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rus the.i. is an exploration ot the internaI .elt­
refiex1vit7 ot three of the canterbury Tales. the pardoner's 
zale. the M!nciple's ~ale, and the Run's Priest's Tale. ,I 
hope to show that Chaucer ls more self-conscious about the 
strategies of fiction-~aking and the relation be~Heen art and 
truth than is ge~erally acknowledged. In these tales, the 
complex and ambiguous relationship that exists between the 

" - literaI level of the story and the conceptual meaning it ia 
supposed to illustrate, reveals something of the processes and 
limitations of fiction itselt. The Augustinian theory of the 
cl1vinely ordained cognitive power of language to reveal truth 
le the criterion against which l examine the pardoner's 
attempted subversion of the inherently appropriate relation­
ship of words and symbols to that which they signify. The 
failure of the analogical relation between 'chat' and 'frqytt 
to assert itself in the Nun's Priest's wale ia an affront to 
the medieval theory of allegoria, and calls'into question the 
dictum that fiction is justified only if it tunctions didact­
ically as a figurative expression of moral doctrinal truth. 
!he "realism" of the framework story authenticates the 

,~'." narrative while simultaneously emphasizing the "literary" , 
quality of the tales. The framework structure establishes a 
~c relation betw8en fiction and truth -- more accurately 
between realms of fiction -- paradigmatic to that which ~ 
manifested internally in the tal~s l analyze. Within the 
contines of his literary'artitice, Chaucer reveals something 
of the power of language and of li terature to create and 
transform as weIl as to reilect reality. 
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Cett~ thèse est une exploration du rerlet intérieur dans 
trois contes des Canterbury Tales. le Pardoner's Tale, le 
,,"clple's Tale, et le NUn's Priest's Tale. J'espère montrer 
~ue Chaucer est plus conscient des stratégies fictives et du 
rapport entre l'art et la vérité de ce qu'on lui reconnatt 
généralement. Dans ces contes, le rapport complex et ambigu 
qui existe entre le niveau +ittéral de l'histoire et le sens 
conceptuel qu'il est censé illustrer, révèle quelquechose des 
procédés et des limites de la fiction en èlle-mO~e. La 

théorie augustinienne du pouvoir cognitif de la langue divine­
ment décrété à révéler la vérité est le critère sur lequel je 
base mon evaluation de la tentative subversive qU'ettectue 
le "Pardoner" du rapport fondamentalement juste des mots et 
des symboles à ce qu'ils signifient. L'échec du rapport 
analogique entre, "chaf" et "fruyt" à s'affirmer dans le Nun's 
Prlest's Tale est un affront à la théorie médiévale de 
l'allegoria, et s'interroge le dictum que la ti~tion est justi­
fiée seulement si elle fonctionne didactiquement en tant 
qu'expression figurative'de la doctrine morale de la vérité. 
Le "réalisme" de l'histoire~encadrement rend authentique la 
narrativité en soulignant simultanément la qualité "littéraire" 
des contes. La structure-encadrement établit un rapport 
4Ynamique entre la tiction et la vérité -- entre, plus pr'-, 
cisêment, les domaines de la fiction -- paradigmatiquement 
à ce que est intérieurement manifesté dans les contes que 
Jeanalise. A lelntérieur des limites de ses artifices 
littéraires, Cnaucer révèle quelquechoae du pouvoir de la 
~e et de la littérature de créer et de transformer comae 
aussi de re~l'ter la réalité. 
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Introduction 

Rulms ot Ficti:on 
~' .. 

...- ~ ....... _'_,. ___ ,..~~...-o.-~~ffIII1"'''''' ... 
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studies ot the selt-conscious nature ot Chaucer's 
literar,y art usually concern the role of the tirst person 
narrator. This thesis will examine the internaI selt­
rerlexivity of three of the Canterbury Tales. MY approach Is . 
a thematic exploration ot how these tales comment implicitly 
upon the nature and function of literature and its potential 
influence on human behaviour. Hence the seareh for the "sub­
stance"- ~ a single conceptual meaning based upon a priori 
:truth extrinsic to the work, (the "fruyt" which the Nun' s 
Priest teasingly invites his'audience to sqrt out from the 
·chat") - - gives way to the search for the instinsie struc­
tures which calI attention to the strategies of fiction­
mating. MY method is to serutinize those aspects of the fic­
tion that imply more about its own proeess and purpose than 
its ostensible 'meaning'. Hence internaI textual evidence is 
ot primary importe This procedure, however, is complicated by 
tne tact that, as Robert Burlin points out, "insofar as the 
poet's "definitions" are implieated in the very process of 
fictions, they ahare in its ironie cover, in the semantic 
relativi ty of i ts dramatic oCC,asions." l In the opening chapte~ 
l will endeavour to tormulate a working detinition of the term 
'literary aelf-retlexivity', and l will briefly discuss the 

\ 

tunction of the tramework story ot the pilgrimage as a device 
which simultaneously authenticates the experience of the jour­
ney as Chaucer relates it, and emphasizes (by a contrast more 
apparent than re&!) the tietional nature ot the tales. 

Purely fictive, the tramework structure.establlshes a 
~ie relationship between art and experience which, l hope 
to prove, manitests Itself within the admittedly literary and 
contriv.ed tales themselves. The verisimilitude of the frame­
wort and it. interaction with'the tales allows tor, and not 
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·"tntrequently confuses, the distinction between 'realism' and 
\' \ 

'artifice' withln a work of art. The rea1ms of the frame and 
the'tales' Interpenetrate in many ways. The shifting of par-. . , 

,'spectiv~ between varying levels of. fiction underlines the role 
,., of the ar,tist as manipulator. Chaucer assérts his authori ty 

by manlpulating his fiction. occaslonally, for instance, the 
events of the frame interpose themselves into a story, des­
troying the dramatic illusion of the pilgrimage narratl'nr-in a 
way which the existence of the tales does not, for the frame­
work story exists ta make allowance for them. Two blatant 
examples of this confusion of art and reali~y - - that Is the 
confusion of different realms of fiction - - are the Reeve's 
certainty that the Miller's Tale of a cuckolded carpenter 15 a 
personal affront, and the allusion to the Wife Of Bath by 
Justinus in the Merchant· s Tale. The disruptions of illus~~f 
occur not only in the relationship between frame and tales, 
but, as l will discuss, within the Nun's Priest·s Tale-1tsel:f. 

Robert Jordan describes the inorganic and arehitectonlc 
structure of Chaucer's poetry, characterized by "the overt 
manipulatio~ of fixed structural elemen~and "inert, sel:f-

. contained parts". 2 as antl thetical to the post romantic theory 
of organ!c unity. the self-perpetuation of fiction, and the 
practice of unbroken illusion. Chauéer's mistrust of fiction 
manifests itself not only in the Retraction but in the struc-, 
ture of his poem and the mechanical, additive principle of its 

, construction .. 

Precisely, such disruptive practices are at the very" 
centre of Chaucer's art, and they are integral to his 
sens~ o~he inorganic discontinuity between :fiction and 
exp~~nce;, The-primar,y artistic means of discriminating 
betiéen art ànd life is thé clear structured outline. the 
explicit indication of the limits of illusion •••• Though 
strongly secular in their persuasion, the new humanists 
of the late Middle Ages shared with the Church Fathers 
the understanding that poetic utterance le literally 
untrue •••• The irregularities and inconsistencies of a 
Chaucerian narrative ••• (the) overt evidence'of the 
maker's band - the exposed joints and seams, the unre­
solved contradictions, thé clashes of perspective - are 
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Dot 81mply the signa o~ prim! ti ,!e gen1us, as Sidney . 
and DrYden were wllling ,to believe, nor are they trivial 
st,vlistic blemishes, as modern advocatès of ps.ychologl­
cal realism and dramatic unity have maintained. They 
are sign1:f'icant determinants of Chaucer"' s art, based 
upon an aesthetic which conceives of art ••• as an 
inorganic material, a "veil". J 

The layered structure of the work as an entity place. 
the tales in a relationsh~p to the whole analogous to the 
uaual relationship of words to the fiction of which they are 
the building blocks. In response to his question, "What is a 
canterbury Tale?" \'lilliam Frost comments s "By becoming part 
'ot a multiple conversation whose units are not simply words or 
questions.or stateme~ts but also complete narratives, the Can­
terbury tale also makes an implicit observation on the very 
nature of communi ty and cOrD.'Dunication. ,,4 \'Ii th one exception, 
which l will attempt to justify. l llmlt myself to tales told 
by clerics., This is because a work of fiction which defles 
traditional doctrinal Interpretation and undermines the moral 
catch-aIls appended to it by asserting its supremacy over ,them, 
makes'a comment aIl the more pointed if told by an ecclesia~t 
in the form of an exemplum -- a brief story with the explicit 
purpose of illustrating the meaning of the sermon. In the ' 
tales of the pardoner and the Nun's Priest, 'a complex and am-o 

bigUous relationship exists between the literaI particulars ot 
the story and the symbolic meanings traditionally associated 
with them. The way in which this problem is rnanifested in 
these two tales, however, is radically different. In the case 
of the Pardoner, ,rny discu~sion focuses on his attempted subver­
sion of the view of ~he- /sacred relationship between language and 
reality· formulate~bY st. A~\ stine -- his denial of 'meaning' 
which the pilgrims reject. "H ls too articulate," Penelope 
Curtis writes, "the more he iks, the more he mocks speech 
as a power for truth or !alsehood_"5 The key issue, then, is 
the medieval theory of the source of the signi!ying powe,r ot 
language ~nd of symbols. The Augustinian tradition that words 
and signs are inherently rel~~ed to the pre-existent 
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'rek11ty' they represent underlies mr analys~s, o~/the , 
lardoner's Tale and the Manclple's ?-ale, for both the pa~don.r 
and Phebus deviate ~rom this view, attempting to re-create 

"reality through language. In the case of the Nun's Priest's 
l!!!, the si~~icanee lies in the ambigui ty ot the relat~on­
ship between li terary and symbolic ~ The failure ot allegory. 
and the resultant auto-re~erentiallty o~ thiâ tale whieh in­
vites exegetieal eommentar,y, ia itse~ an assertion o~ the 
independanee o~ ~1ction from didacticism -- one 'which. l hope 
,to show, ultimately recla1ms the symbol tor the literal level. 
~is de:t'ies st. Augustine's di,etate that ~;gurative expression 
should be reserved to express moral truth and Christian doc- ~ 
~1ne, and that, because It ia enigmatle in nature, it is best 

, . 
suited :t'or this purpose. The Nun's Priest's Tale undermines 
the relationship between fruit and chaff upon whieh the de­
tance o~ fiction rests. The Augustinian theory of the rela­
tio~hip between language and truth, then, Is the criterion 
against which l' evaluate the Pardoner's strategies, while the 
tailure o~ the acceptable relationship between fiction and 
truth ta assert itself is the basis for MY analysis of the 
!!Un' s Pti es t 's Tale. ' ....---..... 

The Parson's Tale is discussed as'a foil to t~se o~the 
Pardoner and the Nun's Priest because the languag~ of the lar-. ~ 
son does truly point ta a reality beyond itself. A discussion 
o:t' the M!nciple's Tale is included for two reasons. First be­
cause the Manciple makes explieit the malleable property of 
l~e -- the very words of which both fiction and exposi-' 
tory are composed -- which rend ers language vulnerable to 
manipulation, and man prone to self-deception. In the ~-­
ciple's Tale, no less than those of the pardoner and the Nun's 

1 • Pr1est, the misuse of language results in the creation of an 
alternate vision of reality, one independent of that revealed 
in the tale. Second, because each unit is part of a larger '"---- k that includes its teller, the other pilgrlms, their tales 
an the linking material, it ie possible to examine the in-
te ' 1 structure of a tale 'in relation to its teller, (the 
.. ~~~~~~~a_l~e)J as a selt-contained unit, (the Nun's Priest's 
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~ale) 1 and in relationahip to "'juXtaposed pilgrims and 'their 
tales, (the Manciple's Tale ~d t~e Parson's Tale). · "I~ the 

Canterbury group,- Burlin ~ites, na multiplieity of narra­
tors malees poss1ble.. an anatomY 0" the kinds of experienee 
that hide behind th~iction-maker's mask.· 6 .. 

The Pardoner sets out to prove the power of ~ords Inde­
pendent of truth by raising the question of whether art needs 
a moral base to sueeeed. His pilgrim audience is privy to the 
procèss by whieh he ensures that his art sueeeeds financially 
in the rural parishes. To sueeeed wlth the pilgrlms, however, 
they must be made aware that he has fooled them despite their 
ktlawledge of his methods. He thu)s brl'ngs :to light their pride. 

, ~ 

and fallibili ty. and despi te himself, is capable of maki,ng".a--
moral impa~t on their lives. Thé NUn's Priest's Tale has been 
treated as a skeletal foundatlon for"numerous allegorical in­
terpretations. Bach proposed reading Is fed by a selection r of the proliferation of ultimately incongruous motifs that 

/ 

abound in the tale. Interpretations range trom the hOly-man-
versus·devil contlict to that between the secular clergy and 
~he mendican~ friars, to an allegory, of the Fall of Man and 
an anti-feminist tract. It has also been read às a renuncia-

, tian of allegory, (presumably out of frustration with the 
quantit,y of mutually exclusive interpretations), a parody of 
the dictum that literature must instruct. l propose that the 
misuse of the techniques of literature makes explicit the 
strategies of fiction-making and commenta upon the relation­
ship of fiction ta revealed truth. The Manciple's and Par­
son's tales are placed relative to each other in a mutually 
qualitying relationship. The Manciple's Tale is subversive 
in that its mearting Is the power of language to manipulate. 
It illustrates the re-creation of 'reality' te accord with 
the word. Immediately following is the Parson's Tale with 
its emphasis on language as means to ,the saving power of 
truth and as a vehicle of salvation. In the words of Britton 
J. Harwood. "By language the Pars on will reconcile, the pil­
grims to God. Acting out of his own destiny, the Manciple, ' 
ridiculing words which become reality, prep~res the pilgrims 
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i.n hi., way ~or the ,o~d become Ple.h.· 7 It 111 no colnci­
dance that &11 the instance. descrlbed above are .1 ther 
aermons or eX!DJPla, or adapt and modify these torms. Punda­
mental to the \Dldertaking ot a pilgrJ.mage i8 the recogrU. tlon 
of one· s fai1ings, and a desire to repent and transtorm the 
selt. Hence much depends upon" the abili ty of the pilgr~s to 
understand the implications ot their own tales, and those o~ 
th.ir colleagues., 

The most succinct de:tW tion of the term "selt­
reflexivi ty .. as l use i t in this essay appears in an intro­
ductory article on this subject by Barbara A. Bab,cock, and ia 
attributed to Maurice Natanson. Refiexiv1ty 18 .. the Inevit­
able accompaniment of any method which de~ds IICrutiny of 

, i ta own terme and procedures ... 8 Babcock ç~lIIIIIents 1'urther 
-, 

upon the epiatemological paradox of eelt-reterential opera-' 
tionBt 

/ 
J 
\ 

The te~ retlexive, retlexivity and retlexivfmus ••• 
deacrlbe the capaci ty ot 1anguage Ud of thoucht - ot 
any system of signif'ication - to t~ or b.!Jld back upon 
Itaelf, to become an object to itselt, and to reter to 
i taelf. Whether we are discussing things grartlmatical 
or cognitive, what la meant i8 a reflex action or pro­
cess linking self and other, subject and objecte .-;-. 
IJ..nguists as well as philosophera have come to regard 
met&commuru.cation as the sine qua non of al1 communi­
cation. onl.y by being able ta reriect in words about 
words, to talk about talking, are we able to leam to 
talk and ta do 8.q successfully. 9 

ftls lesson is taught explici t1y by the pardoner, and impll­
ci tly by the lfUn' Il Priest. In both cases 1 will treat :the 
-mpu1ation of ~. as the subject ma"ar. Signi:tier . ' 

and s1gn1fied are one. 1 do not intend to Invest the term 
1 

·.elt-reflexivitt' wlth the connotations i t carries in modern, 
, cx:i tical. theory. MY method, inStèad. will be a conventional 
textual analysls o~ the tales to show the ver., subtle way in 
which they reveal. in thelr process aomethlng ot the nature 
o-r languase and,ot :tlctiOl'1 • 
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The modern view ot Po. tic 'language holds that i t 18 

characteristicall~ selt-conscioua. aware ot its OWft' communi­
cati ve naethods. Rather than servins as mllle'tic windows on 
the wot"ld, as mere vehieles tor ideas and doctrines wh'Nl 
or1.Sinate elsewhere. words are autonolllOWl en'tities. The 
lIledieval views ot language and of li terature. which l will 
diseuse respectlvelY in the tirst sections o~ my chapt.ra on 
the Pardoner's 'lale and the Hunts Priest's-Tale, hold that 
words and fiction (if the 1atter ie permi tted at &11) are 
va11d merely as expressive tools ot an extr1naic system ri 
be1iet or revealed truth~ Their reterent ia objective -aeal- ' 
i ty" • Allegory, Sheila De1any explains, is a tom or a 11 ter­
ary manifestation 01" analogy, a symbo11c mode of thought, and 
perception. lts didactlc :f'unction depends upon our abili ty 
to extract general trutha :trom particularSI 

( 

It requires the reader to bear in mind a structure 
dit:f'erent trom that o:f' the narrative but proportional 
ta 1. t, and to interpret the narrative ln terms of that 
other system •••• Non-allegorieal literature usually 
retere the reader back to the world he Inhabite •••• 
Most allegories, however, ••• refer us to a realm of 
abstract moral or religious ideas which are not only 
unknown but unknowable •••• Its method is circular. for 
the general truth to which allegory claims to lead must 
tirst be accepted if /the narrative is to have any d1d­
actic effect •••• ~iètemological1y, meanlng precedes 
narrative in allegory. Meaning generates symbole and 
provldes in advance the correct interpretation of 
those symbols. 10 ' 

Sel1'-referentlal thought 18 by i ts very nat sub-
jective procedure, and as such i8 incongruous wi h the ~pi8-

, temology 1'ormulated by st. -Augustine. This philosophy or 

fi
Wledge was dominant through the fourteerith century when 

he tenet .... of the contingency ot language upon objec'tive 
, 'rea1ity-; was shattered by the thought of William of Ockha.~. 

l de:fer MY discussion of Nominalism untl1 the conclusion., 
u whenl my observations concerning the' tunction of languâge in " 

_ the canterbury tales will be restated in terms ot thie new . 

/ 
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eplateaolog wh1ch 4en1e. that 'th. copitl".. powtr of lanp- ~ 
age 1. 41Y1ne17 orda lned to repreaent objecÜ.e truth, - ': 

e:ttecti.eiy UI'lClo1nc 1:11. aubetantial cônDectioft ot the .edleval. - L 
co..,.. .1 do not !MUl to 1Japly that tlle ortho4ox JUdie".l 
.,.a-tena ot' s1pJ.:t'icatlon is not inKerm't17 "nexi".. It la, 
iDastluch as, all lnterpreta'tlcin 1. -.%plici tly or "1Jçllcl:t17, ... 
ael1'-understandiag bY "e&ns ot underatancl1nc otherai,- as Paul 
Riccour stat.s, and adds, -i t is

l 

thua the paowth of' his own 
underatanding ot hluelt that tbe exe.ete pursues throUCh 
hls. underataftding ot the other. ,,11 But the tradl tlcmal medle-
val 'theory ot cognl tion pretends to objectlvi ty in that 

-------'\l8ngu.ace 18 'the .. eans to, and the retlectlpn ot, ~ruth. 

-~ 

Selt'-retlex1vl ty, on the other haftd, 18 simul taneously sub-
. jective and rigorously d.1scrim1.Dat1ng and" self'-cri tical. 1t 
la describe4 as tollows by Barbara Babcock. 

Dy con;tounding subject and object. seer and seen, selt 
and other, art and lite - in short, by playing back and 
torth across terminal~d categorieal boundaries and 
play wi th the very ture of human understanding --retl~ve processes r direct thoughtful attention to the 
tacu1ty or limited structures of thought~' language and 
soclety. Just as thinking is $ubversive, reflexiveness 
ln an.v tOrtil ••• remarks on the indigni ty of any clos ad 
system and reminds us that we have no absolute distinc­
~ions between what is 'real' and what is 'fictional', 
betwean 'l'and 'me', and that these domains are separ­
ated only by a transposition in our modes of attending 
to wha t there is.... paradox or any liminal or ambiguous 
situation is the occasion for retlaxivit,y and May wall 
involve us in infini te semiosls, if not the Infinite 
regress of self-regard. 12 

The· patadox whlch lles behind the occasion'of the"telling ot 
~the Pardoner's Tale, and the ambigulty within that of the 

Hun's Priest, ara the axes upon which MY examination ot their 
, 

self'-reflexive nature revolves. In both cases, .the obscurity 
,ot the 'sentence' points to i ts own solution. The scope of 
interpretation ls widened so that its processes and diftl-
cUlties are acknowledged and applied as part ot the answer 
to the q~8stlon of 'meaning'. 

• 
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llOb.rot Hann1.n,c, in his .ssay "The 'rheme 01' Art and L!1"e 
ln CbAuo.r' 8 poe"try- ex&lftlnes sOllle ot the ways ln which the soh.. ot th. CanterburY Tales explo,res. 

th. re1ationship between the artistic impulse that 
und.rl!es stor.ytelling, rqle-p1ayipg (the creation ot a 
-I*l.e" identity), or-the use ot l~e to toster 
3.1lusion, and the world, of experience to which the art­
lst's imagination must always respond. By probing th!s 
relationship, Chaucer is of course eonunenting on the 
power and limi ts of his own "cratt", b\lt he is also ex­
ploring th~ basic propensity we all share to transtorm. 
in tact or tancy, the realit,y ot our character and our 
si tuation, ta bring i t into line wi th our desires or 
:tel t needs. 13 

1'he ta~es, lite al1 art, are an attempt to impose shape, 
order and theretoré meaning onto eXperienee. The links, al­
though they too present us wi th highly Sélective and ordered 

~ . 
versio'na of reali ty. convey the sense ot variety and plenti-
tude, of intini te potential tor change that corrl"irms our 
impression of lite as a constant state of beco~ng; It is 
the links that contain the self-revelations of the pilgrims~ 
No~ Harrington points out, who contess "not sa much their 
s1ns~ as a sense of their own bewilderment at the unfathom­
able reality of their lives •••• (they) are engaged more or 
less consciously in the process of trying to discover what 
has happened to them and what, if anything~ this press of un­
digested circumstance means ... 14 In the special case of the 
pardoner; the incoherence and ambiguity -- the sudden changes 
br mood~ action and modes of discourse -- have been caretully 
contri ved by the poet as expressive of the mystery ot the 
'meaning' o-r this individual's experience. 

The " narrative frames of"Chaucer's contemporaries 
Boccaccl0 (Decameron) and Gower (Confessio Amantis) are pri­
marl1y ordering devices. Hanning discusses the comp1exity 

. -ot th~ &esthetic f'unctlon of Chaucer' s traming device 1 

.oh • s, @ ( _&4 J A 
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fta co1nc1dence o~ expanded mimetic and vlrtuoslc 
!.nterRions on Chaucer', part, gives the ~terbu~ tale. 
an 1nored1bl.y ambl tious double program. 0 su60rlnate 
art IIIOst tully to the manifold experiencts of li~e in 
order ta reproduce them f'ai thfully, and ye't to show how 
art dominates and metamorphoses experienee by impos1ng 
aD 1t strietures that satisty and harmonize purely aea­
thetic demanda for continuity, varlety and authoria1 
control in a li terary narrative. 15 

'l'hua •• are constantly reminded ot the artist' s power to 
orpnJ.ze experience and impos. comprehensible 'mean1ng' on 
it b~ tranacrlbina It within material tram authoritatlve 
sourc.s. 

'rhe 11 terary and artistic tunction o-r the ~raming 
_terial Ue. in the interplay of i ta comic social. 'real1sm' 
wl'th the clrcU1'llscribed and contrived world of the tales. 
~rton Bloomfield speaks of the inno~ation in Chaucer's de­
plctlonlot the social world in the frame, which amounts to 
"a report on the contemporary world and present history,"16 
te authenticate the inner stories. The temporal quali ty of 
the trame (combined with its contemporaneity), is opposed to 
the timeless quali ty of the tales, and creates the .fundamental 
illusion of 'realism' in the work. NO~ Harr!ngton. in 

/ 

hls study, "Experience, Art and the Framing of the Canter-
burY Tales," diseusses "the'overlapping and sometimes con­
t'lietlng claims of' authori ty and experience as sources of 
truth" to conclude. "In the end, neither art nor experience 
is'wholly _sanctionèd, Just as neither 18 whoily discredited."l7 

lA 

~is structure, l suggest, is paradigmatic to that whieh 
:t'unctions internally in the tales l examine. "Chaucer' 8 way 

ot detining the materials çf fiction implieates." Burlin 
suggests, -the question of what one knows with that of' how 
such knowledge has come to be ••• when such philosophical 
problems were eolored by the assumption of an absolute Truth. 
'the comparative validi ty ot al ternate ways ot knowing invari­
ably enters into reasoned discourse. 'Experience and auc­
tarit •• ' ••• eonstitute alternate modes ot verification."18 

rhat Chaucer establ1shes a competi tien between these 

-= . ;;) ;c ; . 
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twq claims of knowl..edge attests to his conviction that \ 
neither, in and of itself, presents the full face of truth. 
The remoteness ot the traditional wisdom of the exempla and 
fables is juxtaposed with the chaotic immediacy of the pheno­
menal world. It Is the interaction of experience and author-­
Ity in a relativistic cosmos, Harrington points out, that 

J 

~es the rea~er aware of the limitations or art and 
empiricism. 

It is such an awareness of man's ~allibility and the 
limitations of art that makes Chaucer sensitive to the 
complexi ties of human experience and the dif:ficul ty ot 

'accounting for it fully by any of the conventional sys­
tems of art or morality available ta him. What kind ot 
truth can be arrived at often seems the result of lay- . 
ing one kind of truth against another, of correcting 
experience by art and art by experience, a process that 
involves constant juxtaposition, balancing and ad just­
ing in the search tor acceptable versions ~f the truth. 19 

The role of the framework story is three-fold. It qualifies 
or supplements the wisdom of fiction, and offers a guage by 
which we can~est its validity. It sheds light on sorne tales 
by suggesting the un~poken motives of their tell ers, and by 
revealing the degree to which the pilgrims fail to grasp the 
meanings of the. tales they hear. 

The canterbury Tales as a whole can be descrlbed as an 
instance of inter.nal selt-reflexlvity, for it is a series of 
stories withln a framework story -- both of which comment 
upon and modify the other. l will, at times, reter to the 
'realism' of the links as.providing a contrast to and thereby 
underlining the 'contrived' 'literary' quality ot the fic­
tional tales. This i~, o~ course, an oversimplitication, for 
the pilgrimage framework is as ~ictive as the tales -- in 
tact, as allegedly empirical, it lacks the clalm to veracity 
on the basis of 'auctoritee' that validates sorne ot'the 
tales ~ When the whole work is 
and recognized as fiction, the 
presents the illusion of being 

oc ~ _ j -

examined in a detached manner 
, 

narra ti ve of the pilgrlmage 
one step closer to real! ty , 

AJA 
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than the tales. It Is crucial to reallze, as Morton Bloom­
tield points out in his essay Il Authenticating Realism and 
the Realism of Chaucer, ft that realism is i tself "a style and 
not merely a reproduction of life. ,,20 Yet art· s pretence to 
represent reality - current at 1east since the c1assica1 
theory of mimesis -- would seem to undermine the dictum, 
understood universally by artists and expressed Most suc­
cinctly by Shakespeare's Touchstone the Clown, that, Itthe 
truest poetry is the Most' f'aining. ,,21 Bloomfield echoes this 
sentiment. "Art must claim to be real in sorne sense if it ls 
to be taken seriously. The whole problem lies. of course, in 
what sense or senses art Is real •••• Poets are liars only in 
order to be true to life in its deepest sense. That 1ife ie 
more than sense experience. more than "fact .. , ls a principle 
aIl great writers have subscrlbed to ... 22 Even St. Augustine, 
tamous for his conviction of the contingency of truth upcn 
morality, acknowledges the role of falsehood and illusion in 
the expression of truth in the arts. He cites examples of 
'acting and painting, and conc1udes by asking rhetorically. 
"'Nherefore, if it avails sorne things that they be somewhat 
false in order that they May be somewhat true, why do we sa 
g~eatly dread falsity, and seek truth as the greatest gcOd?,,2J 

The purpose of narrative realism is ta estab1ish an air 
of plausibility in a tale. "In part," Bloomfield comments, 
"narratives are strategies to avoid the accusation of lying. 
This type of realism May be called 'authenticating realism' ••• 
It is fundamentally concerned with the truth~claim of the 
narrative and ••• is very different from ordinary rea1ism.,,24 
The Bible is distinguished from all other narratives ln that 
its stories reveal sacred histor.y and are the very fabric of 
religious belle!. The basis of religious claim ls their 
h1atorical veracity. "Christianity offers," Bloomfield 

A 

writes,"a logical paradox which bears the claim of historical 
accuracy ... 25 The rea~ism of the Bible, hO·:/ever, exists in 'the 
truth-claim of its narratives, and ia not a realism of detail 
as Chaucer's Is. So tao must the most fantastlc and loglc­
allY absurd staries of the lives of saints he vested with 
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hlstorlcal credibl1it,y. This is fundamental to the religi­
ous aim of the'writer. However, "the special quality of 
the reallsm of the CanterburY Tales," Bloomfield exp1ains. 
"Iles in the circumstantial rea1ism of its authenticating 
level. N26 The framing devlce of the Canterbury 'rales is at 
once an authenticating strategy, and a pseudo-reality which _ 
calls ~ttention to the tales as fiction. 

The sarne is true of the presence of the firet-person 
narrator. The personal participation of 'Chaucer' authen­
tlcates the pilgrimage as a real historieal event. Further­
more, as Tony Millns points out in "Chaueer's Suspended 
Judgernents", it ls a device which enables Chaucer the poet to 
assert man·s t'ree-will and responsibility for what he says 
and does, while simultaneously avoiding blame himselfs. 

l 

The pilgrim-narrator's being on an equal level of ex­
istence with the others of the group offers to the 
author a way of disclaiming responsibility much more 
satlsfYing than the usual ascription of events and 
speeches to unalterable sources. he can appear to set 
his characters free ••• with this freedom cornes rèspon­
slbility ••• what Is presented purports to be a full 
and t~thful account of what occurred. '27 

In order ta do this, as Josipovici points out in his essay 
"Piction and Game in the canterbury Tales," Chaucer must. 

trae his poem trom the bondage to reallty and ensure Its 
statua as fiction. Paradoxically thls can only be done 
by having the narrator inslst on his purely reportorial 
statue •••• The narrator's insistence on fact is the 
poet·s insistance on fiction. Chaucer, in a very unmed­
laval way, has inslsted on removing his poem tram the 
nreal" world to an Ideal world of fiction where right 
and wrong do not apply ~ 28 ' 

Chaucer uses the conflict between moral and immoral "to con­
duct a bold and original strategy whose aim is to tree his 
poem trom moral jurisdiction and enaure its autonomy as a 

" 
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tictional construot."29 
Finally, in the Retraction, Chaucer speaks to us as a 

Christian man'rather than as an artiste He removes us trom 
the work of art, reminding us that the whole poem is his 
'artifice', that he Is the inventor of the verisimilitude 
of the framework stor,y as weIl as the creator of the fic­
tional narratives. "The ~~acciounst, ft )1i11ns wri tes, 
"are a final illustration of Chaucer's concern with author­
laI responsibility, wnd, in the context of his habitual 
play-off of final against Interim judgements, author agalnst 
narrator, they are artistically consistent •••• Chaueer's 
farewell to art (is) a profession of religious orthodoxy, 
founded on the beliet that only his overtly religious writ­
Ings can be of beneflt to Christian souls. This judgement 
has nothing to do wi th art." JO 

Bloomfield characterizes authentlcating devices, which 
~rmi t the suspension of dlsbelief, as simul taneously and 
~~doXiCallY self-reflexive in that they ironically rein­
fore, our perception of the framed,stories as artlstic 
creations. 

In one way or another a narrative must not only present 
a stor.y but an authentication of that story. In other 
words, a story must also present a solution·to its epis­
temological problem. How are we to know that a story is 
true or presumably true? The suspension of disbelief is 
a fundamenta1 process in narrative art. Part of the 
privi1ege of reading a narrative 15 to know in sorne 
measure the teller or assumed teller and the claims of 
his authority •••• However, aIl authenticating devices 
not only authenticate but also calI attention to the 
need ~or authentication and hence to the inauthentieity 
ot the work of art. ;1 

What rollows ls an examinatlon of how three of the fie­
tional tales implieitly comment upon the nature of fiction. 

