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Research Paper

 The Pardoner’s Motives: Inherently Evil or Misunderstood?

For centuries, critics have reveled in maligning Chaucer’s Pardoner for his exceptionally wicked temperament. Admittedly, the Pardoner damns himself by living an explicit life of immorality, but conclusively, the Pardoner’s intentions are vague. In this essay, I will explain the Pardoner’s brilliant strategies for winning the story-telling game that Harry Bailly originally suggested for the pilgrimage, including an analysis of his confrontation with the Host, when his strategies prove offensive.

Despite his unknown gender and sexuality, the Pardoner leaves no room for ambiguity as he candidly describes his lifestyle in the prologue to his tale. Radix malorum est Cupiditas is his sermon theme, translated as “greed is the root of all evil”. Consistently bragging about his covetousness, it is peculiar that the Pardoner preaches against the very vice that he himself is consumed by. 

“By this gaude have I wonne, yeer by yeer,

An hundred mark sith I was pardoner, 

I stoned lyk a clerk in my pulpet,

And whan the lewed peple is doun yset,

I preche so as ye han herd bifoore

And telle an hundred false japes moore.

Thanne peyne I me to strecche forth the nekke,

And est and west upon the peple bekke,

As dooth a dwve sittynge on a berne.” (PP 389-97)1
Though his hypocrisy is unnerving, the Pardoner begins to form a façade for himself with every word, all for the sake of winning the tale telling game.  He not only reveals his dishonesty and greed, but the phoniness of his prized relics. Ultimately, he confirms what the pilgrims had already suspected, and perhaps gains admiration of some, though this is unlikely. He hardly seems repentant for his actions, though the prologue may be analyzed as his confession. There is some hope in the Pardoner’s preaching; he is appealing to humanity in that he warns others of the danger and evil of the sins he possesses, in a “do as I say, not as I do” manner. He might possibly have used his admittance to cast himself in a more positive light, resulting in increased vulnerability on the pilgrims’ behalf, which could potentially help him win the tale telling game.

“For myn entente is nat but for to wynne, And nothing for correccioun of synne.” (PP 403-404). This is the first instance that the Pardoner verbally states his motives as pure intent to win, and clarifies that he indeed is not concerned with the whether or not the sinners are pardoned. At then end of his prologue, the Pardoner emphasizes his intentions once more.

 “A moral tale yet I yow telle kan, Which I am wont to preche for to wynne.” (PP 460-461). After hearing the Physicians tale, the pilgrims request to hear a moral tale, which is not necessarily the choice of the Pardoner. It is hard to blame him for being such a hypocrite in this respect, though his tale of choice is interesting. 

The Pardoner thrives on gleaning money from those who are enchanted by his sermon by selling pardons, usually alleged saint’s relics that he acquired one way or another. He relies on his story-telling abilities to make a living, so it comes as no surprise when, at the commencement of his tale, he seals his act the same way. 

“It is an honour to everich that is heer

 That ye mowe have a suffisant pardoner

 T’assoille yow in contree as ye ryde, 

For aventures whiche that may bityde. 

Peraventure ther may fallen oon or two

Doun of his hors and breke his nekke atwo. 

Looke which a seuretee is to yow alle, 

That I am in youre felaweshipe yfalle, 

That may asoille yow, bothe moore and lasse, 

What that the soule shal fro the body passе,” (PT 932-40)

 The fact is, that the Pardoner’s tale has not ended before this occurs, making the showcasing of the relics, his words to the pilgrims and the Host, all part of his tale. This is peculiar, as in the previous Squire’s tale, when he is done telling his story, Chaucer cues the reader to the words spoken separately from the tale “Heer folwen the wordes of the Frankeleyn to the Squier, and the wordes of the Hoost to the Frankeleyn,” (ST). Because there is no cue from Chaucer in the Pardoner’s tale, Chaucer seems to infer that the Pardoner’s words are part of his story.

