In ‘The Pardoner’s Prologue’, how does the Pardoner reveal his avarice and the techniques he uses to satisfy his greed? What, in your view, could his motivation be for doing so? [2000 words]

Within this essay, I will be undertaking the somewhat daunting task of unravelling the reasons and motivations behind the Pardoner’s actions within his prologue, and what techniques he uses to satisfy his greed for material wealth. It is the opinion of many that ‘the Pardoner’s Prologue and Tale is one of Chaucer’s most complex late works’[footnoteRef:1], which in turn suggests an incredibly complex character at the centre of these works. This does make it rather difficult to decipher the motivation behind his actions, and ‘makes huge demands on its audience’[footnoteRef:2] in terms of truly understanding the character. [1:  C.W.R.D. Moseley, Geoffrey Chaucer: The Pardoner’s Tale, (Penguin Books, 1987), p.11.]  [2:  C.W.R.D. Moseley, The Pardoner’s Tale, p.11.] 

Pardoners were licensed by the Church to grant absolution to sinners for a fee, but often were tempted to keep these donations to the Church for themselves, and so were led astray by greed, as the Pardoner within the Canterbury Tales is. However, there is no evidence that he was once a good man, only that he has always been this way. Chaucer suggests this sort of practice was commonplace at the time – ‘treatise, sermons, and statues all bear witness to the abuses of pardoners’ methods of collecting money’[footnoteRef:3]and could definitely ‘be sure that his audience would have had a pretty low opinion of pardoners’[footnoteRef:4]. Apparently they were seen as ‘heralds of the Antichrist’[footnoteRef:5] even, however I am unsure if this is due to confusion about their role of forgiving sin within a community, or due to the fact they were often known to be dishonest, considered either way as social outcasts and condemned, viewed on the same level as ‘hermits’[footnoteRef:6]. Perhaps this is why he struggles to feel empathy with his victims whilst robbing them, the status of outcast influencing his state of mind in some way and providing him with a motive. [3:  Helen Cooper, The Canterbury Tales: Oxford Guides to Chaucer, 2nd edn (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1996), p.260.]  [4:  C.W.R.D. Moseley, The Pardoner’s Tale, p.33.]  [5:  C.W.R.D. Moseley, The Pardoner’s Tale, p.33.]  [6:  C.W.R.D. Moseley, The Pardoner’s Tale, p.33.] 

At the time in which the Pardoner’s Prologue is set, a ‘fundamentally religious view of life’[footnoteRef:7] is held by all. Religion consumed every aspect of life within this period, from the choosing of kings to the social constraints placed on women, and it allowed people to ‘seek to understand the essentials of human character and behaviour’[footnoteRef:8] through religious ethics taught in sermons and upheld by figures within the Church. Indeed, it was considered ‘fashionable and popular entertainment was to go and hear a good preacher’[footnoteRef:9], and the Pardoner brags that he is a skilled Pardoner, by using tricks ‘by this gaude have I wonne, yeer by yeer, an hundred mark sith I was pardoner’[footnoteRef:10]. The Pardoner has a papal bull – an edict issued by a pope – which allows him to aid people in repenting. However, it is clear that the pardoner believes he is above everyone else, through his overly arrogant persona, and seems to almost believe that he is a godlike figure from the power that the papal bull gives him. Put simply, ‘he figures the major sin of pride’[footnoteRef:11]. The Pardoner ‘represents the perversion of the mercy of God … exploiting a ghastly parody of a real and holy quality’[footnoteRef:12]. However, his papal bulls do not grant him this power and he comes across as deluded. He seems to think that ‘his indulgences can absolve a poena et a culpa, from punishment and guilt – a practice all too common among English pardoners of the time’[footnoteRef:13]. He cannot promise access to ‘heaven without hindrance’[footnoteRef:14] to his congregation as he simply does not rank high enough within the church to do so. However, he still is ‘exceeding his authority’[footnoteRef:15], and I believe that he is aware of his limitations as a Pardoner, but decides he is above them due to his love of power and wealth. [7:  C.W.R.D. Moseley, The Pardoner’s Tale, p.11.]  [8:  C.W.R.D. Moseley, The Pardoner’s Tale, p.11.]  [9:  C.W.R.D. Moseley, The Pardoner’s Tale, p.11.]  [10:  ‘The Pardoner’s Prologue’ in The Riverside Chaucer, ed. by Larry D. Benson and F. N. Robinson, 3rd edn (Oxford University Press, 2008), p.195.
]  [11:  C.W.R.D. Moseley, The Pardoner’s Tale, p.40.]  [12:  C.W.R.D. Moseley, The Pardoner’s Tale, p.39.]  [13:  A. J. Minnis, ‘Chaucer’s Pardoner and the “Office of Preacher”’ in Intellectuals and Writers in Fourteenth-Century Europe, ed. by Piero Boitani and Anna Torti (Tübingen and Cambridge: Brewer, 1986), p.101.]  [14:  A. J. Minnis, Intellectuals and Writers in Fourteenth-Century Europe, p.101.]  [15:  A. J. Minnis, Intellectuals and Writers in Fourteenth-Century Europe, p.100.] 