1 
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De f!F4on.r and th. Power of th',W0r4 e 
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le A M.dieval. Theorr ot SlGitle&1;lOJ). 
1 " 

Th. principal source of my discussion 0'1 st. Augustine'a 
philosophy of verbal signification ia the explanatlon o~ th. 
m.di.val theory of the function of s,ymbols in th. acquisi­
tion and transmission of the knowledge of G~~/~re8ented by 

Marcia'Colish in her excellent book, The Mirror o~ Language. 
!he view that cognition should be mediated through signa and 
that signs are tun~ntally verbal in nature was tirst 
tormulated by st. Augustine and 121 based primarily upon 
Aristotle' s 'sign theory,' supported and modified by Christian 
doctrine. 

'!he Aristatelian certainty that sensory data led ta a 
knowledg. ot prior and non-sensible realities was para~ 
11.1.d by the scriptural assertions that Gad can b. 
tnown through His creation which He is believed to re­
semble. Yet th. kind of knowledge of God which the 
Christian reg.arded as normative Ln this lite was falth. 
Knowledg. by tai th was firm ,and certain, but partial. 
It coula b. acquired only by an infusion of God's grace 
in the m1nd ot the subject, and it involved his moral 
conv.rsion as w.ll as his Intellectual assent. 1 

ID W. ~lnal statement lies the seed ot Augustine' s th.ory 
o~ the cont1ngency o~ truth upon morali ty. 

Classica~ epistemol~ists were not particularly verbal 
iD orientat10n. Words were only one ot the many specles of 
sensible signa. The motive for the uniquely verbal charac­
ter of Christian sign theory as well as the source of the 

, . 
l1a1 tationa placed by medieval thinkera on the c0sni: ti va 
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tunc't1on o~ .iens 1. 'to be toun~ in th. clootr1De at the 

., 

JIe41eYal Chri.tiane belleved that Christ 'the Word _ 
Qod' s pertec't exPre.sion ot Hl_eU' to man. Karin« 
taten on a human nature and having expiated man'. lin, 
Christ had restored man ta Gad. Previous13 vitlated by 
sin, the human mind coul.d now come to a knoWledg. ot 
God in Christ J and the human tacul ty ot speech could 
now participate in the Incarnation by helping ta spread 
the Word ta the world. .edieval thinkers thus stres •• d 
verbal signa as the primary media 01' rel1g1ous mowledee 
becauae they saw in Christ \he Ward the lIlicl1ator betw.en 
Qod and man, Whos. rec:lemption eriabled th_ ta know Go<l 
and to bear God to each other in hUlll&n words. 2 

, -
Dellpi te the redemption ot JDaIl' Il speech 'by' the Christ Incar-
nate, the transcendantal nature ot 'tha obJect 01' ae41eval. 
lmowledge ~ G04 - lillll'ted :the copitlYe func1ilon 01' awiCns . . 
-bath in the degree they could represent the trtanscmdent 
God at all and in the desre. to wMeh they could conv.,. th. 
knowledge 01' Gad ta the subject ••• no pn_ ••• could acqili. 
the religious knowledge necessary tor salvation w1tho~ th. 
assistance ot God.·J Medieval epistemologr haa as ita ob­
ject the world 01' spiritual reaUty, which it never doubta 
exista s.a a prior and objective order ot being~ with which 
the signa are never ldentltled. D. W. Robertson explains 
that .igna, wh ether they der!ve iro. the Book 01' Kature 'or 
the Book 01' Scripture, ex1et in,a hlerarch1cal ralationahip 
.ith their objecta 

i , 

fte creations ot man are inter10r to the llind ot man, 
and tbat mind. together with all other creatures 01' aod. 
1. Werior, to Gad. A work or art ahould 'thua lead us 
to appreclate the conception or the artlst, and this. 
like the beauty 01' nature 1 tselt 1 should lead us to a 
oontemplation ot the ~table beauty whlch la ita 
source ••• [PUrtherraore T. since i t 18 the things which . 
are the reterenta or thf words in Scripture whlch are 
~ sign11'ying :toree, and not the words themselve •• a 
b_utlf'ul abject may be taken as a tigurative expression 
represent'ing a principle whlch rorms a part 01' ••• the 
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imed1ate source of created beauty. the Providential 
Order. 4 

The J.ntin1 te chasm between man and God was bridged in part by 

004's intervention into the mutable wor1d ot His creation and 
His·~ti1iatlon ot man to Himselt. Colish writes. 

The bel~et that,God had manifested His presenca, 
1nchoate1y in the histor,y of Israel, consummately in the, 
Incarnation of Christ, ,and continuously s~nce pentecost 
in His living extension in time and space, The Ch~ch, 
held tor medieval thinkers specifie epistemological con­
sequences ••• God had made such lmowledge of Himselt as t 
He wished to communicate generally accessible to man ••• 
Man mlght achieve the combined intellectual assent and 
loving personal adhesion which this acceptance required 
only on the basis of God's gracious gift of faith ••• 
Medieval man elieved that Christ's redemptive action 
nad been proje in time and that it was currently 

. opera ti ve in the Ch His l(ystical Body. S 

'!'his gitt entails a reciprocal relponsibility on man's part,. 
~h. Chript i~carnate,not only allowed man to transcen~ the 
I1mita'ot human cognition and expression that His words miSht 
becO.~e worthy vessels of Divine revelation -- He required!it 
ot those who tollowed Him into the ecclesiastical dispensation. . ' 

!hl New Covenant ot Christ, as Colish explains, entails the 
double 'responsibility ot attaining a knowledge'of God~ and ~ 
oonveying this knowledge to the wor1d. 

i '1 '1 , " 

God, had commanded them to eJq)ress the 'Inexpressibl~ in 
te1"lll8 aocessible to the speaker and the audienoe alike. 
These very terms, however.- would remain permanently ". 
inadequate to the assignment ••• the tension between 
God's ineftability and the Divine mandate to preach 
the word to a11 nations remained a permanent one in 
the minds ot medieval thinkers concerned with religious 
knowledge •••• To the extent that they found" a resolut1on 
o~ this tens,"on, they round i t in the doctrine o:t the 

" Incarnation ••• By His li:te, death and resurreotion, He 
had renewed and restored these human taculties, re­
enabling the~,to become God-like. Medieval thinkers 
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drew an IJ!1POrtant eplstemological corol~ tro. tlû. 
doctrine (o~ Incarnation]. In the Chriatian d1apenaa­
tion, human naodea 01' 'thought and exp~ession, al thoUCh 
st1ll l1m1 ~,.d by the" h\1lD8n condition, could nOW wor­
thily' tue on the taslal assigned to the. by Qod. 
Human language ••• could now asslst Ood ln apreading 
the ef~ecta of the Incarnatlon to the wor1d. 6 

. 
The Dledieval vlew of the f'unct1on o~ worda as cogni t1 ve 

intermed1ar1e,s beween subject and object (and between 
sp8altèr and audience) was 8ss8ntially objectlve. "A word 
might signUy ~ruJ.yt if pariially, a reallY exiating th1ng;­
Colish writes, "The accurac.y ot any verbal formulation de­
pends on Its corresp~ndence to the object 1t se.ka to des­
cribe. vox seguitur rem ••• statements are thus he1d not to 
be heuristic, or productive ot knowledge in the t1rs1: in­
stance, but expressive of a knowledge already ex1sting ln" 
the mind ~ of' the lalower." 7 The subject·'s anterior knowledge 
01' the abject ~epends upon God' s gi:tt of' grace. Hence the 
function of' language as an instrument of' instruction about 

of 

God 18 limi ted to indication or commemorationJ' " "The ward o~ 
the speaker. although 1t cannat produce knowledge 01' the 
cfbject.". can ~ point ta i t if i t 18 not al'ready in the m1.nd of 
the subject. If the 8ubject alrea~ knowsdthe object; the 
word of the speaker 6.n recall 1t to him, making it vividl.y 
present in his\mind.,,8 In both inst~çe., the power of 
langJ1age ls 11mited by the morality 01' the seeker, as well as 
Christ's wi11 "ta teach it to him :t'rom within.·9 This rais.a 
an importan~ question which will becoma an issue in ~ dis­
cussion of the Pardoner' s Tale. I:t' words are inherently . 
rather than arbitrarily appropriate to the object they sig­
nify because of the divinelY glven cognitive- power ot 1,,­
uage. then "how could a word which [ i8 1 regarded as a vox 
,igni:t'lcan§ rem be in the mouth of the nonbellever or the 

~ .... I"" heterodox, a hollow reverberation or a talse note tailing to 
harmon1ze w1 th reali ty?lO ~o pervert the relationship be­
tween a word and the real.l ty i t represents. would not be 
po •• ~bl~ were siens neceaaarily ra'ther than arbi trarlly 

1 
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related to reall~. Kerein lies\the crux at the heart ot 
the Par4op!r's, T&le, tor the pardoner attempts to create a 
completely sUbjective seU'-imposed relatlonahip between 
worda; (or objecta, in the case ot the relics). and ~helr 

re1'erents. 
The theori •• 01' st. AUlUStine and st. Thomas Aquinaa 

resulted in the to~ation ot two opposing responae. to 
this problam. Aug(1stine adopt8 plato's vi .. that word. can 

1 

adwabrate truth and serve as "ehicle. ot instruction ollly if 
Rhetoric la joinea wi th wisdora and virtue. Chrietian1 ty. 
however; introduces ep1stemological probl ... b-.rond the 
scope ot classical appr~ches. and 1t conjoins the issue of 
raorall ty -- the ablll ty ta know ~ speak and lo",e the tru'th -
wl th the problem ot __ how man attains 8Dd coamaun1cate. knoW­

ledge. The g11't ot re",ealed Wi8dolll makes po.sible the ra­
dempt10n ot the spoken and wrl ttan ward. whlch are i t. .e41a. 
Her.in lie the seeds ot st. Augustine' s conviction coneemJ.nc 
the interdependence ot cogni,tion and morali ty. Par Aucun1r1e, 
rhetorie anist contain "cognitive content ,and .oral nl8'9'­
a.zu:e", '~ .•• [and beJ put to the service ot God and' 118ft. ,,11 Yet 
A~~ine dOIS not over10ok the limitations ot lancuas- in 
dealing .i th the ineUabill ty 01 God. Ht holda tbat the 

, Incarnation redee.. language an! mates theolocy possible. 
Intellectual and moral tailure resul t troll the aiawle 01' lin­
pistic :t'aculties. He rejecta the pagan poeta taught in 
schools ot grammer and rhetoric becauae their ue ot 1 ....... 
ls unrelated ta truth and mOral,lty. He rejects UI,J distinc­
tion between technique and value -- betwe. th. lawa ot . 

, . '\ ' 

l~e and the moral la.a by which" on' _ should conduct on.' 8 

111'e. In Augustine'. vie.. "a' pers on. '. lIIoral etat_ at1"eot. 
his abill ty to know' the truth. ,,12 Hence the goals of Chris­
tian ethics and Christian eplatemology ar-e the SUle. Wh_ he 
.et AIIIbrose~ BiShop ot Milan. Augustine was iiapressed not 
o~ by hls eloquence as an orator and his knowlec:Jce. ô:t' 

~ . 
Scriptura, but by his exemplary lite as a pas~or and a t .. -
cher. AUflWltine totmd himselt n~ longer willil1a ta di.tlD­
plsh be.een rhetorica1 technique and the substance ot the 

, , 
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.~nJ conterrt WU no longer separable trom tom nor 
J.aDcùqe d1.t1.rlcu1shable trom the truth It contains. Thi • 
... Augustine'. tirat contact with -redee.ed eloquence,wl) 
and 'the tiret .tep in the tol'lilUlation ot his vi .. ot the ~ 
tunction ot, laJ1CU8Ce in the knowledge ot God. Hi. conversl~~ _ ~ 
... experienced as a 11ncU1.tlc rejuvenation in Whlch olanguage, 
and IIOrality .ere reunited. file extensive use ot 11lJ11U8Ce - ~ 
tha-t ~ch u:tends bqond the real.ll o~ devotion ta influence 
the tMnJd ng ot tho.e outsid~ the Church - come. into plq 
&t'ter Ausuat1r1.·. ordination to the prie.thood. men he ~aced 
the tut ot oonvert1nc to the tai th lieD Ilftorant ot God. as 
.eU.;>&8 tbat ot w1nnJng over hi. own doctrinal advenui ... 
~. d1ttlcul tie. lI:e encountera gi ve rise to his d1ecua.lcma 

~ al 'the powe~ ~cl the I1m1 tationa ot language in Pt "'lem 
and PI DpCtnpa ChriS't1ana. 

, ... ·In Il! -'letro, AUgUstine de.cribe. how wordll sllJÜ1'Y. 

1foN8 are .cout1e .igna, .h1ch corre.pond accurate~ tG '-
1:he realitie. they represent. fhi. correspondence. h __ 

...... i. partial. and 1t 40e. not const1tute 14811.tl_ 
wlth the thinp slgn1tled. ftevertheless ••• signa are 
DOt iD:terlor ta thelr s~tIcata. ot all the varloWi 
-k1Dde ot signa, states ïigüstlne, words are -the most 
universal and necessary ••• words can signity other 
worda as well as thlngs ••• they ean be used to describe 
'the l.1JI1tatlona iDherent in a.ny givan instance of s1p1-
tication, thus help1Dc the re.der to correct the error. 
!ha real s1cn1tioance 0'1 words la 150 thorough golng that 
a penon ~ apealc the truth w1 thout knowing 1 ~. 14 

It ù 1Dtereat1Dc tbat in AUpatine'. Yiew worda drawaH __ 
'tlOil tG 1:Ileir 0Wft 1\D:tion o~ a1pUlcatlon by uplicattnc 
tI1eir 0WIl l1a1 tatioas .. DO other epeel.s ot e1p can do. 
!he ilion iIIportam elaent ot Aucuatine's thought tor the parpo... ot thl. the.i.. 1. that words are Inherently. not 
U'bl ~;- related ta the real1 t1e8 they represent. Thi. 
allowa tor the po •• lbi11't7 that man DIÇ' speak the truth and 
bOt Jmaw i t. Bn the natœ'al relatlonahip bebeen word. and. 
~.lr ~W8Ilt. do .. not parant.. tut all .... :~tat __ t. are 

• 3. (l' a;s _ .. SAZli'_4 ....... 
i _ , ... 



1 

\ 
(: 

- 21-
.. " 

UUe. for iian ~ lÛeu.e wOrda, deliberately or not~ per-, 
verttng their relationship wlth their .1gn1ticata. This too 
will be important to ., di.cus.ion ot the lardoner's Tale. 

D! Doottina Chris'tiana deal.. wi th the pedaCogica1 and 

moral requirements ot the Blbliea1 exegete and preaeher • . 

Aware of the 1imi tations of human language. botl, in the 
Preacher's understanding ot God's Word iD Seripture and 
in hie Cij5egation' s reception ot the Word through hi, 
ae~D8 A~t1ne"advocat.sl that th. Christian tea­
cher re orce hi. technica1 comp.~enoe wlth an exe.-
plar,y moral o~cter and with p~er. 15 . 

The debate as to wh.ther or nat an immoral un is capable ot 

knowing and pre.ching IIIOral truth i, central to an examina­
tion of the pardoner's tale. 

UJûike st. Aucustlne. st. 'thomas Aquinas does not pro­
vide a s,yatematic exposition of a verbal theory ot relic10us 
knowledge. Nor doe. he sbare st. Augustine' s view' that 
the abili ty to know and to speak the truth i8 ~ont1ngent 
upon personal moralit.y. 'the Thomistie view holds that wlll 
and re.son being separate faculties. it Is possible that the 
evil may Jalow the truth and truly speak i t. l was able to 
~~ no sources on Thomas which deal specitically wlth the 
relationship between cognition and morall ty. so l shall at­
t~t to demonstrate that Thomas does'indeed hold thi. vi .. 
by examining those sections ot the Summa Theologiea that deal 
-tth the problem of evil, the funetions ot the will and the 
intellect; the role of intention in the determination ot 'the , . 
IIOrali ty ot an act, and the posaibili ty that man may mow 
but nui; love the truth. " 

Aquinas adopta the AugustWan vi.. summarized b1 
Collsh~ that evil la the privation o~ sood. 

. s " 
Sine. ••• 1 t haa being. 'order, and harmony. the material 
creation i. &004;" al though impertect, and 1 t m&7 conduce 
... to Gad, sinea the world 1. dar1ve4 j'rom Hlm and re-
1'lecta His sovera1gn g10rY. EVil l, not a substance. he 
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oonol.1I4e4. becau.. b.1ng 1. good, rather It 1. a 
~lon o~ th. wl11 -- a di.t1nctl1 blblleal ~­
tiOll - wher.by lIeD love the ereated uni v.rs. w1 th 
1aproper r.~.renc. to God. 16 

Bri.l .1~les no be1Ds. nor toraa. nor nature of 1 t. own. 
~ wr1 te.. .1nee -every nature deslr.s 1 ts own belng an" "'­
lia own pert.ction ••• which Is good._17 Aquinas cit.s Augus­
tin.'s .... rtion in th. Contra Julian (i, 9) that -thera is 
DO po •• ibl. sourc. ot evil except goOd._18 Hence evil can 
onlJ' be known through the knowledge ot the nature ot good. as 

"-
on. opposi t. is lmown through the other. Accordlng to Thomas, 
th.ra ls only one universal common cause ot aIl being, and 
tba~ 1. the .upre.e lood. Because nothing is wholly and 
••• entlallY bad, there is no tirst principle of evil, evil 
bas oDly an accid.nta! cause. 19 Thomas i1lustrates thi. 
principle by commenting that because God causes the good of 
the order ot the universe, which includes the order ot justice. 
He 1. theretore the author of the evi1 which is penalty, al­
thoUgh "God doea not will death for its own sake."20 Evl1 
do •• not exist in its own right, but as "a certain good 
Joined to the privation ot another good. as the end proposed 
by an intemporate man is not the privation ot the good ot 
reason, but the delight of sense without the arder of rea­
.on.-21 As such. evil May be used in some myaterious way. to 

serve Divine purpoae. "The universe ot creatures, ia a11 th. 
b.tter and more pertect if some things in i t can fail in good­
n •••• and do sometimes tail, God not preventing this ••• a. 
AUCUStine says (Enchir, II). 'Gad 18 so powerful that He can 
ev.n maie good out of evi1.,·22 

The objection that good cannot be the cause of evil la 
aupported by the tol10wing quotâtion from Matthew, VII, 18, 
-. good tree cannot bring torth evil frutt , "2) (a quota u •• d. 

1ncidentally, to support the vi.. ot certain cr~ tics that th. 
Pardoner CBl'U'lot be an evi1 man because he mows and speau 
th. lIora1 truth). st. 'fho .... s responds. again by quotlng st. 
AUCWI'tine (Contra Juliy. 1.) and elaboratine. 

C' §4. q 
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flle Lord calle an evil will the evil tree; and a good 
wlll a good tree. Now a good wl11 d08a not produc8 a 
morally bad act, since it Is trom the good wl11 itaelt 
tbat a moral act le judged to be good. ~Nav8rthaleas, 
the movemant Itselt of an evil will 18 caused by the 
rational creature, which i8 good, and thus good ia the 
cause of evil. 24· 

In'his analysis of the tunctions of the human mind, as 
Coliah explains, Thomas "observes that the intellect and the 
wll1 are functionally interrelated. It is necessary to know 
so.ething in order to deeire i t as good, he says. and the 
de.ire to know must precede the act of knowing. ft 25 Although 
interdependent, the faculties of will and reason are sapar­
ate, and the primacy of the intellect in Thomistic thought 
derives trom the moral responsibility he ascribes to the 
tacult,y ot reason. 

flle acta ot reason and ot will can be broucht to beu 
on one another ••• the act ot reason precedes the Act of 
will ••• will can tend treely toward varioWi objecta, 
preciaely because raason can have varioua perceptlol'Ul ot 
the good. Hance philosophies detine the :rre_will as 
beinS Ra :rrea judgment arising trom re.son,· implying 
tbat reason ia the root ot 11berty. 26 

• 

Armand Maurer provides a Moat succinct summar.y. 

~e proper object of th18 :taculty [wl11]18 the good in 

feneral apprehended by reason ~.f the universal will 1. 
dentlcal wi th, the most pert"ect-bt a11 belng. J naael1, 

God. Bence the wll1 is the tacul ty by which man tend. 
toward Qod and enjoys him when possessad. Man reachea 
Qod, however, not by hi. will but by his intellect. 
1'bat ia why st. l'homaa insista on the supenori ty of the 
intellect over the will. it 1. the taculty by which w. 
lq hold upon God, our ul ti_te ,end and supra •• 
bappiness. 27 

J 
9' 

In" St. !'ho ... • word.8. "aod ia pre.en"'d. to th. will as 1 t. 
01»38Ot b7 the re&a01l.' usel in so far as 1 t 1. in accord W1 th 
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r_on, it entera the moral order, and causea lIlOral 8Ood­
ne.. in the act ot the will a because reason is the prin­
ciple ot human and moral acts."28 The goodnesa o~ the human 
will depends upon its being subject to reason and to the 
eten18l. law, which ie known to man through natural reason 
or revelation. But reason and will are not always in bar­

mony. An action "18 aaid to be evil. tor instance if it 
lacts the quantit,y determined,by reason."29 

In his subsequent discussion of whether the good or 
evil of a man's action is derived trom its ultimate result 
·or tram the intention and the means by which this end is 
atta1ned~ Thomas quotes the Augustin1an formula, "evil is 
not in things; but in the sinnerte use of them," (De Doctr. 
çnrist. III. 12) only to argue to the contrary. "although 
the goodness ot an action Is not caused by the goodnesa ot 
It. effect, yet an action ia said to be good trom the tact 
that it can produce a good effect."JO Thomas would seem to 
jUdge the goodness or evil of an action by its consequences 
rather than by its methods and motivations. This seems 
close ta the dangerous justification of the means by the end. 
In the"fourth article, however, Thomas acknowledges the pro­
blem that a,good action may be ordained to an evil end, and 
the converse. He quotes Boethius (De nitfer. Topic. ii) 
that "if the end is good, the thing is good, and if the end 
be avil, the thing &lso ls evll_·Jl but at the same time, 

--

now cl tlng Dlonysiua. Thomas maltes i t clear that the end ia 
not 'the sole cri terion of morali ty 1 

ftoth~ hinders an action which Is good in one ot the 
.., •• en"t1oned (i.e.1 ganus, 3pecies and circumstance', 
troll lack1.ng goodness in another way ••• An action 1s 
DOt good siliply, unless i t ls sood ln all those ways 1 

ainee "evil resul ta troll any single del'ect. but go04 
troll the complete cause", as Dionysius says. (,mI-
12!!. IV). 32 

" Altho\1ch a COCd action ~ "sult 1'roa an ev11 intention, 1* 
do •• not, in the ri .. ot st. '!'ho .... quall1)' ... .oJ!'&l. acta . 

! se _ Jl5 li AC ~ 44 4 • 
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If' th.n reason or conscience err wl th an error that 1. 
TOl\Ultary ••• 80 that one erra about wbat one ought to 
know, then such an error of reason or conscience do •• 
IlOt excuse the will, that abides by that erring reason 
or consclence, trom b.ing evil. 3J 

He adds. "when a man ••• w111s that wh1ch ia good in ltaelr. 
under a species of evil ••• it ia evil.·J4 Considered mor­
allY, the interior act of the will and the external action 
are the same. The consequences are not the determining tac­
tor in the question of morality, but evil consequences which 
are foreseen to result trom an evil deed increase the malice 
ot the deed. 

In the Pardoner's Tale we are presented with a man who 
knows the truth but does not abide by it. In the view or st. 
Augustine, the abili ty to know the truth is contingent upon 
moraJ.i ty. st. Thomas, however, considers moral virtue and 
intellectual virtue separately. He considers the habits or 
the speculative intellect, wisdom and understanding;'for in­
stance; to be virtues. "in so far as they confer aptness tor 
a good work; viz.~ the consideration of truth."J5 These are 
not the same as moral virtue. Moral virtue involves choice. 
were this not so, "for man ta act well it would suffice that 
hi. reason be pertect ••• there would be none but intellectual 
vlrtues."J6 But ' Thomas, like Augustine, acknowledges the con-

o 
fllct man often experiencea between what he knows to be right, 
and what he desires. "the appetitive facult,y obeys the reason 
not blindly, but with a certain power o~ opposition ••• Henee 
Augustine aays of Ps. CXVIII. (serm. 8) that 'sometimes we 
understand (what is right) whil. desire is slow, or follows 
not at aIl. ,"37 Man's will must be guided by reason 'toward' 
th. correct 'course of action, wherein lies moral virtue. 

W1 th the exception ot the intellectual virtues ot und er­
stand.1ng and prudence, which Thomas de:t'ines as "rlght reason 
about human acts,"J8 moral virtue ls not contingent upon 
iDtelleotu&l virtue. Conversely, "other Intellectual virtues 
ca;' but prudence cannot ~ be wl thout moral virtue." 39 This 18 
beoaua. th. pursuit ot a un1~.raal principle ~ be deatroyed 
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b,J a passion, auch .s concupiscence, in which case the object 
of .-n's de.1re Is not the same as the good te which his rea­
son ~des him. Pather Copleston expl~ thia principle. 

Por Aquinaa~· as a Christian, man's supreme or tinal good 
la the poasession ot God, the vision ot God in heaven. I:tY no means tollows, however, that everyone under-
a da this ••• Moreov8r~ even if someone d08s believa 
tha the possession ot God ia his tinal end, he does not 
.ee~d in such a ~ that his will ia compelled to seek 
hiII onsciously and deliberately. Again, God ean appear 

{1o t e IIlind as repugnant, trom certain points of view. as 
pro biting certain acts, tor exampIe~ which appear at­
tractive ••• man is :t'ree to pursue other aima in li~e, 
pleaaure, tor instance, or power. 40 

Rimee it la consistent with the Thomistic view that the Par­
doner rttay' know the truth ot his stated theme Mdix Malorum 
est ÇUpiditas, and truly speak it, while simul.taneous!y pur­
suing his avariclous goals. 

" In his examination "Of the Vices Opposed to Knowlege and . 
Understanding, n st. Thomas diseuss8s the threefold principle 

. ot blindness ot the mind. In the tinal instance he attri­
butes intellectual blindness to malice, which i8 voluntary, 
and theretore a sin. 

A third principl. ot intellectual sight ia an intellig­
ible principla, through which a man understands other 
'things. to which principle a man may attend or may not 
attend. fhat he dOIS not attend tharlto happens 1n two 
wqe. SOlletimls. •• a man' s will i8 deliberately turned , 
awç troll considerations of that principl. ~ according to 
Pa. XXXV. 4, "He would not understand, that he might do 

.' .ell. • whereas sometb.a i t 18 due to the _ lIlind being 
.ore busy about thinsa whi~h i t loves more. •.•• according 
ta Ps. LVII. 9. ~ire, i ••• , o~ concupiscence, "bath 
~len on th.1I and they ahall not see the iW'l." In e1-
ther o~ the.e ways blindneas o~ mlnd il a sin. 41 

.. , 

• 

Ht who. because of hl. Pl"eterence tOI" cr:: ple.sure and _ter­
i&1 po •• es.ions. -di.11ke. or nellects t e carehl oonaldera­
,tion o~ 1IP1r1 tual thi..,; .. 42 i. gu1l. __ thl. ain. Purtberaora. 

,;~t " P. J ( 4 i aL .. • , 4 ; 
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, 
when he discus.e. "whether a man can hate the truth. w 

'!ho_ wri te. t "Nothing hinders some particular being or 
'aome particular truth being an object ot hatred, inaotar as 
i t 18 considered as hurt:tul and repugnant. Such la the ca.e 
ot those who do not wlsh to know the truth of ~alth, that 
the, may ain freely, ln who.e person it is said (Job XXI.14). 
"Ve desire not the knowledge ot Thy ways."" 4) ~ 

Accordlng ta st. Thomas, the gitt ot couneel His reckoned 
among the gitts of the Moly Ghost "44 and ia made necessary 
because "the thoughta of mortal men are tearful, and our coun­
.el uncertaln" (Wis. IX.14). In his discussion ot prophecy, 
Thomas states explicitly that in ~ cases prophecy can be 
ln those who are not God's bY grace. "tor prophecy pertains 
to the intellect, whose act precedes the act ot the will ••• 
It, however, we consider a good life, with regard ta the 
passions ot the soul, and external actions ••• an evil lite 
ls an obstacle to prophec~: For prophecy requires the mind 
to be raiaed very high in order to contemp1ate spiritual 
things."45 Nevertheless, according ta st. Thomas, as evil 
does not exist in i ts own right, nei:ther does talsehood ex­
lat as an absolute. The words of the taIse prophet contain 
some truth. Hence it ls possible for an evil man to speak 
the truth and to give counaels 

'Now in things it i. impossible to find one that Is 
wholly devold ot good. Wheretore It is a1so impossible 
tor any knowledge to be wholly talse, without some mlx­
ture ot truth ••• The prophets ot the demons do not 
always speak tram the demons' revelation, but sometimes 
by Divine inspiration ••• because God makes use even ot 
the wicked for the profit ot good. Hence he toretells 
certain truths even by the demons- prophets. both that 
the truth may be rendered more credible, sinee even lts 
toes bear witness to it, and also in order that man, by 
believing such men may be more ea~lly led on to truth ••• 
• talse prophet 18 net always instructed by the splrl t 
o~ untruth, but sometimes even by the Splrl~ ot truth. 
Even the very spirit ot untruth sometimes declares 
irue thlngs. 46 

'1'he lood o~ art, unclentood in i t. ,.neral .ens. o~ 
r 
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oo.nm1ca'tlon, depenü. accord1nc "0 S'te thoae. 0-. ~. 
8OOdnes8 ot 'the wort don. ••• not -ror the will ri th whlch 
[the arti-st]does a work, but tor the quallty Qt the work.-4? 
1'he qual! ty ot the object doe" not depend on the virtue o~ 
the artist. nor ia the tinal product held respon.lbl. tor 
l'ta misuse, either by tta creator or by tta audience. l1r 1. 
en'tirely their responsibility to ena~e that a work ot art' 
serve" a moral purpose. 

And so art has the nature ot a vi~~e in the same ~ 
as the speculative habits, in sa tar, ta witt as n81-
ther ••• mates a good work as regards the use ot hab! t, 
which is a property ot a virtue that atfects the appetite, 
but onlyas regards the aptness to work well ••• [Art] 
talls short of being a pertect virtue, because it d08s 
not mat. its possessor to use it well ••• [howeverl 
ther ... is a virtue of ar't a namely a moral virtue, ln so 
far as the good use ot art requires a moral vlrtue. 48 

In Appendix A ot his monograph, ·Th~ Quality ot Piction,­
Wesl~y rrimpi broaohes the problem ot th. morali~ ot t!c­

. "tion in the Middle Ages 1 

The distinction between the judgment of an artlst wlth 
respect ta the quality of his product and the judgment 
ot hlm with respect to his actions as a mora1 agent ••• 
1ed ta the separation of art, as an actlvlty of the 
productive faculty, trom morality, as an actlvity ot 
the prudential taculty. While the resulting amorallty 
ot the arts did much to render the~ suspect, it cou~ 
also provide them, ta some extent, with a doctrinal 
immun! ty. 49 

The Pardoner, as l will show, manipula tes the distinction 
between "prudential" and "productive" activities -- betw •• n 

, morality and fiction -- in many ways, but most explioitly. 
when hls benediction 15 followed by a return to his role or 
artist -- a shitt of perspective which i5 missed by Harr,y 
Balley and the pilgrims. It ls this distinction between 
"emest" and "gamelt which paradoxically givas fictional 

, . '. 
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.... _ pzwtetial d1JI .. I01l1 ·fte Pardon .. 1. 1'Jdlou ••• 0 

abolit -riDe Id. 'lib mlV' lporecl before lot had",.xp1red •••• 
l't 1. preol •• 1l' 'tIIro\Icb hi. rel .... troll et!l1c~and hi.­
toncal. oÙ'01F.1anc •• tba't th. art1at can •• tabli.h 1 a t_ 
POru7 order ot nente ancl of ..,tlona whlch hae the pow.r 
't~ ~e the lln_ .. '. UDderartand1Dg of 'th. co---.l 
wor14 arte be bU retunMcl to i t • • SO 1 wlll U"CU. ln 

.ecU. y of th1a chapter tut al thouP Chaucer tlnal.l.7 d •• -
UG'" 'tIl. Ill_lem of th.·flc-tlonal plJ.crililap, and hi. perlod, 

--ot doctrt..l. J ... J~ expire •• the B.tractlop trees the po_ 
~ rel-a. the &11d1~. tro. the obll,atlon of reccmcU1ftc 
'th. w1 'Ùl 1 t. 0Wft e'CJûcal. ccmrictiona. 

