“The Pardoner’s Tale” from The Canterbury Tales byGeoffrey Chaucer, translated by Nevill Coghill 


Before You Read

Make the Connection

The story in “The Pardoner’s Tale” has roots that are old and widespread.  Greed as the root of evil is a theme that appears in stories the world over.  Starting from the Latin saying “Radix malorum est cupiditas” – translated loosely as “The love of money is the root of all evil” – the Pardoner presents us with an exemplum, an anecdote that teaches a moral lesson.  As in all the tales, Chaucer fits the story to the character of the storyteller.  (You may wish to review the description of the Pardoner in lines 689-734 of the general Prologue.)

Literary Focus
Irony
Chaucer is a master of both verbal and situational irony.  You use both types of irony yourself all the time.  You use verbal irony when you say one thing but mean something else.  When a friend asks you how you liked spending three hours cleaning your room, you might answer, “It was just great.”  You both know that was not the case, of course.  In situational irony, what actually happens is different from what you expect.  Situational irony occurs when it rains on the weather forecasters’ picnic or when the police officer’s son robs the bank.

Irony is a contrast or a discrepancy between expectations and reality – between what is said and what is meant, between what is expected and what happens, or between what appears to be true and what actually is true.

Background
In the medieval Church, a pardoner was a member of the clergy who had been given power by the pope to forgive sins and grant indulgences.  Even when their sins were forgiven in this earthly life, however, many believed that punishment for their sinful deeds awaited them in the next life.  Indulgences could help alleviate this problem: They were promises made by the Church to reduce the length and severity of punishments due after death.  Forgiving sins and granting indulgences were powers the Church gave the clergy for the spiritual benefit of believers.  Such benefits were not supposed to be bought and sold, but greedy clergy sometimes took advantage of people’s fear of punishment to demand money.  Some, like Chaucer’s Pardoner, went so far as to keep the money for themselves instead of turning it over to the Church.

Making Meanings 
Reading Check 
a. How does the Pardoner describe his own character and morals in his Prologue? 

b. According to “The Pardoner’s Tale,” why are the three rioters looking for Death? 

c. Where does the old man tell the three rioters to look for Death? How do they treat him? 

d. Describe the rioters’ plan for the gold and how it proves fatal to all three men. 

e. Why do the Pardoner and the Host quarrel at the end of the tale? Who patches up their quarrel? 

First Thoughts 
1. How did you respond to the tale told by the Pardoner? How did you respond to the fact that it was told by a man of the Pardoner’s character? 

Shaping Interpretations 
2. How do the tavern knave and the publican personify Death? What does the rioters’ response to the description tell you? 

3. What do you think the poor old man may symbolize? 

4. Irony is a discrepancy between expectations and reality. How many layers of irony can you identify in this story? 

5. Why is it ironic that the Pardoner preaches a story with this particular moral? How would you account for the psychology of the Pardoner: Is he truly evil, just drunk, or so used to cheating that he does it automatically? 

6. What do you think Chaucer is satirizing in “The Pardoner’s Tale”? 

7. What moral does the Pardoner want us to draw from his tale? What moral do you think Chaucer wants you to draw from the Pardoner’s tale? 

Extending the Text 
8. Do people with the Pardoner’s ethics and tricks still exist today—in any field of life? Explain. 

