she asks for a year's delay before making her decision.
The Parliament is a work of freshness and assimilation. The work may be an allegory
on the betrothal of Richard II to Anne of Bohemia in 1381; the rival suitors were
Friedrich of Meissen and Charles VI of France. Other allegories have been suggested.
But the poem's appeal is independent of allegory. While the lovers' contest or the
parliament of birds is conventional, the social and political satire is a new element. In
contrast to the rival eagles, the other classes of birds-worm-fowl, water-fowl, seedfowl-clearly represent the humbler ranks of human society, and their discontent seems
to allude to the Peasants' Revolt. While the high-born suitors expound idealised
courtly love, some of the lower representatives have little respect for it. The detached
and dramatic presentation of opposed values and points of view looks forward to The
Canterbury Tales.
Around this time, in the early eighties, Chaucer translated the Consolation of
Philosophy of Boethius. The popularity of this philosophical work is proved by the
fact that in England alone, King Alfred had translated it and centuries later, Queen
Elizabeth undertook another translation. Along with Boccaccio, Boethius dominates
Chaucer's Italian period: most of the longer passages of philosophical reflection in his
poetry can be traced to Boethius. Its influence is particularly noticeable in Palamon
and Arcite (which became the Knight's Tale) and Troilus and Criseyde. Chaucer's
prose in this translation, in Astrolabe (1391) and elsewhere compares unfavorably
with his verse.
In Troilus and Criseyde, Chaucer reaches a stylistic culmination, or he finally finds
his distinctive narrative style, characterization and verse form. Only the, Knight's
Tale can compare with the sustained narration of Troilus. The immediate sources of
both poems are in Boccaccio and both re-work material from the ancient cycles of
romance. While the main plot of Troilus is based on the Teseida of Boccaccio, the
Troilus story has a more complicated history. There is no mention of it in Homer.
Several great Homeric figures like Achilles, Hector, Priam and Diomedes play minor
roles in Troilus, while Pandarus Criseyde and even Troilus, marginal characters in the
Iliad, and become the chief actors. The story appears to have been the invention of the
twelfth-century French poet Benoit de Ste-Maure, the author of the Roman de Troie.
But Benoit begins with the separation of the two lovers while Guido delle Colonne
adds nothing but circulates the story.
It is only with Boccaccio's Il Filostrato that we have the complete story: he invents
the crucial first part of the poem, the wooing and winning of Criseyde. Boccaccio
added the pivotal figure of Pandaro (Pandarus). Chaucer transforms this simple and
passionate story into a psychological novel in verse.
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Troilus remains the ideal courtly lover that he is in Boccaccio. But whereas the latter's
Pandaro was Criseyde's cousin and a young companion of Troilus, Chaucer makes
Pandarus much older, Criseyde's uncle. He becomes a rather complicated figure,
friend and philosophical adviser to Troilus, protector of Criseyde. He is a failed, old
courtly lover with his own brand of humorous and disillusioned wisdom. Chaucer's
Criseyde is also a truly complex character, even contradictory in her motives. She is
not conceived in the mould of the heroic, the Amazon; at the same time, she is not the
typically abstract courtly heroine. Her love is sincere and she has a mind of her own,
taking her own decisions. But tender passion cannot cloud her unsentimental and
practical intelligence without which a woman may not be able to survive. She is
somewhat sceptical and disillusioned, a type portrayed again in Pertelote of the Nun's
Priest's Tale. Apart from psychological complexity, the human situation and the
social status of women are unstable. Hence Chaucer is unable to condemn Criseyde's
'betrayal' when she accepts Diomedes's advances in the alien Greek camp. Chaucer
begins with courtly love and moves up the scala amoris or ladder of love through
tolerance to caritas or the Christian notion of charity (love of all humanity, love of
God). The awareness of forces larger and stronger than man provides the
philosophical basis for tolerant reconciliation. The influence of Boethius and Dante
can be detected particularly in Troilus’s speech on predestination in Book IV or
Criseyde's discussion of false felicity in Book III.
The Legend of Good Women was begun, as the prologue says, as a penance imposed
by Queen Alceste for Chaucer's offences against the God of Love and women in
writing the Troilus and the Romaunt of the Rose. The original plan was to write about
Cupid's saints, that is, women who have been faithful to the creed to love. But the
project was abandoned.
1.5

CHAUCER'S POETRY (1387-1400)

Although The Canterbury Tales is Chaucer's most mature work, it includes some of
his earlier writings. The plan of the tales was probably adopted soon after 1386, and
the General Prologue composed in 1387. Chaucer may have himself taken part in a
pilgrimage in April of that year because of the illness of his wife, Philippe, who
probably died soon after. Instead of the original plan of 120 tales, only 24 are told, of
which two are interrupted before the end and two broken off soon after they begin.
The group of pilgrims includes a wide cross-section of English society: a knight and a
squire (his son), professional men like the doctor and the lawyer, a merchant, a
shipman, various representatives of the religious orders like the prioress, the monk,
the friar, the parson, a substantial farmer, a miller, a reeve, a cook, several craftsmen,
and so on.
The General Prologue does not have a real source. Individual portraits of priests or
peasants or knights abound in medieval literature and personified abstractions in
religious and secular allegories are quite common. We also come across description
of the different orders of society and the use of physical and temperamental
characteristics to classify men and women. As typical figures, Chaucer's portraits are
comparable to the formal 'characters' traced back to Theophrastus. But they are so
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vividly imagined and individualised that scholars have searched for real life parallels
or sources. Small but closely observed details and peculiarities of dress,
physiognomy, and speech and so on make the portraits come alive. But Chaucer's
pilgrims are equally representative of social groups and professions-these figures are
generalised through typical features of character and conduct: the gentle knight, the
corrupt Friar, the hypocritical Pardoner. Even their dress, appearance and
physiognomy have a typical quality. In a large number of cases, the pilgrim described
in the General Prologue relates a tale in keeping with his character and calling.
When the pilgrims have gone a short distance out of London, Harry Bailey asks them
to draw lots. Whether by sheer luck or manipulation, the lot falls to the knight,
socially the noblest in the group, to tell the first tale. He relates the story of the love of
two friends, Palamon and Arcite, for the same lady. His tale receives enthusiastic
approval, and the Host calls upon the Monk to tell the next tale. But social hierarchies
are disrupted when the drunken Miller breaks in and tells an indecent tale about a
carpenter. As soon as he finishes, the Reeve, being a carpenter himself, takes revenge
by relating an equally scurrilous story about a miller. Thus, in the first three tales we
are introduced to a basic technique of Chaucer's mature poetry and perhaps Gothic art
in general: the courtly and the bourgeois, romance and realism, the serious and the
light are juxtaposed.
After the Reeve, as the Cook begins in glee, Chaucer makes the Host stop his tale,
perhaps in order to prevent repetitiveness. There are similar groupings and dramatic
links among the stories but they come as though without any previous plan,
suggesting the openness and movement of the pilgrimage. After a quarrel between the
Friar and the Summoner, they tell stories defaming each other's calling. The comic
device of cutting short a boring story is particularly useful when the 'tragedies' of the
Monk's tale become tedious. It is ironic when Chaucer the poet's own Tale of Sir
Thopas has to be interrupted by the Host.
Some stories are linked together by the problem or theme of marriage. The so-called
marriage group begins with the Wife of Bath, who has had five husbands and would
not mind a sixth. Her earthy frankness and open policy of dominating husbands are
somewhat unconventional. Although the quarrel between the Friar and the Summoner
breaks out after her tale, the Clerk's tale which follows challenges her position. The
story of Griselda illustrates her patience and submission to her husbands, which is
rewarded finally with happiness. Next comes the Merchant's fabliau about an old man
who marries a young wife and is shamefully deceived by her. The Squire's Tale has
nothing to do with marriage. But the Franklin's Tale returns to the theme, to the
married life of Arviragus and Dorigen. Since it is shown as happy and harmonious
because of mutual tolerance, and since it comes at the end of the marriage group,
some scholars have identified the Franklin's views with those of Chaucer. Gender and
class are subtly related in the entire group and indeed in the Tales, defiant energy and
appetite being associated with the rising middle-classes.
As it has been said, The Canterbury Tales is a veritable anthology of medieval
literature. The courtly romance is represented by the Knight's Tale or the fragmentary
Squire's Tale. Sir Thopas is a subtle parody of the more popular type of romance. The
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Physician S Tale retells a classical legend. The Wife of Bath's Tale is a folk-tale,
while there are many instances of the fabliau. The Pardoner's Tale is an exemplum, a
story with which preachers would adorn their sermon and point a moral. The sermon
or didactic 'treatise is represented by The Parson's Tale and Chaucer's own Melibeus
in prose. The Nun's Priest's Tale is a memorable example of the *beast-fable, the
story of Chauntecleer and Pertelote.
Chaucer's idea of the pilgrimage as a narrative framework enables him to bring
together the widest possible cross-section of medieval society. What binds this
'sundry folk,' this motley crowd is what gives unity to heterogeneous variety: the
pilgrimage easily relates the material with the spiritual, the mundane with the
religious. It also gives the Tales a dramatic power, especially in the comments,
exchanges and jibes that enact ongoing social relationships in a microcosm. Of
course, the secular and clerical aristocracy is left out as they would not have mingled
with Chaucer's company; similarly, the real poor are excluded as they would not be
able to go on such a pilgrimage.
It has been suggested that the general device of a series of tales within an enclosing
narrative was borrowed by Chaucer from Boccaccio's Decameron. But the enclosing
frame was only too common not only in medieval and classical Europe but in other
parts of the world. Also, Chaucer does not seem to have read Decameron. Another
parallel, the Novelle of Giovanni Sercambi, is more convincing because it actually
uses the setting of a pilgrimage. But in every other respect, Chaucer's Tales is a very
different work. It offers a comic pageant of fourteenth-century life with the pilgrims
revealing their habits, moods and private lives indirectly through the stories they tell.
The order and arrangement of The Canterbury Tales, in spite of the links mentioned
above, remains an open question. The tales have come down to us in a series of
fragments in manuscripts of which the Ellesmere manuscript is the basis for modern
editions. Fragment I contains The General Prologue, The Knight's Tale and the tales
of the Miller, the Reeve and the Cook. Fragment II contains The Man of Law's
Prologue and Tale which presents the adventures of Constance, a kind of allegorical
figure of fortitude. The tale shows Chaucer's legal knowledge. In Fragment III we
have The Wife of Bath's Prologue and Tale followed by the tales, both fabliaux, of the
Friar and the Summoner. The fourth fragment contains The Clerk's Tale and The
Merchant's Tale. In Fragment V we have The Squire's Tale which tells a story of
adventure and enchantment in a distant land. The fragment also has The Franklin's
Tale.
Fragment VI contains The Physician's Tale and The Pardoner's Prologue and Tale.
The former tells an old Roman story taken from the Roman de la Rose with a long,
digression on the character and education of young girls. The Pardoner's memorable
tale embodies in the sermon an exemplum or illustrative example, the old story o € the
three revellers who discover death in a heap of gold. In Fragment VII we have The
Shipman’s Tale, a popular fabliau about a merchant being cheated of his wife's
favours and his money by a monk. The Prioress's Tale which follows is marked by
elegant religious devotion, although the story about a schoolboy murdered by the
Jews betrays Christian bigotry. The Rime of Sir Thopas is a literary and social satire
7