 The Pardoner appears as a magician who is eager to reveal his bag of tricks, but the pilgrims are not easily fooled, as “the Knight, Clerk, Franklin, Man of Law, Prioress, her Nun, her Priest, the Physician, Monk, Friar, and especially the Wife of Bath (three-time pilgrim to Jerusalem)—such pilgrims might have seen too many splinters of the true cross, or too many nails, to conclude that Christ was crucified once. Moreover, the Miller, Reeve, and Manciple were too well versed in deceit themselves to have credited all the bogus relics they encountered”2, not to mention the Pardoner’s previous admittance that the relics he is wielding are fakes. Furthermore, the wide use of fake relics in legitimate churches was not uncommon during this time, as the requirement of the decree of the second Nicaean council of 787 was that every church was to house relics of saints in order to be consecrated, requiring them to be invented to meet the demand. “Even more so than the Pardoner’s, many of these relics were extremely absurd: a shoulder blade of a holy innocent; a phial containing the Virgin’s milk; a piece of one of the loaves that fed 5,000.”3 So the Pardoner’s possession of such relics really couldn’t have raised an eyebrow, and he is well aware of this, knowing that he is somewhat exploiting the pilgrims’ faith. The Pardoner uses his tale as a sales-pitch to try and sell his pardons; if he succeeds in this, it will be confirmation to him that he is an excellent storyteller, and will ultimately reveal the foolishness of the pilgrims, especially since the Pardoner was forthcoming with all of them in the prologue. Not only then will he be able to laugh at their expense, he will also satiate his greed for money, and possibly win the dinner at the end of the pilgrimage.

 The Pardoner targets Harry Bailly to be the first to kiss his relics. In the General Prologue, the Host is described:

“A seemly man Oure Hooste was withalle

For to han ben a marchal in an halle.

A large man he was with eyen stepe—

A fairer burgeyes is ther noon in Chepe—

Boold of his speche, and wys, and wel ytaught,

And of manhood hym lakkede right naught.” (GP 751-56)

Chaucer illustrates the Host as the perfect example of masculinity, making him an ideal target for the Pardoner. As mentioned previously, the ambiguity of the Pardoner’s gender and sexuality would prove reason enough to attack Harry Bailly. He is threatened by Harry’s authority and his masculinity, and is driven by his envy to emasculate him, in which case, his targeting Bailly would seem an unconscious decision. However, the Pardoner appeals to the ‘sentence and solas’ that comprises a good tale, by providing an entertaining scene for the uninvolved pilgrims, which infers that he has intended his ‘vicious’ jest for the Host based on his understanding of the Host’s character.

“I rede that oure Hoost here shal byginne,

For he is moost envoluped in synne. 

Come forth, sire Hoost and offre first anon,

And thou shalt kisse the relikes everichon,

Ye for a grote! Unbokele anon thy purs.”(PT 941-44)

The Pardoner teases the Host with his accusations, but the Host does not delight in the Pardoner’s humor. In fact, he is rather angry.

                                       “Nay, nay!” quod he, “thane have I Christes curs!

Lat be,” quod he “it shal nat be, so theech!

Thou woldest make me kisse thyn olde breech,

And swere it were a relyk of a seint,

Though it were with thy fundament 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.

Lat kutte hem of, I wol thee helpe hem carie;

They shul be shryned in an hogges toord!” (PT 948-55)

The Pardoner awakens an incredible fury in Harry Bailly, making him so angry that he threatens to enshrine the Pardoner’s testicles in a ‘hog’s turd’, which is an “askew inversion of the relic and the reliquary: the Pardoner’s ‘pigges bones’ seem to inspire Harry’s ‘hogges toord’. At the same time, his offer parodies the common practice of translating relics from place to place, a solemnized event that often inspired an annual celebration”4, similar to the pilgrimage to Canterbury. Without being privy to the fact of whether or not the Pardoner even has testicles is a more in-depth reason as to why the insult works. Calling attention to this specific absence (if this is in fact the case) could render the Pardoner especially horrified.