He seems to take joy in doing business in this way, and boasts about how ignorant people are – this suggests part of his motive is to feel more educated than the masses and therefore have more power than them; everything that fuels his character seems to be the want of more, more wealth, more fine items, more power and control.
He repeats twice within the Prologue that he preaches for nothing but greed. He says that his theme is “greed is the root of all evil” which he preaches wholeheartedly in his sermons, but also follows this saying quite literally by stealing the pardons that are meant for the church to satisfy his own deranged desires. During his preaching, he ‘is conspicuously and self-consciously artful, employing fiction and fable’[footnoteRef:16] to his advantage. The Pardoner is a ‘self-confessed immoral man who attempts to tell a moral tale’[footnoteRef:17], which makes us wonder if he is truly boasting to his companions or if he actually wishes to aid sinners in finding absolution despite the fact he cannot find his own. [16:  C.W.R.D. Moseley, The Pardoner’s Tale, p.32.]  [17:  A. J. Minnis, Intellectuals and Writers in Fourteenth-Century Europe, p.88.] 

The Pardoner’s Prologue ‘is a detailed exposition of his motives and methods’[footnoteRef:18]. One of the Pardoner’s main techniques used to satisfy his greed is a clever tactic that preys upon the staunch emphasis on reputation and virtue that existed in the fourteenth century. He addresses the congregation, ‘if any wight be in this chirche now that hath doon synne horrible … swich folk shal have no power ne no grace to offren to my relikes in this place’[footnoteRef:19], by asking that those who have sinned too terribly do not come and make a donation and that they are not welcome to his relics. If someone does not come forth and a make a monetary offering, not only is the state of their soul at stake, but also their reputation in the local town, as people will assume they have committed a terrible sin. The technique is to say that those who have committed such a heinous sin must stay seated as he doesn’t wish to associate with them, therefore no one wants to be found out of committing a sin such as cuckholding their husband, or want to be accused of such by being meagre with their donations, so everyone will get up to avoid being accused of a ‘guilty conscience’[footnoteRef:20]. [18:  Spearing, A.C, ‘The Canterbury Tales IV: Exemplum and Fable’ in The Cambridge Chaucer Companion, ed. by Piero Boitani and Jill Mann (Cambridge University Press, 1988), p.168.]  [19:  ‘The Pardoner’s Prologue’ in The Riverside Chaucer, p.195.]  [20:  C.W.R.D. Moseley, The Pardoner’s Tale, p.143.] 

Another technique used by the Pardoner is to stir up a religious frenzy in his audience by chanting a few words in Latin and using spices during his preaching. He uses this frenzy to sell his supposed religious relics, that are really old rag and bones, through the devotion of his congregation. This ‘devotion could become merely perfunctory, degenerating into a mere superstition or belief in some sort of magic – utterly contrary to all that Christianity stands for’[footnoteRef:21], further supporting the idea that the Pardoner is purely motivated by wealth and likely an atheist or is simply indifferent to religion, it has no bearing at all on his work. [21:  C.W.R.D. Moseley, The Pardoner’s Tale, p.140.] 

