

Pardoner’s Prologue and Tale
PRIVATE 

GENERAL POINTS ABOUT PARDONER
What is a pardoner?

A pardoner was a minor official of the Church, a cleric, who was allowed to raise money, by selling indulgences or pardons for sins committed and to beg for money.  The pardoner did not really have the right to forgive past sins, but they often made the claim anyway.

How might you characterize Chaucer’s Pardoner?

He seems a complete scoundrel; he cares nothing for the lives or souls of his flock except in so far as he can fleece them.  He wants money and the material goodies that he can buy with it.

Anything about his sexuality?

In the General Prologue to the Canterbury Tales the narrator presents the Pardoner as something strange.  The narrator says that he thought he was either a gelding or a mare, a eunuch or a woman.

What of the way he makes a living?

He takes advantage of gullible people, intentionally convincing them of his abilities to improve their immortal condition, while gleefully taking their money.

What of his rhetorical abilities?

By his own admission and by the quality of the prologue and tale, he is good.  He may be an example of the very talented artist who is actually not a very good person.

So some more general points:

1. Easy association -- bad preacher, Jim Baker, Jimmy Swaggart, fill in your favorite here.

But he reveals himself in a strange confession, like a member of the Seven Deadlies in an allegorical procession, 

2. Good preacher though -- how can a bad person be a good artist, especially a good preacher.
Taylor, P. B.  "Peynted Confessiouns: Boccaccio and Chaucer." Comparative Literature 34 (1984): 116-129.

3. Allegory of Eunuchry -- homo vetus vs. homo nova.  Some scholars have read his eunuchry as an allegory of someone without the hope of Christ, the homo vetus or old man, one cut off from salvation, unlike the new man, homo nova, who is folded into the community of the blessed.
Miller, Robert P. "Chaucer's Pardoner, the Scriptural Eunuch, and the Pardoner's Tale," Chaucer Criticism: The Canterbury Tales. Eds. Richard Schoeck and Jerome Taylor. Vol. 1. Notre Dame: U of Notre Dame P, 1960. 221-244.

A more recent statement:

McAlpine,  Monica. “The Pardoner’s Homosexuality and How It Maters.”  Chaucer, new Casebooks. Eds. Valerie Allen and Ares Axiotis.  Basingstoke: Macmillan, 1997. 36-50.

II. STRUCTURE OF THE PRO AND TALE

A. Prologue as Confession, he gives us his technique:
1. He announces the theme: greed is the root of all evil.
2. He shows up with pardons and false relics

3. Reveals each relic
4. Then preaches
5. Finally he comments on the profit motive

B. Thematic sermon or homily
1. The topic of his sermon are the sins of swearing, gluttony (drinking), and gambling

2. He next provides short exemplary stories for each of the sins
3. Lot, Herod, Atilla, Adam and Eve, Lamuel

4. Mini-sermon on the evils of the “belly” in which he reveals way too much knowledge of wine and cooking

5. Then sins of hasardry or gambling

6. Mini-exempla of Stilboun and King Demetrius

7. Then a small sermon against swearing

8. Minor examples of swearing that combine gambling

9. Then the story proper, set in a tavern in a plague-stricken country
10. His tale then is a longer exemplary story or exemplum of the three rioters on all of the sins
11. The three rioters drink, swear, and finally gamble in a way with a murder plot to win all the loot.

12. First they hear of a fellow drunk who was taken away by “this thief death”
13. Then they hear of others who have been killed, whole villages
14. The three drunken rioters decide, after swearing a bit, that they will kill death.
15. On their quest to find death they encounter an old man, and the proudest of the three challenges him.

16. The Old Man puts them off with a little sermon on the unappealing nature of getting old, but also on the fact that he wants to die but mother earth won’t take him in. 

17. The rioters won’t let him pass till he gives them information on the whereabouts of death and so the Old Man points them to a “crooked path” under an old oak tree.
18. Of course the rioters find gold in the tree.  Greed is the root of all evil; get it?  Root!

19. They find the gold and decide that they have to sneak it out at night so one person must go to town to get bread and wine for the evening.
20. Of course, while the young one is gone to town, the other two plot to kill him upon his return and while in town the young one plots to kill the other two.

21. They all end up dead; thus the wages of sin is death.

C. The tale concludes with the Pardoner offering his pardons and relics to the crown and especially the host, but the host responds with a pretty rough retort.

D. Themes of the Pro and Tale
1. Tavern sins, especially gluttony.

2. Self-destructive nature of sin.

3. The reduction of the spiritual to the material and the consequent exile from grace.

4. The reduction of substance or spirit from words to mere tools of work
5. This reduction could be a critique not only of the Church and of pardoners but also of the newish philosophy of nominalism, which denies the real existence of universals.

Some movies that might be considered versions of the Pardoner’s Tale
Shallow Grave (1995) 


Director: Danny Boyle
Starring: Ewan McGregor, Kerry Fox
MPAA Rating: R
Release Date: February 1995


Synoposis:
When faced with a unique challenge, the relations among three young friends are changed forever. In the process, their veneers of privilege and breeding give way to what lies behind: greed, deceit and evil

	The Treasure of the Sierra Madre (1948)
Director: John Huston , 
Star: Humphrey Bogart , Walter Huston , Tim Holt , Bruce Bennett , Robert Blake , John Huston , 
Jack Holt , Jose Torvay , 
Producer: Henry Blanke ,  

	Three poverty-stricken dreamers head out to the Mexican mountains in search of gold. They find their 
booty, and, at first, their friendship grows along with their fortune. But then paranoia and greed begin 
to take over, endangering all they have managed to gain.