on the average popular romance, especially involving the bourgeois intruders into
chivalry and knighthood in Flanders. Chaucer's following prose tale, The Tale of
Melibee, seems to be full of dull moral instruction but the Host, who found the former
boring, is enthusiastic. When the Host requests a jovial hunting tale from the Monk in
keeping with his character, the latter relates (The Monk's Tale) a series of boring
tragedies, that is, in the usual medieval sense, tales of the fall of fortunate men.
The next story, The Nun's Priest's Tale, is one of Chaucer's best. Here we have a
character, not sketched in the General Prologue, being brought out vividly through
the tale itself. The beast-fable tells the familiar incident of the cock, seized by a fox,
escaping by tempting his captor to open his mouth to speak. Fragment VIII contains
The Second Nun's Tale and The Canon's Yeoman’s Tale. Like the Prioress, the second
nun relates a Christian legend of the life of the famous Roman martyr, St. Cecilia.
The Canon's Yeoman tells a contemporary anecdote of an alchemist trickster
(possibly the Canon himself). The Yeoman and his master had overtaken the pilgrims
after a mad gallop, but as soon as the Canon fears exposure in the tale, he runs away.
In Fragment IX we have The Manciple's Prologue and Tale. The subject of the story
is the tell-tale bird, famous in popular tradition, in the romance of the Seven Sages, as
also in Ovid's Metamorphoses. The final fragment contains The Parson's 'Prologue
and Tale and Chaucer’s Retractation. The Parson delivers a long prose discourse on
the Seven Deadly Sins. This is followed by Chaucer's repudiation of all his writings
on the vanity of romantic love, sparing only his religious and philosophical work. Is
Chaucer here in earnest? Is there a sudden change of heart common in the middle
Ages? It remains a difficult question.
1.6

CHAUCER'S COMIC VISION

Chaucer’s genius, and that of his contemporaries discussed in Unit 1, lies mainly in
narrative verse: he has an arresting story to tell, a vivid description to offer or even an
argument to develop. We must not expect from him the lyrical intensities of the
school of Donne, although he did write some beautiful lyrics. Matthew Arnold's
criticism that Chaucer's poetry lacks in 'high seriousness' may serve to distinguish his
genius from that of Dante in his time, but otherwise his comic vision is attuned to the
medieval world.
He was not incapable of sublimity, is may be seen in his Troilus and Criseyde. But
the common point of this courtly masterpiece with the more popular, more modem
Canterbury Tales is an unheroic image of man and his unaided abilities. If we take
even a brief look at the material culture of Chaucer's time we realise that England had
certainly moved out of the dark fears that make Anglo-Saxon or Old English poetry,
religious and secular, so intense, to a more tolerable and sociable, a more urbane
world. Yet man is still far away from the mastery of his environment that produces in
the Renaissance the image of the magus transforming human nature and the world in
which we live. The tragedy of Faustus has no place in the medieval world. But
instead of uncomprehending terror, Chaucer strikes a happy note of reconciliation and
humorous acceptance of limitation. This discovery of humour, involving a double
perspective and a style combining the courtly and bourgeois traditions, corresponds to
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the composite nature of man, made up of spirit and flesh, mind and body. In this
sense, The Canterbury Tales seems to anticipate the Renaissance.
Although he sometimes directly ridicules social evils and vicious characters,
Chaucer’s satire is rarely venom us. In fact, he is more of an ironist than a satirist,
engaged in somewhat detached a1 d a mused observation of the gap between the ideal
and the actual in human affairs, Irony as a mode is particularly appropriate to the
transitional world in which Chaucer found himself: settled verities were being
increasingly relativized in the struggle between the old and the new, the religious and
the worldly. Chaucer's irony has been divided into broader and subtler varieties. In
the portraits of the Summoner and the Pardoner, the irony borders upon satire, in the
less vicious characters or the more respectable figures, the ironic exposure is
accompanied by an acknowledgement of earthy energy and resourceful villainy. The
subtler irony can be perceived behind the deference, awe and admiration of Chaucer
the narrator. This is why Chaucer presents this fictional persona as an emerging
bourgeois, middle-of-the-road observer not exceptionally shrewd or discriminating.
Such subtle irony is not only limited to, say, the portrait of the Prioress but extends to
an awareness of the instability and uncertainty of all things human,
1.7

CHAUCER LANGUAGE AND VERSIFICATION

Because of the condition of orality, Middle English was not standardized, as modern
English is, but an assortment of dialects. Chaucer employed the London speech of his
time, the East Midland dialect. Because of the importance of London, this later grew
into standard English. To be very accurate, Chaucer's language is late Middle English
of the South East Midland type. Its inflections are comparatively simpler; even the
modem reader can understand it easily. But many words retained a syllabic -e, either
final or in the ending -es or -en, which ceased to be pronounced later. The vowels had
in general their present Continental rather than their English sound. Therefore,
Chaucer's metre had a different feel from that of modern English. The most important
difference between Chaucer's English and modern English, In terms of versification,
lies in the many final -e's and other light inflectional endings. Since these endings are
usually pronounced in the verse, they are crucial to the rhythm.
The basic line of Chaucer's verse in The Canterbury Tales is the same as that of
Shakespeare's blank verse or Pope's heroic couplets: the iambic pentameter consisting
of five feet, each foot .made up of an unstressed (x) and a stressed syllable (/):
x / x / x / x / x /
A Knyght ther was, and that a worthy man
x / x / x / x / x /
A Clerk ther was of Oxenford also
As in Shakespeare or Pope, much variation is possible within this basic pattern, like
trocliaic variations (/X) or extra unstressed syllables. While in modern English the
final e in words such as 'name,' 'veine,' and 'ende' is silent, in Chaucer's London, the
situation was fluid. At times Chaucer retains the pronunciation of the final e ('Rome'
can rhyme with 'to me') and at times he does not. The general rule is that the final e
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ought to be pronounced except where the next word in the line begins with a vowel or
an h. It will also be pronounced in the last word of a line and when a word ending in e
in the singular is made plural (as in 'listes' or 'lokkes').
As we have seen in Unit 1, many French words were taken into English in the second
half of the fourteenth century. This French vocabulary covers mainly the fields of
government and law, the Church, the arts, and social and domestic life-wherever the
interests of the upper classes had spread. Borrowings from Latin belong largely to
theology, the sciences, literature, and so on. As is to be expected, Chaucer made
skilful use of the French, Latin and English elements in his vocabulary, moving easily
from courtly culture to abstract intellectual issues and to fresh, realistic observation.
1.8

LET US SUM UP

In this unit we have sketched Chaucer’s life and poetic career, with special emphasis
on The Canterbury Tales. After that we have attempted a brief estimate of Chaucer's
vision. Finally, a note on Chaucer's language and versification has been added.
1.9

EXERCISES

1. What are the elements of Chaucer's life that helped his poetry?
(Closeness to the nobility, his public office and diplomatic career Journeys to
France and Italy. Chaucer's favorite poets. See 2.2)
2. What kind of an influence did the Roman de la Rose have on Chaucer's poetry?
(Chaucer learnt courtly conventions from Guillaume de Lorris and realistic satire
about many of those conventions from Jean de Meun. Produced the mixed style
and irony. See 2.3)
3. How is the Parliament of Fowls a satire?
(It seems to be a courtly allegory involving eagles, but the satirical discontent of
the other birds. See 2.4)
4. How does the Troilus story come to Chaucer?
(The story is not in Homer. It' seems to have been invented in twelfth-century
France. Boccaccio's contribution. See 2.4)
5. Compare Boccaccio's Pandoro with Chaucer's Pandraus.
(Pandoro's old age, uncle to Criseyde in Chaucer. But in Boccaccio, Pandoro's
youth, cousin to Criseyde. See 2.4)
6. What is the source of Criseyde's complexity?
(Her contradictoriness, her instability as a woman, Chaucer's own forgiving
attitude. See 2.4)
7. What use does Chaucer make of the device of pilgrimage?
(Enclosing narrative frame, dramatic quality, spiritual and material elements. see
2.5)
8. How are the tales linked to each other?
(Comments, rivalries, dramatic links, theme of marriage. See 2.5)
9. Name the three major sources of Chaucer's vocabulary. What does each source
contribute?
(Latin, French, English. See 2.7)
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THE GENERAL PROLOGUE TO THE
CANTERBURY TALES
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2.0
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2.1
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2.2

The Opening Section of the Prologue
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2.4

The Concluding Section of the Prologue

2.5

Let Us Sum Up

2.6

Exercises

2.0

OBJECTIVES

Our aim in this unit is to examine closely The General Prologue to the Canterbury
Tales, since the previous two units have introduced you to the age of Chaucer and to a
general survey of the poetry of Chaucer and his contemporaries. The paraphrase and
annotation in this unit will sensitize you to the skill in characterization, social
commentary and ironic tone of Chaucer.
2.1

INTRODUCTION

This unit will introduce you to the portraits which are individuals as well as social
types. You will also be given an idea of Chaucer's irony and his use of the narrator.
2.2

THE OPENING SECTION OF THE PROLOGUE

The General Prologue begins with a memorable description of spring. The immediate
reason for this is that only with the return of mild weather after winter could people
go on a pilgrimage. Many passages have been suggested as possible sources. Chaucer
was clearly dealing with a conventional theme with commonplace features. Such
conventionality was not a weakness but a strength in medieval literature. People in
Chaucer's time passed winter inside dark, draughty, badly heated, smoky huts living
on salted beef, smoked bacon, dried peas, beans, last year's wheat or rye and so on.
The shortage of fresh food resulted in diseases like scurvy in winter. Thus when the
April showers made the grass grow again, both cattle and men were delighted at the
prospect of fresh food and recovery of health. The sweet showers revive Nature and
by implication human nature; the underlying motif is of resurrection or spiritual
renewal. This is the way in which the cycle of seasons is closely related to the cycle
of human life. April provides material occasion and spiritual yearning for going on
pilgrimage. The force of rejuvenating Nature is in the South wind which inspires or
breathes upon the tender twigs to make them grow; it bathes every vein, that is, the
earth and the vessels of sap; it spurs even the small birds to sing all night. The
biological awakening passes easily into spiritual quest, the desire to journey out of
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drab, everyday existence to distant holy shrines. The pilgrims come from all corners
of England to visit the shrine of St. Thomas a Becket who was martyred in the
Canterbury cathedral in 1170. The modem poet, T.S. Eliot, wrote a play, Murder in
the Cathedral, on this event. Eliot's Waste Land also opens with an ironic echo of
Chaucer: "April is the cruelest month."
Chaucer habitually refers to time in the framework of astrology or mythology: he tells
us here that the sun is in the early part of its annual course, just coming out of Aries,
the first sign of the zodiac. This is how astrology'(which also meant astronomy) links
earthly life to the heavenly. The sign of the inn where Chaucer the narrator is joined
by the twenty-nine pilgrims was a tabard or short sleeveless coat, embroidered with
armorial bearings. The fellowship of pilgrims suggests a sense of community and
their varied backgrounds make the description a miniature version of fourteenth
century society.
2.3

