Historicising Texts : Reading Medieval Texts (CSEN4006)
Lecture 9: The Pardoner’s Prologue and Tale - 1
Lecture outline:

1. Biographical introduction to Chaucer

2. Middle English language in the late fourteenth century
i. pronunciation

ii. inflections

iii. versification
3. The canon and chronology of Chaucer’s works 

4. The Canterbury Tales: structure
5. The Pardoner’s Prologue
i.  Sources and Analogues
ii. Structure, Themes, and Style
1.
Biographical Introduction to Chaucer
1367-1398: member of the royal household; envoy to Genoa, Florence, Paris and Calais
1374- 1386: lived in a dwelling over Aldgate; employed to control the export tax or customs on wool and related products; extended in 1382 to wine and other merchandise not assessed under the wool customs.

1389-1391: Clerk of the King’s Works
1391: appointed deputy forester of the royal forest at North Petherton, Somerset
1399: took a fifty-three-year lease of a house near the Lady Chapel of Westminster Abbey
a) Knights and aristocracy of the court
b) clerics and clergy of the church
c) collectors – the nominal heads of the customs organization for the port of London, wealthy merchants

2.
Middle English Language in 14th-c. medieval literature, esp. Chaucer

Late 10th-century: Late West Saxon

1066 – Norman Conquest

Late 12th-century: tradition of composing poetry and prose in English revives, characterized by variation in regional form or dialect of the language.

Late 14th-century: a fully coherent and uniform system of spelling had still not been developed. 

London: There is considerable variation in particular features of language, due to the inflow of population from many parts of the country, but gradually this led to a blend of linguistic elements recognizable as characteristic of the capital.

Chaucer’s English: familiar to him from business and court circles in London and Westminster.

Lack of extant manuscripts of Chaucer’s works is significant. It remains uncertain whether even the oldest manuscripts of his works (not much later than his death) reproduce his original spelling.

i.
Pronunciation
Þ (called ‘thorn’) alternated with th, as in thimble and the.

largely free variation between i and y representing short and long vowels, as night or nyght (night), and lif or lyf (life), and between the diphthongs ou and ow as in you and yow or flour and flowr.

As a general rule, in words of native English descent, the stress tends to fall on the first syllable, unless it is a prefix; but in those from French often later syllables are stressed. 
The number of syllables may often differ from that in later pronunciation, and this is most notable in words with the suffix –cion or –cioun. This regularly forms two syllables, with the stress probably on the second of the two. The suffix common in modern English as –tion usually had this form, e.g. accioun. What is now written tch was normally spelled cch, as wrecche.

Vowels
 :
Pronunciation can partially and approximately be recovered by giving the spellings of the original texts the values they would have in, say, French or Spanish or Italian
Consonants :
Ch represented the sound it still has in church, and not the sound that developed in French, as in machine. Consonants of fourteenth and fifteenth-century English were mostly the same as those used in the modern language and were represented by the same letters. But a number of consonants since lost in pronunciation were still sounded: initial g, k, and w were sounded, as in gnawen, knowen, writen; l before consonants, as in half, folk; r in all positions. But in French words initial h was not pronounced, nor was g in the combination gn, as in resygne.
g : (a) back stop before back vowels (vowels pronounced at the back of the mouth), as in good; (b) before e and sometimes i, it had what is called the affricate sound heard in modern English age. This sound could be represented by either g or j, the latter of which was often written i, of which j is merely a variant shape; (c) When doubled, g would mean either of these sounds: bigge or brigge (bridge), respectively (the spelling dg was not yet in use).
ii.
Inflections
Many words in Chaucer’s English retained from an earlier period unstressed final syllables that have since been lost, in pronunciation though not always in writing. Some of these syllables, usually consisting of the neutral vowel written –e, were an integral part of the word deriving from a previous form, whether in Old English, Old French, or occasionally some other language. Others were inflections carrying a grammatical significance. They also often consisted of the neutral vowel alone, but often it was followed by a consonant; and some inflections consisted of a consonant alone. (Riverside Chaucer, p. xxx)
Nouns :
Monosyllabic nouns ending in the singular in either a consonant or a diphthong acquire a second syllable in the plural, as bokes, dayes. Words ending in –e add only –s and so remain of the same syllabic structure.
Case in the singular is mostly shown in the genitive, or possessive, by adding –s or –es. A few possessives take no ending, being descended from Old English nouns that were unchanged in the genitive. These are mainly nouns of relation ending in –r, such as fader, brother, suster. Proper names ending in –s add no suffix in the possessive, as Venus. In the plural, the possessive is usually identical in form with the nominative, as hir freendes soules (Tales III.1725); but nouns forming the plural by change of vowel also add –es in the possessive, as mennes wittes.