..... " 

!he .HI:' bulJt an4' d1nn:11:J> !:4 crl'1:10al. op1D101l COll­

oeai.JIs the PardoMr ..... )da tal.. bu 1..t S.,... ~ to _.art. 
1'1: wu a part of Chaucer'. suat.., to Ê! the Par­
doD4tr. a probl •• tor u. In tact, to be a probl. 18 

,Ida ••• enc •••• 1'he tf:0ner·. *'-b!e stands out, net 
beoaua. 1 t ottera pro .. , 6VE ecauae they are ao 
aub1:1., illlpUcate the audience to deeply, and call lu 
ftlue. so seriously into question ••• 'l'tle probl_ 1. ' 
1itl. proper use ot language and the limi ts ot 1 t. POW'" 
tG di.caver or create. S1 

III .. oaae ot the Pardoner, the rela'tlonshlp between th. 

tale and the peraonaJ.l ty and lDot1 ve ot th. teller le c_1:ral 
to ... UDdentanding o~ how he us .. language and ho. h. ·cre­
_,te [.1 t'letlon in order to shape reall ty ... 52 One ot the 
.... probleru involved in studying the pardoner's pertora­
UlCe, however, ls that ot determin1Dg where th, re&11 t7 enda 
aDCl 'th. flctlon beglns. It ls true, as Khinoy points out, 
that the Pardoner' •• elt-revelatlon in" hi. prologue "bas so 
poiaoned the •• 11 1 t 1. dittlcul t 1:0 conalder the sermon 
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lapart1al.17 ••• he t •• pa ~.lt ln th. torlp'Ound o~ our 
a~.~. • •• [hi.]. prolope alaoat torce. us to dO\1bt h1m. ,,53 
Thi. agr •• siv. ".,"lon 01' hi. own ego explains Why so 
...,.,. orltlos in'terpr.t th. Pg40D!r'1 N' str10tly 1ft ' 

"'1'118 of .bat th.,. b.li... he has rev.al.ed 01' the condition 
ot his 10ul in the prolOlUe. 

This approach ls bas.d upon th. Auguatinian cri1:'r1oJ'l 
ot requisi te IIOrali ty' tor &Dyon. who apre.ds th. word ot Go4 
to Mn. It holds that the tinal irolV' ot· the P!rdoner'i 
%!!! worb sol.ly a,airIst the pardon.r hims.U. '1'0 lD'ld.r­
siiancl th. tru. na'ture ot hi •• vil, on. mu.t go beyond th. 
,""tnation ot his behanour. one IllUlt probe th. d.pths 01' 
his soul whioh IIOst agne 1. obj.ctifl.d ln th. charact.rs 

. and actlon ot his tal.. !hua the Pardoner rev •• la mor. o~ 
h1ll8e1t than h. ha4 intend.d. The qu.stion o~ th. degree and 
k1D4 01' th. Pardon.r t 

•• vU bas given ris. -to controv.rsy' 
ov.r wheth.r h. i. ln tact in control 01' his art, whather o~ 
Dot he un4eratanda th~ illrplloatlons ot his tale J and tinally t 
wh_1:h.r h. i. ultimat.ly notim or villaln •. _v.d or damned. 
Th. issu. 01' th. 4ecr •• of artiatic oontrol .x8rol.84 by the 

1 

Pardoner over his tale 18 relat.d to the consid.ration ot the 
Y&l1di ty 01' th. sermon-Ule proper. If the tale is acc.pted 
... ftlid in i ts own r1ght. theft the lro~ worka &galnat the 
plJ.cri,me tor th.ir n.1ection ot hie tale on the basls or his 
penonal repùcnaDc.. If. on the other band, th.' tale 1. int.r­
preted as an irJadvertent r.v.la tlon ot his own evil -- the , 
" ..... ot which the Pardoner fails to und.rstand -- then th. 
ironJ ot the tale ultlmat.ly worka agalnst it. own creator. 

Al.tred L. l;e110", in his 1951 .ssay "An Augustlnian 
Interpretation ot Chauoer's pardoner". sugests that th. por-"' 
trait 01' th. Pardoner la one ot spiritual. degen.ration 
ccmce1'Ye4 111 Aupatinian t.rma. 

!he Par4oner's Prologue and Tale const1tute an-lnte­
p-ated study in Aucustln1an terma o-r th. secre" punlsh-' 
..nt o~ ~l ••• th. soul which turne in prid. -rroar 
(Jod, the suprelle 800d, to s.ek i ta satist'aotion in a ' 
l •••• r good cuts 1ts.l-r ott trom &rac, ••• and beglns . \ 

4 g, fi 4 W • 4WJQO 
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to corrupt and dacay ••• To escape this intolerable 
struggle o~ the created nature and corruption, of 
good and evil, the prouq_sinner seeks to give himselt . 
up' entirely ta evil, but finds no relief from the good 
within him, he seeks to 1augh at and pervert, if he 
can, the good he sees about him. but still finds nei­
tber rest nor relief ••• the portrait ot the Pardoner 
(represents] ••• the history of a mind aver,ted from 
God, sutfering and struggling against the penalty ot 
its own evil. S4 0 • 

!.bat the m~d averts ltselt trom the'liBht of Gad despita 
its knowladge ot His exiatence i8 an important alement ot 
the Augustinian doctrine ot the secret punishment of sin by 
sin. one of the punishments of siri is an intensification 
ot moral ignorance and concupiscence. A sin commi tt,d in . , 

'full awareness of fts c~nsequence8 results in spiritual 
blindness which perpetua tes the cyc1e of sin. . Such a 
sinner seeks"happiness in love of world1y goods, and at the . \ ' 

same tilDe attempts to pervert 'hase who enjoy astate ot 
"grace . ,1 which he himself canno~ attain. If he persista,' 
"the way ia open to the most te~ible jUdgment ot, God -- to 
be permitted success in his sins, to be abandoned to the 
lusts of his own heart."SS , 

The ~ardoner demonstrates time and.time agai~ hie 
knowledge of scriptural teaching and the doctrine ot Chris­
tian salvation, yet he proudly tlaunts bef'ore the other 
pilgrims his de~iance of Gad' s will.' In the repeti tion ot ' , 
HI wol,- "I wol riat," at the end of the prologuè, however, 
he gives an exaggerated sense of the potency o~ his Ç»wn 

will with which he defies that ot God, 

Por l w01 preche and begfe in sondry landes, 
1 wol nat do no labour w th myne bandes, 
·Ne malee baskettes, and lyve therby, 
By cause l wol nat 'beggen ydelly. 
1 wo1 noon of the apost1es countrefete, 

, . 

-, , 

1 wol have moneie, wolle, chese, and whete-" 
Al were it yeven of the povereste page, 

.' ~ ~ 1 !,~ 

Or o~ the povereste wydwe in a village 
Al sholde hir children sterve for famyne. 
Ray. l wal dr,ynke licour of the vyne, 
And have a joly wenche in every toun. 56 
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The feVerish coMpulsion wi th which he hammers away at his 
atrocities varges on histrionics and u1 timately rings false. 
Chaucer skiltully ensuras that because of the Pardoner' a 
overkill, one i8 left with the impression of a child stamping 
i ts :foot, in futili ty rather than ot an adul t forcet'ully and 
conf'idently asserting hia own wi11. 

'rhe Immediate tunction of the Pardoner' s sermon-tale ls 
ta encourage his audiences to exchange their money -- the 
root of aIl evil ... tor his indulgences. His implication 
that monay i tself rather than the love of money is the rbot 
ot evll Is yet a turther example of the pardoner's man.i~~­
tion ot language tor :tinanc1al gain. Implicit in Kello"'s 
argument ls the notion that the Pat'doner ia not, however, 
"ne master he believes he ia at contro+ling and l1miting the 
possible interpretations of his fiction. No li terary artist 
ia capable of manipula ting audience response beyond a point. 
In his sermon-tale he revea1s mor_8 about the paintuJ.ly 
di vieled state of his soul than he tntenels. In the contlict 
be'tween the riotera and the old man, the tale mirrors the 
Pardoner's internal s~le between his arrogant attempt 
to clety God and to destroy all that i8 good in himself and 
others, and hia ul tima te failure to do so. If' in hi. pro­
logue the pardoner tlaunta his proud rerusal to se,rve God~ 

o 

in the ta1e, wbich 18 told as a continuation o~ thi. defiance 
ot Divine Providence, he paradoxically and unlmowlnclY cOJ'lVey:. 
the power ot Divine retributlon tor evila , 

i' ,. ( 

- - \ 
The esaent1al contrUt ot the P&.rdon .. r·s me ia be­
tween livil1s 1n accordance with4iGoddes w e- (726) 
and 1ivinc -right at our owne wil18 • (8)4), the 
et.mal antithesi.s ot the pride of Satan and the huat11-
i 1:7 of Christ ••• Ale representa the earthly tunctionins 
of the divine la_. and those who tail to revel!fllce in 
ase ~e ' divine la. t Pride ••• The 014 Man pos •• sse. 
d.1pû. ty because he posaessea humill ty. He is at once 
~e syabol ot the unassa1lable migb t of cU. vine govem­
SlI1t and the symbol ot obedience and humil.ity, or the 
soul &nIe1ie or hUDl&n which .subjecte ita own wl11 to 
the wl1l o~ God ••• the moral. exellPlUDl wl"th ite dark 
tODeI!l ot divine retribution bu tulf'illed an al. tend. 
tunctlon. fhat tale, which preach •• the divin. 
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puni8h111ent ot 81n, -which retlecta the tutl11ty o-r hia 
own ll-re and tor.sudowa hla ul tima..:t-e deteat, the 
Pardoner has used to d .. onatrate t6e superiorlt.y 01' 
his own wlll to dl vine punishment. by the example 01' 
his own ImplDÛty to render the very ide. o-r retrlbutlon 
lauchable. 51 ' 

Kellogg believes that durlng the brier m0Dt,ent ln whlch 
the Pardoner utters his benediction. all of ~ fictions -­
his pretenea in his prologue to have found happ1nesa d.a-
pi te, or because ot, his defiance ot Gadr his c1alm (which 
his ta1e partly dispels) to sucees. in settin&' himsel-r up as 
1aw unto hlmselt -- come tumbl1.ng down, and the internal good 
that the pardoner so vehemently deniea l. clear tor &1.1 te 
see l "Prom the depths of his be1ng comes revuls1.on. the 
voice of crea ted nature. the work ot God wi th1n him wh~ch no 
evil can ever obli terate -. wh1ch even ln the nd.dst o-r nil 
cannot 10se 1. ts love 01' good •• 58 The epilogue 1s .. -tailed 
attempt to reinstate the stance 01' ev1l that he has let alip 
-ror one briet moment, and, sinaultaneousl.y. a last-dltch at­
:tempt to pervert the morall ty 01' the pilgrims by •• king 
the. to join h1m knowingl.y in his aacrllege. But th.1r 
1aupter torc.s h1III to recopiz. the tutil1 ty o-r thls att8Jlpt. 

Eril wI)i:oh bas appeareci ao toraidable and de.trw:tl •• 
18 d1 •• 1pat.4 in laupter, eyU whlcJ\ ha ..... d 80 repul..1". and 1nh~ 1. absorb" ln'to th. pattern ot 
existence, Uld th. uni v.rs. SO" on UDc:l1sturbed ••• 
Llk. sa. AUIWIt1n •• Chaucer .... no untaJaed evU 1ft th. 
UIIl •• ri •• but on17 the .111 ot .cod tulfllliDg lt •• U 
.". iD the acta o~ ~e .'ril ••• "?he hatad th. rie. anct 
lcrred 'Ua. ~ ••• L"5Ile Paz'doI1~r 1. an apostat. b'Ge 
(Jod. a PIriah a.1clat aoc1eV. JU.8 l11'e 1. a wr.'tChecl 
ad pid1'ul pretence. CbMucer tr_t. hUI .... ~ ...... 
.... 'th. PardoMr·. rie. 1. 1 ta 0WIl puni .... ent. St 

ft ........ ad h1.a tJœ:ee riot.n ~ 004, tIle 1''''_.J,a 
Ilia 01&111 'tG oontrol ..... 8OUl.a. aad •• l.a'her ta-.u 
.'"~ tG __ o.ath. ~ ~ •• cnator ......... . 
4eapl_ the .. log __ •• poeUo cnatiri"" ... d1Yit1e 
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cnatiOlt -- or 'perhap. l)eoau. ot i't -. rehae. thl. u 

t.çtatioft. ·ot the tinal judfPlent ot God. Chaucer teU. 
ue notb1nc ... 60 

In 1955. R. P. Miller pu~l1.hed hi. .ssq ·ChaueeS' , a 
Pardonerl'~ ftl. Scriptural. Eunuch and the Pat491l.r·. Tale." 
H. adopta Curl7' s ident11'leatlon ot 'the Pardoner as a 
'unyo!lUl ex natlri:taie. CUny's paper," however~- at t1llle. 
ver,e. on phy.lcal determ1n1.. ln that 1 t 01 te. 'the Par-
donerts eunuchr,y as suftioient.motive for his disda1n ot 
other people and his wratb aga.J.rdt Ood. ·Som a eunuch and 

ln consequence provided by nature '.1 th, a warped mind and 

soul, he la oompel1ed to tollo. the lead ot hi. unholy im­
pulse. !nto debauche17. vice, and crille ... 6~ Mill..r, 110ft , 

s8D8ib1y; interpreta the Pardon.r's ph1'.lcal eunuchry as a­
ble_tic ot, ratl1er than 'the d.'tel'llin.1J!c tactor in. hi. 
spir1 tual barrenness. In hia own de1'ence. he cl tes th. 
exea.tlc traditlon by which .edieval aan un4eratood th. 
Bible and the Book ot Rature a. sJ.sr.lposta 'to an iJm~r ' 
Il.an1ng. ,"What.e now~l real.lp WU ot Ibeli on17 a 
po1lrt 0'L de~ ln a world whera .an' s senslbl. exper1enc." 
coulat.nt17 .refiect.d th. pre •• nce and nature o~ hi. ~tor -­
.... re reallty It.eU 1., ben ... th the .ip. fte criterion ot 
u1teri.or .ipltlcation ls. in :tact. a balt.rk of' Uteratur. 
as a 1104. of PJ»n •• lon •• 62 Be11erins tha't CUrry'. paper 
~i& •• th •• clentltlc .c~a.J or Chaucer's account of 
th. PaZ'doner'. eunucllr.Y at the .xpenae ot its 111:.rary pur­
po.e, JI111.r -cl tes' the work oi the Bib11ca~ ca.entator 
aupertua conoem1nc the !W!Ioh 4etenabl11.. -!Ida an 
PO"-1.nc' th. abill t;r to iDtOl'B hi, n.1pbour, rea1Da 
.Uent. ~ the ftlue ot ,ood warka, he choo ••• 1ell ....... . 
ae refull •• o~f'erecl p-ace. In .hort, he 1. the preeuap'tuoua 
.... Who, by Jd.s act of will. co.-1t. the unpardonable s1Jl.·6) 
!Iut .. ,,1gIa non Dti ohoos.. apirl tua]. sterill ty and thua 1. 
pU.V rd the unpardcmabl. sin acaWt the HOly .spirl t - th • 
. 4elJ.lttn.te n1'U8al o~ srac.. As l w111 diseuse more tull7 la 
., iJl1iz'odactloa 10 tIle mp" Pri •• t·, tale. the 11. -ce1"U7 
-ariter1cm ot ulterior "p1tlcatlon- p'. not jus'tifJ 'the 
IIP1lcaticlll o~ th • ..tJIoda. ~t I1.bllcal ax ... su ta aecular 
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11. 't.~tùr.. II:I.ller il ~l.ty ot' det.~nl_ ot a . dlttere'-t 
1d.ncl wJien he discuss •• Chaucer's Pardoner strictly ln terms 
o~ the Church l'athers' Scriptural. eunuch. 

tilte Kello", ~ller belleves that the Pardoner's evil 
nature 1II08t Ml.y reveals i tsel~ ,ln his 8X8laplum.- Tracins 
the .ource 0'1 lauch o~ the :tale' s imagery ta Sc~lpture, he 
examine. the two-told splritual analogies o~ each imag •• 
Thua th. Pardoner' s phyllieal eunuchry sugge,eta i ts spin tua1 
equ1~ent. ~d impl.iel!l lt. own, opposite,' the eupuchus Dei. 
Th~,A.dentiticatlon o~ the Pardoner (who pretends to youtJt) 
wl'th the thre. riot.ra who are literally but not .pirltually 

J'OUl1I'i8 teUtng, t'or ~.ey are -the purveyora ot the 'olde 
daunce'. the ralse ~ .. at, the v.tus cant1cum• ,,64 'rhe Scr1~ 
tural analogue ot the eunuchua non 'Dti ia the pauline vetus 
hoao, who repr •• ente the etate o~ apiritual death, "th." 
tl.e.h and i ta manif'old luta ••• the iJase ot tal.l.en ~daII, 
UDregenerate in acc_pted rce and unrede .. e4 by Chrlst. Who 

1. called the -New an". 6 The old man ln the tale direote 
th. ri'otera to the gold -- the, t'alse or worldly treasure 
"1.D the goY" ••• tUlder·a tre.· (suggestive ot the tatal 
tre. in Eden) -- 1tt which they tind phyaieal annihilat10n 
w1û.ch 1. the objective correlative and logical qutco .. e ot' 
'th.lr aplri tua]. d_th. JI111er 1d.nti~ies the. old lB&n w1'" 
th. v.tya'hoao -- th. principle ~t' Death which guide. the 
riotera ancl th. Pardoner. 

It 1.8 t1DaUy. appropr1.at. 'tut th. elirector on the 
'·orokecl wey· ahoulel b~ the 01e1 .-n, who :thua ...... • 
poaJ. tion in the tale s!IIIe.ti vely analocoua to tha't ot 
'the teller ••• (He ls ] lU:e th. wandering JfIfI. the 01d 
aD ot whom Paul wrote cannot di_. and wl11 net di. .0 
lems as hUlll.ft nature does not chanse •••• Lite the Par­
cIoaer, too. in :t"ull Itnowleqe he points the way to 
.,1ri. tual de.th ••• into th. garden ot cupldi 't7, juet 
........ d •• lre. ot th. vetus ho,o lea4 8.117 soul. a.-trç. 
LaolDnc that peace whJ.chpao.seflï 1D'lderatandJ.na. he 
wandera. a -restele •• kalty1''' ... [The PardonerJ 1. 
tbe 1'ale. eùmlch who stand. and pointa the waY up tIte 
WroJIII road.... He Is that 014 lIan as he 11v.. and 
uerte hi. 1ntl.uenc. in the great plJ.sriMp of' 111' •• 66 
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Por rtUon. Wb1ch l wiU explore .ore :tul17 lat.r, 1 b.11 ... *" IIlller'. ictentirication 01' the old man ri th the Par-
40Der 1. untnble. The _in thruat o:t the tale, 'then" la 
DOt th. -sina o~ the tavern", but Death. understood both 
literally and in it. two spiritual senses, death to sin and 
dea1:h to Chrillt. Phy'aica1 death in ltselt ia neither evil 

,nor :tr1ght.1ÙJ1g except to those who place greater value 'on 
wor1dlJ treasure than on the salvation ot th.lr soul.. and 

~ 

are cauah1: by' Death ,UDawue and unrepentant. 
so thorough 1. the Pardoner' s d,pravi V that he 111 in­

capable o-r understanding th. 'true iIIlplica tlons 'ot the tictioft . " 

tba" he hiuel:t cre.t •• '. Al'thouah hi. worels, &II h. hiIII.lt 
acknawl.dc~. in hi. prolOCtle. aay ha.... the power to indue • 

, ~ 

, .. " n. contrition in the _bera ot his rural parish audi-
.ac .. , th. P&rdoner. bl1n4.d 'bJ prid'. ia iBaun.. to the o .... r­
whelJl1J1c ,tru'th or th. doctrine they comr.y. Lit. hi. riot.ra, 
hi. UDderstand1nc never exee.dl the 11 teral, and he becolll~ • 
• ~t ot a spokeaman tor his own inevitable ~tion. 
fil. 8Jllbolic import and moral toree 01' the tale ia potenti­
allY' the _ost devious threat taced by the pilgrims, for 
.hould they allow the Pardoner's evil ta triumph despite th. 
tale'. message ot divine retributian, they would share in 
hi. unpardonable sin -- the refusa! of grace in full aware-
Il ••• or the consequences. But the integri ty ot the tale 
1ron1cally save~ th.m from the trap the pardoner sets tor th.. '!'hi. trap i8 very subtle and insid1ous. tor i t in-
ftl .... d.Dial ot the relationship between language, and 

, u 

_raU. ty. It bas the potential ta pervert certain deeply 
treasured value. ot the medieval world view - specit'ically 
,tale barIIo~ between inner and outer made possible by Christ's 
"JI ptlon or language as a means to truth. 

Lee •• Patteraon, in his 1976 essay "Chaucerian Con-
t ... ion, Pen1tential Literature and the Pardoner," sucae.ta 
1:JIa't the Pardon.rts sin 18 not presumption but d.spair, and 
.. ....:h Is not beyond the reach ot' con'tri tion and penance. 
!he debate betw.en the Pardon.r'. sincerity and his h1Po-, 
cn. 1. b •• ide the point, th_, t'or he i •• -siBcere 

li J.X J_a t' - ua • 

( 



( ,1 

- 37-

bIJoorlte- - the aotlve tor hi ••• U ... revela't1on 18 pre-
01'.17 tu:C sin1'ul.n... whlch resul. t. ln the horrora of' a 
eoul 41v1cle4 .... 1net ltselt. 

IIOre slpl:t'loant than [ hisll1l1sjudg.ent ot others' 
oJftlol •• however. i8 the ,enuineneas and' eVIn: vul- 1 

nerabllity that the Pardoner reveals while 1nsisting 
early and o:t'ten that his motives are brazenly simple. 
he &1ao clalms -- and repeats the clalm -- that he is 
do1ng good worka.... These hints are made aIl the more 
te1ling by the Pardoner' S own respon8e to them ••• he 
hastily withdraws tram the disturbing complications 
h. haa raised to the comforting simpllei ty ot avarices 
-But that ia nat MY principal entente,/ l preche 
nothyng' but for covei tise.' (4J2 - JJ) •••• This fugi­
tive and embarrasséd self-defence shows the pardoner 
acknowledglng in his spirit the values he subverts in 
his worldng. a compliea tian tha t appears again in the 
benediction •••• In sum. he i8 by no means unambiguously 
1mpenitent. and his attempt to reduce himselt to the 
s1mplicity ot allegorical evil i8 best understood as 
an attempt to escape trom a consciousness that is 
too painfully divided. 67 

Patterson seea thl pardoner as a man who attempts. but dOIS 
DOt quite succeed. to create a fictive self to camouflage 
th. more horrible ruli ties ot his true selt. He believes 
that .edieval disoussions ot confession can help explain 
the spiri tua! condi tio~ which prompt the P~oner to 
speak' wi'th reckless abandon as he dOIS in his prologue. 

fte one-cl1.enslonal monolocue of allego17 la d •• pen.d. 
DOt by ~tlon1ng as the pardoner' a confe.sion. but 
'b7 becoa1nc part of a lArier sequence of involunt&r1 
.eU-expoaure that i. tultllled only in the tale. and 
th. tale i.. in turn, tran8tormed by the context ot 
1 ts telling trom an eX'fiI- about avarice into • 
pQCholo,ica1 allegoryt rev.al8 the pUc10ner &;8 a 
.an in d •• pair. 'rhe con1' ••• ion ot despa1r ••• 1. a 
theoretical impo •• ibility ••• th. direct •• lt-re.ela-
tlon ot autobiocrapby 1. distorted b7 ... tesi •• or 
..m.puJ.ation and conoeal.aent, and the n ... -tl ••• ot 
hi. oondi tion are risible onl.7 ln the diaplac..-nt 
ot tic'Uon ••• the Pa.r4oIler'. 111ttd,ti.a".17 ___ 
roI. ot the prot ... lolal plao.. tbla di800IltinalV 
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[b.tw •• n languag~ and reali ty at the centre ot hi" 
characterization. Lansuage la the lIleans by which he 
createe himself tor others.(e.. The 'Prologue', ~or 
&11 i ta apparent eandour t is part o-r this image­
making ••• the very exceas ot the Pardoner's revela­
tions hide him trom us. rather than belng created by 
the conventions o~ medieval allegor.Y, he himself ex­
ploits them ••• but the whole relationship between 
his real and his created self is less controlled 
and deliberate •••• He goes tao far and defines hia­
.elt as a man outside the human communi ty • makinc 
his ultimate rejeetion inevitable and revealing a 
pattem of self-destruction that surtaces in the 
o~ter ot the relies. 68 

The role of the old man in the tale sheds 1ight on the 
implications of the pardoner' s failure to grasp the under­
lying truth of the fiction he creates. l believe that the 
old man illumlnates the pardoner's t'ailure ta understand by 
contrast. The notion that he embodies the evil. of the par­
doner's soul seems absurd when one considera how the pre­
sentation of the old man in the tale contrasts in every way 
with that ot the rioters with whom he cornes into conf1iet. 
The compl~xity of Chaucer's art defies the conaistency de­
manded by Mil.ler's exegetical approach. Miller ia misguided 
in postulating an analogy between the Pardoner's blatant 
disregard tor the fate of the souls of the rural. parishionen 
"goon a~blakeberyed!~ (406), and the old man's directlng of 
the rioters to the gold, for it Is clear that the Pardoner 
exerts real int·luenee on the actions of his audiences. 
whereas the old man's directions to the rioters tunction on 
a purely symbollc level. He points them to the physical 
death whlch is the only possib1e literary corollary ta their 
spiritual state. Like the pardoner. they commit the unpar­
donable sin ot ref'Using, in ful.l knowledge of the consequ­
ences. God's otter ot mercy. To identlty the old man with 
the arrogant. selr-destructive evil of the pardoner la a1so 
to re_in dea! to the tone of humble piety wl th which he 
speaks at al1 times. In his portrayal of the old man. Chau­
cer emphaai~es his wamine to the riotera not to be diare.­
pecttul. as .el1 .s hi. concem and desire tor their repentance • 

4 4 .. 
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11'1 Hooly Wri t ye may 'yourselt wel rede • 
• ~ an oold man, ho or upon hi. heed, 
Y •• holde arise,' whertore l yeve yow reed, 
le dooth unto an .. oold man noon harm now, 
lamoore than that ye wolde men did to yow 
In age, it that ye so longe abyde. 
And Gad be with yow, where ye go or ryde: (742 - 48) 

The old man'. instructions to the rioters as to where Death 
r.sides is fo110wed by his final benediction. "God save 
yow, that boghte agayn mankynde~/ And yow amende!" (766 - 67). 
Patterson argues that the 01d man dramatizes the "human 
•• aning" of the despair of unregenerate man. "The pardoner 
pre.ents a figure who accurately ref1ecta his own irreduc­
ible contradictions ••• the old man protters advice both 
n.edtul ••• and periloua 1 "turne up th!s croked wey", (761). 
Also like the pardoner he knows the truth but la unab1e to 
uae ft •••• He offers a c10aing benediction ••• that ia in 
the event ae1t-exc1uding_"69 But the revellera, like all 
men, are finally responsible tor their own salvation or 
damnation. The 01d man's advice to the rioters cannot be 
labelled "perilous" for he neither guides nor misguides 
th.ir souls. Nor does the 01d man's pointing the riotera 
toward the gold under the oak tree constitute the portion of 
l'lis speech which can be 1abelled "advice". This has come 
.arlier, when he warns them of the ultimate emptiness ot this 
lire lived tor fts own sake, and he advises them to reforma 

Ife De,th, allas! ne wol nat han MY lyt 
!hua walke l, lYk a restelees kaityt, 
And on the ground, wh1ch ls MY moodres ga te ~ 
1 knoltlce w1 th 'IllY star, both. erly and late, 
And se,ye 'Leeva mooder, leet me in! 
Le how l va.ny.she, tleash, and blood, and skyn! 
Allas! whan shul my bones been at reste?' '{?27 - ))) 

!he old un'. words empha8ize the trans1tory nature ot the 
pleuure. ot thi. world, and 1mpJ.y that man' Il one true 
treaaur. 1. God's r:ec:teçtlon ot his soul. His advice haring 

4 _ IR u;; ';OC 1 $ W, la: 
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been unequivocably rejected. he sends the riotera to the 
punishment they have chosen, still praying for their 
redemption. 

The significance of the old man should be sought in 
terms of the moral implications of his words and actions. 
John steadman, in his 1964 article "Old Age and Contemptus 
MUndi in the Pardoner's Tale,'" contrasts the presentation,­
words, attitudes and ~alues of the old man with those of 
the three rioters, and tinds that in each of the seven in-

1<1 

stances he examines, they are diametrically opposedl "The 
encounter between them juxtaposes youth and age, pride and 
humilit,y, impatience and patience, blasphemy and pie~~ 
'vileinye' and 'curteisye', folly and wisdom, avarice and 
contemptus mundi."70 The-behaviour of the rioters is ruled 
by avarice -- mundi dilectores. They are so in love with 
the transitory pleasures of this world that they ignore the 
tact of man's mortality in their proud quest to slay death. 
In his portrait of the old man, on the other hand, Chaucer 
exploits the conventional association of wisdom with old 
age. "He equates the treasure with death ••• He ia, in 
fact, the only person in the pardoner's Tale who gives ex­
pression -- however oblique and figurative -- to the central 
theme, radix malorum est cupiditas. The fact that he express •• 
it in a veiled metaphor ••• lends greater intensity and power 
to the ethical truth he is describing ... 71 ' 

The view that the Pardoner's immorality precludes his 
coming to a true understanding of thé moral implications ot 
his tale was challenged by Calderwood's 1964 essay which 

" 

questions the truth ot the Pardoner's portrayal of himselt 
as a monster of evil. The pilgrims for whatever reason re­
gard the Pardoner as somethlng of a parian and reject the 
Host's suggestion that he tell "som myrthe or japes". 

But right anon thise gentils gonne to cry.,. 
'Ray, lat hym telle us of no ribaudye: 
Te1le us som moral thyng, that we ~ 1eera 
Som wi t, and thanne wol we gladly haere.· ()2) - 26) 

\ 

A ., es. ',0 , ..... < - ' ••• 4 , 



1 
f 
i 

C' f 
i 
~ 

~ 
~ 
\ , 
~ 
" 

i ;. 
! 

l , 

~ 
1 

..... . 
~ 

- 41 -

ca14erwood a •• erts that the Pardoner's selt-revelation i. 
it.elt part ot his tiction created to mock the pilgrims' 
preconceived notions ot his manifest villainy, and simul­
taneouslY, as a bld tor their acceptance. He argues that 
Cbauce~ waa working.upon, not within, the convention ot th. 
contesalon ot the villain to the audience. 