He ends his prologue by telling the pilgrims that he hopes his moral tale will be to their liking, despite the fact he describes himself as a very vicious man. The tale he goes on to tell is one he often preaches for profit. However, it is strange that he tells the pilgrims of his money grabbing techniques beforehand, as we have seen he is not a religious man, and the only reason he is on this pilgrimage is likely to swindle the pilgrims in the same fashion. Perhaps it is part of some big scheme of his, which would allow him to take more money from them? Either way from what we have seen of his character, he is incredibly cunning and sociopathic, and seems to enjoy the “chase” which fulfils part of his greed before he has even received any money. The Pardoner’s Prologue ‘takes confessional form’[footnoteRef:22] but not in the usual sense – he is boasting to the other pilgrims on the journey. [22:  Helen Cooper, The Canterbury Tales: Oxford Guides to Chaucer, p.260.] 

The Pardoner’s Prologue, and indeed the Tale, are centred around the greed and corruption of man, and the abuse of power and jurisdiction in relation to the church.  In many ways, moral dilemmas presented within texts are often reflected by the author’s own experiences, therefore one could even consider the author, Chaucer, as a source of inspiration for the development of the Pardoner’s character. This is due to his somewhat dubious past, especially his relationship with Nicholas Brembre and his possible role in major tax fraud that occurred during the time he was in charge of export tax and customs. However, in all other aspects he seems to be model citizen, working tirelessly for his king (the king would have considered him a ‘useful and trusted courtier’[footnoteRef:23] and was considered valuable enough that when he was taken as a prisoner of war, the king himself contributed ‘the large sum of £16 towards his ransom’[footnoteRef:24]) and furthering the cultural revolution at the time through his works. This comes back to the question – can (or should) an immoral man tell a moral tale?[footnoteRef:25] It is unclear whether the Pardoner can be viewed as anything other than the monster the audience perceives him as. [23:  C.W.R.D. Moseley, The Pardoner’s Tale, p.13.]  [24:  C.W.R.D. Moseley, The Pardoner’s Tale, p.13.]  [25:  A. J. Minnis, Intellectuals and Writers in Fourteenth-Century Europe, p.118.] 

Chaucer also uses descriptions of characters’ appearances to convey certain aspects of their personality to the audience by playing on well known stereotypes of the time – for example the Wife of Bath is highly sexed due to her gapped teeth. The Pardoner’s protruding eyes ‘suggest he is a glutton, a libertine, and full of shameless effrontery’[footnoteRef:26] while his lack of a beard implies ‘sexual vanity’[footnoteRef:27]; this further reflects the Pardoner as a physical manifestation of the tavern sins which he ironically preaches against. He reveals his avarice not only through his actions within the prologue but also his want for more is displayed through his appearance. [26:  C.W.R.D. Moseley, The Pardoner’s Tale, p.40.]  [27:  C.W.R.D. Moseley, The Pardoner’s Tale, p.40.] 

As for his motivations for committing these sins in the name of fulfilling his avarice, it is difficult to truly say, as he is an incredibly complex character. Apart from the obvious of maintaining his current indulgent lifestyle, he is motivated to fulfil his material desire, which seems to control him almost to the point of obsession. He seems to thrive off the power he holds over people through his preaching, and even his storytelling to the pilgrims seems this need for power in some way therefore fulfilling his avarice. He is shown to be a disturbing individual of almost psychopathic nature, displayed by his lack of care for other people, and in the ease with which he robs them, without any remorse. He is incredibly self-aware, yet seems to have no grasp of ethics, nor displays any hatred of himself for deceiving people, and doesn’t feel a shred of regret or sorrow for his victims he has left starving. We do begin to question how such a person exists; it is unclear what event in his life would have formed his psyche in this way, as we have no knowledge of his character outside of the pilgrimage. 
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