THE PORTRAITS

The first portrait of the Knight is an idealized one, a type of chivalry, gentle in speech
and manner, gallant in battles and tournaments, dignified and simple in his soiled
rough tunic and coat of mail. There is perhaps a very light touch of irony in his
maiden-like shy manner and his lack of gaiety or liveliness. Perhaps these last two
details individualize him: he seems a bit out of place in the age of declining chivalry.
His military campaigns are all actual crusades although he could have fought also in
the Hundred Years' War. In the Mediterranean and North Africa he fought against the
Moors and Saracens. He heads the table of honor of the Teutonic knights because of
his campaigns against heathen tribes in Prussia, Lithuania and Russia.
In contrast to his Christian motives, his son, the squire, seems to have joined the
company for pleasure. He is a young courtly lover, an aspirant to Knighthood, whose
chivalric prowess has already brought him much honor. Apart from his handsome
physique, many more details of his costume and appearance are given. His locks were
curled and his gown embroidered like a spring meadow. Fashionable dress was
denounced by parish priests as a waste of money that could have gone to the poor. ,
His fresh and youthful energy is further brought out in his sleepless love, and his
ability to sing, dance, draw, write, jost and compose songs anticipates the type of the
Renaissance courtier.
The Knight's Yeoman ranked in service just above the groom. Later, yeomen came to
mean small, substantial landholders. His green dress, his horn and the talisman image
of St. Christopher (patron saint of foresters and travelers) show that he was a gamekeeper by profession. Chaucer held the post of deputy forester in the royal forest of
North Petherton for over seven years. Individual details include his close-cropped
head and sunburnt face as well as the panache with which he carried his weapons.
The bow ('myghty bowe' could mean the long bow) and arrows, armguard (of
archery), sword, shield and dagger suggest that he may have been among the yeomenarchers and knifemen who routed French chivalry at Crecy.
The character of the Prioress is very subtly drawn, with due respect to her social rank.
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It was more than likely that she came from an upper-class family. Women from the
peasant or artisan classes were easily married because of the dowry they brought of
'labor.' For the nobility, dowry meant money or family connection. But many knights
were impoverished and their unmarried daughters had to take refuge in a nunnery,
where they often spent a life of material comfort and spiritual contentment since
virginity was much admired in the middle Ages. Thus Chaucer’s Prioress was wellbred but in her eagerness to imitate courtly manners given to vanities and foibles. The
Church expressly forbade her to go on a pilgrimage, which meant coming out of
cloistered life, and to possess pets, since the money needed for their upkeep could be
used for the poor.
Against this social situation, Chaucer describes her beauty, dress and dainty table
manners in the style of the romances-even her name and adjectives like 'symple and
coy' fit in. She is given to swearing, though only by St. Eligius, who was also a type
of social aspiration. Details of her sensuous mouth, delicate nose and unveiled, broad
forehead, her dress and jewels (fluted wimple, ornamental rosary and the brooch)
suggest a femininity imperfectly suppressed by her holy vows. Chaucer's gentle irony
at her elegant manners is extended to her skill in the nasal intonation traditionally
used in the recitative portions of the church service. Her French is also gently
satirised since it betrays her aspiration to courtliness: her French could not be that of
Paris but was rather what she could pick up in an English nunnery. But Chaucer does
bring out some laxities in her conduct. Not only did she keep pet dogs against the
rules but fed them roasted meat, milk and wastel-bread (an expensive white bread)food that would not be available to most people in England. This moral apathy is
deepened by the false delicacy of her sentimental charity: she was so tender of
conscience that she would weep to see her pets beaten or dead. She would also weep
to see mice trapped, but mice were after all dangerous pests (perhaps even carriers of
the Plague). The tongue-in-cheek manner continues till the end. Modelled on the
heroine of courtly romance, Madame Eglentyne wears a brooch whose motto-love
conquers all-could mean carnal or divine love.
The Monk usually came of the gentry or noble class since education was expensive
and monks had to be learned. The rules of the monastic order were initially laid down
by St. Augustine (c. 400 A.D.) and then by St. Benedict (c. 700 A.D.). The monks
had to follow the principles of obedience, poverty and celibacy, perform manual labor
or pursue the life of a scholar or teacher and generally spend an abstemious life
within the cloister. Their daily activities included praying and glorifying God, giving
alms to the poor and copying manuscripts. As the wealth and administrative duties of
the monastery increased; the monks fell into luxury. The 'outrider' monks had to
supervise the estates and 'cells' or subordinate monasteries and therefore could not
remain cloistered. Chaucer's monk, Daun Piers, is identified with the new world of
wealth, luxury and pleasure. He contemptuously dismisses the Augustinian ideal of
asceticism, renunciation of the world and cloistered learning. Chaucer's attitude is
once again ambiguous: he neither entirely approves nor condemns. Certainly the
Monk's vitality and healthy appetite for life suggest an opening up of the medieval
world, a major social and ideological change. His love of hunting is not untypical,
although physical details, foppish clothes and the bells in his horse's bridle serve to
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individualise him. In a sense all his defiant and amoral energy is concentrated in his
eyes indicating a psychological and social tendency.
The Friars had to take the vow of poverty, follow the teachings of Christ, perform
good deeds and preach all around the country. In Chaucer's time, there were four
major Orders of Friars in England: the Dominicans, or Black Friars, the Franciscans,
or Grey Friars, the Carmelites, or White Friars and the Augustinians, or Austin Friars.
They were Mendicant Orders surviving through begging. Soon, however, begging
became a flourishing business and begging rights in specified districts were being
vied for by the friars. Since they could collect ecclesiastical taxes and hear
confessions, they made a lot of money. In other words, Chaucer's Friar, Hubert, is an
example of the corruption of the mendicant orders much attacked by the followers of
Wycliffe. He is a limitour, that is, licensed to beg within a certain limit, but his
income far exceeded what he turned in to the convent. His soft white neck and habit
of lisping are signs of lechery. With the help of gifts and trinkets, latest songs and
blessing of houses (by singing 'In principio,' the opening verses of St. John's Gospel),
he seduced women and later found husbands and dowries for them. Playing on the
piety of people, he shunned the poor and the sick, frequenting taverns and the houses
of the rich where he put on an obsequious attitude. After all, as Chaucer puts it
ironically, people should donate money to the poor friars while it was neither
respectable nor profitable for the latter to deal with the poor. Forbidden to meddle in
civil affairs, the friars nevertheless took an active part on love-days, that is, on days
appointed for settlement of disputes out of court. On such occasions they were
opulently dressed. Like the monk, the friar also expresses a new kind of power
through his eyes.
The Merchant represents a very rich and powerful class in England. There were two
powerful groups of merchants: the Merchant Adventurers who imported English cloth
into foreign cities and the Merchants of the Staple, who lived at home and exported
English wool abroad. Although his general appearance suggested the confidence of
wealth, the Merchant was actually in debt but maintained his financial reputation and
credit by forever boasting about profits and bargains. He is quite fashionable (witness
his neatly clasped boots and forked beard), puts on expensive though somewhat
conservative clothes and his beaver hat links him to the Flemish trade. Middleburgh
was the foreign headquarters of the Merchant Adventurers and the English port,
Orwell, was used by the Merchants of the Staple. Perhaps Chaucer's Merchant
belonged to both groups. He was secretly involved in two major economic crimes:
usury and illegal dealing in foreign exchange.
Chaucer's Clerk is a university student preparing for a career in the Church. In
contrast to the many licentious clerks, his is the portrait of the scholar whose
unworldliness kept him poor: both he and his horse were emaciated and his clothes
were threadbare. He has applied himself to the study of logic, the backbone of
medieval university education. He was thus happier to have at his bedside twenty
volumes of Aristotle-whose influence on medieval academic life was pervasive-than
the luxuries of life. Historians tell us that at that time twenty books (produced no
doubt entirely by hand) would have cost the equivalent of two or three burghers'
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houses. It is not surprising then that all his expenditure was on books. Chaucer puns
on the word 'philosopher' (which also meant 'alchemist') when he says that the Clerk’s
philosophy did not give him gold. Needing the charity of benefactors, he tried to
repay them by prayers for their souls. He never displayed unseemly levity in behavior
and was always brief, to the point and morally educative in his speech.
The Sergeant of the Law was one of the King's legal servants, chosen from barristers
of sixteen years' standing. The judges of the King’s courts and the chief baron of the
Exchequer also came from their ranks. Chaucer's portrait has a special interest
because of his own legal education and because it comes rather close to Thomas
Pynchbek in real life. The lawyer has been at the Parvys, that is, the porch of St.
Paul's cathedral, where lawyers met their clients for consultation. He has been
appointed a judge by patent, that is, by the King's letters patent making the
appointment as well as by plain commission, that is, by a letter addressed to the
appointee 'giving him jurisdiction over all kinds of cases. Widely experienced and
well versed in all the statutes and cases and judgments since the Conquest, he won
many gifts from his clients. Chaucer's praise of his knowledge and wisdom is
somewhat ironic, for the lawyer put on an air of being busier than he actually was.
Moreover, by buying a lot of land he aimed at becoming a landed gentleman; his legal
expertise helped him to unrestricted possession of property,
The Franklin (or 'free man') usually meant a substantial landholder of free but not
noble birth. His exact social position is a matter of dispute. For some, he ranked
below the gentry and aspired to be included in its ranks; others put him at par with
knights, squires and sergeants of the law. He has certainly held important offices. He
has presided at sessions of the justices of the peace, and has been a Member of
Parliament. He has also been a 'shirreve,' or an officer next in rank to the Lord
Lieutenant of the shire, and a 'contour,' or special pleader in court. Certainly his dress
is indicative of the gentry’s class. He was a famous epicure taking great delight in
food and wine. His bread, ales, wine and meat were of excellent quality, and he also
kept fat partridges in coops and fish in private ponds. Changing his diet or menu
according to the seasons of the year, the Franklin was above all renowned for his
prodigious hospitality.
The five guildsmen are smartly dressed in clothes befitting their station. Since they
belonged to different crafts, the fraternity of which they all wore the livery must have
been a social and religious guild, a parish guild. The deportment of the men made
them veritable burgesses and aldermen. For they had the requisite property and their
wives were equally ambitious. Their being in a group suggests an emerging class
identity: they are the merchant princes of the future.
The Cook, Roger of Ware, is a culinary artist who is not exactly likeable. This is not
merely because he has a sore on his shin but because the Host later accuses him of
selling stale, unhygienic and contaminated food.
The Shipman dresses efficiently like the Yeoman. He was also master of his craft but
thoroughly unscrupulous. Although he was master of a trading ship, 'Maudeleyne,' he
was given to piratical ways and unlawfully attacked other vessels at sea. In these
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skirmishes, if he had the upper hand, he drowned his prisoners-apparently not an
unusual practice at that time. He would tap the wine-casks in mid-sea when
seasickness had sent the merchant and his men to bed; when the casks would be
delivered half-empty, it was the merchant who would suffer. He roved freely from the
south lo the north, from Spain to Sweden.
In the portrait of the Doctor of Physic, philosophy and science are fused, as they are
in medieval intellectual life: medicine is grounded in astrology. As we have already
seen briefly in the first unit, each of the twelve signs of the zodiac was believed to
control a different part of the body: the theory of the four humors derives from this. In
the portrait of the lawyer, Chaucer showed good knowledge of law; here he shows an
equally good knowledge of medieval medicine. The importance of astrology to
medical practice is also dealt with in Chaucer's Astrolabe. What was the method
followed by the doctor? He watched his patient and chose the astrological hours
which would be most favorable to the treatment; he had the skill for taking the
auspicious time for making talismanic figures. This was natural magic, a legitimate
science, as opposed to black magic or necromancy. The planet known as the lord of
the ascending sign, and also the Moon, must be favorably situated, and the malefic (or
harmful) planets must be in positions where their influence would be negligible. The
doctor used the theory of humors (which was again touched upon in Unit 1) which
comes down to the seventeenth century, to Ben Jonson, for instance. The four
elementary qualities or contraries combined in pairs to produce the four elements:
earth (cold and dry), air (hot and moist), water (cold and moist), and fire (hot and
dry). Similarly the fundamental contraries were held to combine in the four humors:
blood (hot and moist), phlegm (cold and moist), yellow bile (hot and dry), black bile
(cold and dry).
The list of eminent authorities in medicine cited by Chaucer begins with the
legendary Aesculapius. Dioscorides, a Greek writer on medicine, flourished around
50 A.D. Rufus of Ephesus lived in the second century. Hippocrates, the founder of
Greek medical science, was born about 460 B.C. Haly is probably the Persian
physician Hali ibn el Abbas (died in 994). Galen was the famous authority of the
second century. Avicenna and Averroes were famous Arabian philosophers and
medieval authorities of the eleventh and twelfth centuries respectively. Serapion
seems to refer to three medical writers of the Levant. Rhazes lived in Baghdad in the
ninth and tenth centuries. Damascien is of less certain identification. Constantyn, a
monk of Carthage, brought Arabian learning to Salerno in the eleventh century. The
three authorities ending the list were all British, living in the latter part of the
thirteenth century and the fourteenth century.
That the doctor read the Bible rarely was not untypical, for doctors, especially if they
followed the Averroist School of opinion, were commonly regarded as sceptical. Not
much is said about his dress but we can make out that he was a stately man of fashion
though somewhat overfond of money. Chaucer seems to b: ironic and equivocal
about' the doctor's love of gold when he puns on gold which was used in medicines.
The irony seems to become sharper as we are told that the doctor has thriftily saved
the income he has made from the Black Death. Chaucer further exposes a corrupt
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nexus between doctors and druggists (apothecaries). The latter were charged with
foisting incompetent practitioners won patients, and the doctors accused of causing
patients to be imposed upon by their particular druggists. But Chaucer describes the
doctor rather in the manner of the knight, as a 'verray, parfit praktisour'-we have to be
constantly alert about his ironic undertone.
Chaucer's wife of Bath is easily one of the most arresting figures among the pilgrims.
As is often the case, Chaucer mingles literary model with social reality: she is only
partly an imitation of the description of La Vieille in the Roman de la Rose. Many of
her characteristics could be traced back to the fact that she was born when Taurus was
in the ascendant and Mars and Venus in conjunction in that sign of the zodiac. This
accounts for her sexual appetite and refusal to be dominated by men in marriage. She
may thus be a successor to an earlier type of the heroic woman, the Amazon located
now in a middle-class milieu where martial qualities were expressed in the domestic
world of gender relations. Among her personal traits, which have prompted critics to
identify her, are her love of travel, her rather unfashionable dress and equipment, and
the fact that she was deaf and her teeth were set wide apart. Chaucer also gives an
accurate statement as to the locality of Bath from which she came. 'Beside Bathe'
doubtless refers to the suburban parish of 'St. Michael's juxta Bathon.'
Since the reputation of the cloth woven at Bath was not of the best, Chaucer's claim
that she surpassed the Dutch weavers of Ypres and Ghent in weaving is ironic. Ypres
and Ghent were important centers of the Flemish wool trade and Flemish weavers
immigrated to England in large numbers in the fourteenth century. It is generally
believed that the development of the rural cloth industry was due to Edward III's
invitation to these Flemish weavers. But actually the water-power for running fullingmills was largely available in the Cotswolds, the Pennines, and the Lake District, and
by the beginning of the fourteenth century the cloth industry started moving to these
districts. The unorganized village cloth-workers accepted lower wages than their
urban counterparts and their cloth was therefore cheaper.
Like the yeoman, the Wife of Bath is very efficiently and neatly dressed. On Sundays
at home she may wear a ten-pound ‘coverchief’ (a head covering somewhat like a
turban, worn only by the provincial in late fourteenth-century England). On the
pilgrimage she has put on a very broad hat and her hair is neatly covered by a wimple
worn underneath the hat. She wore a protective skirt about her ample hips to guard
against splashes of mud, her hose were tightly and neatly drawn, her shoes were of
expensive soft leather and her spurs sharp.
The Wife took so much pride in her skill in weaving that she demanded first place in
making the offering on Sundays, for the order in which parishioners went up to the
altar to offer alms and oblations was determined by importance in the community.
Such pride was only too common and the Parson specifically preaches against it, The
pride is redeemed by boldness, frankness and vitality in the Wife's portrait. Mixing
easily in male company, she was skilled in the arts of love, for she knew all the cures
of love (which are listed in Ovid's Remedia Amoris). She was a widely-experienced
pilgrim who has been thrice to Jerusalem, to Rome and to other shrines on the
continent. These long pilgrimages were undertaken primarily for pleasure and as such
18