The very absoluteness of thi. villainy renders It 
suspect ••• he decides to play that role to the 
limit, to give the 'gentils' the demonic Pardoner 
ot their imaginings.... hls cont'ession is a general 
attack upon proprlety and morality ••• rit is al.ol 
an inrplici t aCknowledgement ot the damage to his 
vanity wrought by their rejection of Mm •••• To ac­
qulre the pilgrims' approval, he can attempt a nep­
tlve demonstration ot i t ( decency ~ that ie, decency 
Interred trom contrast ••• His self-parody, this 
extravagant exaggeration ot his own evil, ls designe4 
theretore partly to shock but also to render ri di cu­
loua the stereotype ot absolute enl in terms ot 
which the 'gentils' have imagined and judged him. 
The shrewdnass ot this approaeh lies in the tact 
that it does not require the pardoner to make a 
po.i tl ve appeal tor the pilgrims' approval and hene. 
to rlsk another tlat rejection, in other worda. it 
doe. not require &DY emotlonal 'involvement on his 
part. 72 

It Is at least possible, then, that the Pardoner. in his pro­

logue, crea tes one flction onto which the tiction of his tale 
1. superimpo.ed. Pather Paul Beiehner. ln his 196) assay 
"Chaucer's Pardoner as Entertainer", was the tirst to's~est 
that the Pardoner's prologue may represent an exaggeratlon ot 
the truth. In his tunction as a protessional collector tor 
th. chapel and hoapi tal of st. Mary ot Rouncival. "the Par­

doner ia 1ettlng a select group in on his trade secrets tor 
th.lr s~phisticated amusement.·?) The making of a donation 
.. only part of the requirement tor gaining an indulgence. 
but 1 t seems to be the only condition upon whlch thls Par.­
don.r insists tor the diapensing of his pardons. Nor do •• 
he ~ over aIl "the tunda 'he bas raisad. ta "the Church tpr, 
lu charitabl. worka. -87 thi. pucle bave l wcmne. yeer _ 
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leer.1 An hundred mark slth l WBS pardoner" (389 - 90). 
The epl10gue is also part or the Pardoner's demonstratlon 
ot his technique o~salesmanship which backtires, however; 
when the Host refuses to participate in this charade ~lmed 
at turther entertaining the pilgrims. John Hal verson 
SQggests two addi~ional motives for the pardoner's "put-on", 
and indicates that the debate over the sincerity. ot the 
benediction is beside the points 

It disguises and protects the 'real self' which is 
naver allowed to appear in the process ••• As a de­
~ensive devlce, it has perhaps always been common 
aaong the 8ocla1ly unaccepted ••• where the ego ls 
involved, it is obviously necessar,y that eventually 
the victim must reallze that he ls being 'put-on' 
ao tnat the superiori~ of the pet,Petrator May be 
acknowledged ••• sinceri ty is necessarily and irre­
solvably ambivalent. part of the game i8 to state 
the plain truth in an ironic context to create 
con:rusion. 14 

!he most tnt.reating aspect ot thia th.ais develop.d bl 
,f 

the •• lari three cODlDentators is i ts implication that Chau-
cer d1st1nguishes between behavlour and state of mind in a 
.... r no lesa subtle than that of the modern novel. 

!he issue ot the context in which truth -- moral or 
otherwise -- is stated has still broader implications for 
the und.rstanding ot the pardoner' s performanc e in i ts en­
tiret,y. If the selt-revelation,in the prologue ia itael! 
a subaequent l~.r ot fiction which hides th~ 'real man yet 
turther tram view, then a number of problems arise. Th. 
danger ot drowning in layer upon layer of receding ~iction 
i. very r.al, and would seam to invalidate any jumping-ott 
point tor critical analYsis o~ the work as a whola. To 
wbat extent la th. Pardon.rts sermon-tale -- and ita moral 
....... -- independent ot hia prol0B':le, and t~ what extent 
doe. 1 t qual.i ty th. prologue and vice versa? The dispari ty 
be •• en the Pardoner's prostitution ot his art and, the 
ftl141 ty o~ the teacft1Dc ot his sermon calla into quution 
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'the eODdl ttona \lftder wldch li " .. tare 18 aoe.ptefl as a 
o pide -t~ h1œ&ll bahaYiour. '!he p1lcriJD. Jmow - o;r. heU"e 

,- . 
-the;y mow -- 'the P&rcloner'. ~. intentions. and reJect hi. 
entire p.rt'o~e b.oauae the,. are repulaed b7 the u.ora1-
1 ty or the.-n. The ri... or C&ld..wood, Belchner and Ha1-
verson .uage.t that there are signa or spiritual llte 1ft 
th. Pardon.r - that he iâ not a tieure ot UMi tlpted. evll. 

'However, he undeNine. the 1II0rallt;y ot hi •• ermon-tale b;y 
telUng It wlthin th, context ot hi. prologue, which the 
pilp-iJ:u accept at tace value. S. L. Gro •• co_ent.. "lto 

rea4er e.,er teel. that the tale, in lt. ettect, i. lronic -
only . the cJ.ruatie .1 tuatlon ~b.tractl;y eonaidered i.. How­
ever, the ab.tract sl tuatlol'l iamed1atel;y tade., tor the 
.ucee.. ot the tale 1. the t.ilure ot the plan ... 15 - thi. 

being the invalldation ot the piet;y ot the tal. by the 111-
plev ot the teller. The v.ry' amb1p1 t;y ot the Pardoner'. 
tru. nature and moti.,.. allow. Chaucer, to debate illpl1cl t17 
the val~dl ty of a work of art indepenctent of the moral! t;y . 

ot ita cre.tor. 0 

In the MidcU_ Age •• one ri_ Il111pired 'b;y st. Aucwn1ne 
held tlIat the moral ot th. ..~on or ,xeglu. _ ot secoft4-
ary iIIportance to th. IDOrallty wh1eh ruled the lit. ot ita 
preacher. ftle Pardon ... in 1h1no;y'. vi .... conapire. to 
lJl'ftrt thii hierarchioal relatlonab1p ... weÙ as that be-
_een the -•• tenoe· ot a table or ex..,l_, Uld 1 ta 
11 teral .ellll •• 

'l'be Pardoner - Chaucer' 8 o~ ~tea.ional. 8t017-
teller - i. ail .,.,..1;y ••• (h. has no place 1ft 'tIle 
spt_. rath.r he call. th. sr." •• Into que.tion_ 
Hia .tance toward table &1'14 IIIOral, lnalde and ou'bide. 

, taoe. ua ri th a paradoz which thoroughl;y aubverte aed­
ieval doctrine ••• he inYi tes us ta accept the doctrine 
o"r art roI' art· s salte. In tracl1 tional th.ory, the ri .. 
are .uper1or ta the outward show o~ the table. hen. 
they are 1nv1 ted ta t •• l super1ar to the moral and COD­
c_trate on the show. Thus instead of giv1ng ua' a 
diaposable exterior wh1ch .aUsti •• the wlpr, the 
P&rdofter pre •• nt. a di.posable aoral ••• he inYert8 
a. relationahip b.twHft prol.e anc:l tale b7 ba'riJ!a 
Ilia t .-oral prolope 1JIpo •• 1 ta -UlÛ1'2C OD . th. 110ft! 

li • Q a "$ l!Qt - s:; 21Q.- .. 1, _ ..... 
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.el"llOn. !he 4eslp o-r his whole performance ls' to 
•• the piJ.cr1m audience acc'pt, not the P&rdoner 
or hi. relies pel' ,e, but this inYersion'itselt. 76 

H.nce through the caretully p~anned content ot the prologue 
- the Pardoner .m.pulate. the response of his audience to 

th. tale. 
But there was not only one view ot the matter in the 

Middle Ages. st. Thomaa Aquinas, as 1 have shown, be1ieved 
i~ waa possible tor a man to know the good and thus give 
c01D18e1, and yet not love i t. In this case, the vali41 ty 

D 

ot a sermon is independent ot the morality ot its preacher. 
In the course ot her argument against Ki ttredge' s tamous 
vi .. that the pardoner's .olemn benediction repre.ent. a 
momentar,y "paroxysm ot-agonized s1ncerity"77 Helen Corsa 
WEi tes 1 "'l'ha:t he speaks doctrinal and re1iglous truths ln 

1 

no sena. hint. that he is giring thought to retorming, any 
more than his utterance ot such truths in any way artects 
th.1r valid1ty ... 78 L_1gb De Neet sucgests that the pi1-
Irima' inabili ty to separa te the imftaorali ty ot the man !rom 
th. IIOrality ot the sermon makes thelll the object ot Chaucer'. 
ircm,1 

All -rour part. ot the ~ do inde.4. torm a coherent 
narrative de.iped to III\istrate the inadequat. under­
.'taDdtnc which resu1 te !rom too narrow an angle ot 
vision ••• i t 121 possible to see the myopie contusion 
ot litera]. and extra-li teral meanings afteets not orily 
the riotera, but the pardon~ himee1f, and, u1timately, 
the pilKrima to whom he repeàts his sermon-exemp1um •••• 
r!bej tindency on the 'part o~ the pilgrims to equate 
\he P&rdo.ner's charaeter wi'th his worda.has tar 
reacbing implications ••• rejeetiop ot te1ler impliee 
"~ection ot the tale as .ell ••• 1. This J p1a~.s the 
p1lcrima iD ••• thelr tina1 ironie position. 79 

Pool.e4 bF the iDDODp'U1v betwe. teller and-tale, th.,. re­
~en the lIOra1 tale~ _me-= .. aari.l3' di.carding both ~t 
.... obatt. a. Mftl doctrine p:u_tH b)- the Pardoner -
~ one ot 1:be .., .i ..... w~o -.te 'th. ~ - 1. 
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the only one rejected because <of the man hlmself.... In hls 
essay "The Final IrolV ot the pardoner's Tale, ft Edmund 

• Raiss concludes that the dramatic irony ot the Pardoner's 
preaching against the sin which he constantly commits i~ 
qualified by the tact that he himself ls conscious o~ this 
lncongruity. The tinal lrony of thls tale lies elsewhere. 
The clues are provided by the pardoner himself in the 
prologue. 

But thaugh rDysel1" be gilty in that synne~ 
yet kan l maken oother folk to tw.ynne 
From avarice; and soore to repente. (429 - Jl) 
For though myself be a ful vicious man, 
A moral tale yet l yow telle kan. (459 - 60) 

Reiss is convinced that the pardoner belleves in what he . 
preaches. he recognizes the truth ot Chrlstianity; altt:0 gh 
he abuses it. This distinotion between mechanical knowl e 
and true understanding is possible only wlthln the Tho -
lst1e view. "The ~tic irony of the Pardoner's Prologue 
and Tale then," acoording ta Reiss. "is not that the Par­
doner ls reveal1ng more thwa he in~ends~ but, rather the con­
verse -- that no one is ablè. t~see the full meani~ of what 

he says ••• because the man himself makes his words a priori 
unacceptable. ,,80 ~ 

• 

III . The Li·tera! and the figural • 

.,--
Thl':'tailure of. tJ)e riotera to understand the warnihgs 

éoncern1ng Death given by the 10ung boy, the ~avern owner~ 
and 1'inally; the old' man -- their inabili ty ta thlnk and 
tunction on a metaphoric level -~ lies at the heart of the 
Pardon.r'·s own damning fallure ta understand the tJ;'Ue Im­
plicatiofts of hls tale. It should be remembered that in st. 

, J 

Augustin.'s theory ot signification. the misuse of lingulsttc 

... , ( ~ 
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tacul ties resu! ta in .oral and Intellec'tual tailure. 
AU three riotera spaak ot Death as a li taraI being, 

rather than as • pbysical and/or .piritual state. '!he young 
boy wame the rioteraI 

tftler cam a prive,. thee:t .en clepeth Deeth, 
That in thi. contree al the. pepIe .leeth, 
And ri th his spere he smoot his herte awo t 
And w.nte his wey wi thouten worde. DIO •••• 
Me thynketh that i t were nece.sarie 
l'Or to be wu of swlch an adv,ersarie. 
Beth redy :tor to meete hym everemoore, 
'!'hua taugh te me IllY dame, 1 sel" namoore. ( 61 S - 84) 

The child has taken 1iterally the t~tive expression wi'th 
which adu! ta re:ter to De.th. So tao are tJte...rlq.:ters gui 1 ty 

"'-ot contuaing metaphoric with descriptive speech, tor the 

validi ty o"r the wam1ng ot the l •• ~ four lines of the ~Y·. 
/ 

speech - to be spirl tually prepared tor -ile.th at all time. 
la lost to them. In his warning te the ri ot ers ~r;, the tavem­
owner adopta the method ot expression uaed by the chl1d, 

.. 
. h. bath sl.aynu this y •• r f 

Henne ov~r a .tle, wlthinn •• cr-et ~llase, 
Bothe .an Uld wo~, ch1l.d, and hyne, and page. 
1 trowe hi. habl tacio\U'1 be th.re. (686 - 89) 

Becauae the riotera are incapable o:t understand1ng metaphoric 
languqe and bllDd to the sp1rl tual. diaenalon, they inadvert­
ently invert Chriat's re4eaptive role, s •• king ta cODquer 
phNsical d_ th in order to malté et.mal the lite of the bod7. 

, , 

The pbpica11'tJ o:t the aina ot the tavern are ~lcal ot and 
reeuJ. t troa the1r sp1ri'tU&l bUn4n.... Il'l the Pardoner'. 
own worda. 

For dronk ..... i. vulq •• ~1:Ure 
ot .""., w1 t aDd h1a 41aorecJ.otm. (.s.58 - ,,) 
HII8ard i. vwxq ~.. o-r 1.., ..... 

1 
1 
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AJad or 4ece1'te. and cura_ tor-r.rncea. 
BlMpII_ o~ Criat. ....laUCb'tl:'e ••• (591 - 9) 
But J'Ciel ftIIZ7I'JI 1. a canecm-e •••• 
~ __ • lIbal nat part_ troc. his houa . 

1'II&t o~ hi. othe. 1.. tG outrapous. (6)8 - 50) 

Drink mtomba .an. a wl t. sw-.ring briI1p "enpance upon 
lt.eU, and gubl~ plac •• .an's tate ln Portune, a sub­
lunar toree. Pinally the old u.n cU.rect. th. riotera te> the - . 

• 

gold which he recOfPÛz.. as th. ."abolle count.rpart ot thelr ... 
splrl tua]. death. ,An oppo.ins vi.. la .xpressed by W. J. B. 

OW.n who arsues that thJ.s tieur. ls Just an old .-n who un-
wi ttil'1gly dir,ets th. riotera to th. death h. h.iJu.l~ se ... , . 
-H. does not k:now. then. wbat the reY.llers will tind uncl.-r 

th. tree, tor it he doea h. ought. according ta his earller 
sp •• ch, to have reaained w1 th the gold, seeldng hi'S death ln 
1 t •• 81 But thls Yi •• attribute. to 'the old ~ th. 11 teral.­
Ddndedness and moral 'bl1n4n... ot the ~e riot.ra. anq 
th. avarielous tind de.th in gold. H_ knows that the re­
l.ase h. seeks throuCh ph)'sical death 1. Dot th. s .. e as the 
spiritual death the rlotera brins. upon th .... l"... 'rhe 101d 
does IlOt hold th. pow.r. of lit. anel ct_th over the old man. 

he ia iD.un. to i ta .ttecta. Purthermore. OWen' s read.1ns 
ov.rlooks yet-another tea~e which d1stl~shes the old-san 
troll the thr.e "10\1118. men. that 18 hi. ablll ~ to 'thint 
and speak on a metaphoric plane about du th and. the grave 
wl thout tal11Dg 1nto .rror. TrU- understanding, th.n. ls 
contineent upon IIOral rectl tud.e anct th. subserri..anee ot the 
lndiv1dual will ta that ot God. 1't1e riotera, on th. other 

4, ..... ~ ~ 

band, hasten toward death, und.erstanding nelthet- Its ph7S1cal 
nor i ta splrl tual i:upllcatlons. they tdsunderstand the 
,1 .. tpnslatuJn. -At the heart ot th.lr •• ll-!'eluâion,· 
Donal:! Howard wri tes. -1. a trlek which lansuace 1 t.eU plays 
on th_·82 in which the literal and the .euphorie."l .;. 
eq,uatecl. 

l1I.1eollll Pl ttoclc, ln hi. 1914 • ..., -~. JlK40nere s tale 
&lQd the Que.t tor Death,· po.1.t. that the tale èleY.lopa the 'th._ ol -the Mt.terance '!Je ... Ilâtl ... 1 ~ea. &ad 
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subatant~ JI:.DOwlectce ... 8' Beca~. he lntell.ectually cœ­
prebende th. ic:t.s o~ ev1l. and death in a ~ that the 
notera' spiritual blindnea. preclude •• the Pardcmer'8 
choice te 1'oll~ert1 i. al1 the IlIOn cfamn1nc. 

He ~.' that he is a ain:tul -.n, he 1. opm-eyed 
about hi. perversion ot hi. sermon to 8erve hia awn 
eDda. He know. he la 1Ui1 ty 01' the very aln he preache. 
_lnst. and takes pleaaure not only in th1.. but ln the 
f'act that h" lndulg .. ·· hi. ain ln the "ery ac't 01' expoa­
i.nc 1 t ••• In the Pardoner. that 1. to Stq, Chaucer 
:t'ao.. the most ertreme case ••• in wh1Ch the intellec­
tual srasP ot what r-.iDa 1-.cinat1.el.7 cOllplete17 
UftCoapreh.ed .e_ pert'eot. ft1. 1. _what .epaz'&te. 
h1JI ••• f'roa the rioter. ln hi. 0WIl tal.e. Intelleotu­
all7 the Pardoner mows what d_'th 1. lIDd th. WQS in 
wlûch .1nners :t'aii to coapretiend' 1 t, and he Jœowa what 
pod and nil are. he -just choo.e. to 1'ollow wU. It 
h. howe.er. CJuul.cer'. bellet ••• that howeY'er lucld 
&RICh a 00-.1 tment rtay be i t springs tram a deep l.ack ot 
~.II. which the confldent 1ntallectual cOIIPreh .. ion 
and control malte more frighten1ng. 84 4 

Donald Howard views the Pardon.r's tale as an 1nadYert.rt 

1 

! 
; , 

projection 01' his cOJUlclowm •••• hi. innera tw:_l~. and 41.- ': 
dus... the po •• iOlli ty that the Pardoner IIIQ' speak the tnth. 
whlch could l_d ~o his salfttlon. but at a auch deeper. 
persona! level. 1'ail ta. recocnize lt. ., 

'l'be dr--Jlke quallq .e. his tale shan in an 1roa.J' 1 
about 111'e tro. which ho one 1.~.e - -tbat wbat .e 1 
DH4 tG laMJw about oUZ'Sel Yu i.,~ tentlally knoWable • 
AD4 ... t1 ... laIown by others, orten/lle. beyond 
oUr P'UP ••• ftlat .... the ,cue ot the aplr1tualq 111-
pot.nt. !he •• U-knoWledce wlûch th.,. stubborDl7 
.voldecl ... 'reprea.ed· but attainable b7 an act rd 
will. '!lle7 coul.4 spu.k trua and no' heed th. tl'IItIa 
tIlq apob. 85 ". . 

. -
Henee the Paz'doner .... • ~ect ~ of 1:bat .a, cte.ori1le4 
b~ st. DOMAl. who 'tbo1'OUP,17·lIDClera ...... k\tt.b on • cie­
taoIle4, 1atellectual 1eYel. bd ne1~ lcrt'M li: nor 11 ...... 

0---", 

! 
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1'h ct1ctat... fte lap11catlons ot hi. lacJt o~ rea1 ....... 
n_. or the .1p1tlcanc. ~ wbat be saya are far reach1nl. 

" In Chri.tian 1:b.o\Wht, ml do.. not 01at ln 1 ta own richt, 
but N'tiler .. a n ... tlon or privatioo. o~ ,ooc1. 'rh1a neca­
tion .. t b. bom o~ a -cl .. p lack o~ awaren ... , - al. thouch 

\ 

Ithe perpetration ot eri1 la ueually accoapllahed w1 th the \ 
cUl'1lÛ.DC ~ncemû. ti cl1.pl.qed by the Parioner." The auce... ot' '-­
hi. traud depends, in part, on the ~act tbat hia • el'llOn , 
heard. 1ndep.nden~ o~ the context in which .e Jmow i t, ringa 
so true. Hi. lliajuc1pent ot the piJ.aria audience, howev.r, 
reeul1:a tro. hia 1nabill1::1 1:0 imagine that there are som. 
who.. valu.. precluc1e th_ tro. en30y1nc hi. account o~ hi. 
exploitation o~ hi. rural parish consre .. ti~. ' 

ftle Pardoner's lact ot substantive knowlqe ,- th. de­
sree 1:0 wh1ch he sbare. the literal-ll1ndedn... ot hi. reY.l~ 
lers - al80 surfac •• in the aermon on the slna ot the 
t&yem which precede. the tal.. 1 shall re.trict .,. •• U to 
an analyala o~ the inconaiat.nc1ea in the pardon.r t • c11a­
coun. on glut'ton,. He quot.a troa th. Pirat Epi.tre ot 
Paul tIl. Apo.tle to the Corintbiana. _, " 

... ta ~or. the 'belb. and th. b.l17 tor ... ta. but 
Qo4 "baU clq1:ro7 bOth 11: and th_. lfOw th. boq la 
DOt tor tom1oation, :but tor the Lo~. and the LorG 
tor tbe boQ. (YI, 13) 86 __ :-~~ \ 

.---------------'l!l1. ep1atl •• ~how .... er, i. not a diatribe aplMt glu1:'torlY, 
.. the Pardoner'" po".ine ot it 1IIpU... In it, paul ad1lcm­
ip." th. CoriDtbianll to Avoid the sine ot the boiIJ - and 
fornication. DOt p.u'Hon;J'. i. the 1I08t -.pllaslled - tor 'lt 
la cmq w11:h -th. 4"1:rU4:1:10n of thé tl.ah, that th. .plri t 
~ b ....... Ut th. dq ot th. LOrd J~us· (V, S). I,t 1. 
cJIanC'teriaUo ot Ua. Pardoner to chaos. one ot the asany 
lU .. t:ratlOM 1fitb wlûcb Paul exemplifie. hi'S main th.e and 

\ .. te lt out ot codut 1ft order to impress -- and hene • 
.... palat. - h1a audienc •• , whl1e completely missing th • 
.ta 1:ImI8t o-r Paul'. worcla wh1ch .... rt tha t the luats ot 

4 &, L dU_ iJQj4 ( .-. Ji 
j • * .. A 44 • J 
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tIle n .. .... lM oOll't&"Ol.le4 tbat 'the .,1r1 t ~ be ........ 
..... ,.. no .... , ,.,.. .. bod:r 1, the -.p1e o~ tU Ho17 Oho.-t 
-Na li la J'OU. wJalOh 7. ba •• of (Jod. and 7~ are bOt J'Our 
..,. (YI. 19). fbroupout tilla epl.,t1. Paul deala ritll 
tIae oa.plu _tare o~ th. nlatlonsblp b.tween the plapical ' 

...... aplriàal, 1:be PardoMr .... 17 u'tracta a YlY14 ' ~ 

~ or Jh7a1cal. lndv1aence• 
III .arll .. ch&pters or tilla _. eplaUe, Paul dl.-

c..... the 11a1 tationa of the wl.4oII of ... tbe wi ••• t aen 
111 th. lJ.abt of Cbr1.tiu re.,el&tlolll ) 

Pol:' th. P"M1llna of th. C1:'OU 1. to tb_ tba't 'par1ab 
toollahn.... but UDto ua wlllch are •• ..a i t la th. 
power of aM. 
PoZ' 1 t la wr1 tter _,; will d .. troy th. riado. of th. 
wi •• , and will br~ tG nothiDc th. unclentan4J.nc 
o~ the prudent ••• \ 
1U1: Qod bath choaen the ~toollô th1np of th. worlel 
to confognd the wi.e. anel (J04 bath choa. th. WMk 
tb1np of the wor1el ta con.t'ound the th1nca whlch azoe 
milhty. (l, 18 - 19. 27) 

'-
He adIIlonishe. preach.ra tG &volel. as h. hlu.lf 40... ... 
dancera of the -.ta4o. of worcls· (1. 11). 

I~ 

And rq speech and my preaching wa, not wl th enticlDc 
~ of man's wls4om, but in d..,~ratlon of the . 

Spirit and ot Power. { 
1 

!.Bat your falth should not stand in the wi.dom ot .~. 
but' in the power of God ••• 
Bu~ the natura1 man reoeiveth not-the things ot th. 
Spirit of GOd. for they are tooli.hnes. unto hill. 
ne1ther can ha know them because they are spirltu­
ally disoerned. (II.~ 5. 14) 

paÙl could weIl have been spaaking in this second- chapter ot 
the Pardoner -- a man who depends tor the ,tinancial suce ••• 
~t hi. preaching upon the enticing eloque~ce of his worda 
and his telgned wisdom. 

AS.: _ • •• 44 •• 
aœ. ,. ua 
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'ft. a1a of hl. perto~ .. , as h. preach •• to th. rural 
par!.P au41 .... , 1. to lDap1r. 1ft th_ npre.. con.tl4enc. 1ft 
Jrlbe.lt. ft1a 1. aohi..-.4 bJ' parad1nc beton th. co~- "­
'lion • .eri.. o~ obJ!OtI wtdch are IldDt to -'tt •• t ta hl. 
auu.ruoi'Q. 

ftnt 1 proftO'U.ftCe whenn •• tbat I COll., 
And tb ... rq bull .. ah ... I. alla and .... 
~oure lle. lord •• a .. l on rq patent., 
'i!bat ah... 1 tirat. .,. bocly tG warent. • •• 

And ~t.r tbat thanne telle 1 torth ., tal •• , 
Bulle. ot POP.. and ot cardynale •• or patrtark •• and bi.hopp •• 1 sh .... (335 - .3) 

, 

'flle Pardon.r'. r.petl tlon ot the verb "to show" 1. especl~lly 
appropriat.. tor 1 t cOnY.,.. the nature - and liJIIi tatlone -­
o~ hi. pertorsance. tha t 1 t ia preci.ely that, a pertormance 
d •• lIne4 to bide trom the rural congregations tta mercenary 
1lOt1:na. Hi. word. do not go beyond themselves as Paul's do, 
ta beco ... a "d8llOnstration or the Spirit and ot Power." H. 
1. th. Paul.1ne "natural man" who, like his rioters., does not 
know tbat wh$Ch ia "spiritually diseerned" preeisely beeaus. 
h. ~t. '!he Pardoner ia guilty of the same t'ailure to 
und~tand the apiritual realm which ls denounced in the" 
aplatle he quotes. l shall later demonstrat~ that the same 
relationahip exists between the Pardoner' s understanding ot 
St. Paul's Pirst apiatle to Timothy t'rom which he extracts 
hla one and only theme, "radix malorum est cupiditas",~'(VI, 10), 
and its true significanee. Contrar,y to the strietures ot st. 
Paul, the Pardoner thlnks o~ hlmaelt as a man "above that " 
wh1ch ia written" (l, Cor. IV, 6), tailing to comprehend .the 
•• aning ot paur's words. "For the kingdom ot God 11 not in 
wOrd, ,but in power" (l, Cor. IV, 20). 

In the Eplatle ot paul the Apoatle to th. Rom&IUI, Paul 

), .. 
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oaoe __ in denounc.. tal.. te.chers. "por th.y. th.t are Roh' 
.erY. not our Lord Jesus Chri.t, but their own be'll,.. and by 

800d worda and tair speeches deceive the hearts ot the 
, ' 

.~l." (XVI, 18). Sean in its proper context the phrase "to 
,.-k. a god ot one's belly" does not refer to gluttony per se, 
but use. the sin of gluttony as a symbol for the far worse 
sln ot which the Pardoner ls guilty. that of preferring the ~ 

oreated to the creator, Inverting the hierarchy ot Christian 
valu.s b,. plaoing oneselt and the thinga ot this world betore 
Ood. 

The imager.y used by paul in his Epistle to the Phl11pplans . 
1. str1k1naly s1m1lar. 

(por many walk, ot whom I have told you otten, and now 
t.ll you aven weeping, that they are the enamie. ot 
the cross of Christ. 
Who.e end is destruction, whose god is their belly, and 
whose glory is in their shame, who mlnd earthly things.) 
(III, 18 - 19l ' 

The.e verses are set apart by parentheses from the rest ot 
chapter III in whioh paul expresses his desire for the "prize 
of the high calling of God in Jesus Christ" (III, 14). 

T.he knowledge of Christ Jesus my Lord. for whom 1 
~ve suffered the loss of all things ••• (III, 8) 
It by any means l might attain unto the resurrection 
ot the dead. (III, Il) 
Let us theretore, as Many as be perfect, be thus 
minded ••• (III, 15) 
,Let us walk by the same rule, let us mind the same 
thlng. (III, 16) 

st. Paul bri~tly juxtaposes tho.e who walk the wrong wdy -­
the enamies ot Christ's cross -- with those who follow the 
path ot salvation. The phrase "whose god Is their belly" 
tunctions both as an illustrative example ot thos. whOse 

1 

----------------~. ____ ~.~_S~ __ ~-------N-4--'--'~ .. ~.~~--_____________ ~--__________ =~_~ 
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Yalue. ara invarted, and as an appropriate lead-in to 
Paul's conclusion that Christ "shall change our vile body, 
that'it May be tashioned like unto his glorious body, 
according to the working whereby he is able even to subdue 
al1 thlngs unto himself" (III, 21). paul's metaphor ot re­
damption as Christ's transformation of the vile body into 
ao •• thing glorious is overlooked by the pardoner, who under- ~ 

stands merely the letter ot Paul's epistle, and thinka 
.tr1ctly in physical termss 

o wOlllbe1 0 be-ly: 0 stynlcyng cod, 
Pul~illed ot dong and o~ corrupcioun: 
At either ende ot thee fou! is the soun. (S~ - 36) 

In Paul, the imagery ot physical corruption ia applied to 
.tnners who are not contrite. The Pardoner, however, make. 
the physical aspect of aIl men's existence obscene. stephan 
Khinoy comments. "The 'stynkyng cod' is not disgusting in , 
itsalf, and the pardoner has defiled himself out ot his own 
mouth •• _ Paul ia denouncing the pardoner -- but as the 
Pardoner repeats the words he ia ironically following the 
letter of the Apostle's injunction -- he is an imitator ot 
paul_ n8? FUrthermore as Khinoy points out, quoting trom the 
Gospel according to st. Mark, the pardoner's moral lesson ia .. 
retuted by Christ's own words. In Chapter VII. Mark recorda 
Christ's distinction between cleanliness of body and clean-
1in.ss ot spiri t. " 

'~ 

Then the phariseea and scribes asked him. Why walk 
not thy disciples aceording to the tradition or the 
eIders, but eat bread with unwaahen handa?-
He answered and said unto them, WeIl hath Esaias 
prophesied ot you hypocrites, as it ls wrltten, This 
people ·honoureth me with their lips, but their heart 
la far trom me. 
Howbei t in vain do they worshlp me, teachins t:AI' 
doctrines the commandments of men ••• 1ay1ns u1da 
the commandment ot Gad ••• 
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And he sai th unto them. Are ye so undera tanding 
also? Do ye not perceive, that whatsoever thlng 
tram wi thout entereth into the !Tlan, li cannot 
~fi~hb; , 
Because it entereth not into his heart, but into the 
be1ly, and goeth out into the draught. purging a,ll 
meats? 
And he said. That whlch cometh out of the man, that 
detileth the man. 
For trom within, out of the heart of men, proce.d 
eYi1 thoughts, adulteries, fornieations, ~.rs ••• 
(VII, 5 - 8, 18 - 21) 

Thus even in hie sermon, which many cri tics acc.pt .s a rather 
orthodox etatement of doctrine, the pardoner subtly misuses 
th. text, consistent1y turning "substaunce into accident" 
(S)9). He 8uccesstu11y diverts the attention of his audience 

, 
trom ~he "substaunce" of the Bib1ical texts ta which he re-
ters. in favour of the "accident" -- the amoral surface' 
pert' or.nanc e • 

More sinister still for the pilgrim audience -- and the 
reader -- ls that our knowledge.of the P~rdoner's,method 
lmplicates us in his sln. The Pardoner uses his considerable 
gitt of eloquence to deny rather than confirm the relationship 
between fruit and chatf. His false relies are yet another 
manifestation of this inversion, for it Is their mere pres­
ence that matters to him, not their intrl~sic signifieance. 
Their eostly setting ia more valuable, both in fact and in 
the Pardoner's eye. "Thanne shewe l forth my longe cristal 
stones,/ Ycrammed ful of cloutes and or bones" ()47 - 48). 
It la clear that the pardoner's showing forth of hie relies 
tunctions to impress his usual audience in the sarne way as hie 
tlaahing in front or them his "Bulles of popes and of ear­
dynales" (J42). In and of themselves, the relies are meaning­

~: 
but the Pardoner's words have conterred meaning on 
His is, in Khinoy' s view. , 

the power to 1napire ta! th in the raoat v.naparent 
111uaion ••• the Pardoner im.na the relationahip 

A • • • 
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...... the relle '. 'anti118. 1 ta phyllcal valu. and 
1 ta elp1tlcance.... Iut the probl_ tor tha par.. 
«!oMri 1 audience .":~ doe. not end ber., tor the Inver-
810n cannot be sl.ply reimerted ••• 11k. the wo 
reve1era in the sermon, one IIl1ght tlnt! that. once the 
polaon i. mixed wl th the wine. th.re il no .. ay .ay 
'tG drink the win .. &lone. 88 

'!he - .. e&ni .. -; that the Par40ner contera on his ":tal •• 
r.lies are. not .urpri.lng~. laoral. hi. rellc. enaure 
that .an'. liv •• tock wUl be cure4. ~ _tarial ._l'th '!1ll 
lIUl tlpl,y. and that woun ~ 00I11III1 t adul:tery wi th impuni 'ty. 