There are many possible reasons as to why Harry Bailly reacts as violently as he does. It is perhaps the Pardoner’s clever play on words that contributed to Harry’s seething anger. “In such a light the word “envoluped” seems plausibly referable to L. volup (adv. pleasurably, especially with reference to sensual pleasure; cf. Eng. “voluptuous”). In addition, one might also suspect that volupes used by Bishop Isidore of Seville in one of his mistaken etymologies, for vulpes (fox), the perennial emblem of deceit may have contributed to Harry’s anger, as the Pardoner could have been insinuating this about him”.5 The problem with this inference however, is that the Pardoner is in fact the most deceitful pilgrim on the trip, and likening Harry to himself is outwardly offensive to the Host. In addition to this, the Pardoner also calls on Harry Bailly to “unbokele anon thy purs”(945). In the Wife of Bath’s tale, the use of “nether purs” referenced the male genitalia; the Pardoner is clearly using this pun in a sexual way to get a rise out of his ‘victim’.6 Most obvious is the fact that the Pardoner poses a threat to the pilgrimage as a whole. He conveniently offers his promises of salvation to the pilgrims before they reach Becket’s shrine, almost completely defeating the purpose of the journey, which apparently directly angers and offends Bailly, though the unlikelihood of the pilgrims providing donations has been previously understood. From Harry Bailly’s perspective, the Pardoner is disrupting the fellowship of the ‘compaignye’ on which the pilgrimage is based. This discovery calls to attention a new issue of the pilgrims’ faith and its severe exploitation. The Pardoner’s honest sales-pitch makes the Host painfully aware of his skepticism, while upon arrival at Becket’s shrine he is to perform an act of faith precisely contrary to that skepticism.7 It does not seem probable that this was maliciously intended on the Pardoner’s behalf, it is second nature to him to offer up his relics for veneration, especially since his tale echoed a sermon.  It is also possible that the Host is simply jealous of the Pardoner’s ability to enchant the company for means of financial gain, a trait that Bailly does not possess. 

 The Pardoner is speechless at the end of the Host’s rant; though his character has always been in jeopardy, the Host’s rant might have hit him with a low blow. It is also possible that the Pardoner is basking in the ‘solas’ that he is giving the rest of the pilgrims, either way, it is apparent he did not expect this kind of reaction, though it seemed to overshoot his mark. It is evident that the pilgrims thoroughly enjoy Harry’s outburst as they immediately dissolve into a collective laughter, proof that the Pardoner’s tale was able to indulge them in some form of ‘solas’. Their laughter also confirms that the Pardoner’s teasing of Harry Bailly was just that; if what the Pardoner was saying contained any element of truth, the pilgrims may not have been as comfortable with the situation, clarifying the Pardoner’s intentions for entertainment purposes. “Just as he does when he discusses marriage elsewhere in The Canterbury Tales, the Host impulsively reveals more about what is troubling him than he would acknowledge upon reflection.”8 In other words, he unwittingly shows his weakness through his vulgar retort to the Pardoner’s sly offer.

Geoffrey Chaucer uses the Pardoner as a catalyst in providing readers with much anticipated ‘sentence and solas’ through his prologue and tale, not to mention that the Pardoner proves to be one of if not the most difficult character(s) to understand. He tells a tale that parallels a sermon that opposes his character, exposing himself for the hypocrite that he is in an attempt to confuse the ‘compaignye’. The simple fact that his prologue and tale derive feelings of pity or disgust in the pilgrims proves that his tale telling skills are professional; any reaction is a good one. Based on this alone, his chances of winning the tale telling game are high as he has smartly paired himself with a tale that is not fit for him to tell, but otherwise appeals to any genuine clergyman. To many, his motives are not justifiable, and while the Pardoner is an arguably vile character, using the Church to benefit from the beliefs of others, he uses his brilliance and his polished tale telling skills in attempt to win a meal at the Tabard Inn at the expense of the ‘compaignye’. 
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