neither unusual nor inconsistent with her character. They guaranteed safety and
comfort to travelers much in the way modem conducted tours do. But they were
condemned for the temptations they offered to vice. The wife has had five husbands
at the church door. The celebration of marriage at church door was common from the
tenth to the sixteenth century. The service was in two parts, the marriage proper and
the nuptial mass, celebrated afterward at the altar.
The Parson's portrait is an idealized one of a good parish priest. It should not be taken
as alluding to Wyclif or any of his followers, although it praises the virtues and
condemns the abuses that were highlighted by Wycliffe’s. The Man of law's Epilogue,
however, makes a contemptuous reference to the Parson as a Lollard. The poet
himself was quite close to some of the important patrons of the movement. But not
only are there differences but Chaucer characteristically captures the moving spirit
behind reform in humble individual existence rather than in political unrest.
The Parson's poverty and learning recalls the Clerk and like him his wealth was
entirely spiritual. Holy in thought and work, he was devoted to his pastoral
responsibilities. Although he could impose the penalty of excommunication for the
non-payment of tithes (ten per cent tax levied by the Church on every parishioner), he
would not condemn the poor for being genuinely unable to pay the tax. But since it
was his duty to collect the tithes, he would make up the deficit out of his own meager
resources including the voluntary contributions which belonged to him by right.
Benign, patient and diligent, he took no idle pleasures. Even if he was ill, he would
visit on foot, in all kinds of weather, his parish members irrespective of rank or
wealth or the distance of their dwellings. Above all, unlike a large number of the
religious functionaries, he practised what he preached and set an example himself as a
priest in charge of his flock before asking others to follow it. For he knew very well
that he controlled the moral lives of his parish-members and if he was corrupt or
unclean, what would happen to them?
He was totally free from the impulse to acquisitiveness and power which provided the
psychological basis for capitalism and which was magnified by the new moneyeconomy. Other priests often deserted their parishioners to run off to London for
better-paid and more comfortable offices. There he could have sung mass daily for
the repose of a soul ('chantry') or he could have been retained or engaged for service
by a gild to act as their chaplain. But he remains in the village. He was neither severe
nor arrogant to sinners but always merciful, provided of course they were repentant.
For he would not spare the unrepentant, again irrespective of rank or wealth. His
uncomplicated honesty contrasts subtly with the over-fastidious conscience of the
Prioress, and in his humility he demanded no reverence from his flock.
The Plowman is another idealized figure, a fitting brother to the Parson. He was a
small tenant farmer or a holder of Lammas lands (village lands let out from year to
year). Neither hostile to nor fearful of the upper classes, he is a true representative of
rustic life. He exemplifies the dignity of labor: he carried loads of dung, knew how to
thresh, to dig and to make ditches. The contemporary books on husbandry
emphasized the same duties and Langland's Piers Plowman performed them as well.
Dressed in the unfashionable tabard (a loose tunic without sleeves) which
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corresponds to a kind of laborer’s smock, he led his life in perfect charity, unruffled
by pleasure and pain, loving God and his neighbors. No wonder he was always
willing to labor for any poor peasant in difficulty without any payment.
The Miller's clothes are obviously not important. What is striking in the portrait is his
massive physical strength. His physical characteristics were regularly associated by
physiognomists with the kind of nature he is shown to have. His short-shouldered,
stocky figure, his fat face with red bushy beard, his flat nose with a wart on top-these
variously denoted a shameless, talkative, quarrelsome, and lecherous disposition.
Chaucer may not have actually consulted the learned sources for these ideas as they
had become quite familiar. Able to heave a door out of its hinges or break it with his
head, the Miller's wart with its tuft of hair, his black and flaring nostrils and huge
mouth all indicate a kind of coarseness that reminds us of fabliaux. No wonder he was
a loud, scurrilous talker and ribald jester.
A Miller in the Middle Ages possessed an important monopoly, for all the peasants
under the lord of a manor were obliged to take their grain to the miller of the estate on
which they lived. The miller's rate for grinding was fixed by law, but since his was
the only mill he could easily, like Chaucer's Robin, overcharge and steal some of the
grain as well.
The Manciple was a servant who purchased provisions for a college or an inn of
court. The temple referred to in Chaucer's text would have been the Inner or Middle
Temple near the Strand, both of which were occupied in Chaucer's time by societies
of lawyers. Like the Miller, he was also a cheat and his deceptive powers are
ironically described as wisdom. Chaucer the poet finds it astonishing that, whether he
bought the provisions by payment or on credit (the 'tally' was a stick on which the
amount of a debt was recorded by notches), the learned lawyers were no match for his
craftiness. These extremely capable lawyers were easily fooled by the ignorant
manciple.
The Reeve is a perfect companion and competitor of the Miller, especially in matters
of devious dealing. What was the exact office of the Reeve? The chief manager of an
estate, under the lord of the manor, was the steward (or seneschal). Below him was
the bailiff, and below the bailiff was the provost, who was elected by the peasants and
had immediate care of the stock and grain. Normally the Reeve was subordinate to
the bailiff, but these titles were not rigidly fixed and Oswald, Chaucer's Reeve, seems
superior to a bailiff and even performed some of the steward's duties. Chaucer
represents him as dealing directly with his lord, ruling under bailiffs and hinds,
outwitting auditors, and accumulating property.
The medieval Reeve was a natural rival to the Miller on an estate, since they
competed with each other in cheating the peasants. This is why they quarrel and the
crafty Reeve rides the farthest away from the Miller. As an overseer or manager, the
Reeve's duty was to inspect everything on the estate regularly, to buy needed supplies
and to impose fines on the workers if necessary. He knew all about the storage of
grain, when to sow and when to reap, about the condition of his lord's livestock and
poultry, and he was an expert in keeping accounts. As indicated in passing in Unit 1,
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the lord of the manor was probably an absentee landlord, making the Reeve allpowerful. This is why his dishonesty and cunning make him such a terror to the
peasants. He was so clever that without showing any arrears or losses he was able to
become rich at his lord's expense: a house and a robe at the cost of the lord were
nothing unusual. In fact, he could please his lord by lending him some of the lord's
own possessions and obtain thanks and rewards in the bargain. His closely-cropped
head, coat and rusty blade indicate his inferior social position. A slender choleric man
with long, thin, calfless legs, his physiognomy denotes sharpness of wit, irascibility
and wantonness. The reference to his handsome Norfolk dwelling suggests a real-life
figure. What the Miller obtained by loud, outrageous stealing, the Reeve acquired by
meanness, severity and manipulation .of accounts.
If the Miller and Reeve are fellow-rascals, they do not have on us the unpleasant and
repulsive effect of the partners in viciousness, the Summoner and the Pardoner. The
Summoner (or Apparitor) was an officer who cited delinquents to appear before the
ecclesiastical court. Such officials, and even the Archdeacon were corrupt. Some
scholars believe that Chaucer's portrait of the Summoner is more unfavourable than
historical records seem to warrant, But Chaucer was following literary tradition
The very first physiognomical detail is unsavoury and Chaucer's comparison of his
diseased, fiery face full of eruptions with a cherub's is caustic in its irony. The
Summoner actually suffers from a kind of leprosy, a kind of skin disease brought on
by uncontrolled lechery. His scabby brows and scanty beard made children afraid of
him. All known medicines have been used-mercury, lead compounds, sulphur, borax
and oil of tartar-but no ointment has cleansed his white blotches and pimples and
knobs on his face. His incurable, revolting disease is a picture of his soul. Chaucer's
medical knowledge further told him that the Summoner should not eat garlic, onions
and leeks or drink strong red wine. In his drunken state he has set a huge garland on
his head and carries a flat loaf of bread as a shield. Some scholars think that he was
meant to represent a debauched Bacchus. Given his profession, it is not surprising
that he had picked up like a parrot a few terms in Latin which he would boastfully
repeat when he got drunk. But if anyone should question him further, then his
ignorance would be exposed, although he tried to wriggle out by parroting a legal
formula. If the Summoner found anywhere some rascal in sin, he would encourage
him not to fear the excommunicating curse of the archdeacon since money would set
everything right. Chaucer is perhaps ironic in stating that the curse was worth exactly
as much as his 'assoillyng' of the soul. Assoillyng means either canonical absolution,
that is, the removal of the sentence of excommunication, or the ordinary sacramental
absolution. But Chaucer is not really being a heretic or a Wycliffite; he simply
condemns the abuses of an avaricious clergy. The 'Significavit' refers to the opening
words of a writ remanding an excommunicated person to prison.
The Summoner's portrait becomes sinister when we discover his manipulation of the
private lives of people around him. He would happily excuse a man for keeping a
concubine (a practice common among the celibate priests) for a year, if he was paid
only a quart of wine. He then indulged in the same sin himself. Being sexually
immoral, he probably came to know the unsavoury secrets of other people's lives.
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Perhaps this is why he was able to hold the young men and women at his mercy,
under his control. He knew their secrets and acted as their counsel; perhaps he
exploited them as informers against their elders.
Pardoners (or quaestors) were sellers of papal indulgences. Many were forbidden to
preach, and some were even laymen. Many travelling pardoners were wholly
unauthorised, and the tricks and abuses they practised were denounced by the Church.
Perhaps the character of Fals-Semblant in Roman de la Rose gave Chaucer the idea of
the Pardoners' confession before his Tale. Friend and fitting companion to the
Summoner, the Pardoner similarly abused his calling. The literature of complaint is
much more severe in its censure of Pardoners because dealing largely with the
helpless and ignorant poor, they did greater harm to the soul than the Summoners.
The system of papal indulgences grew from the fact that medieval men, after proper
confession and repentance, gave money to the Church for 'good deeds' to be
performed in their name-that was believed to guarantee some reduction of time in
purgatory and hasten the progress to paradise. The Pardoners sold indulgences but
often they did not insist on confession and repentance; moreover they tended to
pocket the money given to the Church in exchange for pardons. In order to sell
pardons more effectively, the fourteenth-century Pardoner sold saints, relics and
cultivated the art of preaching. These relics, as we see in the case of Chaucer's
Pardoner, were no relics at all, but bones and rags.
The song of the Pardoner and the Summoner's vocal support seem to insinuate an
unhealthy relationship between the two. That he was of 'Rouncivalle' is significant,
since the Order of St. Mary Roncevall in London was involved in public scandals
concerning the sale of pardons. Chaucer comically describes the Pardoner freshly
arrived from Rome with his collection of so-called relics. Among these are a pillow
case (claimed to be part of Our Lady's Veil), piece of cloth (exhibited as part of the
sail of St. Peter's boat), a ‘latoun’ cross and some pigs’ bones. With these spurious
relics he cheated the Parson and his poor parishioners, receiving more money in one
day by his preaching than the priest did in two months. His eloquent preaching in the
Church pulpit made him a greater danger since the congregation was moved by the
discourse to make generous offerings to the preacher. Like the Summoner, he was not
distinguished by his dress. He did not wear his hood because he thought it was the
latest fashion to wear only a cap on which he had sewed a 'vernycle,' a miniature copy
of the handkerchief St. Veronica was thought to have given to Christ on the way to
his crucifixion. His physical characteristics are repellent: he had a goat's voice, he
was beardless and his yellow hair fell in thin strips over his shoulders. The details
cumulatively lead to the assertion that he was a gelding or a mare, an emasculated
eunuch. He leaves behind a sense of unhealthiness,2.4

