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The Pardoner
[bookmark: _Hlk527407339]The Pardoner’s Tale is a Fabliaux that satirizes the Roman Catholic Church and the corruption that existed in its hierarchy throughout much of the medieval era. The topic of this corruption was highly volatile at that time, yet Geoffrey Chaucer pulls off his criticism of Church practices using the character of a Pardoner—a travelling indulgence salesman—to tell a tale that outlines his personal hypocrisy and financial embezzlement as a microcosm of the Church in what is effectively a ploy to deceive the unsuspecting and fearful of their money. This essay will examine the context of this Tale in terms of styles of literature and historical context and how Chaucer used this tale to convey his criticism of the Church’s practices.
While in today’s literature a reader may expect a near lifelike degree of realism, at the time Chaucer was writing in the late 14th century it was more common for a tale to be somewhat hyperbolic and fanciful, with a degree of freedom that a literal recreation of life would not allow. Thus, ‘[Chaucer] is free, as The Pardoner's Tale illustrates, to use characters who operate as carriers of attitudes and concepts. Their vividness is often that of a brilliant fable or, in modern narrative genres, an animated film, […]’[footnoteRef:1]. This freedom in terms of writing style complements the message of the Pardoner’s Tale perfectly and accommodates what Chaucer wanted to convey to his readers in what was a sensitive matter, a criticism of the corruption of the medieval Church that was so prevalent that it made necessary the Reformation. [1:  Chaucer’s Style in The Pardoner’s Prologue and Tale, https://crossref-it.info/textguide/the-pardoners-prologue-and-tale/12/1381, (Accessed: 15/10/2018)] 

Against this backdrop, the Pardoner tells his tale exposing his methods and attitudes to his audience and presents a story that asserts his one and only theme of doctrinal teaching: ‘Radix malorum est Cupiditas/ “Greed is the root of all evil.”’[footnoteRef:2] This refrain is the backbone of the Pardoner’s Tale, but despite that his motivation for doing his job is exactly the same motivation that he himself is preaching against: greed. As the Pardoner himself says, ‘Of avarice and of swich cursednesse/[…] Is al my prechyng, for to make hem free/[…] To yeven hir pens, and namely unto me.’[footnoteRef:3] The Host at the Tale’s conclusion becomes riled against this hypocrisy and seems to be expressing the feelings of the general public of that time: [2:  Lines 334 and 426, The Pardoner’s Tale in The Pardoner's Introduction, Prologue, and Tale: An Interlinear Translation, http://sites.fas.harvard.edu/~chaucer/teachslf/pard-par.htm, (Accessed: 15/10/2018)]  [3:  Lines 400 and 402, The Pardoner’s Tale in The Pardoner's Introduction, Prologue, and Tale: An Interlinear Translation, http://sites.fas.harvard.edu/~chaucer/teachslf/pard-par.htm, (Accessed: 15/10/2018)] 

‘Thou woldest make me kisse thyn olde breech,/ […] And swere it were a relyk of a seint,/[…] Though it were with thy fundement depeint!/ […] But, by the croys which that Seint Eleyne fond,/ […] I wolde I hadde thy coillons in myn hond/ […] In stide of relikes or of seintuarie.[…]’[footnoteRef:4] [4:  Lines 948 to 953, The Pardoner’s Tale in The Pardoner's Introduction, Prologue, and Tale: An Interlinear Translation, http://sites.fas.harvard.edu/~chaucer/teachslf/pard-par.htm, (Accessed: 15/10/2018)] 

Strong words, yet this is hardly surprising given the historical context of The Canterbury Tales’ authorship.
	The Pardoner’s Tale is written in the aftermath of the Black Death and the tremendous degree of social upheaval that the deaths of so many unknown millions had on the population of Europe at large. Hand in hand with this, the enormous loss of confidence that the general populace had in the Church as a whole may be another element to the Host’s aforementioned quote. It is against this setting that the description of Death personified comes into sharper focus:
‘[…] a privee theef men clepeth Deeth,/ […] That in this contree al the peple sleeth,/ […] And with his spere he smoot his herte atwo,/ […] And wente his wey withouten wordes mo./ […] He hath a thousand slayn this pestilence. […]’ [emphasis added][footnoteRef:5] [5:  Lines 675 to 679, The Pardoner’s Tale in The Pardoner's Introduction, Prologue, and Tale: An Interlinear Translation, http://sites.fas.harvard.edu/~chaucer/teachslf/pard-par.htm, (Accessed: 15/10/2018)] 