If tbat th. good-man that the b ••• tes oweth 
Wo1 every wyke. er that the cok hym crowe:th. 
"'~e, dr,ynken ot thi. welle a draughte. 
u thilke hOoly Jew oure eldres taughte. . 
Hl. b.estes and his stoor shal multiplie. 

And, sires, also it heeleth Jalousie, 
Por though a man be falle in jalous rage. 
Lat maken with th!s water his potage, 
And nevere shal he moore his wyt my.triste, ••• 
Al bad'she taken prestes two or thre. ()61 - 11) 

!he ~e ot this protessional preacher lIlanipulate. the 
nlatlcmshlp between -gll ttaring exterlor- and Intrlnaic s1c­
nitlcanc. J i t l11POse. \&pon a gl ven symboll~c tramewort wbat­
ever --.n1ng 1 t wlll. Khinoy wri te •• 

Ble lssue la the connection between word and object ••• 
he holà ••• that what a thinc i. called Is a matter 
o~ convention ••• impo.ed by human wll1. In ettect. 
the Pardoner has b.en trying to males 'relies' a dirty 
word, torever so11ed by the perverted use he makes ot 
It ••• His simple confldence tricks are not so dls­
turbins aa his attempt to trick us out of contidençe -­
that 1., out ot taith ••• he pre.ents us wlth a Swit­
tian dilemma. to be ••• the Pardon.r's vlctlm or the 
Pardoner. It is truly diabolical. 89 

ttae Yi .. that J.aniuace 1. not., •• ..,. to an objective 
r-u.,. - tut worda are arbi trary repreaentatl ve. ot tJù.nca 
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and ~DDcept. wh1ch are th_el.e. arbl~ - rune 'counter 
to the orGod.ox Chri.tian vi. tUt wordll ar~ 1nheren'tly 
appropr1ate 'to the r_1 thinp they 81p1fy, and t~t .. 
.. h. J.anauace proyj,4.. accurate, 11 llm1 t.d, acce.. to "the 
Real... ·The Roll1naUat yi .. that realIty' 1. merely a yerbal 
conatruct reducible to It. descriptIon. created and d ••• 

1:1'01" l»y languqe, 11 In1m.cal to the Christian vi. that 
• th~ cep! t1.e power ot lancuaae is 41 vinely ordaine4 to 

repr .. ent a Drlori truth. In medieval exege.is, the mean1ngs 
o~ '7Mbols, whether they deri •• trom the Book of Natur. or 
~e Books ot Scrlpture; are fixed by traditlon and/or rev.la­
tlon. 'rhe mean1Dca ot concr,te symbole in pOlms, however, 
(and tI11a inc1ude. thelr \1.8, in a pertormance such as the 
Pardoner gives the pl1grima)' is more tlaxibl. not only be­
cause o~ the context ot the poem, but also, as W. K. Wimsatt . , 

Jr. pomta out in hi. e.aay "!Wo llean1nga ot Syrnbollsl'll A 

Grammatical Exereis.,· because they enter the poem onl)' as 
the realm ot thinga la me41ate4 by worda.~ It la thU8 that 
V1 .. a" JWlt111e. hl. the.l. that the ditterence bat.een sym­
bol as a verbal .111'1, or aa concret, object (or the name ot . . 
an obJect), 1. not important tor lltarary crlticlsma 

worda ••• do .omething to the things th.y 1ay ho1d ot, 
th.y exert a pull and tear, "a push and shaplng power, 
an ordering and reorderlng energy.... In poetry we do 
not encounter things presented simply ln their usual 
olassitications, with some correct symbolic meaning 
a'ttaohed. We have a world or things and meanings 
aha§hd up by words, ever variously. It 19 th!s ract 
;&l leads the cri tic to talk very little today 
about the natural meanlngs of symbols. Through th!s 
tact we arrive at "the modern preoccupation wi th the' 
verbal symbol Itsel~, the complex ot words presenting or cre.ting Its own reality. 90 

1 

" 'lb. Pardoner manipul.a'tes Itnguage ~o the extent that the 
..an1nc which he imposes upon religlous objects as symbols 

. oome. 4az1gerously close to obli terating th.ir objective mean-
1nc. That he even attempts to give valldity t~ ..hi., relies 
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rala.. 'th. qu .. ~on as tG wh.ther th. irlherent value 11.. ln 
"th. object as spabol. or in th. worda wh1eh inY •• t the ob­
ject ri th 1 te syabolic .ipit1canc.. Roly obj.ecta. whi1e 
1Db.-.n:tJ,Y syIIbol1c. deri ve th.ir mean1Dc rrom thelr cla1m 
to au-thent1ci-ty. In the caae o~ the: relie., then, it 1a' 
crucial that they be genu1ne. '!'he P&r4oner, howeY8r. -very 
DearlY .ucceeda in ve.t1nc the old r&88 and bon.. he carri.s 
w1 th the s1p1ticance ot true relies. This repre.enta the 
.ubje~tl ve l1m1 t ot the -.hap1ng power" IUld "reordering 
energy- that words exert upon reallty. In Khinoy's ri .... 
th. danger repre.ented b.v lhe Pardonerts inversion o~ the 
r.lat1onship between lancua&. and objects and th~~r sign1tie­
anae ia second to that repn8en:t.d by his undermin1zlg 01.' the 
value. and ldeals which cive ri.e to the.e symbols. 

1'he real trouble is that our judgment on the Pardcmer 
.., actuallY re1ntorce the eynical position which he 
1. trying to propagate .... that orily .'th1nn are trul7 
real, and thus, in the absence 01.' any~r' mean1Dc 
or value, a clever man can confer meanings and e.tab­
li.h values ••• Like the cooks in his sermon (539), 
he can convert substance into accident by the power 
01.' his art •••• If therpilgrimsl agree that the physi­
cal world alone is rea! and that values and doctrine. 
are onli the words of clever men, they have given up 
on the idea of 'thilke parfit glorious pilgrymage/ 
That hishte Jerusalem celestial' ••• With"his final 
appeal (919 - 30), which artistically ie no atter­
thought but rather the object of his whole perf'ormance. 
the pardoner forces an inescapable confrontation' ••• 
The orrer must be accepted or refused. 91 ~ 

Immediately prior to his otl.'er ot his own relies tor 
veneration, the Pardoner uttera his famous benediction. 

-

"And Jhesu Crist. that i. oure soules 1eehe, 
So graunte yow his pardo~ to receyve, 
por that ls best. l wo1 yow nat deceyve." (916 --18) 

Whatever motivatas the Pardoner in spe.king them, it la clear 
that through these wONa Chauc,r allows the pllgrima thia 
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once ta reeocn1se, ln the 18ed1-ate e=ontext -<If the Par­
doner's o'r'rer o'r his spurioua relies. the distinction be­
tween the symbol and the alpitied, betwe.n the pilgrimage 
o'r the body and the pilgr1u&e ot the spirit, between the 
yeneration ot. old bones and that ot rel iglous truths. This 
recocn1tion ot çouree nec.ssltates their rejection of his 
relles. 1t 121 sicn11'lcant. to'o. that the tinal humiliation 
and det.at ot the Ptrdoner -- the pilgrims' rejection t4 his 
lies -- oeeurs in the fr.amework ator,y. Here llte~mltates 
art in that the inev1tability ot poetic and retribuUn 
~uatice - which operates wl 'th ln the orderly and eontrolled 
world ot the tale -- pravls f'unctionaJ. in the chaotic world 
ot experience as welle 

1t Is less clear -- but dublous -- whether the pilgrlms 
are made aware ot the parallel sicn1tlcance of the arbltrary 
relationahip bet.een language rmd truth ~dvocated by the 
Pardoner, and consequent~ see in th. eplstemologieal tail­
Inca ot the thre. reveUers a ren.ection o~ their OWft. 

Robert Burlin cl1aeuaaes the percept'lal tallings ot the 
revellers and the Pardoner. 

1'he • rlotaurs' drunken oath. predicate a 1I1Orai Con- ~ 
di tion in wlûoh there ls DO nali ty beycmd the phyai­
cal, no abstractlon divorced tram concrete torm. 
ParadoldoalJ., they create ~or th-r a world o~ 
alleco17. though their IIOtl v. la DOt explore, 
spiri twal diJlenalons but to derw th • •• Part ot 
th. 01d .-n's purposé in the tale 1 to puh them 
t\lrther alOll8 a 'd:I in whiell blindness to the meta­
phoncal and bllndn ... to the •• taphysical· prove to be 
rel_ted ••• .. _ 'noble ecclesiast.' the Pardoner 
se.. ta lia .... c0D8ecrated his ~e to 'tuming symbols 
into eçt;y a1pa ... he .. barIaI upon ft:~ormanc. 
in .hiell ... erbal authori ty ia ccma1at rrtly undermined. 
While he pre:tenda to a clear-m1nded atlnction be-
.eell c~erc1al exchange and _ara. pelÙ tance, 
bet..en 'lb&t he sats ana wbat he intenda. between one 
audience and another. and b.tween De_th and the lut 
for COld, hi. conacloua e1'tor;ta are' al1 directed ta­
waret obacur1JoJs auch cU.stiDcüon ••• his nward la to 
ha.e hi. careful.l7 cU.acu1aed. aeore-t h.ld up tG publie 
ridicule. enahrined in the Mtapbor ot 1:ho •• HUes 
Il. had 80 -liq expoaed for tb. worthl_ 'tIliDp 
th.,. ar,e. 92 , 

) 

4 «CAP~a ::::;:ç -
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The Pardoner, as De Reet says, is "the human aquiva1ent of 
his relics."93 Harry sailly makes this much c1ear in his 
unnecessarily brutal response to the pardoner' s bai ting ot 
him in the epilogue. 

'But, by the croys which that Seint Eleyne fond, 
I wolde l hadde thy coi110ns in myn hond ~ 
In stide of relikes or of seintuarie. 
Lat kutte hem of, l wo1 thee helpe hem carie. 
They shu1 be shryned in an hogges toord!' (951 - 55) 

He associates the pardonerls "coillons" -- or lack of them 
with the false relies, both are without value, and deserve no 
richer encasement than "an.):IQgges toord." That he even 
refers to the testicles qf a eunuch is yet another instance 
o! the host's failure to_understand the relation between 

, slgn and signified. He has not benefitted from the pardoner's 
Tale -"in which the inabili ty ta relate the literaI and the -metaphoric is a damning fai1ur~. . . 

The host contrasts the false relies with the plece of 
the true cross found by st. Helen, the inherent value'of 
which he does not dispute. This simplistio juxtapo~ition of 
true and false, good and evil, is simllar ta the'c1ear eut 
1ine of distinction the Fardoner himselt draws between true 
and talse relics, his pardon and Christ's pardon, and between 
the proper motives tor preaching and his own, 

" 

ot avarice and of swich cursednesse 
ls al my prechyng, for to make hem tree 
To yeven hir pens, and namely Wlto me. 
Por myn enttfnte is nat but tor ta wynne, 
And nothyng tor correccioun ot synne. 
I rekke nevere, whan that been beryed, 
T.bough ~hat hir'aoules 800n a-blakeberyed: (400 ~ 406) 

!he clause ·~or to mate hem free" aeems at tiret to raveal 
l ' 

the IIOti.e ~or hi. pre.ching. ta 1ree the membera of the 
consNPtion trom avarice. The tolloW'ing 1ine, however, 

4 d »4 a PA • ç; • Ai 4 C.., _ t:" r .. 4Mb; lA iN4 A. 4=4 
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reveals that his purpose i8 not to tree the audience 0: the 
vice, but of the money which lies at i ts root. The Pardoner 
postulates a bard and fast division between what he says and 
what he Intends. But what i8 cleu in theory Is of'ten am­
biguôus in practlce. As Leigh De Neef points out, - Each 
ti:ne the pardoner den.i.es his moral intent. Chaucer links 
that denial with a hint that some people do. in tact. benefit 
from his preaching ••• if the people believe in the efticacy 
ot these relies, they can be a means o~ drawing them away 
from sin and closer to Gad." 94 The Pardoner continues. 

For certes, many a predicacioun 
Cooth of te tyme of yvel entencioun •••• 
Thus kan l preche ~·that same vice 
Which that l use. and that is avarice. 
But though myself be ~lty in that synne, 
Yet k l maken oother ~olk ta ~e 
From varice, and soore to repente. 
Bu that i8 nat my principal entente, 

reche nothyng but for covei tise •••• 
Por though myself be a ful vicious man, 
A moral tale yet l yow telle kan, 
Which l am wont to preche for to wynne. (407 - 61) 

In the Thomist~c view, i t is indeed possible that good 
"comth o~te tyme of yvel entencio\U1." This implica tes no-t 
only the pardoner, but his creator and every other literary 
artiste The jwctaposi. tion o-r evil preacher and morally ef­
fective exemplum has always been the cri tica1 crux of this 
tale. L"Il Pittock's comment that this tal.e. detached 
trom its conten, "wou1d SUUest quite a different te1ler, 

was emotionall.y colllllli tted to what he was saying, .95 
echoes Hinckley's 1901 proposa1 that "not only the Homily on 

the Tavern Sins but a1so the story ot the riotera and the 
treasure were orig1na1ly assi~ed te the Parson and later 
tran.sferred to the Pardoner. _96 

The - Pardoner' a character 115 seen by some in a better 
llght because o~ his tall. Bdmuncl aeiss &rgttes tha't the 

flnal. lrony ot the Pardoner·. perf'oJlanCe warka acatnst Id_ 

, . 2 1 ••• • uP 
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~.Uo. pilgrims ~or thei.r rejeetion ot the tale because of 
the ael1'-conf"essed immorali ty ot the teller. The power ot 
the Pardoner's fiction causes Reiss to doubt his image as 
:t1nal~y and irrevocably evil. 

Because good woreis and works come trom the Pardoner, 
one may. in :ract, question whether he la really evil. 
In their reaetion to the Pardoner, the pilgrims over­
look the Christian idea that Just as a tree is known 
by 1 ta tru! t so a man is known by his words, (_ tthew 
XII, JJ - 37).... TO accept and f'ollow the Pardoner' e 
good words does not mean sanctioning the Pardonerts 
actions ••• 'rhough the teacber mal be hypocritical, 
his words may stIll. be good. The canterbury pilgrims, 
however. tal11ng to real1.se thJ.s, condemn outright 
the Pardoner and everything associated wi th him. 97 

\ 

It 18 nowhere made expliel t that the pilgrim~ do rt\ject the 
BIO;al.ity ot the Pardoner's exemplU!D. In t'act, th, closing 
episode suggests just the opposite. It the pardoner's per-
1'or.nce 18 a sample of' hie technique, a demonstratlon of' the 
tricks he plays on his par1shioner audiences and an at-tempt 

~ to imp~icate th. pl1grilas in his sin, then the tale 1 tself' Is 
a Yindieatlon ot the persuasi,,-eness of' the sermon - and ot' 
li tara ture in generat - tor i ts message or the trlumph ot 
d.iY1n. justice preelude. the pilgrima tram laughj.ng w1 th hi1ll 

1'or his dUPinc of' other audiences. IOlinoy prev.s that the 
SCriptural ev1dence clted br Reiss in support or his ri .. 1. 
i. 'tsal.t taken out o:t context and llianmders'tood. 

1'h. tendency 0"1 th. pas-ace as • Whole 1_ precl •• 17 
the oppoal te. JI7pocrl te. eenno't Bq cood th1np. tor 
thelr worda wUl corre.ponet to th.lr 1nner .tat.. tAn 
n-11 .. Qat o-t the ml treuure briIIpth 1'orth .n.l 
th!:np' (.t'th_ 12.'5). It woul4 bar4l7 be 1roa1.c or 
wronp.4ec1 ~or a ord1.nu7 .. tG aYOlc1 tIle Pal-doner. 9f3 

ae Pardorl .. •• -".-pt to ~ Cbri.n.. re4eIIpt1oD ot 
l.aI1pace u •.• '" 1:0 tz:utib bila tail. ... : i 

i 

~1~ ________________ t~e ____ ~ __ ~4_. _____ i!M_t~'~IF~S ______ --__ ~tt----~,,~----I 
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IY, The Arti.t Qndon. 1 Ph.bus and th. nrdoJl!F. 

E. , Talbot Dona1daon sugesta that in 'the Par40n.re , Tale 
Chaucer d.als with the "darker arus ot h~ nature in which 
lJ.. sOlDe of the causes for the human dibacle. And a sens. ot 
lovelessneas. of isolation ••• l, sueh a cau,'e ••• Chau~er ~ 
tusea the impulse to art wi th art· s t'rustration. if not de­
struction,' 01" the artist.·99 The world whieh the Pardoner 

"f 

ereates in his tale - "a world in· which justice operates 
w1 th awesome precision," and springs naturally trom the 
wJ.cked deeds themselves -- i8 diametricallY opposed, or so 
the Pardoner belieyes, to the wor1d he inhabi ts i.n which e~iI 

i8 committed with impunit,y. 
"\ 

" And in his supreme se1f-co~idenc. as an artist, he 
a.ema ta underestimate th. pilgriu' ability to 418-
t~,h betw.en th. worlel 01" bis fiction and th. real 
worId 01" the road to cant.rbury ••• h. blurs the d1s­
t1nction bew.en the two worlds -- cont'U81ng two 'V.r­
sions ot art - wi th the r.su1 t that th. worlel h. bas 
created in hie sermon without beUeviDg it' comes trua ••• 
the lIor. ~dulent 'wo1;'14 the artiat had. creat.el in 
wbich he could sa. bJUai.lt as the tri~tIy pert.ct 
ric. 1s demo1ieh.d. Havlng el.stroy'cl hl ... l1' by th. 
realisation ot his art. the Pardoner bas nothing let't 
ta him but sil.nce. 100 

"ft. Pardon.r's angry sUeDee," Howard writes. "tor sucll a 
manipulator o~ langua&e as he, la the alti_te de1"eat, It 
-.kes h1m se. IVlter1oWl. c:letlated. and sad •••• ad the Par­
cloner's silence is a 10S8 of rill._10I He 18 t1DallJ he1p-
1 ... te contro1 the realit;y tut the world ha crea'tea iD hi8 
.ezwm ratl.cta. -People who 10 lIl"OUII4 Ialt' -cCDIcj.oua17 
cr_tins reall1:7 out ot illusion - and pfrlulpa 11111810n out 
of nall'tJ' - are Apt to ~. people nerYOUS - tG inYolte a 
-tronc reaction tro. tho •• Who bttCOM UIle&Q' When 801Hone 
cl.Uturb. the1r ida fd ~ i. real ••• It la a l.a.rp zoe­
llfd to 118 .. tUt ao powvtul. _4 1IIItzut;;r a t. a;pere&- w1 tIl 
r..llV prO't'H ulu.."alI" tio be a,.... 1'nu4 •• 102 

t_ J t sa -
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tbe .oral probl t;v required ot preachers ln the JI1ddle 
AI" pz'O.e. alatalt.n tho •• who argue that the pllsrl_ are 
th. ironie netllls ot the Pardon.rts d.llberate und.radning 
ot b1a tale. Art ne.da a 1I0ral bas- :to suee.ed. When the 

-p&l'doner di.creU t. hl ... lt as a an. h. di.cr.dl ts himael1' 
•• a preacher. ns ata:ted th_. pd1x _lona .st cupldity 
1. troa th. P1rat Epiatl.. ot Paul the Apostl. to TiMothy. 
!lMa epJ.craph 1. Ufted out 01' context troll an .pl.tle that 
1. concerned .1 th. and wams against. the .-qer1'1uQus W1e o~ 

-.orU aQd the s.paratlcm ot word and deed 1n the character 
o~ the co~t preacher. 

,(' 11' arw ~ teach o'therwi •• , and conaent 1'lo't to 
who 1 •• 0 .. word., ~ the wol'da ot our Lord J.aus 
Chri.t. and to th...--aoctrill. which 1. &ccording ta 
pcll.1neas, 
He la proud, JmowiDg DOthing. but doting about 
qu.stlons anel str11'ea or words. whereo! coat.th env.Y. 
strit.. 1'&11.1l1&a. eYil aurm1a1nga, ' 
pez-y.nse d1sputlncs or lien ot corrupt mincis. and 
4_t1 'tu'te ot the trvth. auppoa1nc tut gain la 8Od­Une... ho. such -1 tlulraw thyee1t. 
BU't lOdl.1neas wl th contenuent 1. pout p!.n. 
l'Or •• brou&tlt notb.J.Ds in'ta th18I world. and It i. 
certain .. CAIl c&rr'7 noth1nc'Oüf. . ' 
And hari.Jw tood aœ rai_ente let us be theZ1ltore 
content. 

" . BU't tbe7 'tbat wl11 lM rich taU !nto t.,ta-t10n and 
a ~. aa4 i"~ too1bh and hurttul 1uata. wtdch 
~ ln.. on &DCl perct1tion. 
l'Or th. l.oYe 01' .on., 1. ~h. root ot all ....u., wldch 
wIIJ.le ... ocwetM art ... 'th., baye tir" rroa the 
fu:tIl, ..... plC'Ced __ .1 .... tIlnvp w1~ .., .. ~ow.. (1- ~111 •• YI. , - 10) 

III .... 10, Paul c1earq .tatea h1a 1HI11d' tbat •• --' 
pend.c1ou8 .r.tect 0'1 a9ar.l.ott 1. .. ~ .. ~ •• tat. •• 
ID tb ....... Mûoh 1'ol.l.ow. Paal. .'a .tr'. __ • 1t.ak 
b ...... ouplcU.'t;r" ft1a ., ..... ,be ......... 1»1 • ., 
CD "..*-d • ...., «00 ..... IDA .,.. ... l.-t an ..... 1417 

;J; 'a , EfPi- CA 4$ 
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treasure. He chastisea those who wallow in worda and 
d.e1llOnatrate a dangeroua tac1 lty with language, but know 
nothing. 

, 
o Timothy, keep that which la committed to thy trust, 
avoiding protane !!!!! vain babblings, (l, VI. 20) 

But retuse profane and old wives' tables, and exer­
cise thyselt rather unto godliness. (l, IV, 7) 
l'or the tillle will come when they will net endure 
sound doctrine, but ~er th,lr owp lusts they shall 
heap to themsel ves teachers. having i tching ears J 

And they shall turn away fhEir ears trom the truth/ 
and shall be turned unto a es. (II. IV, J - 4) 

'V ..... 

The Pardonerts misapplication ot Scriptural teachings to suit 
hi. own narrow enCÙI reveals a great de.l about his inabili~ 
to 8ft8P the spiritual mean1ng which underlies -- and justl-, 
ti.. - the let'ter ot the text. The tourth book o~ De Doc­
trJ:!a Chri.ty.na retérs to st. Paul' a Bplatle. to Timothy 
in cam.ction with its discussion ot orato17, pre.ching, and 

. rhe1:oric. In hi. 1977 articl. itChaucer's Pardoner and 
Preech1ng.-~ ce.ped •• expla1na that St. Auau.tl~ 
MIte. up1icit. 

Id 

Paul'. 41.ti.Dct1em betw.en the tloquenc. ot worda 
('YU'ba') .. tb.. area"t.r eloquence ot tb1np or 
nal1 tl_ (' n.') ••• b.t.een the truth ot -= pr0-
position and th. et1ll. with -h1ch i t ie '%pre •• Id, 
lletween a shrewd u. o~ the arts ot rtl.toric, and 
the •• parat. qu •• tion ot atta1.n.1nc •• lvation tbroUf;h 
Scr1r't1lre ••• ' In both paul and AUcWltine, the e1lPh&el. 
ri •• m. constant _tnce a preacher'e strength deri •• _ 
tz. • _cnu:ce de.pu- than hUMn skill, hia beet pre­
puatloft 18 pray.r. and his ultima'te reaource 1. the 
IIImkllq o~ hi. peraonal character ••• real persuasion, 
a 'poel' rb.torie. -.t .nli.t • _MIll be)'ond art -- , 
1IIut app-.J. ot the ~.r· 8 l1.te ••• in th. pu1pl t ua. 
banq ôt art tor art'. 8&k. bec... intol.rab1e. 10) 

..... a ....... "nhll -.pt la t __ ot • ret_..-t .... 
• la. 1 .... ~ ........ la ... ,rirtue '.''1;41'' _ 'tIle pr •• __ ~ 
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!ho •• who beli",. that the pi1crima are unjuatiti.cl in re- . 
jec'tiDg 'th. PArdon.r .. pr.~ch.r on the bui. ot Ids p.nrona1 

~rruption are pi1 t7 ot apply1ng to th.lr ~dlng ot thl. 
pi~~ the 'twentleth-cen'tuX7 cri tlcal cri terion l'art P9ur 
l'!.Et. whlch do •• not appq to a , .. di.val tract •• speelally 
one told by a preacher. 

C~aped.. reprda the P&rdoner .. a man ot unnal tipted 
vll1ai,ny., and believe. that the eontroveray ov.r the ain- . 
ceri ty ot hi. benediction and the purpo.. ot hia aubsequ.nt 
sale.-pi teh is miap1ded. At lasue 1. the subm.rslon of 
doctrin. in rhe-torlc. ..th. abuae ot language and the pulpi t, Il 
and ultimateiy the undo1ns ot the Christ Incarnate' s red.mp­
tion ot lansuag. as a meana to knowlt.e ot God's will • 

• 

It .e can accept the .piatle. to Timothy as a con­
trolltng p.rspective on Chaucer's characterizatlon ot . 
the Pardon.r. then the sh.er e10quenee of the tale, 
and lte puzzling attermath, acquire new nsignificanc ••••• 
1'he danger ls not that the Pardoner' s salesmanship ••• 
will p.rsuade the pilgrims to buy his wares ••• but 
that the tale i ts elf has occupied the pilgrims' at-

, tention exclusi vely and caused them to forget a l'lore 
illportant set of values ••• they have torgotten the 
larger implication of the tale'sadopted 'theme'. 
Paul 'Repreveth hem that weyven soothfastnesse/ And 
tell en tables and swich wrecchedness,' because a con­
centration on the fable per se may 'turn away their 
he.ring tram the truth ' (II. Tim., IV, 4). The pi1-
srims should have been attending to that right and 
1:borough understanding ot scripture which issues in 
charitable action. tnBtead ot being caught u~ in wbat 
Paul cal1s • the prQtane novel tiea o~ ward.' (1 Tina., 
YI. 11). 104 

" 

e. Pardcmer correspoftda' exactl7 to the description in 
l !lJI., l. 1. ot the teacher of the la .. who underatanda 
IMlttler wbat he SA7S. DOl" whenot he attlrma. This 1ack ~ 
cOllprehenaion _brac.. • ta11ure to understand the apirl tuaI 
...... ot th. Scripturea. But the pal\doner 15 d1abollcal17 
01..... Hla r ....... on the pllgrims~ ~ls need to pervert 
the arder o~ Qod· a uni.,. ... e and al1 tîte &004 that he ••• a 

..... hla. 40" b~ncl .... ly torcins the pitcrima to re~ect 

o s • w 



( 

( 

d,I. » l hA At _ :;: 

.. 66 -
• 

the "moral thyng" they demanded o~ him. Placing his tale 
wlthin the context of Paul's Epistle ~orces them to reject 
the moral validl ty of aIl sermonizlng, o~ all li terature. 
This la crucial as tale-telling is the one activity that 
unites aIl the pilgrims -- the one factor they have ln com­
mon. The pardoner is in fact an anti-artist, whose purpose 
ia to destroy the enterprise of storytelling. Hence he is 
capab~e of even more mischief than he is aware of. It his 
strategy in rural churches is to manipulate the. intel.lectuâl 
and emotional response of. the congregations so that their 
repentance "finds Its objective co~e1ative in the purehase 
of a pardon."lOS then his strategy on the pi1grimage ls to 
undo the substantive connection between languag~ and truth. 
He aeduces the pilgrims with worda, on1y to point out their 
own moral and epistemological fai1ings. Ceapedes adds. 

What the Pardoner accompl.ishes unintentionally, is 
to make the pi1grims aware of the equivocal nature 
ot their chosen enterprise of stor.ytelling. His 
sa1espitch ••• points to a different source o~ dia­
honesty, or moral limitation, on the pilgrims' part •••• 
Alter the pilgrims have been entranced by the tale, 
they are reminded, through the Pardoner's sly crow 
ot egotistic delight ••• that a good life takes pre­
cedence over good words ••• in a wonderfully comie 
way, the Host' s enraged response to the pardoner re­
•• serts this doctrine by ca1ling specifie attention 
to the moral and physical .nature 01.' the pardoner 
himaelf. 106 

• 

fte Parc10ner u1 tinaately :tails ln his attempt to c!1vorce 
word ~m meantng, to tnvert the relatlonship between objec~ 
and aymbollc connotation and to tocus attention trom the 
protound lDorality of scripture toward his amoral table. But 
he ver.Y nearly sueeeeded. "The Host·s response," Ceap.de. 
wr1 te.. Mis simul taneously a protest against the Pardoner'. 
rhetoric and an acknowledgement that his rhetoric has. in 
~aot. been .ttecti~e ••• [all the] pilgrims must come to 
ter. wlth the dl1emma 'that the Pardoner has dramatlzed for th_. they too are stome11era and, as sueh, are prey to 

seu ta ~jW .- , J 
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th. lort of aril that Paul warna ap1n8t .,4 tut the par­
doner api tond ••••• 1:01 ill ".torytellera" ha"e •• pot_tl&1-
to manipula"a .tanins and create arbl'tr&J.7 value q.t .... 

'rhe Pardoner·. tale. how .. ar, ha8 à srater 1IOral. torce. 
tharl he had lntendec1. it pro" .. to be hl. iandoinl in 1101"' 

WQI than one. At lta ao_t .. le l .. el, 11' the Pardon~'_ 
pertormance 1. 1"_d as a deaonstratlon ot the tricta he 
play. on th. "le.ad peple." the tale l 'beU Y1nc11cate. 'th. 
IIIOral persuaal yen... ot 11 tera'tu.re, rol" i t preclud.. th. 

o'ther pll1rl •• froID impllcat1nc th_el.e. ln hi •• 1na l»Y 
laqh,ins. wi th him tor hi. explol tatlon ot hi. UDe4ucated and 
U1'J8U8Pecttng au41.... on ano'tller 18Yal. the tale tal1 ... 
an att.mpt to und.rmine the .oral Yal1d1tijy ot "oha1't" -- as 
oppe.ed te 'the fru.1't of Sorlptun - for lt contaifts "1'ruyt" 
wldch the Pardoner tall. to .... Hi. apir! tual bl1n4n ••• 
1:naur •• that hl. creatl". comrol 1_ le •• than perleet. aftct 
hl. tale as.... a IIOrat lite or 1 t. own. re ... ert1nc "th. 
correct relatiolUlhip bet;ween 1nalde and out.ide. 1h1n~l' 

pointa tG an 1l'Iatance ot 'tIIi. 1Il the P&rdoner' 1 perto~oe. 

Wldch .... t. that Chaucer, unllke hi, Pardoner. bell .... 
1:II&t ftl.u .. are not arbi 'tIU'117 lIIpOaed but are lftherent ln 
~ and in apbol. ... 

1 

fJlJ,a .h1chlY clul.rced 8C" i. the encounter ot the 
r ... el.ra .lth the old .-nt • si..,le .pi.ode whioh 
~oraa a .~ory who.. teller .e .ere listen1ng to -­
aft4 who.. ul ter10r purpo.e .e q\l •• tlone_~_ -- In'to a 
oreation independen~ ot lta teller, .i th 1 ts own in­
tr1nelc value ••••• ~ 1'he old lI&n 1 _bodies or repr •• en~. 
....",. any other th1nCS. a qual!ty which is essentlalb' 
1n.slae, something inn.r, .hich und.rlle. and outluta 
utemals ••• our rtsponse tells us that the inside 1. 
real, despite the Pardoner·. strenuaus erforts ta 
pro.. the contrary.... EYentually. through the image 
ot 'the old man aa a "ital J.nntrn •• s bene.th the con­
ta.ptiblt wrapp1ncs, and throUCh the Host' s irulpired 
word-play, Chaucer de!lOnatrate. that lIean1ngS and 
ftlu •• are Inherent, not arbi trarily illlpo.ed. 108 

R .... in th. tale i t •• U. a ••• 11, .. in 1 t. epl1op.. Ut. 1ft­
~t relationahlp rd wordl ta .earü.nc .... rta iu.li. fil. 