THE CONCLUDING SECTION OF THE PROLOGUE

After this portrait gallery, Chaucer returns to the Tabard Inn where the pilgrims had
assembled. But before he proceeds further, he attempts an aesthetic defence of the
coarseness of his ‘bourgeois’ style: he has been guided by realistic truth and moral
honesty. The defence is similar to those offered by Jean de Meun and by Boccaccio.
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He finds divine support in the honest speech of the Bible and Plato's Timaeus 29B
provides the source for the close relationship between form and content.
We are moved on to a hearty supper presided over by the Host, Harry Bailly. His
hospitality and manly gaiety dispel the effect of the Pardoner's portrait. In his
characteristic playful spirit he suggests after supper that the pilgrims, in order to
lighten the boredom of the long journey on horseback, tell two stories Canterburyward and two homeward. The Host will be the master of ceremonies and decides to
accompany the pilgrims. As the judge, he promises the best story teller a supper on
return, paid for by the pilgrims. Everyone agrees happily to the Host's proposal and
there is already a sense of community among the heterogeneous company. A distance
out of London, by a brook at the second milestone on the Kent road, the Host invites
the pilgrims to draw lots. Whether by chance or by plan, the lot falls on the Knight
who begins the game with pleasure.
Apart from the brief portrait of the Host, there is also the persona of Chaucer the
narrator. Although his two tales give him a clearer shape later, already the somewhat
detached, ironic, self-deprecating bourgeois figure is discernible. He is a little in awe
perhaps of the Knight and the Prioress, familiar and unsentimental about the rising
bourgeois figures, deeply respectful about the humble, devout and unworldly
characters and bitingly satiric about the corrupt and the vicious. As he constructs this
persona of the narrator, he asks forgiveness for any disruption of degree or hierarchy
in his succession of portraits because he does not have a strong intellect.
2.5

LET US SUM UP

In this unit detailed annotation of the Prologue has been provided so that apart from
Chaucer's skill in characterization you may also grasp the larger social and
intellectual issues and of course the comic strategies involved.
2.6

EXERCISES

1. Why does the pilgrimage (and the poem) begin in spring? (See 3.2)
2. On the basis of the annotations, attempt an analysis of the portraits of the Prioress,
the Monk, the Friar, the Wife of Bath, the Parson, the Plowman, the Clerk, the
Miller, the Reeve, the Pardoner, and the Summoner. (This is only for practice.)
3. Bring out the different shades in Chaucer's irony. (Broad and subtle irony.)
4. What individualizes the portraits?
5. What makes them typical? (The individual elements may include physiognomy,
dress, eccentricity but dress and physiognomy are also representative of class or
social group. Actually there is no opposition. Perhaps individuality ultimately
comes from Chaucer's vividness of imagination.)
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3.0

OBJECTIVES

The Objective of this unit is to prepare you to study the text critically and appreciate
it. After reading this unit, you will be able to:




3.1

Evaluate the Pardoner’s Tale;
Know Chaucer as a great narrative poet;
Get acquainted with Chaucer as a story teller;

INTRODUCTION

“The Pardoner’s Tale” is one of The Canterbury Tales by Geoffrey Chaucer. This
comes after The Physician’s Tale and before The Shipman’s Tale; It is prompted by
the Host’s desire to hear something positive after that depressing tale. The Pardoner
initiates his Prologue- briefly accounting his methods of swindling people- and then
proceeds to tell a moral tale.
The tale itself is an extended exemplum. Setting out to kill Death, three young men
encounter an Old Man who says they will find him under a nearby tree. When they
arrive, they discover a hoard of treasure and decide to stay with it until nightfall and
carry it away under cover of darkness. Out of greed, they murder each other. The tale
and prologue are primarily concerned with what the Pardoner says is his “theme”:
Radix malorum est cupiditas (“Greed is the root of [all] evils”).
(en.wikipedia.org)
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3.2