As with every era of unrest, what once seemed absolute—the great cathedrals and domination of the highly ritualistic medieval Church—all were suddenly overshadowed by the memories, shock and terror of the Black Death. This fear of dying and the desire to take into human hands the power over death is one powerful element to the story that Chaucer examines and releases an exposé on with brilliant subtlety. As the three drunks of the Pardoner’s Tale leave the pub on their ‘quest’ to slay death, they meet the Old Man. Given Chaucer’s style of writing, little in the ways of details should be expected of this character’s backstory, but given the context of the Tale, it is reasonable to suppose that he could have been a survivor of the original Black Death and its later resurgences. This character presents a stark reality to the three drunks: an indefinite lifespan is not eternal youth. Sadly, the lesson presented is completely lost on the drunks. Rather than force the issue, the Old Man grants the youths’ demand to be told Death’s location,
‘"Now, sires," quod he, "if that yow be so leef/ […] To fynde Deeth, turne up this croked wey,/ […] For in that grove I lafte hym, by my fey,/ […] Under a tree, and there he wole abyde;/ […] Noght for youre boost he wole him no thyng hyde. […]’[footnoteRef:6] [6:  Lines 760 to 764, The Pardoner’s Tale in The Pardoner's Introduction, Prologue, and Tale: An Interlinear Translation, http://sites.fas.harvard.edu/~chaucer/teachslf/pard-par.htm, (Accessed: 15/10/2018)] 

[bookmark: _GoBack]Words that are almost prophetic in the way the story turns, as the youths’ find the treasure and, blinded by greed, are each the victim and murderer over the fate of the treasure, which none of them are left to enjoy.
	This style of morality teaching was common in the medieval era when Church sermons were weekly events and Chaucer used this to his full advantage when he wrote The Pardoner’s Tale. A regular practice in sermons of this era was to use stories—termed exempla—to help convey the key points of the sermons. ‘The Pardoner's Tale is like an exemplum, though much longer than the real ones were. It is a highly elaborate version of the sort of story that sermons used as illustrations of Christian truths. Here, it is teaching about the spiritual and moral dangers of avarice, conveying moral lessons in an amusing way.’[footnoteRef:7] This moral lesson is lost on the Pardoner himself, who openly speaks of how he would happily exploit the weak and helpless for his own gain, ‘I wol noon of the apostles countrefete;/ […] I wol have moneie, wolle, chese, and whete,/ […] Al were it yeven of the povereste page,/ […] Or of the povereste wydwe in a village,/ […] Al sholde hir children sterve for famyne./ […] Nay, I wol drynke licour of the vyne […] And have a joly wenche in every toun. […]’[footnoteRef:8] Fortunately for his audience (and by extension, the reader), his hypocrisy is recognised, yet this sort of conduct was all too common in the medieval Church: ‘In the face of all the teaching about the virtues of poverty, the wealth of the Medieval Church caused great disquiet. It was not just deceitful when churchmen made money from charging people to see or buy relics, for example. It was also seen as contrary to the example of poverty and anti-materialism that the Church was meant to stand for.’[footnoteRef:9] [7: Medieval literary conventions and The Pardoner's Prologue in The Pardoner’s Prologue and Tale, https://crossref-it.info/textguide/the-pardoners-prologue-and-tale/12/1382, (Accessed: 15/10/2018)]  [8:  447 to 453, The Pardoner’s Tale in The Pardoner's Introduction, Prologue, and Tale: An Interlinear Translation, http://sites.fas.harvard.edu/~chaucer/teachslf/pard-par.htm, (Accessed: 15/10/2018)]  [9: Medieval Attitudes to Poverty and Wealth in The Pardoner’s Prologue and Tale, https://crossref-it.info/textguide/the-pardoners-prologue-and-tale/12/1374, (Accessed: 15/10/2018)] 

	In a time still haunted by the Black Death’s Spectre and the great uncertainties of that time, the Pardoner’s Tale draws attention to the abuse of power and status that the medieval Church became filled with throughout the course of that era, yet without attacking the Church directly, but rather it’s practices. In doing so, Chaucer was able to speak about a problem of his time that could not easily be spoken about and did so in ways that his readers could easily relate to in a way that few could publicly object with on a character who was both a regular sight and not a great figure in the Church that would take issue with being targeted.
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