~ 

.. 
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, PardODer·. 1a1al11"" 'tG creat. 1!ctlO1l WIlloh t'unoUcma .. a 
.aletal. trMewort upcm wblob he oan iIIpo •• hl. own Hllldlll 
teniti •• to tlda. 11\. pllpi.u' re~ect1oll ot hl. tal •• 
:NUe. and parclona ocmtll"1U 1 t. U;apl 'te hiiu.lt, th. Par­
cloner 18 unabl. to oorrup't becaWi. a. Donald.on ~I 
-&J"1: .0 f'l.acz'aatly 'pro.tl '1:ut.4 .. 1 t 1. ln hi. .ftW)ft st111 
rl •• lna .... 0 •• 17 Yall4.-109 H. 1. t1nally unabl. tG dicta'. 
th. reapcmse 0'1 th. pilsr1 .. to • won ~f art wh10h .... rt. 
l " •• U .. an _tl V in4.pu4_t of lt. creator. 

!he t1na1 .oral auoo ••• of 'th. ,l!rdoner" !&l~ 4~enda 

uporl lte forclrtc ua 1:0 recopia. that th ... 11 eabo41.4 by 
tIt. Pardoner 1. but • 1I'O".aqu. Hrica'ture ot that whlch 1. 
m al1 o~ ua. !he PU'doner baa hl. r ...... on society by 
d1epl.ay1.nc ba1'or. 1 t 1 t. 0Wft nll. ln do1rw 80, howeYIr. h. 
aSewt. ~.U. nor.1 d Howard wr1t ••• 

•• bat. tb. riIan but tate d.1ipt ln hi ••• i1 •••• '!he 
taJ,. l ... s ua !.nto an uncharitab1e r.eponae, a' r.y.r-
1&1 of st. Ausustine' s dietum •••• SVeryone who ha. 
te1't repucnanee at hlm, who has thought his pecullar­
lt1 •• ,a joke, a horror, or a disgraee, has played a 
part ln the or1gin of' this derenee and owrus a shara 
ln hl •• vif. The pardoner ••• has chosen, has wi1led

t to be wbat society assigned him to be ••• [he beeo.e. 
a Cbarade of evil •••• The institutions of Christian 
1~. -- God's pardon. penance, the veneration of 

, ,lhr1.nes and. relies, the pilgrimage -- become in his 
Act ~te.que repre8entatio~ of themse1ves. Perhap. 
tbat la wbat the grotesque alwaya does. it parade. 
bd'on ua th. other aide ot thinga, maleea us se. our­
•• l'Ye. by .. aki ". ua aee what we ~bink we are not, 
wha"t .e dread to be. 1.10 

; 

III a perwene .umer, the hrdoner tore.. ua to contront th. 
m.l. tha't ui.t. in us al1. hlM.n beneath. the aur.tac.. Par 
a1l hi. 11e. and hypocri.les, h. repr •• enta the tnrth-tell1nc 
ar't1at, but do •• so ln lueh a way that can only result ln hi. 
eternal ~tion. 

:Ano'ther artlat undone by hi. art 1. Phebus in the 

.ml~.'a tfl.. 'l'he pl1:Jtqonlat i. Phoebus Appol1.o, Gree. 
pd 0 Poet17 and god of the bow, pr •• ented here •• a tleure 
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of .e oourt!7 Ideal who talla .hort ot 'th. pancon ot per­
tHtlem in te1Wl ot whlob he 1. 4 •• ~rlb.dl a'trlpped of tha 
4lp1 'ty and ll11PUDi ty .1 th whlch the ,oda are Inv.stad. In 
Chaucer' s ... ralon of this tabl., unlik. tho.. of hi, sourc.s, 
1 t 1. Ph.bus who endowa hi, crow wl th 'th. pow.r of ,p.ech 
whicb 1 .. 48 to the t-.porar.v d.,tructlon of the worlc! ot 
illa,lon upon whloh hi, happine,. ls bu.d. As in th. ES­
toafr" tal" It i8 th. ml.ue. ot art tbat giv •• ri,. to 
th. au,pect nature ot art .... w.ll .s th. d.structlon of the 
artl.t. 1'b. ml,ua. ot art in th. pnclRl'" 1'al' 1. most 
obdoualy .m.t •• t.c! in the blatant 1nccmcrui ty b.t..en th. 
oonolualon that th. words and .ctlon ot th. tale .SUCS.st --

, 
a IIOftl judp.nt apinat s.xual b.'tra7al. wrath, un3ust pun-

l"'ent, JDUrd.r and •• lf-d.1Wllon - ln favour of a 81mplia­
tic (and rep.tl 'li 'Y') waminc apinat Jancl1nc. Th. moral 

) torce ot the Pardoner" !I!!plym det.ata hi •• in1st.r 
_t1... In an analolOua IIIIlI1n!r, the anclpl. attempts to 
cl.tract trom th. ,.rioue .th1cal problltJD8 ot th. tal. w1 th a 
".oral- whlch contradict. th_, th.reb,. impllci tly rein-. 
toraiDe bi. clalm that exp.diane. l, ~é ollly rut" that 
truth undo •• both linen.r and t.ll.er. He attellpts to d1.­
~e hi. own ex!!plp!. to SUII •• t that It. l'8aon ,hould 
DOt be taken 8.rlouely. But, llke th. Pardoner's, th. Man­
cipl.', moral r.4ounda upon him. William C&dbury wr1t ••• 

Deaplt. our lauchter .t ~h. Mancipl.'s slipp«r.r ' 
ahitte. •• know that th. tale he tells 1. ,erlous •••• 
!he l .. t irolV. th.n, i, that th. conviction carrle4 
b7 th. ator,v it •• lr discredits th. rule or exp.di.ney 
" which th. Manciple's moral tr1ed to discredit the 
.tor.y •••• If we rollow the Manciple's moth.rts advic. 
10 ra .. ber the crow, It la not as a mere exampl. 
'!'Pinst janglery that we rem •• ber hlm. but .. a lOY­
iii and moral b.1ng who do~s his b •• t tor truth. ' 
2'hOuch h. tails (and •• DOW 1 t to b. tram darwera 
iDh .... t in tale-bear1nc) our lDOrala are not Nb­
yerted. 111 

. !he PM'doner·. aud1~.~'th. pl1pUac. _ ..... '. 
ae1t-adldtted 'xp081tloa ot tIIe nrat.p_ h. ___ other 

a, ... $ Ita 4$ $4 
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au41enc.... Al though i t Is not the. Mancipl~' a Intentlon, 
th. e~tect he produces on his audience i8 similar. cadbury 
addsl "~e quality o~ our involvement in the action sut~ers 
de~l.tion as .e shltt levela ot narration at the end ot the 
tale ••• our Involvement Is only wl th his strat est , a less 
serious and moral particlpatlon.·112 In strictly'ethical 
terms. the cynical "moral" argulng tor the wisdom ot holding 
one-. tongue creatas more problems than it solves. In terms 
ot our response to the work as a whole. however t the immoral 
conclualon has a jarring e~tect like that ot the yolklng 
tocether ot t'Wo incongruent elements. which not only shatters 
the illusion ot ~iction but torces the reader to re-evaluate 
the relation between the ,tale and the "moral" conclusion it 
generates. J. Burke severs summarizes ,this relation. 

The crux ot the matter ia merely this. the Manciple 
suddenly change. the basis ot hls ju~ent tram mor_l­
i ty to expediency. Up to line J01 his a tti tud. has 
been based upon judgments o't rilht and wrong, att.r 
lin. )01. i t is based upon judcments ot wise and 
toollah •••• How.v.r commendable the crow morally. 
he i. blamewor'thy praetically.... 'Ni th the best ot 
intentions. the erow has brought about murder, th~ 
destruction ot his master's happin.sa. and hls own 
undoing. 11) ,j, 

Severa accepta wlthout questlon that Chaucer's central 
th.sla is wbat It appears to bel a 'Warning against jang­
linc. l beli.ve, on the other hand, that the crow i. "the 

e paract1p o~ the artiet, deetro7K tor telling the truth and 
aha1rt.r1nc aneth.r' a preoarloua world o~ illusion. Phebus 
etanda at the oppoai t. pole in that he represents th. 

"ar1;J.,et" who lÛaua •• ~e to constnact a pleas1ng 
illulOft out ot • d1eturb1nc reall ty. It the audience 
laupa at the lanCiple tor hia ill-titt1nc and lengthy ex­
hor1:atlon ta "Jeep •• el. thy to •• , and thenk .\lpon the cro •• ," 
()62) •• are in p,erU ot not reoopia1ntr the danc.~ inherent 
to the powertul tool o~ l.anpap. fll. daftaer man1te.te i .... 
•• U 1lO't oalJ' iD th. "'lp1.'. wanûncr apinat 3ancl1na, 

• 

• 
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which applies equally whether the tidings be .. false or 
trewe" ()60), but within the stor,y itself, for Phebus suc­
ceeds in disarming the truth-telling crow and then distorting 
the truth about his wife. 

The r~ciple goes to great lengths to prove that words 
do not create real1ty, and that man's delusions can result in 
an ingenious use of words to distort the truth 1 ( 

The wise Plato sei th, as ye may rede, 
Thè word moot nade accorde with the dede. 
If a man shal telle proprely a t~, 
The word moot cosyn be to the wer~. 
I am a boystous man, right thus seye I. 
~her nys no difterence, trewely, 
Bi twixe a w.yt that Is or helgh degree, 
If ot hir body dishonest she bee, 
And a povre wenche, oother than this ••• 

the gentile, in estaat above, 
She ahal be cleped his lady, a. in love. 
And for that oother ls a povre womman, 
She shal be cleped his wenche or his lem~n. (201 - 220) 

This digression asse~s that·thè distinction between a "lady" 
and a "lemman" ia one 0'1 nei ther kin.d nor degree, but ~erely 
a soc~al rerinement borne o(.man's i~inite capacity te 
rationalize. It i8 tollowed by an analogy whlCh .olaims that , ,.. ~ 

80 too la the distinction bétween a "titlelees tiraunt" (22J) 
and "an outlawe or a th •• f erraunt" (224) merely one ot arti­
:rioial social. r8spectabl1i ty based on tear ot: the tyrant 's 
"gretter ~ght· (221). 

Lo. thertore 1. he cleped a capl~, 
And for the ou1:la •• bath but amal meyne., 
AIl4 ~ nat doon 80 greet an h~ as he. 
fte br.rnc- a contr.. to 80 greet m •• chet. 
aten clapen hym an outlaw. or a 'th.et. (2)0 - J4) _~r 

One wouleS upec t, then, tilt! moral ai the end or the taJ.. to 
extol' tIl. virh. o"r ~ the truth. and Ph.bus· unjust 
w,rath apu.t th. 01'0W to be ua-e4 .. an _!!:pœ ot t~. dans .. a 

• 
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o~ a el.t-delusi on. Instead., the concllUion exalts expediency. 
and there la no indication in the tale that Phebus1 selE­
d,luaion doe8 not satiaty him. Purthermore, as Scattergood 
points o~, the cradibility of the flrst digression is lost 
by the manner in which it Is introduced into the narrative. 
Having used the innocuous tem "lemman" to describe the wife' s 
lover, a man of "litel reputacioun" (25), the Manciple feigns 
an acute sensitivity to the word, then proceeds "'to justlf'y his 
use ot it in terms of' its applicability ta women. "The r~ 
oiple aIso demonstrates how, given a c~cal disregard for 
the truth and acute verbal dèxteri ty t one can escape the im­
plications of' practlCally anything that one says •••• With a 
fine show of verbal skill he denies the importance of verb~l 
niceties and leaves the disparaging term intact. "114 . 

The Manciple's raIe demonstrates the power of language to 
create a comfortable but illusor,y realit,y. Britton Harwood, 
in his 1971 artiole "Language and the Real. Chaucer' s 
Manciple." argues that "The subject of the tale ia language •••• 
[It~ is about the relationship between words and things, more 
preciselY, it 18 a covert indictment in which the r~clple 
sneers at those~ho ean be distracted from empirical reality 
by language, whieh creates a bogus reality of its own."llS 
Harwood points out that.!n none of' Chaucer's !!Sources can 'lie 
flnd the emphasis on Phebu$' sing!ng. ~ 

p;teyen he koude on every mynstralcie t 
And syngen, that It was a melodie 
To heeren of his cla.re voys the soun. 
Certes the Kyng, o~ Thebes, ADlphioun, 
'rhat with hi. s~ waJ,l.d that cite •• 
Koude nev.ra s.vnsen ha1f' so wel as he •• (113 - 18) 

Ifo allusion ia made ta the tact that the c1assical 80d Phoebus 
slauchtered with bis bow the seven sons Q.t . Amphion. who res­
ionded to th!s ~ecutiPn w1 th suicide. MoJ'eover i t 18 oru.Y in 
Chaucer's v.rai~n tba~'Phebua 1. ~ •• ponsibl. ror having taught 
the bird te *peak. -And countret.te th. apeche ot .very raan/ 

.. 
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He koude. whan he sholde telle a tale" (134 - 35). The 
"-

ana10gy of the crow's speech'to man's tale-telling is impor-
tant in estab1ishing the crow as a type of truth-telllng 
artist, thus vindicating 1iterature as a potential pur-
veyor 01' truth. 

The crow speaks the plain truth wi th "wordes bolde" (258 t 
about the infidelity 01' Phebus'wife, and Phebus' i~mediate 
response Indicates that it was not for this reason but rather 
for his entertalnment that he had endowed the bird with 
speeçh. 

\ 

'Ne were thow wont so :jilY to synge 
That to myn herte it was a rejoysynge 
Ta heere thy voys? Allas what spng ia this?' (245 - 47) 

That the classical god of poetry and enlightenment has olen 
transformed into one who prefers false verbal constructs of 
"reality" to the truth abou~ a pre-existent reality is con­
firmed when. having slain his wife in a burst of ire, he 
destroys the symbols of his song and of his streng~hl "he 
brak his mynstralcie,/ Bothe harpe, and lute, and gyterne, 
and sautrie,/ And eek he brak his arwes and his bowe" (267 - 69), 
th en proceeds to denounce the crow as a liar. Phebus must 
convince, himsel:C that the crow has told a "false tale" (293) 

in-~er to re-ereate his wl:fe in conformi ty wi th his 
image 01' her 1 

, 
~ 

• Trai tour." quod he. "wi th tonga of scorpioun, 
Thou hast me broght to my con1'usioun J 
Alla., that l was wroght! \'Ihy nere l deed'? 
o de.r. w,y.r: 0 gemme ot lustiheed: 
~t w.re ta m. so sad and eek so trewe, 
NOV:' 11stow dead, ftith face pale of hewe. 
Ful giltelees t that dorste l swere, ywys: 
o rakel hand, to doon 210 foule _s.: 
o trouble witt '0 1re recche1ees, . 
That unavys.d s~eth g11te1es: 
o wantrust. ful of fala suspecioun. 
Where was thy rit and thy dlscrecion? ••• 
Allas: for sorwe l wol ~8.1v.n sIe.:' (271 - 91) 

, 
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o~ course, he does nothing of the kind, nor does he take to 
heart his own admoniti~ against wrath and suspicion. Phebus 
, 
is perhaps the extreme example or one who, like the :~ciple 
and the Pardoner, and in varying degrees Most ot the pilgrims. 
understands on an abstract level the truth ot his own woreis 1 

but misapplies his insights to reveal that he is blinded by 
what st.Paul calls "the wisdom of the wise" (1. Cor., 9). 
He denounces the crow as a "talse theef:" and strips him ot 
bath his white feathers and his power ot speechs 

And to the crowe he stirte. and that anon, 
And pulled his white tetheres everychon, 
And made hym blak, and rette hym al his song. 
And eek his speche, and out at dore hym slong 
Onto the devel, which l hym bitakeJ 
And for this caas been alle crowes blake. (jOj - 08) 

Despite the r~ciple's claim, however. the story ot Phebus 
and the crow is no more oriented to explaining why crows are 
black than to illustrating the wisdom ot holding one's tangue. 
The real issue Is that language, as it embodies the truth, is 
limited and subject to manipulation. The Manciple has al­
ready documented his beliet that nature will out with the 

'" 
exempla of the bird, cat and she-wolf, and Phebus tinds that 

,::, 

the only way to control his wife's "nature" is to destroy her. 
The ,con:flict between Phebus and the crow reflects the two 
Medieval views of the relationship between language and truth. 
Phebus, who holds th&~ reality can be created as a verbal 
construct -- who allows language to control his consciousness 
!inds he must also destroy the crow, who refuses to comprom­
ise,the integrity of the Ideal relationship between,words and 
the reality they represent. 

In Chaucer's sources, the principal punishment ot the 
crow ia the transformation of his feathers trom white to 
black. However, Harwood explains that in Chaucer's version. 

Th_ color chanc- ia altogether subor~ted ••• ta the , 

• _ _'A = te _ li 
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venseance talten by Phebus upon the blrd's voice •••• 
Phebus' selt-eatees ••• rests tor hlm, not (or at 
least no longer) upon a.ny obsernble phyaical reali ty , 
but upon a description. Accordingly, he has every 
reuon to nake the description a good one.... The 
description relate. pr1marilY ta other ~bols and. 
beinK wholly verba~, ls ent1rely subJect to control. 
Jealousy, 'awayt,' 'labour,' physical toree are aIl 
unnece.aary i.n guard1ng a description.... Phebus' own 
speech has risen u:p to betray his intensts. His 
speech, whieh was to have cracUed his pride as Amphior. 
sang a wall up around Thebes, haa gone out of control 
in the craw, who Ddataltes his tunctlon. aecause, ln 1 

the metaphoric senae, the crow haa already toregone 
his 'song' and 'sweete noyse' (295. JOO), Phebua de­
prive. h1m o~ them lit'rally •••• The craw' s URSer­
viceableness ls fl~d briefly in Phebus' destruction 
ot his 'mynstralcle' (261) untll he erects a new de­
tanse by uslnc for the tlrst time in the tale. his own 
'clere voys,' rebabili tatlng his wite as a 'gemme of 
luatiheed.·· He is caret'ul to revive her only ln song -
to omit the ~rantlc medical attempts round ln the 
sources. 116 ",/~ 

The Manciple' a lfal-e, th en , brings into focus the po.ten:tial 
tailure of l~e to represent truth accurately in aIl 
cases. The silence of the pardoner tollowing the cruel 
tirade ot the host cân be likened to the silence of the crow, 
in that both are types of the truth-telling artist (the par­
doner in spite of himselt), and also likened to the silence v 

of Phebus which is tigured-torth in his destruction of his 
musical instruments. Phebus relies on his verbal skill to 
delude himself, as the pardoner relies on his facility with 
language to delude others, and unwittingly, falls victim to 
self-delusion as weIl. Brought down by the medium ot his 
art, then, Phebus is forced to abandon it. 

Loren Gruber, in his paper, "The Manciple's Tale, One 
Key to Chaucer's Language," suggests that at the heart of 
Phebus' failure lies the' tact that his skil1s are merely 
verbal. "Although he could train the crow to sing, he could 
not COMmand tidelity in his wite •••• Pheb~~s~, the 
epitome ,of imasinative articulation, abandons his cratt tG a 
mute and physical reaction. ftll? l must dlsa,ree, howevar, 
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.i th GrUber' s tb •• ls that the crow is equally culpable. ~or 
he is"guilt,1 o~ -literal-mindedness ••• which d08. intrinaic 
violence to the psychological or tnner side o~ liret·~ and 
that ·Phebus cries ~or balance, tor a species of verbal il­
lusion which ••• can encomp&ss physical ac~ity and imagina­
tive reality in. a wal" that averts tragedy ... 118 Gruber's 
reading of this tale as a vindication of the truth ot poetic 
fictions dO,es damage to li teral statements or truth - -trUth 
artl.aaly told- in his terme -- such as those which con- , 
stitute the Parson's Talel 

Words. \D'1Skilltully utter.d. ••• narrowly conf"ine 
lite to drums or ta animality and ultimately ta 

Eledy. Words sld1ll"u1ly uttared. wi th ,enuine 
'ar ' ••• ~acilitate a Middle, i~ deliberate~ 11-
lus ve path b.tween the scylla and Char1bdis of 
'~act' and ·1d .. l' •••• The Manciple's Tale ••• is a 
tala about the t'allure ot language or the !ailure to 
uae l e wisely on both the literal and symbolic 
levels •••• One ought to speak poetic fictions which ••• 
• pproximate the texture of life and save language 
from becom a system of hopelessly 'ideal! or agon-
izlngly literaI fa1sehoods. 119 r' _ f 

Poetio and expository expressions of truth each have their 
Merite and limitations. their o~ appropriate time and place. 
To vindicate poetic truth at the expense of ~iteral statements 
of the truth ia in my view not only wrong but unnecessar,y. 
The silence of Phebus and the pardoner is brought about by 
their misuse of the 'strategies of fiction and their failed 
attempt to re-create and control reality through language. 

, . 
• "..,;:'rhe silence of the crow -- a. type of the truth-telling art-

ist -- is brought about by man's preference, for comfortable 
'-illusion. In the- parson' s Talé and the Retraction, Chaucer 
destroys the 
illusions it 
a servant of 

illusion of the canterbUfY Tales and aIl the 
contains without,however, repudiating fiotion as . \ 

truth. . , 
0' \ 

\ • .. 

1 

" 
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y. .e IDN. 01' rJ.gU.on. 

, e, ""P" Ne ap4 ... Ittrap»qp. 

lt 18 1mral1d to rea4 'th. Parson's reJee'tlon of "t'abl.s 
and niob wrecch.4ne ••• • ()4) as Chaucer's own. It ls tru. 
that the PiLraon's 41.acourse. tollowect by Chtucer's 'etract1Qn, 
calls attention to the t1c'tioaal nature ot ,~e preoe41ns 
tal.. DO't oDly by the cOJrt1"U't' 01' the1r upO.l tory, Uftl1 ter­
a.ry .vle, lNt by wbat th.y s •• to aq about lltera~e. 
Deapi t. th. Panon' s obv101111 v1rt:u.e. as a un aDd .. • 
preacher, 1 t l, not nec ••• &1'7 to accept hi, verdict on li ter­
Atur. as r.tl.ct1nc that o~ th. author ot hl, tale as .ell as 
the othen, or t9 , •• It as a controllÛll penpecttl",e trom 
1fh1.ch to reread or rethink all the tal.. 'that have come betore • 
.la carol Jtaslte write., It 1. po •• ibl. to ackllowledge an , 
author'lI relic10n -.1 thout Mt1 ne i t th. ironie or allecorical 
.oral ot everything in th'e wort. ,,120 Some yeara tarller, E. 
Talbot Donaldson in a paper enti tled ".edieval poetry and 
Medieval Sin," had written. 

It .eems to me wrong to rea,d ••• the cparson 'II Tale 
as &:08S of th. rest of the canterbW Tâies ~ lor 
to ' ot the tales sin \fas slmply no relevant. 
The og10ally we May all be in a state o~ sin or in 
a state of virtue, but that 18 not the only guise 
under which a poet May wish to consider us •••• Ta 
reduee everythlng to the paraon's orthodox teennieal­
itles ia ta miss ,the point of poetry •• 121 

The ,experience versus authority debate (ta use one example 
of many posslbilitles) ln the çanterbury Tales cannat be re­
.ol ved -- some validi ty ls justly claimed for eaeh -- and" 
the subservlence of-reason and philosophy to revelation and 

·:theology in Ohristian thought does not inva1idate the clalms 
'0 

ot reason as an aid to truth. Sa too ls 1 t unneeessary ta 
al.ert tbat elther the I1terary or the expository element in 
Chaucer'. wr1ting invalldate. the other, or reduoel li to 

.. 
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Uoar .... _tire. Den poal ta 1tIat 1Il. fInOD" fil' and 
...... __ • .. a 1IId. t. r .. on. or two ftl14 bUt ~1111 ,,_ 
ri .... 1a1:e Whlcb. lJJtona th. work .. a 1Ibol •• aa4 co __ te. 
-tbat a ooa:tra41ctlon 18 not a correctioll troll a h1ch.r 
............ point, le ocmt1.1"lle4 b7 tIl. Panon'. ••• oond"'ÜOJll 
or MU.tri.tic lltera-ture in hle Pro1.,.. .1 th1ra th •• orlel 
cd a po_. a speaker who r.j~te po.tr.r oannot baT' th.' 
wbol. trvth.·122 

.t, tIl. oppo.1 t. end ot th. epecÙ"WI troll tho.. who hold 
'tbat th • .ara! abaolut1_ o~ th. P!ElOP' ~l. prori.4.. • 

1 re'troçect!v. ca-tII'l1iar;F on lUl4 • theol_~ework ~or 
th. o1htr 'tal ••• tands John P1.nl.ayson. who' ~.a that th. , 
ploua tai .. ~. no lIOn iaawlt troa" saUric . tr_1:IIent than 
th. ..ouJ;ar tal... and that th. tt41ou.. p~t1c etyl. 01' ~ th. 
Paraon' _tuis.. th. an. H. sucg •• ta that -( no) part o~. or 
.1_eqt in. 'th. cam.rb~ ~ •• can uneqUlvooally b. taken 
.. th. o •• ot ftlu •• ::(2 Th ...... i. tru. ot Chauo.r'. 

'I.motlon. ~or .ven 1~ i t, do •• refl.ct th. riah.s o~ th. 
po.t at th. .nd o~ Ms lUe. 1 t 40's DOt nec ••• arily prond. 
a a111g1. valld "glose" to th. tal •• , DOr ~o •• it requir. 
"tUt we al.o shoul,d ~'J.ot the 'van1ti •• • and- s.l.ct only 
b"om hi. work tho.e .lements which oan b. int.grat.d Into some 
narraw1y re11gio-moral .tatement.,,124 The fact that the 11-
traction exi.ts suggests that Chauoer·. work. w.re not in­
t.nded ln a uni~ormly pious vein, nor 18 Chaucer exp~lclt 
about exactly which tales "sownen into·~e" (1086). 

It ls true that to reduce the m~ o~ the whole work 
to that o~ one of its parts can Qnly res~lt in a "thin sum­
mation of that creation."l2S Nonetheless, Finlayson's denial 
that the spiritual signi~icance of,pilgrimage is the dominat­
fng preoccupation of the work becaùse Chaucer does not an­
nounce ~his symbolic intention in so Many words~ is especi­
a11y surprising ~ollowing his demonstration of the subtlety 
,o~ C~~cer's poetic Methode Nor does ~t take into account ' 
Chaucer's :rrequ~nt use o~ "realism" as a smoke screen. Pur­
th~rmorè, because no element of the cod1tied list o~ virtue. 
and vic.. 1ft the P!r!on'. Tale 18 cot.radnou. wi th any. single . " 
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tale R--pt.lvJ,a.-~ ooao1adea 1:taat _. orderlia_' 
,or _. wOà la UuJ lNtt <d C1WlOW'. MUft. 

Hla ar .. -.,t 1. bas.4 on th. pnë •• tbat 'tG oon"tra41C't 18 
to 1Ima11dat.. 'HOW"",. 3.":" DO on. expeot. th. pllcrt. 
or 1ih. oharact .... ln til.1r tIh •• to b. cme-cl1aeIuIiOMl 
lUw.trat1oD8 ot th. virtu •• '-n-tly 3uxtapo •• 4- .1 th th.ir 
vic •• J nel tber ehould the ,ch __ ot th. PRIon" Ne be 

.. -t'aul ted tor tal11ng to cap~. the 8, w ••• ence ot the •• 'charac­
t.~. ,w tor thi. 1. not 'thel~ purpo ••• 

• 1 

Ralph BILldwin holeta the oppo.lng but equally extreme 
.. l ' 

vi_ that the Parson'. wmedi tacio\U'lw (69) on .1n and i t. 
remedy complete. the"characterilations ot the pllgrims and 
tultl11s their dramatic context. 

Bach pilgrim and his story combine with the Puson's 
homily ta make a momentary -- and moving -- diptych. 
a story and gloss, action and passion. This conters 
a sense of completeness which such episodic fictions 
often lack •••• The characters reflectively take on 
n~w depths because they are severally highlighted ~n 
the treatise of the seven sins •••• Here by the clash 
of the fictionally real and theologically Ideal the' 
characters are forged finally into moral perspective 
and dramatio validity. 127 , 

But l must argue that the Parson's analysis of the deadly 
.1ns and their remedies achieves a neat juxtaposition ot vir­
tue and vice wi thout irony or satire only becauae i t ia wri t-
'. . 

1nI ot a ditterent order and 9k1nd trom tbat of the fictive . ' 

• P 1 Q 14 C'" • '* 
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~ ....... 1»7 abe_ .. , or ..... tlotift. tale. JlUJ:'ated 
\ 

...., .. ~ b. 1Iw.te4. 1Ior do •• 1 t *e4 DW 1lcbt 

..... tbo •• oJIa:r.-M'Hr'a ... Mn tban lt do. on ~ 111 
•• neral. th. ooatt=olll .. penpecU-n o~ th. Panon", 0raad­
lsat101l o~ b1a _ter1al ... Lee w. Pattft'8Dft '.-k •• olear, 1. 
tb. th"" of .1ft 4 ••• lope4 b7 Md1na1 1:IleolOD -- ft. lIE­
.. " al' looat.. eaoh 1n41ricbal sin w1 tb1n • theoloPeal 
oant8Xt. 

rurth8l'llOre, tbi, oontut 1. appropri,ate phl1oaOJ)h1-
.'1YI sin l, un4eratood ... onùloc1oally. 'u a 
4art!mceaent o~ diri.ne ord.r •••• Par.,re than • diso­
bect1eoel i t violat.. ••• the purpos. and structure 
Of oreat on ••• the sinner derecta f'rom his role ln 
a dlYine disposition that tinda its only ~ultillment 
ln GOd.... Hence iJ\ rebell1nc &gainst God the simer 
reb.la as well asainst his o,m created be1ng. hi. sin 
la • contlnuoua and progressive selt-dest~ction that 
eD&eta the metaphysica of sin both psychologicallY and 
~u41clallY •••• First the sin is related to others ot 
the seven, reminding us through this reteranee to the 
~.ssus peecatl that each sinful act ls part of • 

ar process 01 selt-destruction. Thls ls followad 
b;y a defini tion of the sin ••• r then T a careful expos- < 

ure ot i ta nature and g11lvi ty ,ln reia tion to the . 
dlvinel1 disposed reality' of which it ia both a priva­
tion and violation. Only atter this ••• [cornes] an 
enumeration ot the 'speces' of the aine The eftect 
ot this procedure is to contain each specifie act 
within a controlltng theoretical perspective. The 
arrangement stems ••• from a vision that sees al1 of 
experience as reflecting a universal and'rationa11y 

.apprehensible order ana coherence •••• It seeks to pre­
vent its readers from attending only to the individual 
inst~ces of sin, to keep them from ignoring ••• the 
larger structure from which these instances must derive 
their significance •••• The Parson's Tale lays Claim§:) •• 
to a complete and even absolute vlew of experience as 
a whole •. lts narrowness of focus ••• fits all ~ality 
within a single and peculiarly intense and authorita-
tive perspective. lts orderliness stands as both a . 
standard by which the disorder of sin is to be measured . 
and as a vic tory over disorder. 128 

Although t~e Parson's Tale emphasizes by çontrast the 
~ture of a11 the other tales aa conscioUs works o~ ~ictiont 
lt le .. much a part ot that work ot art .. ls th. tramework 

, \, 
~, 

J 

, 
- i , 

1 

1 

j 

1 
l 



~ 
!-

~ 
fI 

) 
ç 
, 
IJ, 
~: . 

1 
f 

! 
1 

(, 

(' 

.'. 

- 81 - ) 
.r-~ 

a....,. w1ûoh la Ita own ri ... t ... bUah •• a crlt.non ot -nall..,- proYl41nc th. preten tor th. flotlonal narra't! Y,'. 
and ralMh. \I8'ot th.1r nature a. 3wtt that. Vlth .. cb 

#~ 

Uû or prolOCU' th. l11ualon ~ ot th. prnioua tale 1. d.~-
UoJ'ed., .i th th. Pans" ftl. th. iUualon ot th. pilcr~. 
1. "e.troy.d. quali.tlect an4 traD8oend.d. In a conception of 
art whioh 1nclu4.. th. or .. "lon and th. 4.s'truotion ot ~ -
~ ot illusion .. part ot l'tl .......... a pi.oe euoh a. 
•• rang" w. 40.. IlOt exi,t out,id. ot th.N work ot art. 
aDCl DO .laborat. atteapt ne.fI ~. _d. to reooncil. i't. oon­
tent or torm with tbat ot th~ tict~on that proY!d •• ita 
laaed1at. cont.xt. Rob.rt Jo~. in hi, book Chaucer and , 
,Sb. Shape ot Cr.ation, .xplalJUf that many miaconceptions 
oonc.r.n1nc the par,on's Tale aria. trom the failure ot iod.r.n 
.an to understand the""ae~th.tic poaalbilltlea ot inorganic 
atructure" which, intorm medi.val art and lit.rature. 