THE PARDONER’S TALE

The Prologue
OUR Hoste gan to swear as he were wood;
"Harow!" quoth he, "by nailes and by blood,
This was a cursed thief, a false justice.
As shameful death as hearte can devise
Come to these judges and their advoca's.
Algate this sely maid is slain, alas!
Alas! too deare bought she her beauty.
Wherefore I say, that all day man may see
That giftes of fortune and of nature
Because of death to many a creature.
Her beauty was her death, I dare well sayn;
Alas! so piteously as she was slain.
[Of bothe giftes, that I speak of now
Men have full often more harm than prow,]
But truely, mine owen master dear,
This was a piteous tale for to hear;
But natheless, pass over; 'tis no force.
I pray to God to save thy gentle corse,
And eke thine urinals, and thy jordans,
Thine Hippocras, and eke thy Galliens,
And every boist full of thy lectuary,
God bless them, and our lady Sainte Mary.
So may I the', thou art a proper man,
And like a prelate, by Saint Ronian;
Said I not well? Can I not speak in term?
But well I wot thou dost mine heart to erme,
That I have almost caught a cardiacle:
By corpus Domini, but I have triacle,
Or else a draught of moist and corny ale,
Or but I hear anon a merry tale,
Mine heart is brost for pity of this maid.
Thou bel ami, thou Pardoner," he said,
"Tell us some mirth of japes right anon."
"It shall be done," quoth he, "by Saint Ronion.
But first," quoth he, "here at this ale-stake
I will both drink, and biten on a cake."
But right anon the gentles gan to cry,
"Nay, let him tell us of no ribaldry.
Tell us some moral thing, that we may lear
Some wit, and thenne will we gladly hear."
"I grant y-wis," quoth he; "but I must think
Upon some honest thing while that I drink."
The Tale
Lordings (quoth he), in churche when I preach,
I paine me to have an hautein speech,
And ring it out, as round as doth a bell,
For I know all by rote that I tell.
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My theme is always one, and ever was;
Radix malorum est cupiditas.
First I pronounce whence that I come,
And then my bulles shew I all and some;
Our liege lorde's seal on my patent,
That shew I first, my body to warrent,
That no man be so hardy, priest nor clerk,
Me to disturb of Christe's holy werk.
And after that then tell I forth my tales.
Bulles of popes, and of cardinales,
Of patriarchs, and of bishops I shew,
And in Latin I speak a wordes few,
To savour with my predication,
And for to stir men to devotion
Then show I forth my longe crystal stones,
Y-crammed fall of cloutes and of bones;
Relics they be, as weene they each one.
Then have I in latoun a shoulder-bone
Which that was of a holy Jewe's sheep.
"Good men," say I, "take of my wordes keep;
If that this bone be wash'd in any well,
If cow, or calf, or sheep, or oxe swell,
That any worm hath eat, or worm y-stung,
Take water of that well, and wash his tongue,
And it is whole anon; and farthermore
Of pockes, and of scab, and every sore
Shall every sheep be whole, that of this well
Drinketh a draught; take keep of that I tell.
"If that the goodman, that the beastes oweth,
Will every week, ere that the cock him croweth,
Fasting, y-drinken of this well a draught,
As thilke holy Jew our elders taught,
His beastes and his store shall multiply.
And, Sirs, also it healeth jealousy;
For though a man be fall'n in jealous rage,
Let make with this water his pottage,
And never shall he more his wife mistrist,
Though he the sooth of her defaulte wist;
All had she taken priestes two or three.
Here is a mittain eke, that ye may see;
He that his hand will put in this mittain,
He shall have multiplying of his grain,
When he hath sowen, be it wheat or oats,
So that he offer pence, or elles groats.
And, men and women, one thing warn I you;
If any wight be in this churche now
That hath done sin horrible, so that he
Dare not for shame of it y-shriven be;
Or any woman, be she young or old,
That hath y-made her husband cokewold,
Such folk shall have no power nor no grace
To offer to my relics in this place.
And whoso findeth him out of such blame,
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He will come up and offer in God's name;
And I assoil him by the authority
Which that by bull y-granted was to me."
By this gaud have I wonne year by year
A hundred marks, since I was pardonere.
I stande like a clerk in my pulpit,
And when the lewed people down is set,
I preache so as ye have heard before,
And telle them a hundred japes more.
Then pain I me to stretche forth my neck,
And east and west upon the people I beck,
As doth a dove, sitting on a bern;
My handes and my tongue go so yern,
That it is joy to see my business.
Of avarice and of such cursedness
Is all my preaching, for to make them free
To give their pence, and namely unto me.
For mine intent is not but for to win,
And nothing for correction of sin.
I recke never, when that they be buried,
Though that their soules go a blackburied.
For certes many a predication
Cometh oft-time of evil intention;
Some for pleasance of folk, and flattery,
To be advanced by hypocrisy;
And some for vainglory, and some for hate.
For, when I dare not otherwise debate,
Then will I sting him with my tongue smart
In preaching, so that he shall not astart
To be defamed falsely, if that he
Hath trespass'd to my brethren or to me.
For, though I telle not his proper name,
Men shall well knowe that it is the same
By signes, and by other circumstances.
Thus quite I folk that do us displeasances:
Thus spit I out my venom, under hue
Of holiness, to seem holy and true.
But, shortly mine intent I will devise,
I preach of nothing but of covetise.
Therefore my theme is yet, and ever was, -Radix malorum est cupiditas.
Thus can I preach against the same vice
Which that I use, and that is avarice.
But though myself be guilty in that sin,
Yet can I maken other folk to twin
From avarice, and sore them repent.
But that is not my principal intent;
I preache nothing but for covetise.
Of this mattere it ought enough suffice.
Then tell I them examples many a one,
Of olde stories longe time gone;
For lewed people love tales old;
Such thinges can they well report and hold.
What? trowe ye, that whiles I may preach
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And winne gold and silver for I teach,
That I will live in povert' wilfully?
Nay, nay, I thought it never truely.
For I will preach and beg in sundry lands;
I will not do no labour with mine hands,
Nor make baskets for to live thereby,
Because I will not beggen idlely.
I will none of the apostles counterfeit;
I will have money, wool, and cheese, and wheat,
All were it given of the poorest page,
Or of the pooreste widow in a village:
All should her children sterve for famine.
Nay, I will drink the liquor of the vine,
And have a jolly wench in every town.
But hearken, lordings, in conclusioun;
Your liking is, that I shall tell a tale
Now I have drunk a draught of corny ale,
By God, I hope I shall you tell a thing
That shall by reason be to your liking;
For though myself be a full vicious man,
A moral tale yet I you telle can,
Which I am wont to preache, for to win.
Now hold your peace, my tale I will begin.
In Flanders whilom was a company
Of younge folkes, that haunted folly,
As riot, hazard, stewes, and taverns;
Where as with lutes, harpes, and giterns,
They dance and play at dice both day and night,
And eat also, and drink over their might;
Through which they do the devil sacrifice
Within the devil's temple, in cursed wise,
By superfluity abominable.
Their oathes be so great and so damnable,
That it is grisly for to hear them swear.
Our blissful Lorde's body they to-tear;
Them thought the Jewes rent him not enough,
And each of them at other's sinne lough.
And right anon in come tombesteres
Fetis and small, and younge fruitesteres.
Singers with harpes, baudes, waferers,
Which be the very devil's officers,
To kindle and blow the fire of lechery,
That is annexed unto gluttony.
The Holy Writ take I to my witness,
That luxury is in wine and drunkenness.
Lo, how that drunken Lot unkindely
Lay by his daughters two unwittingly,
So drunk he was he knew not what he wrought.
Herodes, who so well the stories sought,
When he of wine replete was at his feast,
Right at his owen table gave his hest
To slay the Baptist John full guilteless.
Seneca saith a good word, doubteless:
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He saith he can no difference find
Betwixt a man that is out of his mind,
And a man whiche that is drunkelew:
But that woodness, y-fallen in a shrew,
Persevereth longer than drunkenness.
O gluttony, full of all cursedness;
O cause first of our confusion,
Original of our damnation,
Till Christ had bought us with his blood again!
Looke, how deare, shortly for to sayn,
Abought was first this cursed villainy:
Corrupt was all this world for gluttony.
Adam our father, and his wife also,
From Paradise, to labour and to woe,
Were driven for that vice, it is no dread.
For while that Adam fasted, as I read,
He was in Paradise; and when that he
Ate of the fruit defended of the tree,
Anon he was cast out to woe and pain.
O gluttony! well ought us on thee plain.
Oh! wist a man how many maladies
Follow of excess and of gluttonies,
He woulde be the more measurable
Of his diete, sitting at his table.
Alas! the shorte throat, the tender mouth,
Maketh that east and west, and north and south,
In earth, in air, in water, men do swink
To get a glutton dainty meat and drink.
Of this mattere, O Paul! well canst thou treat
Meat unto womb, and womb eke unto meat,
Shall God destroye both, as Paulus saith.
Alas! a foul thing is it, by my faith,
To say this word, and fouler is the deed,
When man so drinketh of the white and red,
That of his throat he maketh his privy
Through thilke cursed superfluity
The apostle saith, weeping full piteously,
There walk many, of which you told have I, -I say it now weeping with piteous voice, -That they be enemies of Christe's crois;
Of which the end is death; womb is their God.
O womb, O belly, stinking is thy cod,
Full fill'd of dung and of corruptioun;
At either end of thee foul is the soun.
How great labour and cost is thee to find!
These cookes how they stamp, and strain, and grind,
And turne substance into accident,
To fulfill all thy likerous talent!
Out of the harde bones knocke they
The marrow, for they caste naught away
That may go through the gullet soft and swoot
Of spicery and leaves, of bark and root,
Shall be his sauce y-maked by delight,
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To make him have a newer appetite.
But, certes, he that haunteth such delices
Is dead while that he liveth in those vices.
A lecherous thing is wine, and drunkenness
Is full of striving and of wretchedness.
O drunken man! disfgur'd is thy face,
Sour is thy breath, foul art thou to embrace:
And through thy drunken nose sowneth the soun',
As though thous saidest aye, Samsoun! Samsoun!
And yet, God wot, Samson drank never wine.
Thou fallest as it were a sticked swine;
Thy tongue is lost, and all thine honest cure;
For drunkenness is very sepulture
Of manne's wit and his discretion.
In whom that drink hath domination,
He can no counsel keep, it is no dread.
Now keep you from the white and from the red,
And namely from the white wine of Lepe,
That is to sell in Fish Street and in Cheap.
This wine of Spaine creepeth subtilly -In other wines growing faste by,
Of which there riseth such fumosity,
That when a man hath drunken draughtes three,
And weeneth that he be at home in Cheap,
He is in Spain, right at the town of Lepe,
Not at the Rochelle, nor at Bourdeaux town;
And thenne will he say, Samsoun! Samsoun!
But hearken, lordings, one word, I you pray,
That all the sovreign actes, dare I say,
Of victories in the Old Testament,
Through very God that is omnipotent,
Were done in abstinence and in prayere:
Look in the Bible, and there ye may it lear.
Look, Attila, the greate conqueror,
Died in his sleep, with shame and dishonour,
Bleeding aye at his nose in drunkenness:
A captain should aye live in soberness
And o'er all this, advise you right well
What was commanded unto Lemuel;
Not Samuel, but Lemuel, say I.
Reade the Bible, and find it expressly
Of wine giving to them that have justice.
No more of this, for it may well suffice.
And, now that I have spoke of gluttony,
Now will I you defende hazardry.
Hazard is very mother of leasings,
And of deceit, and cursed forswearings:
Blasphem' of Christ, manslaughter, and waste also
Of chattel and of time; and furthermo'
It is repreve, and contrar' of honour,
For to be held a common hazardour.
And ever the higher he is of estate,
30