Adjectives :
Like nouns, adjectives may end their basic form in –e. Adjectives with either one or two syllables do not normally inflect for case, even though they do regularly add –e when qualifying a plural noun and in certain cases in the singular too.
Adverbs :
Many adverbs are derived from adjectives, often by means of the suffix –e. Adverbs are also formed with –ly or –liche, for example, playnly, rudeliche.
Verbs :

The characteristic ending of the infinitive of nearly all verbs is –en or –e, but a few monosyllabic words with a long vowel or diphthong in the stem eliminate the –e, as seyn (pronounced ‘sign’). There are, however, several alternatives without –n.
Syntax :
Differences are usually decipherable, since they tend to constitute reversals of word order or the replacement of the plural by the singular: e.g., the colour in hir face (= their faces).

iii.
Versification
Two traditions: (a) The first tradition evolved from Old English and Germanic poetry. This depended on a pattern of stressed syllables in each line; the lines were linked by alliteration of initial sounds. (b) The other tradition arose in the twelfth century, and so was more recent, and imitated French and Latin literature. This depended partly on the number of syllables in each line and partly on the linking of lines in rhyming couplets, or in other cases groups of lines were linked by rhymes separated by more than one line. In English this verse line usually had eight syllables, though it might have any number between seven and ten, and so the number of stressed syllables, usually half the total number, was very often four.
Chaucer’s versification : In much of Chaucer’s poetry, excepting his early work, he uses a longer line than was usually used at the time, containing five stresses. In most of the Canterbury Tales, Chaucer arranges this line in rhyming couplets, for which no earlier model has been found. There is evidence in the Tales of Chaucer’s familiarity with the alliterative tradition, but he always wrote rhymed verse, to the structure of which alliteration is never essential.

3.
Canon and chronology of Chaucer’s works
Periodisation responds to the tendency of Chaucer’s works to reflect his current reading and interests:

i) French
ii) Italian
iii) English: The Canterbury Tales
4.
The Canterbury Tales: Structure
a) Ten fragments: editorial units determined by the existence of internal signs of connectedness between tales
b) No explicit connections between the fragments, except in the case of fragments IX and X, and in one manuscript tradition (the Ellesmere ms.) IV and V
c) No explicit indication of the order in which Chaucer intended the fragments to be read
5.
The Pardoner’s Prologue
i.
Sources and Analogues
Pardoners: licensed by the Church to transmit absolution to sinners
Medieval witness to the use of false relics and pardoners’ practice of selling pardons for cash: treatises, sermons, statutes; clerical diatribes

Chaucer’ sources: written? pardoner folklore? observed practice?

Confessional form: the Pardoner is talking, or boasting, to his companions
Vice in moral allegory
Psychological motives for avarice? Calculated to satisfy his sinful appetite? or the resourceful artfulness of a psychopathological compulsive?
ii.
Structure, Themes, and Style
My theme is alwey oon, and evere was –

Radix malorum est Cupiditas.
(333-4; cf. 400-1, 425-6)
1)
The first section: expounding his techniques (335-99);
2)
The second section: making clear his ‘entente’ in preaching – to make money, or if the going gets rough, to ‘spitte out venym’, but certainly not to save souls (400-34);
3)
The third section extends his avarice to cover his whole way of life, and also relates his vice to the processes of storytelling (435-62).
The everyday concerns of rural life: cows and oxen, wheat, wells, soup.
A world of material fact, not religious doctrine
Church presents holiness in the form of bodily fragments which were believed to sustain a connection with the glorified bodies of saints, but the Pardoner’s false relics are mere physical objects, bones and rags.
‘to saffron with my predicacioun’: drawn from gourmet food
A world of carnal and carnivorous materialism; Pardoner rejects apostolic life of labour and poverty, preferring solid gains of ‘moneie, wolle, chese and whete’, wine and wenches

Storytelling: of a piece with his skill as a preacher: ‘lewed peple loven tales olde’
May even, as a side-effect, bring people to repentance through his sermons
Morally profitable / financially profitable
Conversion of the spiritually valuable into material wealth
Though myself be a ful vicious man,

A moral tale yet I yow telle can.

(459-60)
Knowledge of evil enables Pardoner not to choose the good but to exploit it
Prologue’s self-congratulatory complacency – horrific and comic: anti-authoritarian flouting of Christian principle; carnival licence
Chaucer condemns by wit and sheer outrageousness rather than by invective.
To do for the seminar …
Read the Pardoner’s Prologue; examine the three sections outlined above under Structure, Themes and Style, and identify features that characterise each section. For example, in section one, you should look for evidence of the techniques the Pardoner uses in preaching; in section two, look for evidence of his intention in preaching; and so on.
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