1 

Th.re la a diacrepancy in judgment betw.en Ch.~cer and 
our •• lv.. regarding the acope ot art and th. prop.r 
rol. ot the artist in matters of bellef and doctrin ••••• 

as we tend ta do, that a poem must not m.an 
but be, e 0 est with literary value a 
work which so manifestly m s1 •••• We must ask to 
wbat extent Chaucer felt ctrine to be an en-
oroachment upon his art •••• F im the ultimate role 
ot art -- irresp~ctive. of its mediate roles -- was to 
aerve and subserve the Truth ••• But that ••• the 
truth of the road to Canterbury was itself Umited had 
to be recognized •••• That art can contai~th illusion 
and dislllusion i5 a concept foreign to the organicist 
imagination, but Integral to the Gothie ••• the break- 1\ 
down of illusions signifies the poet's awareness of 
his mortality. 129 

Hence the par'on's Tale can be seen as a different aspect of 
tne' same vlew of-art if we reject the insistence that its 
torm as a prose tract forces 1t to calI into question the 
validity of the poetic narratives that precede it, or at 
leaat ta make necessary a re-interpretation of the tales as 
ironie exposés of sin, or aa moral al~egories. It la ditf.r­
ent trom the tales which precede lt wi'hout being irr.concl1-
able with th ... 

• 

; 

" 1 
~ __ ~i4~tw ________ Z4 __ ~ __ ~.~4 ______ '-~ __________ ~4 _____ ~----_________ .---------------" 1 

\. 



. ( 

( 

" \ 

4 , 

t 
, t 

!Q& NE*- & C, 

- 82 -

Pro1I a CIOthl0 n.wpoiftt the J!I'1 oan be W'l4ernoo4 
both .. • pl1cra.,e (11 tel"&l an spin tual) and a 
coapound ot al...... In orcter thus to have i t both 
wap. Chauoer'. art lIust pa,. a priee, or 80 It _y 
••• to the lIodern rea4er. the pr,lce is hard out-
1in ... ~imp.rteot reso1utlona, expo.ed seams,contra-
41ctor,r vlewpoint ••••• Chaucer was thoroughly in­
dlt~erent towar4 a quallty which modern theory haa 
oon41tlone4 us to regard as indispensable ~o good 
~ictlon. name1y, consiatent, unbroken illusion. 
In tact ••• i11uaion-breaklng i. a. e.sential to 
Chaucer's artlstry as illuslon-.king. 130 

.s I show ln ., disoussion ot the DUn's Priest's tale, the 
destruction or illusion as an a.pect 9t the selt-retlexlvlty 
of Chaucer' 8 art oeeurs not 'Only in the relationahip 'b~tweey 
this final tale and the cantert;ury 'l'!le. as a whole, but . l 
withln individual tales themselves. 

Jordan describe. the placing ~r the excursus on the 
•• ven deadly sina wlthin the systematic 'exposition on con­
tesjion as "an annihilation ot form," a "structural imbalance" 
which crystallizes "Chaucer'" fundamental leathetic problem. 
and his characteristlc method of dealing with them •••• Chau­
cer was not concerned about atylistic consiatency or drama­
tic propriety or structural balance., What ror hlm.defined 
artistlc propriety was thematic relevance."lJl This dis-, 
course is not a digression but merely the final subdivision 
or the three-fold detinit~on of confession. "whennes that 
synnea spryngen, ând how they encreessen and whlche they ~ \ 
been" (J20). 

Jordan's criterion of thematic relevance al$o desc~ibes 
the relationshlp of the Parson's Tale to the whole of the 
Canterbury Tales. lts unamblguous expository form difters 
trom that of the poetic na~ratlves, and it destroys the il­
lusion of the framlng device of the pilgrimage to the extent 
that its discernible achievement i8 not the repentance of 
the fictional pllgrims but a Retraction by the poet Chaucer. 
a retractlon which steps outside of the world of the work of 
art which calls it into being. Nonetheless the tale's 
th.matie relevance in a work whos. govern1ng'tramework ia the 
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" ao~ of plJ.crimac. 1. 1n418]Ntabl.. Purthenora._a 
Panon'. We i. r.lat.d 100 th. worlt as a whol. not only 
th ... 1olcally but alao tormally. 110 ia pr.claaly ln I10e .truc. 
tural pr.dispo.ition that Jordan •••• a tinship batw.en th • 
Paraon'. treati •• and th. r.st ot th. CanterburY t.~ ••. 

!he creative impulse d.v.lops ln an analytical 
and an41.ssly inventive proce.. ot 41'ridinc a pre- ~ 
conc.lv.d totality into ita constituent part ••••• 
'!he ,round upon which thi. inorganic a.eth.tic reate 
ie the tirm assumption ••• that exp.ri.nce ia tinit. 
and comprehensible, that clrcumecribable totallty la 
a condition of nature. an attribut. of divine cr.ation 
diac.rnible on all levels ot being. 'rhe l'lepo •• d b.am' 
constructions of Chaucer' s art r.tl.ct [thisJ pr.8UIlp­
tion •••• (and1 preserves the objective int.grity ot 
the fiction and preventa the illusion trom mersing 
with the observer. 132 

The Parson'. Tale and th. Retraction achieve the ultimate des-
.truction ot the trame of illusion. This do.s not mean, how­
ever. that the Parson's disapproval ot imaginative literature 
invalidate. it, or requires that the tales ttnd their final 
commentary in h~s terms. The Parson's'Ta1e represents-one of 
many possible points of view conceming the fUnction ot word~ 
in the discovery of truth. Its standards and criteria are not 
relevant to·a1l of the tales. That there is room for more 
than one controlling perspective ln a work~f art, or ln a 
man's lite is attested to by the co-existence of "beautiful 
lies" -- the symbolic game of illusion -- and revealed truth 
in one work. Jordan concludes. 

Tnat Chaucer could be both such a Christian and the 
maker of such beautitul fictions ie perhaps tnë most 
conclusive demonstration we can of ter of the nonor­
ganiclst sensibility. In Chaucer we tind art and be­
liet coming together wlthout merglng. The result ••• 
is a 'multiple unit y,' which allows each element 

its tull play and autonomy yet holds them together 
wlthin a controlling outline t •• ThUS the parson', 
;ale sacrifices none of its" Ttuth for baing part of 
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a :tlction, nor 40.. th. :tlction ot th. cagt.r. !tiII 108. anr o:t it. lltarar.t p.rauaaiven... or 
~11W ln i t. plac. wl th1n the ec:lUlc. o:t '!'rutil. 
Ir1 the \Iltlat. perspecti.e ot Ood'. Yi.loft, con­
~_t r.all't7 40 •• hOt 41 •• 01ve, tor it 1. 'th. 
palpable .1p ot !ru'th. 1)) 

It 1. cmly when .ch canterbury tale i. read in th. 

Robertsonian perspective a. a moral alleaor.v that the Retrac­
tion pre •• nta a r •• l probl.~or it b.co •• s r.dundant. It 
ls tru. tbat th. rejection ot po.try in th. Paraon's pro­
lope and in Chaucer' a Retraction point up 'the lill11 tat i one ot 
art, but thi. th.sis" atteJDpt. to show that ev.n in hi. IIOst 
aemorabl. &rtl.tic piec.s 11 •• an impliclt r.cognition ot th. 
ver,y nature o:t fiction -- and thl. ot nece.sity include. an 
acJcnowl.dg.lDent ot i ta l1a1 tat 1 OJ'18 and the very r.al po.si­
bility that it _y b. aisused. In :tact, th. Ilteral-mind.d 
Parson'. blanket r.jection ot a1l imaginative lite~ •• hls 
lnablllty to think in r.lative terma, !_ as Howard saya, a 
liIDi tation o:t h.J.s own. -H. th1nks th.r. is an absolut. 
ditt.r.nc. b.twe.n truth and tal.eh~od, and that all tabl.s 
are :tal •• hood. h. do.m't und~d about 'po.tic truth'. 
Th. tale h. t.lls has got to b. wh.at or .la. lt will be 
,dr,at,._l)4 It must b. admltt.d that althou«h th. Parson i. 
an embodiment ot the Pauline and Augustinian Ideal preach.r, 
his tr.atiee ie l.ss engaging, less entertaining than the 
beet tales told b1' the other pilgrim~. Nonethel,e •• , al though 
th. pilgrims reject the pardoner, th.y a~e eager to hear the 
Parson's sermon. 

Upon thi. word we han assented soone, 
Par, as it seemed, it waa tor to doone, 
Ta enden in som vertuous sentenoe, ••• 
Alle we to telle his tale hym preye.-(6l - 66) 

a.spede. points to the tact that th. Parson quot.s a . ' 

Scriptural passage, not out ot bontext as the Pardoner do.s 
hi. th ••• , but wlth a very telling ommi.ion. 
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1'tl. Panant. tut 18 tro. J..-l •• 6.16 •••• What 
th. ParIN)D'. ·.tc.· oll1ta. bow ....... 1. the t1Dal 
... t.o. 0"1 ~. scriptural. nra.. .' ft 41xerunt. 
Rem UIbulab1lN8' (' And the)' 8&14. V. will not 
..n'}. In l'ta aclWll .... ly uan.cad_tal approach 
,to th. pllcr1mac.. th. Paraon'. .pJ.craph 1.. in a 
411':ter_t ~. lun •• lrcm1c and aâbipoua .. th. 
Pardon .. •• ua. of 'ra41x 1Ial0ra •• t capl41'ta.' 11'1 
hi ••• r.cm •••• '.ftl1a contran i. on • .are instance 
o~ Chauoer'. r.peat.d ~tl .. 'tlon of the oo-'c 
inconp"Ui tl.s bet. ... gl ven tbeologloàl and li terary 

G"ame ad pattezorü •••• recalcltraDt '11:t.' •••• 
ft. Panon J 1. • ..... 1'.1)' Ua1 "a4 bl bi. abl11 ty to 
o..ura1cate the Christlan ....... to • fallen world. 

fti. 1 •• howe ... er, the abillv 01' poetry and :tabl •• r 
thelr capacl ty for reach1Dc and _ring AIl audience 
Yel1date. the uae' 0"1 i ... 1Dati .... lit.ratur. ln Chau­
éer" world. In the cbaraC'ter o:t th. Pardoner. 
Chaucer .., very .e1l b. 4~ admiratlon for art 
apart rra. the art.1.t'. IIOrall t7 J but the Pareon 0 

malte. thi. dezû,al expllcl t and too reducti ve. th. 
Parson's refusal to t.ll a rabl. is, on one 1..,.1, 
an assertlon that poetry bae no place ~ a Chrl.tlan 
urû .... ra.. 'he ~rbE œ." talten as a whol.e, 
1. an open-enaaê. ca ôD or the protean poe.l-
bill ti •• b.tween the •• two po.i 'tions. while the 
Par.on remains the Ideal tempora1 representatlv., 
th. contour. of 11:r. in th1. worl.d demand a d1.­
t&nced coaprollise wl th tha .loquent •• thods of' the 
Pardoner. 135 

Ce.pedes may b. guilty of over-Interpretation in ass~ that, 
~~ec.uae the inhabitanta of Jerusalem ~ere reprobate and re-

'" . tua.d to reepond to the exhortations of' God to reform, i t 
tollows that the Canterbury pilgrims will not respond to the 
lesson 0"1 the parson. It is possible that'the Parso~ chooses 
this quotation because it ia rooted in penitential context, 
and omits to mention the defiance of the people of Jeruaalem 
because it ia not relevant. More signif1cant, however, 18 the 
tact that the final destruction of the'frame o~ illusion 

~ , 

ach1eved by the parsonta Tale and the Retraction make it im-
possible -- indeed irrélevant -- for the pilgrim Chaucer to 
reoord the reaotione of his fel10w pilgrims. The "roadside' 

1 drama" of the pl1grlms' reactions to e_ch others t personal-
1 ti.a and tales -- an illusion wHioh Jordanl36 shows to be u 

1nconeistant wi th Chaucer i ~ •• nae o'l_ illusion, a ocmstruc1: ~t 

1 ! •. SiL a ~ "li.. • ! 2k 044 , • Il cl lAQ --
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'the critics' t.aginations -- ls ~inally shattered, as it has 
be.n disruptecl so many t1mes be~ore, when fiction transcends 
i tael1' to ,enerate doctrinal 'l'nrth. 'l'he theory of an illu­
sion un1~led in ~ictionalized time and apace dOIs not allow 
for the double perspective of Chaucer the pilgrlm and Chau- _ 
cer theipoet, let alone the coexistence ot morally dubioua , , 

art and rel~ioua truth. 
'!'he ulti_te signiticance o~ the Puson's Tale, then, 

is ~t that of a retrospective cammentary on the other tales. 
Patter.on holds that i ts general nature atendt, 1 t. concern 
wi th sin beyond the pilgrims, who play a role in a me~ely 
local fiction, to ail men at all ti.e.. The wtr.k concludes 
wi'th the author's withdrawal to & higher, more all';'incluaive 
perspective than his tiction ~~OrdSI , , 

In clos1ng the ~bprY ~les with a wark of this 
generality, the~uc.r ~rces ua ta look beyond 
the specUie world that ~ tar occupied our at­
t.ntion •••• Chaucer himselt ~ea at the end, ra­
plaoing the narratorlal voice, dr.amatic, engaging, 
anc1 .u! ti valent, wi th Ms own identifiably historieal 
ton. • • •• The .t~ect of this grac1ua~ wi thdrawal frOID 
tiction to history ia to devalue tlction, and the 
spec~ic reductions occasionad by these andings are 
in a~fe~t extensions o~ the larger reduction implied 
by theV~rm i tselr. The elaborat.ly con:trived fi-e­
tional world is brought into contact with a reality, 
bath divine and human ••••. The eff~ct. then. is not ta 
invite a reinterpretatlon or even revaluation of the 
tiction but to declare it transcended •••• The certain­
tiea of the parson's Tale render the complexities 01' 
the talés inconsequentlal and even sophistical. 137 

The parson's Tale achieves a r.union of language and 
truth which ls lacking In.many of the tales. Moreovar. its 

"" "sentence." unlike that of'most of the other serious tales, is . , 

not qualified by or subject t~ interpretation in terms 01' the 
p.rsonality 01' its teller, for he erfective11 has none. Al­
though the Parson, unlike the Nun's Priest, l~ortray.d in 

, the General rFologue. he ia not characteriz.d as ân individual. 
but &S Howard saya. as Ùl -ld'.1 • And i t l, this ab. tract 
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figure, ~he priest rather than the man, who preaches at the 
end. He i5 a ttigural t p~iest who stands for the idea of 
priesthood.· l38 Hence a dramatic reading is not en~ouraged, 
nor is 'the "Truth" that emerges vulnerable to a reduction to 
the truth for an individual. "In sum," patterson writes, 
"the canterbury Tales provides various prospects on and ver­
sions of the truth, but ,no one is allowed authority or evén 
an unchallenged assertion."l39 And this includes the parson. 
The absolute nature of his meaning, bom of his uncoMpromis­
ing, anti-literary stance" can be se,n as a limitation on 
his part. FUrtherm6re, to argue that this work invalidates 
the torm trom which it emerges is extreme. The game ot tale­
telling has very nearly sucpeeded in sublimating the true 
concerns and signi1'icance of the pilgrimage, transforming 
this motif into a Mere excqse for the existence of the tales. 
The Parson's Tale must counteract the submergence of "emest" .. 
in "gaMe,"-an~ to do so it must redefine the nature of ,ic-
tion. In Patterson's wordsa 

'eJs 

While th~\arson's tale issues into clear'light of 
reality, ~ take~ 1 s beginning in the imprecision 
01' fiction, and it 18 itsel1' a part of the whole it 
dismiss~. This is the paradox the Pars on himself 
expresses when he promises to 'te11e a myrie tale in J 

prose' that will 'knytte up al this feeste, and make • 
an ende' (46 - 47) •••• In its ultimate terms, t~e 
opposition between Host and Parson i~ between ••• 
the attitude that abcep~s t &re andlnow as a 
sufficient realit~ and one at perceives human 
experience as only the f'oregroun to a larger hori- / 
zone In literary terms it is an opposition between 
tabulae and sana doctrina, and between two concepts 
of forma an additive, self-generating, and almost ~ 
extemporaneous seriality on the ~ne hand, and on the 
other a carefullY organi~ed action'with beginning, 
Middle and ehd •••• It ia necesaary, then, that the 
Para'on~ a Tale should provide not a f'ulf1l1ment to the 
tâles but an alternative, a complete and exclusive 
understanding' of c~racter, action, ,and even language •••• , 
It 1s to be m$asured not by the~tanda~d$ of literary 
fame but of etemal sal va tion. 140 

• .; '\0 ." ~ ~ f _ 

The First ~istle ot Paul thé Apos~le to Timothy opens .. 
'. 
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,,1'th a diatribe apj.n.s't _beUl.Hed. li tenture 'to which" 
th. Parson ret'era men he refuse. to tell • "tale". 

Welther gi.ve he.d to ~abl.a and endle .. gen •• logie., 
which lÛD.iatlr queltions, rather than COdly ec11Mfta 
which la in tai th, .0 do. 
Wow the end ot the cOllllUUldment' la charity ou-t ot a 
pure heart, and .9! a good consci.ncer- and 2l 
taith unre1gned. < 

From which som. ha'ring swervecl have turned aslde 
unto ft1n jangl1.ng. 

Deairing 'to be 'teachera ot 'the law. undera'tandins 
nlither wbat they lay, Dor ,whereof' they a1'tirtl. (1. 
Tlra,.. 1. 4 - 1) 

Tbe Parson lnterprets Paul' S 1nj1DlC~ion to l'iaothJ' as a con­
demnation of au leèular literature as be1Dg distinct troa 
the divine 'tru1:h ot scriptur" 

• !hou ,etest ta.ble noon yto1d tor ." 
Por Paul. that writeth 1II1to ~the., 
Reprev.~ hem tbat .eyven .oothtas'tn ••••• 
~d tellen table. and .. lch wreccbedn ••••• 
~ .holde l lowen dra1' out ot IllY 1"'lt, 
Whan l may sowen whete. if that .e l.n?· ()% ":'36) 

I-cinatlve literature is IIOrally su.~utct -- a petentl&! di.­
tractlon from the puri ty 01" doctrinal 'h:vt!l. lIon,thel... an 
elaborate detenae ot the fabl:e 18 buil't &round the _e •• ta­
phor that the pars on uses to reject it. the "draf'w 1. be­
lieved to contu.n hidden "whete," or moral truth. which jus­
tif'les i ta existence. The tension between ecclell tlcal 
denouncements of' worlcUy 11 terature as 1n1qul tous d 1 ta 

obv1ous appeal and et:f'1cacy -- eapecial.l.y as demo ~t.d by 
--the introduction of exempla to the sermons of the preach.ine 
tnars during the late twelfih and, thirteenth cen 1..­
accounts ~or the phenomenon that the men of the cloth on 
Chaucer's imaginative pilgrimage are the mOst selt-consciou 
about theIr litarary endeavoura. In JOdnoy's worda. 
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Chaucer's clergy stoQd in a .ore complex ~.la~Oft-
8hlp to lit.ratur. than 'their fellow »ilD'1ae. 
ftey had accepted Harry Bailly's usurpatIon or the 
pvernance of the pilgrimage. which wu a dl version 
trom splri tual goals, they!\ad subsequently accepted 
'Jlart'7's plans and rules.collllDitting themselves to 
t.ll\ 'tales at request. But was not tale-tell1rc 
.orally dubious? ••• 'l'radi tion and authori ty sida i 
Wi th the 'idealized Pars on in his refusal to play 
Harry Baill.y' s game ••• This :amcompromising ant!-
11 terar;y' stance _a not ••• the attitude of the 
II1dd1e Agea as a whole. 'the Most uaual defenae of 
table expresaed ita.lr in a seri.s of distinctions 
Whlch rested on .~he single :tundamental metaphor ••• 
th. distinction ~ b.tween the inslde and the outalde. 
lfbat wu inslde co~ted. The out.id. was 'Ill.".' 
relaüv.ly worthless. wh ether It waa super1'icially 
aHraotl v. (to 1ure ord.1nar;y men to th. inside) or 
unattractive. like .. dry huak. to rapel the unworth7 •••• 
!he' outaide' is cODcei yeti ~ as u1:tiatel,. disposable. 
'the ......... 1 tor the lœ .. truth. And so ri th 
tiction; 141 

Ble .... Priest pointe out the COIIPl.x lature ot the aPPN"--
. _t~ aillple rel.:'l~'p betwec t'rait ad cban. ft. Par­
'a..z. 4aUberatel.)" .. _.,ta this relatlonship. !he lit.rJun 
Parson .f-.rs tha't th. eatertatnt. -letter." ~e table ltae1f. 
detracts a'tt.rtI01l troll lu substaJlee or .,raJ.. !Ile 11ter&r7 
.. l1'-~tlex1v1tJ' of the 'ta1. .. of the Pardon.r. Jllnclple UlCl 
.... Prieet can be aocoanted ror by the propenaiv ot lanc­
.... uaacl ~tl"ly or arthl17 .... with1n the con­
t!Du or __ la. to u-ucend .e lildta;t101U1 or the hnctlOft 
It 1. II\lppoaacl to ~l. and caU attention ~o l'ta 0WIl 

-tura. '!h. Pars01l'. wont t .... are reallZed. for tha ..... 
ta:»aa iD 'tb... othe 'tala. 1\Inct1cm as •• rely on. e1.ant 
1J1 the work. and arl not 'the ..,al to whlch all other elemen't8 

" or the 'ten are aublft"Yi_t. and tQWard which th.y conv.rse. 
ft. P!g9D" lale. al Baldwin sayat ia "çrie" ·only in 
Bernar<l1an and aacetlcaJ. terma. not in the lexicon of the 
bost at aU, .. 142 and i't points up the tûl.ure or the othar 
tales ta suborc:l1Da~e "draf" ta "whete. Il 

ftia tal.e, how.ver. ls not the rirst to cast do\lbt" upon 

tIla IIOral in'tecrl'ty ot poetlc lansuag.. !'he other tale. cio 80 
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• i th an in.vi tabl1i ty that apeaks for 11;a.1t. ft 

discua.e. the detiance of, poetic l~e'to beba .. in the 
way ~t i ta dermee stipul~te8 that i t should • 

Chaucer's poetid practice more often retlects the' 
lnternally determined values of a rhetorical po.tics 
than the external ,strategies prescribed by the all.­
gorists. As the exegete discovers when he tries to 
specify the :rull meaning 0'1 a Chaucerian poem, Chau­
cerlan sententiae are less the conclusion which all 
the elements of the text express than occasions tor 
wri ting which the complexi ties of the text rapidly \' 
trans c end • Theme figures as ••• a ground of signl­
fic~ce upon which the variables ot fable, personal­
ity àJièl language display themselves. Like the par­
doner's sermon, Chaucer's poems use traditional 
truttla as themae upon which to play variations, and 
.e can no more detine the signiticance of the wWole 
by reterance to i ts rhetorical origins than we can 
say that the~oner's Tale means radix malorum est C:M!tas. erïlocateawithirt -a rhetorical per- . 
s ve, then, the CanterburY 'laIes reveals i tselt 
not as a progression toward~goal -- parts that 
aignity a unifying whole -- but as a series ot poetic 
experiments in various styles, a witty compendium ot 
lat. medieval literary fashion embellished with the 
appropriate personalities •••• The Parson's final con­
tribution to the game is thus a formal alternative 
that in ettect renders the game unplayable •••• But 
thera are compensations, tor it is only by such an 
interruption that the tales Q@l1 be brought to any 
conclusion •••• The beneticence the Parson otfers can 
be tully appreciated onty when we recognize how per­
sistently Chaucer has asked the. moral questions 
raised by his kind 0'1 poetry, and how persistently 
he has refused to anawer them. 01' course poetry can 
never tell the truth in qui te the way that the alle­
gorical literary theory of Chaucer's day prescribed, 
ad his conventionalized gestures toward authentici ty, 
whether moral or historical, are more appeasements of 
tbis e,xpectation than real claims to truthtulness. 143 

lot is "ror 'thi. ruson that.the ftun's Priest's Tale cannot be 
reduoed to a sui tably moral allegory. The function of 
~ in Chaucer-s secular tales is not the same as that 
1ft the Para on 'II Tale where 1 t is strictly denotati ve, point- . 
inB ta sOlllething beyond 1 tsel1'. living up to the Pauline 
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1njunc'tlon 'to .xla't 'only "ln demonstratlon o-r 'th. Spin t 
anel ot power" (1. Cor., II, 4). The arttul uae o'E l&ncual. 
in Chaucer's literary fables, on the other hand, ca11s 
attention to itselt. The sententiae, for example. in the 
lun's Priest's ~ale, no lesa than in the pardoner's and 
Manciple' s tales, underllne the complexi ty ot poetic tntth bJ' 
'th.lr tailure ta summarize and contain i t. Moreovar, homiletlc 
.atarial, as patterson says, ls not uaed toward di4actlc ende 
in the secular tales as it ls in the Par.on's ;ale. 

In the tales the characters use the lancuage ot 
homiletic exhortation as 'the mat.rial, tram wblch th.., 
tuhion nothing· less than thellSelves. This 1. lIOat 
true ot the Wite of Bath and the Pardoner, the two 
characters who most fully accept the challenge ot th. 
Chaucerian dramatie monologue and ereate themselve. 
for us not merely in languagé~ut as language •••• 
Homiletic language functions for .:-: these eharact.ra, 
th en , as a means toward a personal end, and its mean­
Jng provides li ttle more than an ironie commentary on 
their strategies of selt-creation and mystery. But 
tor the parson homiletie language remains essentlally 
denotatlve. Words are signs for realities that trans­
cend the personal, and even when language assumes 
rhetorical deviees and a degree ot self-retlexiveness 
it~still funetiona symbolically, in ita order and 

"coherence invoking and delineatlng the larger order 
and coherence of a divine reality. 144 ) 

~he tact th~t homiletie language may·b, misused in th1s way -­
t~t it may beeome part ot a rhetorieal strategy to create a 
bogus reality, to manipulate others and deceive oneselt -­
justifies the .purist fears of the Parson. It ia the pardoner's 
aim ta invert the relationship between language and truth, 
forcing the audienee to re-examine the funetion of ,words as 
signifiers; and, as patterson succinctly puts it. "The E!n­
ciple'! Tale exists preeisely to present poetic speech in its 
most morally offensive form.,,14S In both cases, however, the 
attempted subversion of the relati'onship between language and 
reali ty is checked by the innate abill ty of language, born of 
its divinely-given cognitive power, to aseert the truth despite 
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the lntentions of the speaker. In his exearpl\lJ!t the pardoner 
unwlttingly creates a world which he cannot control -- one 
ln which a cosmic force of justice strikes down wlth unerr­
ing in~vitabl1lty aIl embodiments of evil -- a force which 
•• ams to step outside of the riction and undo the Pardoner 
himself. The arrogance with which he boasts of his villalny . 
redounds upon him, making him appear aIl the more ridiculous 
and pathetie. In the itaneiple'§ Tale, Phebus deludes him­
selt into a state of contentment no more real than that 
whlch was his before he learned of his wife's intidelity. 
tor him happiness depends upon ignorance of self-deceit. 
The moral, however, which exalts deception in the interest' 
o! expedieney, discredits itself by eagendering the bleak 
vision of a world in which aIl truth meets the rate of the 
erow. Th~ impossibility of living in a world in which no 
criterion for truth exists, in which "moralite[sJ" are 1n­
herently immoral. forces one to reject it and insist upon 
adherenee ta the standards praetised by the erow. 

The self-reflexivity of the Nun's Priest's Tale is per­
baps the most dramatic of aIl, for in his closing exhorta­
tion the narrator invites his audience to interpret his 
~able in terms of "external strategies" -- strategies to 
which the subtleties and complexities o~ his text retuse to 
71eld. 

But ye that holden this tale a .1'olye, , 
As or a rox. or or a cak and hen, 
Taketh the moralite, goode men. 
Por seint Paul seith that all that wrlten la, 
1'0 oure doctrine it ls ywrite, ywis; 
Taketh the fruyt, and lat the chat be stille. (')4)8 - 4) 

~ . 

The ftun'~ Priest's words anticlpate Chaucer's own in bIs B!­
traction. "For oure book selth, 'al that ia wrlten 18 wrlten 
ror oure doctrine.' and t~at is ~ entente" (108). In both 
cases. this alleged statement of creative intention has encour­
aged readera to reinterpret the text -- be It the Dun.s Priest's 
I!l!, or the canterbury Tales in its ent1 rety -- ln search 
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ot a consistent, orthodox Christian "doctrine." 
Those who adhere to the position that Chaucer speaks in 

his own voiee in the Retraction must come to grips with it as 
a document "of personal revelation, an autobiographical datum 
about thé tension between moral and artistic claims."146 
These are the words of DOUglas Wurtele, who believes that aIl 
but lines 1085 - 1090a should be attributed to Chaucer's par­
son as his closing benédietion. l believe, however, that the 
Retraction la meant to be read as Chaucer's own and that in 
it he offers an alternate viewpoint which supports that 
offered by the Farson. Its Indifference to the artistic 
merits of the paetry it rejects. rather than creating a pro­
blem to be solved, May we1l be its point. The Retraction 
provides an alternate perspective trom which ta examine the 
works which it cannot, in tact, cal1 back. a corrective to 
counteract and disavow the potential of the tales of mirth 
(the products of Chaucer's ttdangerous experiment in the art 
of teaching with delight n147 ) ta lead man into sin. It pro­
vides for them, in the wards of Paul Ruggiers, "the perspec­
tive of the inter~or life of the spirit •••• [It1 asserts the 
sense of another pressing reality which the torm now allows 
Chaucer finally to admit. the rueful confession from an 
artist who looks back upon his achievement that the Most in­
teresti~ materials ot poetry are the signatures of fallen 
man. ,,148 

As before, an examination of the Scriptural context af 
cJaucer's allusions and of their accepted mean~ in the 
M~ddle Ages, is instructive. The direct source of his citation 

1 1 

ia the EPist1e of Paul the Apastle to the Romans. 

Por whatsoever things were written aforetime were 
wr1tten for our learning, that we through patience 
an~ comtort of the scriptures might have hope. (XV. 4) 

r 
These words are echoet! in Paul' s Second Epls~l._.;'l'1mothl". 

#' 

.Ll _____ ~ _____________ ~ ~ ~~~---
--~-~-- ~--



( , 

94 .. 

All scripture is given by inspiration of God, and ia 
profitable for-aoctrine, for reproof, for correction, 
for instruction in righteousness. (III, 16). 

Olive Sayce points out that the first quotation gradually lost 
its specifie reference to scriptural truth. 

It was used to justify the general1y instructive 
purpose of literature, and occurs in this sense, for 
instance, at the end of the HUnts priestts Tale. In 
the context of the 'Retractions' the phrâee seeme to 
have ~ouble meaning. On the one' hand in i ts scrip­
tural sense it is connected with the contrast between 
divine truth and secular falsehood ••• '. on the other 
hand, Chaucer appears also to be hinting at its wider 
significance and thus to be justtfying his own work 
on the grounds, of i ts generally instructive purpose. 149 

"'-The effect of this allusion at the end of the Nun··s Priest's 
Tale is by'no means as simple as Sayce implies. It 8eems -more 11kely that Chaucer exploits the ambiguity of the meaning 
of the Pauline exhortation in both cases. In the case of the 
Retraction, this ambiguity gives rise to the debate as to 
whether or not he does indeed repudiate and annihilate th~ 
bulk of the canon of his work. l believe that the Retrac~on w 
qualifies the function of poetic truth, re-evaluating 
Chaucer's poetry (and by extension aIl forms of imaginative 
literature) not in terms of artistic merit but in terms of 
personal morality and Christian doctrine. In doing sa, it 
provides an implicit check upon the degradation of imagination 
Int~ delusion and lies, thereby vindicating the role of poetic 
and literary expressions of truth by placing them in context 
withiri a larger. all-embracing tramework ot Truth. 
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Th. mm's Pri.,'t's tale. An All.cory of AllMOn 

1. patristic Çriticism and the soares of the -, 
Iun', PEi.st·s !ale. 

The theory'ot figurative expression set ~orth in st. 
Augustine's De Doctrina Christlana ,~s crucial ta MY dis­
cussion ot the Kun's Priest's Tale, which revolves around the 
question of whether.any single allegorlcal interpretation la 
possiblef~lven the ambigulty ot this tale -- its de~iance ot 
any single inte~lly consistent Interpretation, allegorical 
or otherwise. In the view ot D. W. Robertson, this theory 
provides a justification tor the allegorical interpretation 
ot secular medieval literature. His thesis has given risa'l to 
conslderàble dissention, most of which argues that the tech­
niques of Scriptural exegesis do not and cannot apply to im­
aginative litera~e composed by man. 