The more he is holden desolate.
If that a prince use hazardry,
In alle governance and policy
He is, as by common opinion,
Y-hold the less in reputation.
Chilon, that was a wise ambassador,
Was sent to Corinth with full great honor
From Lacedemon, to make alliance;
And when he came, it happen'd him, by chance,
That all the greatest that were of that land,
Y-playing atte hazard he them fand.
For which, as soon as that it mighte be,
He stole him home again to his country
And saide there, "I will not lose my name,
Nor will I take on me so great diffame,
You to ally unto no hazardors.
Sende some other wise ambassadors,
For, by my troth, me were lever die,
Than I should you to hazardors ally.
For ye, that be so glorious in honours,
Shall not ally you to no hazardours,
As by my will, nor as by my treaty."
This wise philosopher thus said he.
Look eke how to the King Demetrius
The King of Parthes, as the book saith us,
Sent him a pair of dice of gold in scorn,
For he had used hazard therebeforn:
For which he held his glory and renown
At no value or reputatioun.
Lordes may finden other manner play
Honest enough to drive the day away.
Now will I speak of oathes false and great
A word or two, as olde bookes treat.
Great swearing is a thing abominable,
And false swearing is more reprovable.
The highe God forbade swearing at all;
Witness on Matthew: but in special
Of swearing saith the holy Jeremie,
Thou thalt swear sooth thine oathes, and not lie:
And swear in doom and eke in righteousness;
But idle swearing is a cursedness.
Behold and see, there in the firste table
Of highe Godde's hestes honourable,
How that the second best of him is this,
Take not my name in idle or amiss.
Lo, rather he forbiddeth such swearing,
Than homicide, or many a cursed thing;
I say that as by order thus it standeth;
This knoweth he that his hests understandeth,
How that the second hest of God is that.
And farthermore, I will thee tell all plat,
That vengeance shall not parte from his house,
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That of his oathes is outrageous.
"By Godde's precious heart, and by his nails,
And by the blood of Christ, that is in Hailes,
Seven is my chance, and thine is cinque and trey:
By Godde's armes, if thou falsely play,
This dagger shall throughout thine hearte go."
This fruit comes of the bicched bones two,
Forswearing, ire, falseness, and homicide.
Now, for the love of Christ that for us died,
Leave your oathes, bothe great and smale.
But, Sirs, now will I ell you forth my tale.
These riotoures three, of which I tell,
Long erst than prime rang of any bell,
Were set them in a tavern for to drink;
And as they sat, they heard a belle clink
Before a corpse, was carried to the grave.
That one of them gan calle to his knave,
"Go bet," quoth he, "and aske readily
What corpse is this, that passeth here forth by;
And look that thou report his name well."
"Sir," quoth the boy, "it needeth never a deal;
It was me told ere ye came here two hours;
He was, pardie, an old fellow of yours,
And suddenly he was y-slain to-night;
Fordrunk as he sat on his bench upright,
There came a privy thief, men clepe Death,
That in this country all the people slay'th,
And with his spear he smote his heart in two,
And went his way withoute wordes mo'.
He hath a thousand slain this pestilence;
And, master, ere you come in his presence,
Me thinketh that it were full necessary
For to beware of such an adversary;
Be ready for to meet him evermore.
Thus taughte me my dame; I say no more."
"By Sainte Mary," said the tavernere,
"The child saith sooth, for he hath slain this year,
Hence ov'r a mile, within a great village,
Both man and woman, child, and hind, and page;
I trow his habitation be there;
To be advised great wisdom it were,
Ere that he did a man a dishonour."
"Yea, Godde's armes," quoth this riotour,
"Is it such peril with him for to meet?
I shall him seek, by stile and eke by street.
I make a vow, by Godde's digne bones."
Hearken, fellows, we three be alle ones:
Let each of us hold up his hand to other,
And each of us become the other's brother,
And we will slay this false traitor Death;
He shall be slain, he that so many slay'th,
By Godde's dignity, ere it be night."
Together have these three their trothe plight
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To live and die each one of them for other
As though he were his owen sworen brother.
And up they start, all drunken, in this rage,
And forth they go towardes that village
Of which the taverner had spoke beforn,
And many a grisly oathe have they sworn,
And Christe's blessed body they to-rent;
"Death shall be dead, if that we may him hent."
When they had gone not fully half a mile,
Right as they would have trodden o'er a stile,
An old man and a poore with them met.
This olde man full meekely them gret,
And saide thus; "Now, lordes, God you see!"
The proudest of these riotoures three
Answer'd again; "What? churl, with sorry grace,
Why art thou all forwrapped save thy face?
Why livest thou so long in so great age?"
This olde man gan look on his visage,
And saide thus; "For that I cannot find
A man, though that I walked unto Ind,
Neither in city, nor in no village go,
That woulde change his youthe for mine age;
And therefore must I have mine age still
As longe time as it is Godde's will.
And Death, alas! he will not have my life.
Thus walk I like a resteless caitife,
And on the ground, which is my mother's gate,
I knocke with my staff, early and late,
And say to her, 'Leve mother, let me in.
Lo, how I wane, flesh, and blood, and skin;
Alas! when shall my bones be at rest?
Mother, with you I woulde change my chest,
That in my chamber longe time hath be,
Yea, for an hairy clout to wrap in me.'
But yet to me she will not do that grace,
For which fall pale and welked is my face.
But, Sirs, to you it is no courtesy
To speak unto an old man villainy,
But he trespass in word or else in deed.
In Holy Writ ye may yourselves read;
'Against an old man, hoar upon his head,
Ye should arise:' therefore I you rede,
Ne do unto an old man no harm now,
No more than ye would a man did you
In age, if that ye may so long abide.
And God be with you, whether ye go or ride
I must go thither as I have to go."
"Nay, olde churl, by God thou shalt not so,"
Saide this other hazardor anon;
"Thou partest not so lightly, by Saint John.
Thou spakest right now of that traitor Death,
That in this country all our friendes slay'th;
Have here my troth, as thou art his espy;
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Tell where he is, or thou shalt it abie,
By God and by the holy sacrament;
For soothly thou art one of his assent
To slay us younge folk, thou false thief."
"Now, Sirs," quoth he, "if it be you so lief
To finde Death, turn up this crooked way,
For in that grove I left him, by my fay,
Under a tree, and there he will abide;
Nor for your boast he will him nothing hide.
See ye that oak? right there ye shall him find.
God save you, that bought again mankind,
And you amend!" Thus said this olde man;
And evereach of these riotoures ran,
Till they came to the tree, and there they found
Of florins fine, of gold y-coined round,
Well nigh a seven bushels, as them thought.
No longer as then after Death they sought;
But each of them so glad was of the sight,
For that the florins were so fair and bright,
That down they sat them by the precious hoard.
The youngest of them spake the firste word:
"Brethren," quoth he, "take keep what I shall say;
My wit is great, though that I bourde and play
This treasure hath Fortune unto us given
In mirth and jollity our life to liven;
And lightly as it comes, so will we spend.
Hey! Godde's precious dignity! who wend
Today that we should have so fair a grace?
But might this gold he carried from this place
Home to my house, or elles unto yours
(For well I wot that all this gold is ours),
Then were we in high felicity.
But truely by day it may not be;
Men woulde say that we were thieves strong,
And for our owen treasure do us hong.
This treasure muste carried be by night,
As wisely and as slily as it might.
Wherefore I rede, that cut among us all
We draw, and let see where the cut will fall:
And he that hath the cut, with hearte blithe
Shall run unto the town, and that full swithe,
And bring us bread and wine full privily:
And two of us shall keepe subtilly
This treasure well: and if he will not tarry,
When it is night, we will this treasure carry,
By one assent, where as us thinketh best."
Then one of them the cut brought in his fist,
And bade them draw, and look where it would fall;
And it fell on the youngest of them all;
And forth toward the town he went anon.
And all so soon as that he was y-gone,
The one of them spake thus unto the other;
"Thou knowest well that thou art my sworn brother,
Thy profit will I tell thee right anon.
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Thou knowest well that our fellow is gone,
And here is gold, and that full great plenty,
That shall departed he among us three.
But natheless, if I could shape it so
That it departed were among us two,
Had I not done a friende's turn to thee?"
Th' other answer'd, "I n'ot how that may be;
He knows well that the gold is with us tway.
What shall we do? what shall we to him say?"
"Shall it be counsel?" said the firste shrew;
"And I shall tell to thee in wordes few
What we shall do, and bring it well about."
"I grante," quoth the other, "out of doubt,
That by my truth I will thee not bewray."
"Now," quoth the first, "thou know'st well we be tway,
And two of us shall stronger be than one.
Look; when that he is set, thou right anon
Arise, as though thou wouldest with him play;
And I shall rive him through the sides tway,
While that thou strugglest with him as in game;
And with thy dagger look thou do the same.
And then shall all this gold departed be,
My deare friend, betwixte thee and me:
Then may we both our lustes all fulfil,
And play at dice right at our owen will."
And thus accorded be these shrewes tway
To slay the third, as ye have heard me say.
The youngest, which that wente to the town,
Full oft in heart he rolled up and down
The beauty of these florins new and bright.
"O Lord!" quoth he, "if so were that I might
Have all this treasure to myself alone,
There is no man that lives under the throne
Of God, that shoulde have so merry as I."
And at the last the fiend our enemy
Put in his thought, that he should poison buy,
With which he mighte slay his fellows twy.
For why, the fiend found him in such living,
That he had leave to sorrow him to bring.
For this was utterly his full intent
To slay them both, and never to repent.
And forth he went, no longer would he tarry,
Into the town to an apothecary,
And prayed him that he him woulde sell
Some poison, that he might his rattes quell,
And eke there was a polecat in his haw,
That, as he said, his eapons had y-slaw:
And fain he would him wreak, if that he might,
Of vermin that destroyed him by night.
Th'apothecary answer'd, "Thou shalt have
A thing, as wisly God my soule save,
In all this world there is no creature
That eat or drank hath of this confecture,
35

Not but the mountance of a corn of wheat,
That he shall not his life anon forlete;
Yea, sterve he shall, and that in lesse while
Than thou wilt go apace nought but a mile:
This poison is so strong and violent."
This cursed man hath in his hand y-hent
This poison in a box, and swift he ran
Into the nexte street, unto a man,
And borrow'd of him large bottles three;
And in the two the poison poured he;
The third he kepte clean for his own drink,
For all the night he shope him for to swink
In carrying off the gold out of that place.
And when this riotour, with sorry grace,
Had fill'd with wine his greate bottles three,
To his fellows again repaired he.
What needeth it thereof to sermon more?
For, right as they had cast his death before,
Right so they have him slain, and that anon.
And when that this was done, thus spake the one;
"Now let us sit and drink, and make us merry,
And afterward we will his body bury."
And with that word it happen'd him par cas
To take the bottle where the poison was,
And drank, and gave his fellow drink also,
For which anon they sterved both the two.
But certes I suppose that Avicen
Wrote never in no canon, nor no fen,
More wondrous signes of empoisoning,
Than had these wretches two ere their ending.
Thus ended be these homicides two,
And eke the false empoisoner also.
O cursed sin, full of all cursedness!
O trait'rous homicide! O wickedness!
O glutt'ny, luxury, and hazardry!
Thou blasphemer of Christ with villany,
And oathes great, of usage and of pride!
Alas! mankinde, how may it betide,
That to thy Creator, which that thee wrought,
And with his precious hearte-blood thee bought,
Thou art so false and so unkind, alas!
Now, good men, God forgive you your trespass,
And ware you from the sin of avarice.
Mine holy pardon may you all warice,
So that ye offer nobles or sterlings,
Or elles silver brooches, spoons, or rings.
Bowe your head under this holy bull.
Come up, ye wives, and offer of your will;
Your names I enter in my roll anon;
Into the bliss of heaven shall ye gon;
I you assoil by mine high powere,
You that will offer, as clean and eke as clear
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As ye were born. Lo, Sires, thus I preach;
And Jesus Christ, that is our soules' leech,
So grante you his pardon to receive;
For that is best, I will not deceive.
But, Sirs, one word forgot I in my tale;
I have relics and pardon in my mail,
As fair as any man in Engleland,
Which were me given by the Pope's hand.
If any of you will of devotion
Offer, and have mine absolution,
Come forth anon, and kneele here adown
And meekely receive my pardoun.
Or elles take pardon, as ye wend,
All new and fresh at every towne's end,
So that ye offer, always new and new,
Nobles or pence which that be good and true.
'Tis an honour to evereach that is here,
That ye have a suffisant pardonere
T'assoile you in country as ye ride,
For aventures which that may betide.
Paraventure there may fall one or two
Down of his horse, and break his neck in two.
Look, what a surety is it to you all,
That I am in your fellowship y-fall,
That may assoil you bothe more and lass,
When that the soul shall from the body pass.
I rede that our Hoste shall begin,
For he is most enveloped in sin.
Come forth, Sir Host, and offer first anon,
And thou shalt kiss; the relics every one,
Yea, for a groat; unbuckle anon thy purse.
"Nay, nay," quoth he, "then have I Christe's curse!
Let be," quoth he, "it shall not be, so the'ch.
Thou wouldest make me kiss thine olde breech,
And swear it were a relic of a saint,
Though it were with thy fundament depaint'.
But, by the cross which that Saint Helen fand,
I would I had thy coilons in mine hand,
Instead of relics, or of sanctuary.
Let cut them off, I will thee help them carry;
They shall be shrined in a hogge's turd."
The Pardoner answered not one word;
So wroth he was, no worde would he say.
"Now," quoth our Host, "I will no longer play
With thee, nor with none other angry man."
But right anon the worthy Knight began
(When that he saw that all the people lough),
"No more of this, for it is right enough.
Sir Pardoner, be merry and glad of cheer;
And ye, Sir Host, that be to me so dear,
I pray you that ye kiss the Pardoner;
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And, Pardoner, I pray thee draw thee ner,
And as we didde, let us laugh and play."
Anon they kiss'd, and rode forth their way.
3.3
FRAME OF THE PARDONER’S TALE
In the order of The Canterbury Tales, the Pardoner's Prologue and Tale are preceded
by The Physician's Tale. The Physician's Tale is a harrowing tale about a judge who
plots with a "churl [low fellow]" to abduct a beautiful young woman; rather than
allow her to be raped, her father beheads her. The invitation for the Pardoner to tell a
tale comes after the Host declares his dissatisfaction with the depressing tale, and
declares:
… but [unless] I have triacle [medicine],
Or elles a draughte of morste [fresh] and corny [strong] ale,
Or but I heere anon a myrie tale,
Myn herte is lost for pitee of this mayde. (Lines 314–17)[1]
The Host then asks the Pardoner to "telle us som mrythe or japes [joke, jest] right
anon".[2] However, the pilgrims—aware of pardoners' notoriety for telling lewd tales
and in anticipation of hearing something objectionable[3]—voice their desire for no
ribaldry, but instead want a moral tale.
3.4

SYNOPSIS

3.4.1 Prologue
The prologue takes the form of a literary confession in the same manner as The Wife
of Bath's Prologue.[4] However, rather than an apology for his vices, the Pardoner
boasts of his duping of his victims, for whom he has nothing but contempt.[4] He
says that his "theme"—biblical text for a sermon—is Radix malorum est cupiditas
("Greed is the root of [all] evils" 1 Timothy 6.10).[1] He explains that his false
credentials consist of official letters from high-ranking church officials and a
superficial use of a few Latin words;[5] then he will produce some "relics", and claim
that among them is a bone which has miraculous powers when dipped into a well and
a mitten for which:
He that his hand wol putte in this mitayn,
He shal have multipliyng of his greyn, (lines 373–374)
But he will warn that any person that "hath doon synne horrible" will not be able to
benefit from these relics.[6] The Pardoner says to the pilgrims that by these tricks he
has acquired a considerable sum of money. He goes on to relate how he stands like a
clergy at the pulpit, and preaches against avarice but to gain the congregation's
money; he doesn't care for the correction of sin or for their souls.[7] Against anyone
that offends either him or other pardoners, he will "stynge hym with my tonge
smerte". Although he is guilty of avarice himself, he reiterates that his theme is
always Radix malorum ... and that he can nonetheless preach so that others turn away
from the vice and repent—though his "principal entente" is for personal gain. The
38

Pardoner explains that he then offers many anecdotes to the "lewed [ignorant,
unlearned] people".[8] He scorns the thought of living in poverty while he preaches;
he desires "moneie, wolle [wool], chese, and whete"[9] and doesn't care whether it
were from the poorest widow in the village, even should her children starve for
famine. Yet, he concludes to the pilgrims, though he may be a "ful vicious man", he
can tell a moral tale and proceeds.
3.4.2 Tale
The tale is set in Flanders at an indeterminate time, and opens with three young men
drinking, gambling and blaspheming in a tavern. The Pardoner condemns each of
these "tavern sins" in turn—gluttony, drinking, gambling, and swearing—with
support from the Christian scriptures, before proceeding with the tale. The rioters hear
a bell signalling a burial; their friend has been killed by a "privee theef" known as
Death, who has also killed a thousand others. The men set out to avenge them and kill
Death. An old man they brusquely query tells them that he has asked Death to take
him but has failed. He then says they can find death at the foot of an oak tree. When
the men arrive at the tree, they find a large amount of gold coins and forget about
their quest to kill Death. They decide to sleep at the oak tree overnight, so they can
take the coins in the morning. The three men draw straws to see who among them
should fetch wine and food while the other two wait under the tree. The youngest of
the three men draws the shortest straw and departs; while he is away, the remaining
two plot to overpower and stab him upon his return. However, the one who leaves for
town plots to kill the other two: he purchases rat poison and laces the wine. When he
returns with the food and drink, the other two kill him and then consume the poisoned
wine, dying slow and painful deaths.
Having completed his tale, the Pardoner — forgetful of his remarks during the
prologue — appeals for gold and silver so that the pilgrims may receive pardons for
their sins. The Host responds that he would sooner cut off the Pardoner's testicles than
kiss his relics. At this point the Knight intervenes and urges them to make peace.
3.5

SOURCES AND COMPOSITION

The prologue—taking the form of a literary confession—was most probably modelled
on that of "Faus Semblaunt" in the medieval French poem Roman de la Rose.[10]
The tale of the three rioters is a version of a folk tale with a "remarkably wide
range"[11] and has numerous analogues: ancient Buddhist, Persian,[12] and
African.[13][11]
3.6

ANALYSIS

The relationship between tellers and tale is distinctly significant in "The Pardoner's
Tale". The Pardoner is an enigmatic character, portrayed as grotesque in the General
Prologue. He is seemingly aware of his sin—it is not clear why he tells the pilgrims
about his sin in the prologue before his tale commences. His preaching is correct and
the results of his methods, despite their corruption, are good. Chaucer describes him
as a "draughte of corny strong ale", which arguably suggests that the character speaks
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candidly due to intoxication, at least in part. The Pardoner's confession is similar in
that there is a revelation of details buried within the prologue by "The Wife of Bath
Tale". The Wife of Bath gives away details about herself in the prologue to her
particular tale.
Chaucer describes The Pardoner as an excellent speaker in his portrait of the
character in the General Prologue to The Canterbury Tales, which inherently reflects
the quality of the narrative attributed to him.
The old man who appears before the rioters has been the subject of considerable
debate. Many persons and scholars reference him as "death in person", "the
Wandering Jew", "Old Age itself", and "Death's messenger".[14] W. J. B. Owen
refutes these views as he points out that "He is seeking Death; and that Death or his
agent should find death is contrary to all the logic of allegory." Owen argues that a
character is merely an old man and not a symbol of mortality.[14]
The Old Man in "The Pardoner's Tale" is oftentimes written off as one who does not
provide any sort of substance to the play. However, critic, Alfred David, refutes such
claims and asserts the possibility that the Old Man in "The Pardoner's Tale" is meant
to symbolize more than unambiguous death, "the old man's identity does not admit a
simple, unambiguous, and definitive answer such as Death or Death's essenger".[14]
David goes on to assert that the Old Man may actually symbolize the "Wandering
Jew" as defined to be a symbol of death that will supposedly roam the Earth until the
Second Coming of Jesus Christ. One may compare this notion to the symbol and
character of the Old Man in The Rime of the Ancient Mariner by Samuel Taylor
Coleridge.
"The Pardoner's Tale" finds itself widely debated among those in the literary world.
The question of Chaucer's motivation in writing the tale, as well as potential social
comments made within it, have been the subject of controversy concerning The
Canterbury Tales. Gregory W. Gross, as dictated in Modern Language Studies,
concludes that The Pardoner finds himself publicly shamed by the Host's reprimand
at the end of the tale. There is an "undertone" of exclusion at this point in the work
that, perhaps, leads to the question of the sexuality of The Pardoner and the social
boundaries at hand. To reaffirm his claim, Gross points out the ridicule and "laughter"
on behalf of the other pilgrims. Perhaps Chaucer is looking upon the Pardoner with a
"compassionate eye", as the Host offers a kiss at the end of the tale. According to
Gross, this could simply be the poet's way of easing the tension in the room, thus a
sign of "compassion" towards the embarrassment of the Pardoner on behalf of the
poet. Ultimately, it is plausible that Chaucer makes a societal statement long before
his time that serves as a literary teaching moment in modern time as one further
examines The Canterbury Tales.
In further analysis, psychological patterns of the character of the Pardoner is
frequently analyzed by readers and critics alike. In 1961, critic Eric W. Stockton
defined the psychology-based research of the character, "The psychology of the
Pardoner has perhaps gotten in the way of the task of interpreting the stories'
meaning. This is indeed an age of psychology."[15] As Stockton states, the character
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has largely been overanalyzed, especially amidst mid-century advances in
psychoanalysis in the 1960s and 1970s.
3.7

THE PARDONER

Though the Pardoner preaches against greed, the irony of the character is based in the
Pardoner's hypocritical actions. He admits extortion of the poor, pocketing of
indulgences, and failure to abide by teachings against jealousy and avarice. He also
admits quite openly that he tricks the guiltiest sinners into buying his spurious relics
and does not really care what happens to the souls of those he has swindled.
The Pardoner is also deceptive in how he carries out his job. Instead of selling
genuine relics, the bones he carries belong to pigs, not departed saints. The cross he
carries appears to be studded with precious stones that are, in fact, bits of common
metal. This irony could be an indication to Chaucer's dislike for religious profit—a
pervasive late medieval theme hinging on anti-clericalism. Chaucer's use of subtle
literary techniques, such as satire, seem to convey this message.
However, the Pardoner might also be seen as a reinforcement of the Apostolic
Authority of the priesthood, which, according to the Catholic Church, functions fully
even when the one possessing that authority is in a state of mortal sin, which in this
case is supported by how the corrupt Pardoner is able to tell a morally intact tale and
turn others from his same sin. Thomas Aquinas, an influential theologian of the late
medieval period, had a philosophy concerning how God was able to work through
evil people and deeds to accomplish good ends. Chaucer may have also been
referencing a doctrine of St. Augustine of Hippo concerning the Donatist heresy of
fourth and fifth century Northern Africa in which Augustine argued that a priest's
ability to perform valid sacraments was not invalidated by his own sin. Thus, it is
possible that with the Pardoner, Chaucer was criticizing the administrative and
economic practices of the Church while simultaneously affirming his support for its
religious authority and dogma.
3.8

LET US SUM UP

In this unit you have been given a sketch of the character of the Pardoner who tells us
a story that will certainly help you to appreciate Chaucer as a genial critic of the
contemporary society.
3.9

EXERCISES

a.

Why does the Pardoner tell a story with a moral?

b.

What impression do you get about the Pardoner?

c.

What sort of similarities do you find between the Pardoner and the people
living in our contemporary society?
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