The theory of figurative expression has lts Immediate 
roota in the technique of Biblical exegesis whlch depends 
upon the recognition of the persons, places, objects, events 
and cryptic utterances of the Bible as signs of divine reali­
ties, which May signify literally or figuratively. Marcia 
Colish exp~ainsl "The sign~ proprium signifies literally •••• 
The signum translatum, on the other hand, signifies figura­
tively. In essence it is a nonverbal sign that is conceived 
in verbal terms by being treated as a metaphor, or a figure 

e 

ot speech with transferred meaning •••• Important t~ the exegete 
~ here ls a knowledge of arts, sciences, and institutions of 

aIl kinds. n1 'The patristic exegete postulates that four 
levels of meanlng exlst simultaneously in the Biblea aIl but 
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the literal or historieal l.vel involv. a figurative 
1nterpretatl~n. 

fhe allegorical method views persons, things. and 
events in the Old Testament as types of persons, 

. things, and events that oceur later, in New Testa­
ment tim.s ••••. The anacp~ical method views persons, 
things. and events .occUring in the Bible as t,ypes . 
of thw Chur eh of the Saints at the end of time. In· 
the case of the moral or typological method, both 
tr&n8ference of meaning in time and the shift from 
one mode of discourse to another are invalved. The. 

,. moral state of the believer in the present time 18 
the point ot reference. 2 

In addition, nonverbal signs which do not have thelr source in 
ScriptUre c~ have a similar function in leading man to the 
cogni tian af God, "When the knowledge of God Is expressed 
through things, persons, and actions ••• the sacraments, co~­
ression of faith, and the witness of Christian example, st. 
Augustine regards it as operating figuratively •••• The whole 
ot the life of fai th [then l provides man wi th the knowledge ot 
Gad p'er speculum in aenigmate."3 Things acting as signs ace 
subjeet to the same limitations as words which signify non-, 
sensible realities. 

st. Augustine's discussion of the aesthetics of figur- " 
atlva expression oceurs in his account of Scriptural O~8Cur­
ity in the De Doctrina. D. W. Robertson gives the following 
aQcount of this thaory, 

This obscurity, says st. Augustine, was divinely 
ordained to overcoma ~ride by work, and to prevent 
the mind from disdaintng a thing too easlly grasped. 
It stimulates a des ire ta learn, and at the same 
time excludes those who are unwo~hy froM the myster­
ies of the faith. But it is also pleasant. St. 
A~tine's account of the Manner in which pleasure 
arises trom obscurity reveals an aesthetic attitude 

'f. which became typically medieval ••• that things are 
mora readily learned through similitude and that 
those things which a~e sought with ditficu1ty are 
the more pleasantly discovered •••• [But] st. Augustine 
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. -. 
se8ms unconcerned with the question which most 
interests the modern aesthetician. why is tigur­
ative language pleasant? His answer to this ques­
tion, insotar as he gi ves one, .ls simply that the 
sense ot difficulty overcome is pleasant. He has 
nothing to say about aesthetic pleasure in itselt 
without reference to the discover.y of truth ••• 
figurative expression is not of any value in itself •••• 
Instead he saw that if the figures are regarded as ' 
problems capable of an intellectual solutIon it ia 
possible to recognize the tact that they contorm to 
an abstract pattern which harmonizes with the 
pattern of a usetul idea. 4 _ 

Paradoxically, it is the very obscurity ot'aenigmata that 
enables them to function as accurate signa. " Metaphorlcal 
significance," says Colish, "is tar better suited to express 
realities that are themselves intrinsically obscure and 
difticult ta understand ... 5 In its very nature the figur-

, 

ative expression reflects the incomprehensibility of God. 
In a similar vein, Robertson explaidt that the lack of sur­
face consistency ~ the ti~es forces the reader to se~h 
for an underlying abstract pattern which coheres to a theo­
logical doctrine or Ideal 

The Incoherence ot surface materials is almost 
assent!al ta the tormation ot the abstract pattern, 
tor if the surface materials ••• were consistent or 
spontaneously satisfying in an emotional way, there 
would be no stimulus to seek something beyond them •••• 
It tollows also that the concrete mater,ials ot the 
tigures do not need to be trealistically' conceived 
to obtain the effect desired •••• The aesthetic ot 
figurative expression described by st. Augustine i8 
essentially ••• allegoria.. the art of saying one 
th1ng t~ mean another. 6 

Robertson cites ~he second ~istle ot~paul the Apostle to the 
Corinthians to justify the. search tor ~e spi~ttual meaning. 
beneath the letter of the text. l 

Who also hath made us able ministers of the New 
, . 
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Testament. not of the letter, but of the spirit, . 
tor the letter killeth, but the spirit giveth life. ().6) 

st. Augustine and John the Scot defend poets from their 
literal-minded detractors on the basis of the similar.ity 
between Scriptural expression and those poetic fables which 
"rater. to a true signification7 and thus do not lie. John 
the Scot makes explicit the comparison between Scriptural and 
poatic obscurity, "pointing out that just as the art of 
poetry uses 'feigned fables and allegorieal similitudes' to 
express moral or physical truth ••• in the same way the 
Scriptures employ figurative expression to lead the mind to­
ward the comprehension of the intelligible. 1I8 st. Thomas 
Aquinas, as l will show later, rejects this comparison as too 
facile, arguing that although the allegorical methods of 
poetry and Scripture may be similar at times, their raison 
d'être and ultimate goals are different. and these are ~he 
telling factors. 

Robertson's famous thesis posits the application of the 
methods of scriptural exegesis to the interpretation of alle­
gorieal expression in seeular literature. He cites the views ' 
of Augustine and John the scot, asserting that these and 
similar theories manifest themselves in a conscious effort 
on the part of secular writers tD use figurative expression 
to lead the mind to Scriptural understanding. 

1 

" 

In these instances, the truths involved are not the 
'moral, physical, and historical' truths ot the 
pagans, but the invisibilia Dei, so that, as far as 
aesthetic matters are concerned, the poems May be ' 
thought of as having an effect similar to the effect 
of figurative passages in the Scriptures. When 
scriptural figures are used by a poet, they do not 
lose their original connotations, and the poet requires 
no special elevation or inspiration to employ them. As 
a Christian, in fact, he has an obiigation to suggest 
the intelligible to his readers, whether the figures 
he uses are derived trom scriptural or non-scrip-
tural sources. 9 ' 

. 1 

. " . '.' 
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Robertson doea not question the validity of his assumption 
that a secular poem which h.as an "effect similar" to a 
scriptural passage automatically requires the same method of 
interpretation.~does his thesis differentiate between 
the presence of Scriptural allusions in non-allegorical or 
non-expli~it allegorical writings, and the presence of 
Scrip~ural material in a work such as the Psychomachia which 
is clearly intended as an allegory of Christian doctrine. 
When Scriptural figures are used in a secular poem, they May 
lose their original connotations, and assume ether rneanings 
suggested by the context of the poem. The substitution of 
the figuraI interpretations supplied by the exegetical tra­
dition for the literaI meanings of the words of the poem 
id not the appropriate procedure in aIl cases. Furthermore. 
Robertson substantiates his argument by accepting at face 
value the defences of secular literature by Alanus de 
Insulis, Petrarch, and Boccaccio, among others, aIl of whom 
claim that their work contains morar and/or philosophical 
instruction which is barred from the unworthy by the figures 

v 

of the literaI sense. For example, Petrarch bases his de-
fence of the enigmatic technique on an analogy between 
Augustinian Scriptural obscurity and the aesthetics of 
poetry. What Robertson fails to note is that the very con­
ditions which prompted the writing of these apologiae placed 
the poets very much on the defensive. 

Sorne respected cri tics such as Donaldson, Blo'or.1field and 
Wimsatt have argued that secular literature was never meant 
to be interpreted in the consistent moralizing fashion of 
Robertson. E. Talbot Donaldson in his 1958 paper "Patristic 
Exegesis in the Criticisrn of Medieval Literaturea The Opposi­
tion," ad.mits the influence of the patristic tradition on 
madieval poetry, but rejects the extrernisw'of the Robertson­
ian vi,ew that "aIl serious poetry written by Christians 
during the Middle Ages pror.lotes the doctrine Gf charity by 
using the sarne allegcrical structure that the Fathers found 
in the Bible ••• ·[andj that patristic exegesis alone will 
reveal the rneaning of medieval poetry ... lO His counter 
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argument Is that no critical analysls shou!d force the text 
1 -

to fit a preconceived pattern or raveal a predetermined 
meaning. "The patristic influence on Middle English paetry," 
he \~ites. "seems to me to consist in prov~d~ng occasional 
symbols which bi their rich tradition enhance the poetic con­
texte they appear in. ~ut which are called inta use naturally _ 
by those contexts and are glven fresh meaning by them."ll Ît 
is more properly in the Interpretation of Scriptural figures 
used by Medieval authors, then, that traditional Bib1ical 
exegesis i5 of value. 

In a recent favourable respanse to Donaldson's essay, 
William E. Rogers attempts ta provide the "va1id theoretical 
objection[s]" to this method which underlie Donaldson's 
reservations, but are nowhere made explicit by hlm. Rogers' 
purpose ls to "def!ne the theoretical limita of patristic 
cri ticism ••• [ ta] indica te what sorts of cane lus ions the, 
method can justify and which of its arguments are legitlm­
ate."l2 practitianers otten defend this procedure in terms of 
the explanatory power achieved by their readings. \fJhile 
Rogers concedes that no objections to it arise in "those 
cases where patristic criticism clearly succeeds in exp laln­
ing something that seems ta require explanation and that no 
other method seems to explain,,,l) he demons'trates that not 
a1l cases fall within this categor,Y, nor is it always easy to 
determine which do. Hence his tirst objection is based on the 
structure of the argument which supports patristic readings 
bec~use of their explanatory power. The eriterion of consist­
ency does not neeessarily guarantee a second criterion. that 
of eorrectness. 

The explanatory power o~ an Interpretation there~ore 
reters to its success in enabling the crltlc to con­
struct a 10glcally consistent account of aIl parts 
ot the text •••• [However. i t] can t\D1ction in only 
one way in an argument about the correetness of the 
interpretation. To account for aIl the parts ot the 
work is only to show that the work oan be consistently 
~ in terms 01' that Interpretation. 14 
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Internal consistency is not the sole condition for the 
correctness ot an interpretation. A work may support any 
number of ,self-consistent Interpretations, sorne of which it is, 
impossible, on historical or other grounds, for the author to 
have intended. Hence authorial intention -- or-ât least his­
torieal possibility -- is an equally important criterion. 
Rogers distinguishes between,analytle ~nd causal interpreta­
tions, demonstrating his argument for the Inherent limita­
tions of the former thus. 

If l confine,myself strictly to the analytic tYPe 
of explanation, l cannot reject a self-consistent 
Interpretation of a Medieval poem ••• as rete~ 
to the Brooklyn Bridge, just becauee there was no 
Brooklyn Bridge in 1)00. The purely analytic critic ••• 
conceives of an interprétation as being ultlmately 
some mental construet under whieh he can subsume all 
the parts of the texte It theoretically makes no 
difference to him where that mental eonstruct comes 
from. 15 

He e~~ot explain the historieal cause of the texte 
The patristic erities are historieal cri tics who hold that 

Medieval writers thought allegorically; that it was their in­
tention ta illustrate the doctrine of caritas in their work. 
Rogers' second theoretical objection to the patristie critics 
ironically argues that they are not histo~ical enough; that 
th,ey pay insufficient attention to evidence external to the 
texte Their method does not live up to their own criterion -­
the criterion of aIl causal explanations -- of authorial in­
tention, preeisely because the do,ptrine o~ charity guides . 
them in their substitutions o~ the figuraI meanings round in 
patristio writings for the literal meanings of the words of 
the texte :hel~ predetermined Interpretation dictates how 
certain parts of the text are read; their value-judgments and 
conclusions precede and de termine their procedure. 

In that case, the explanatory power of r the j inter-
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pretation ••• 18 by 1 t8el:! no argument tor [i ts j 
correctness ••• if by correctness we Mean correspond­
ance ta the author's intent •••• The analytic argument 
shows only that the text can be read as lllustrating 
the doctrine o:t charity •••• 1 Butj what does the ax­
planatory power o:t an allagorical Interpretation con­
tribute to the argument that a particul.ar work 15 
allegory"? 16 

1'he anawer, of course, i8 none. In the case o:t the Hun's 
Priest·s Tal~, for instance, there are rival, secular inter­
pretations that appear to have su:tflcient explanatory power. 
The patristic critic asserts that the author intended ta 
write allegory, and that the exegetical tradition caused him 
to conceive the work as he did, its sententla determlning 
the Ilttera and the sensus of his texte Rogers' conclusion 
13 much the same as Donaldson'sI that patristic criticism 
serves its most valuable purpose in the evaluation of Scrip­
tural allusions which can then be discussed ln terms o~ their 
tunctlon and value in the literary work. Another approach 
suggestad by Rogers is this. , 

Take the passage alluded to as p'art ot the sUbject 
matter of the allusive work •••• [ In thàt way 1 we 
can praise Medieval worka because of the comments 
they make on the exegetical tradition when they al­
lude to that tradition •••• Slmilarly we can praise 
non-explici t allegories because of the comm,ents 
they make on the subject matter of allegor,y (as 
otten as not, some document or traditional symbol 
system). It is remarkable that Most patristlc ' 
.allegorical'~adings do not assert that the lit­
erary work ex ends or makes comment~ upon the .§.!m­
tentia or the trad! tional symbols. 17 

one aspect of the self-reflexivity of the Nun's priestts Tale, 
as l will show, ia that it commen~s ~mplicitly upon the func­
tion of symbols and sententiae -- the subject matter o~ 
allegor,y -- in secular literature. 

The degree to which it can be argued that a symbol re­
tains its traditional meaning once it la removed from its 

1 
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SCriptural context and tntroduced lnto a secular poem 1. 
ti.cussed by ~'f. K. wwatt, Jr., in his 1955 article -!Wo 
l!Iu.nings o~ Symbolisml A G!"ammatical Exercis'e." He ditt"e 
'entiates between th\ ~~rm symbol -in "the general sen~e ot" 
ve~1 sign (or any ~r deliberate human sign) ••• [and1 
~~bol' ira the far more restricted sense of seme special 
kind ot thing or avent in the world of realitY.4 •• From th! 
meaning there ls also '.symbol' in ~l:e sense of seme special. 
detail in a painting or !ome special ward/or group of words 
in a writingo"l8 It i5 the latter conception cf ,the term 

'that lies at the roota of the symbolist tradition in patriat 
and Medieval exegesis. 

, 
, ' 

~ ! 

The tact is. as we read for instance in Aquinas, 
that the Biblical exegetes were thinking direçtlY 
about things, a universe of things, as special 
symbols •••• (This~ means ••• that indivldual ,~ings 
in the obj'ectiv~ world and classes of things have 
more or less properly definable symbo1ic meanings 
or at least ranges of such meanings. For the pur­
pose of the scriptural exegete', i t would appear to 
me •• ~ that a simply traditional or revelatory 
fixa~ion of symbolic meaning would be sufficier.t •••• 
It is the adaptation of the Scriptural method by 
the secular poet, the overlay and more abstract 
play'of symbolic meaning, which mainly enters into 
the poetic problem. 19 

Eric Auerbach, in his 1952 essay "typological Symbolism in 
Me~ieval Literature," speaks of "the important difference 
which obtains between figurism and ot~er similar forms of 
thinking such as allegorism or symbolisme In these patterns, 
at least one of the two elements combined is a pure sign, but 
in figural relation both the signifying and the signified are 
real and concrete historical events."20 The essential differ­
ence, then. between literary symbolism and Scriptural figur­
ative expression ls that the latter does not admit of a 
fictional level. The criterion of fiction la that which dis­
tinguishes poe~ic trom divine revelation. Poetry reveals 
truth beneath the veil of fiction, whereas Scripture lays 

- • 1 
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claim to historieal truth de.pite the poetic qua1ity of l'ta 
literal ~evel. Richard Hamilton Green eJ:aaracterlzea Sacred 
Scripture thus • 

. [It] contained both the pre:rl~tfon ot [Gad 'a] 
revel.atlon and 1 ta tul:tlllment. The text ot Script­
ure .. a theretore regarded as literally and histori­
cally true, since it wa. the record of man's redemp­
tion. and as spiritually true, because the persona, 
~ and events recorded there were themselves 
f"igures of the divine truth which the book revealad •••• 
!he sacred quali~ of scriptural a1legory and the 
41virii ty of i ts author must be stressed, because as­
sent ta these premises inevitably controlled the way 
a .ediaeval writer could speak of other books and 
their makers, dther figurative manifestations of wbat 
... t'inally the same truth but revealed wi thin the , 
limits ot human creativity. 21 

H.nce, a symbol transplanted trom Scripture to poetry ~ 
re'tain some of i ta tradi tional meaning, but i t lo.es i ts claill 
ta historieal validit,y and is subject ta the contaxtual re­
quirements of the poem. It cannat be treated in the same 
w~ as a scriptural figure. Like Donaldson and Rogers, 
',~imsatt argues against the imposition of an extrinsic theor­
etiea! structure on to a work of the imagination, whieh pre­

scribes and therefore limits analysis of it to the terms ot 
a priori knowledge of any theoretical scheme. Furthermore, 
the determinate or properly definable range of symbolic 
meanings which is attributed to individual objects or natura! 
classes of objects in the Scrip~l exegetical tradition is 
inimical bath to the creation and criticism of poetry in that 
it minimizes or ignores the importance of the context in which 
the aymbol appears. Wimsatt raises the questiona 

Whether the wor!d and its parts have sym~olic mean­
lngs that are at aIl strict~ determinate, whether 
the 'book of nature' described by sueh authors as 
Saint Bonaventure in the thirteenth century ••• la 
written in one language, a scientifieal1y specifie 
language, or in the polysemous ambigui ty ot poetry 

,< 
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l~.lt. A quiddltatlve and teleologlcal vi_ or 
~. wor14 invite •••• some rairly restrictive 
theory ot i ts symbollsm ••• such a contldene~ in , 
an ulti .. te1y detinab1e order and signitieanoe tn 
tblDSS. 408S not provide a grammar ot sutfieient 
tinesi. for aetua11y coping with the structure of 
pQ ....... POrJllular,y or stereotyped symbollsm aa a 
ore. ti ve technique is a contradiction. It has al-

,ways tanded to fizsle out into the quaint concep­
tions ot bestiar.y, 1apidar.y. 8mblall book, or the 
debaaed patriatic style ot the Euphuiat. 22 

c-

I~ la pr.cise~ thls tradition which Wl-.att disparas •• that . " 

Ro,bertson cites aa further evidence ot the riOhnH. o'f the . __ ;~ .. _ 
e~tlc technique as a •• ana by which men could fUItl11 

-the ai.. of th.ir art, 

ft. de1ight in the empatic whlch app_rs ••• in 
... 1ca1 configurations or the tourteanth century. 
and ln the emble. booka of the Renaissance is not 
so.ething .erely 'quaint' and sporadic. It 1. a 
mani'festation of a tully tormed and deeply felt 

·aaathetic theory •••• The enigmatic figure ••• en­
abled [the Medieval artist J to appeal, tirst ot 
a1l, to the r~ason. and through the reason to the 
afrective values which philosophy and theologr 
poiJ'l1:ed to as the highest and most mOving, value •. 
possible ta ~u.anity. 2) 

1Id.l. Robertaon te.la tbat the correctness ot tradition and 
the inh.rent1J d.t.~t. na~ure ot the aymbolism which are 
'the cri t.ria for Scriptural . exegesis a:J.so suffiee as the h 

criteria ~or the criticism ot m.dieval secutar poetr.J. Dona1d­
SOft. Wi ... tt and Bloomfield dlsagree and point to Robertson 
and HUppé·s own Piers pIowman and Scriptural ~raditlon as an 
iDdication of how learn1ng of' this type gets in the way o~ 

po.tlc~criticlsm. 

In tact, Donaldson calls into doubt the ver.y assumption 
tba~ "the patristlc authorities ever clearlY exhorted secular 
po4t'h to write as the Bible had been wri tten. ,,24 At 1east 

J 

one Uleo1ogian unequl vocally restricts the tera allecoria to 
th. 804. or th. Sacred scrlpture. Althougb st. !ho ... Aquin_. 
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ia admi tt.dl.y not one of the Church Pathers wholll thè pat­
ri.tie critles suppose to have devised rules for seeular 
'po.ta~ his etatement ln Quaestiones Quidlibetales (VII. Q. 6, 
A. 16) coneernins the distinction between secular lite~ture 
and th. Holy Scripture deserves attention. Thomas denies the . , 

evldence o~ the allegorieal, tropological and anagogie al . . 
meaninga in wri tings othefa than the BIble. Only God composes 

- . 
polysemouslYI the literal Is what the author intends. "In 
nul la scientia, humana industria inventa, proprie loquendo, 
pote~t inveniri nisi litteralis sensus, ~ed solum in 18ta . 
Scriptura cujus Spiritus sanctus est auctor, homo vero in­
strUmentum. n2S Donaldson provides a translatio~~ "~n no 
intellect~l activity of the human mind can there properly 

-------speaking be tound anything but the~iteral sense. only in 
Sqripture. ot whlch the Holy Ghost was th~ author, man the 
instrument, can there be round the spiritual sens~ -- that Is, 
th. four levels ot allegory_"26 Purthermore, in the tenth 
article of question one ot the summa. "Whether in Holy 
Scripture a Word mayvhave Several Senses?" Thomas posits that 

----
it i8 the unique quality ot Scrlpture that not only the words , 
themselves but the things which they signify have referents 
beyond themselvesl 

The author of Holy Writ is God, in w~ose power it is 
to aignify this meaning, not by words on1y ••• but 
a1so by things-~hemselves. So, whereas in every 
other science things are signitied by words, this 
science has the property, that, the things signified 
by wards have themselves also a signification. There­
tore the first slgnirication whereby words signit.y 

. things belongs to the tirst sense, the hlstorical or 
literaI. That signification whereby things signi!led 
by words have themselves also a signification is 
called the spiritual sense. wpich is based on the lit­
eraI and presupposes it. Now this spiritual sense 
has a threefold division ••• 27 

Man ia 11mited to the singular signifying power ot words. How­
.y~r. the multiple sente ot Scripture does not produce con­
tusion. Thomas explains. "Thus in Holy Writ no confusion 



,,-, 
1 
, 

; 

1 

• ~ 

J 
~ 
~ 
f }: , 

t 
\ 
• 
l.-
i' 
l' 

f. · ~. 

t , 

1 

Cc 

... 

107 -
/"" 

results, for all the senses are founded on one -- the 
literal -- rrom which alone ca.~ any argument be drawn ••• 
no~hing necessary to faith 1s contained under the spiritual 
sense which is not elsewhere put forward by Scripture in its 
literal sense. 1I28 

Wimsatt points out that st. Thomas' remark in the guaes­
tiones argues against the application of the methods of 
Scriptural exegesis to secular.medieval literature, thus pr~­
serving the integrity or the work by focusing attention away 
from theoretical pronouncements and toward. 

the actual accomplishment of the Medieval poet in 
his shapinf of the complex of words, symbols and 
reality wh ch are always the poet's mediu."D •••• It 
ls clear. for one thing, that by the term literal 
in this passage Aquinas cannot Mean to rule out or 
poetry the range of natural metaphoric and analogi­
cal meanings which are actually there •••• 'Literal' 
in this passage of the Quodlibetales ls opposed 
qul te strict'ly tà the other three al"inely intended 
levels, the allegorical, the tropolog!cal, and the ,f 

1 anagoglcal. Human poetry might very wèll rafer to 
these levels of. meaning, or point to' them, and in 
sorne way involve them •••• But ~he human poet, not 
being at the divine level, could hardIy speak down 
·from i t wi th a real message about di vine, meanings. 
The doctrine of Aqulnas would seem to Mean at least 
that we ought to .voi~ looking for intended messages 
in poetrYJ we ought to read it as accomplished or 
constructed symbollc art, an art where symbols have 
not a catalogued op correct meaning, but whatever 
meaning.the poet i8 able ta demonstrate dramatical1y 
in the very conjunction of symbols which constitutes 
bis poem •••• The poet ••• claims for his abstractiQn 
only the correctness of his momentar,y contexte 29 

Morton Bloomfield, in h~s article Symbo~ism in Medieval 
Literature, speaka of the critics' disregard fOr, the unique 
(i.~., the historical or ~syc~ological faé~t of a poem) in 
favour of a general system of ~nterpretation, ~d of course 
i t ls the ,9hristian allegorical system worked out by the " 
Pathers of the,Church tha~ ls most often applied to, or im­
pased upon, medievàl literature. The r.elationship between 

; 2. 2 10.- t;C,..~j,iZ.,e .... a. 0; .. $ ". A <:»; ,U' $ ; e -' Cil 'CPi; ... OP) • .. *~4 
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the literal and the symbolic or al1egorical is not a simple 
one, for, as Bloomfield points out. "EXcept for typology 
(the veiled prediction of Christ in the Old Testament), at 
no time did any biblical exegete repudiate the importance 
and often the primacy of the biblical letter," while he 
simultaneously admits that'"all meaning ls at least partially 
symbolic. ~eyond the fact that langwage itself is a system 
of sound and written symbols ••• the substance and figures or 
literature must stand for more than themselves if they are to 
be fully meaningful_"JO Like'Donaldson, Rogers and Wimsatt. 
Bloomfield believes that the vigourous application of the 
methods of Scriptural exegesis to the literature of the 
rl.iddle Ages imposes art1ficial and unnecessary limitations on .... 
the rich and varied aententia conveyed by these worka. An~ 

although the thoughts and beliefs of the Christian tradition 
form the intellectual framework of the era, it is not the 
sole tradition to which medieval man is heir. Bloomfield's 

, . 
first three objections, then" to the exegetical approach to 
Medieval secular literature are essentially t~at its tandeney 
ia to oversimplify the object of its study. His to~th cb~ 
jection'questions Robertson's assumption of the applicabilit,y 
ot the criteria or Interpretation cf Scriptural texta to 
secular literature. 

• The polysematic schocl makes no' di!ference between 
the Bible'which was diotated by God in the form of 
the'Holy Ghost and literary worka writ~en purely by 
sinhl and erring man. There ls very li ttle evidence 
that the latter were wri tten., to be in~erpreted oon­
sistently in a symbolic mahner, beyortd the normal de­
manda,of literary figurative expresiion. To suppose 
that mediaval man wo~ld presume to ut himself on the 
levelof God ••• to thlnk that he w uld write lltera­
ture ••• merely to convey profouncV'religious truths 
clothed in many-colored 'allegor.y( seems to me to 
involve a great misunderstanding ,br that literature 
and t~at man, 31 \ 

He disagrees wi th RoQertson' s !nt erpre'tation ot the th.ory ot 

• 
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figurat~ve expression set torth in De Doctrina. "In tact, 
the whole point of that work as regards the Bible is that 
what is·taught is clearly taught. and, if occasionally ob­
scure, it is elsewhere in the Bible made very plain."J2 He 
concedes that st. Augustine otten practised Biblieal exegesis 
in whlch the "level" ot meaning was, however, determined by 
the partieular text under~examination. 

At the very- beginning ot the summa 'lheologica. in his __ 
discUssion ot ·~ihether HolY Seripture Should Use Metaphor7-
Tho~ describes the apparent similarities in the methods o~ 
poetry and Scripturel 

It i. betl tting HOly Wri t to put torward di vine and 
sp1r1 tual truths by lIleanB o~ eomparisons wi th material 
things ••• i t ls natural tor man to attain to intell­
ectual t~ths through sensible objects, because a11 
our lenowledge originates trom sense •••• poetry maltes 
use ot m.taphors to produce a representation, tor It 
ls natural to man.to be pleased with representatlons. 
Bu~ sacred doctrine makes use of metaphors as both 
necessary and usetul' ••• -i ts truth so far remains 
:tbat i t doe. not al10w the minds of those to whom 
the revelation has been made, to rest in the meta­
pbors. but raises them to the know1edga ot trutha ••• 
henee tho.e things ,hat are taught metaphorically in 
one part ot Scriptura, in other parts are taught 
JIIOre openly. JJ 

ThIs ~1nal point -.ree. ri th Augustine' s De Doctrina. Thomas 
attr11:Ntea the Mecl ot ~iguratiTe expression in Scripture to 
th. liaitatioDs or man·s cognitive abilities. PUrthermore, 
the aUecad siml,lart tin between poetry and theology are' 
supedlc1f.l and adsleading. according to st. ftlo:uas. They 
arise ho. the tact that nelther appeals directly to the tac­
ulty o~ reason, but the 'reason :tor this is telling, 

. The science of poetry pertains to those tb1ngs 
which because ot their lack ot truth cannat be 
graaped by reasona theretore lt ls necessary that 
reason be aL~st begui1ed by such similitudes. 
~eology, however, pertains to those th1n,pl whlch 
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are arve reason, "and 80 the .,abolie .ethod i. 
eo_o to bath as Dei tbJtr ls proportioned to 
re.so • )4 

Pollowlng Aristo~le, Thomas relegates imagination to a very 
low position ln the soule poetr,y, then, ls a branch or 10gle, 
but the lowest and weakêstJ whereas theology transcenda rea-' 

J son. Having succeeded in removing the problem ot cevtain 
apparent similarities between poetry and theology, Thomas 
gives no more thought to the former. Therefore thos. who 
eonstruet elaborate apologiae of seeular lit~rature on the 
basis of its ana l ogy to theology and to seripture are clutch­
ing at straws. This ls not to suggest that the claim of d1-

\ 

daetleism is merely an excuse for a literar,y text, but ta 
assert that neither is the moral lesson Its sole raison 
d'être. In Bloomtield's wordsa 

Those on the defensive were the men who, like 
Boeeaecio, ~elt they must detend the elalms ot 
poetry and could do so only by arguing that i t 
eontained a ·sentenee'. Yet thls argument was 
obviously never taken very seriously by the real 
thlnkers or the Middle Ages •••• Reason, authority 
and divine~revelation were the ways to truth. We 
have little evidence that the supporters ot poetry 
did in tact interpret their poetry as symbolic, in 
splte of the theories of sorne of them •••• [Rather} 
the Christian meaning of medieval literature ia 
usually very clearly underlined by the normal 
meaning of the words ••• we are expressly told 
by the authors what the poems Mean ln Christian 
moral, dogmatic or mystieal terms. 35 

Bloomfield considers Dante's unprecedented clalm to polysemy 
in the Divine Comedy to be the exception which prove. the 

~ rule. 
The Nun's Prlest's Tale puts up a great res~stanee 

ag.ainat any attempt at systematic Interpretation, proclal.ing 
the pri.aey of the fictional surface itselt. Most scholara 
are undone by the sheer subjectivity ot their choie. of re­
terenta for the supposedly allegorieal figures of this 
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table. 'his i8 the sssence ot Bloom~ield's tirth and MOst 
i.portant ob3ection to the multileveled systemoot symbolisme 

[It] .provides no crlterion of corrigibility except, 
as in the case of biblical exegesis, tradition •••• 
ot ~ alternate explanations there ia no way ot 
decidlng whlch one ls correct, for supporting texts 
from the wide variety of medieval and patriatic 

, theology can be found for each one •••• One cannot 
perhaps adequately prove any Interpretation ot 
literature, but if the words of the text are taken 
as of primary importance, there ia always a court 
ot appeal. 36 

This is the same as Rogers' case that consistency,do •• 
not gua~antee correctness. In what follows I will examine 
some of the many mutually exclusive allegorical interpreta­
tions of the Nun's Prieetts Tale whlch have appeared over 
the years. MY ggal 18 to show that a tale which suggests 80 

many possible allegorical Interpretations but in the final 
analysis allows for none is, in effect, calling attention to 
itself as a work of fiction which transcends because It ex-, . 
iats outside of aIl systems of Interpretation that can be 
imposed upon it. In thi. case an examination of the varioua 
critical approaches is important not because they illu.1nate 
the "meaning" of the poem but preclsely because they fail to. 
Hence the argument that some or Chaucer's fictions are selt­
rerlexive ls difticult to reconcile with the medieval theory 
of allegory in which, although~the literaI "level remaina 
primary, the figures find their signiflcance ln a system of 
thought or belie! -- a universal meaning -- extrinsic to the 
llterature. The ·concrete symbols,~ however, ot the lUne, 
Priest'. Tale -- if thi. la what they are -- refuse to yield 
to the symbollc slgniticance assisned to thear by the patriatlc 
axegetes, and beyond the tact that no criter10n of corr1c1bll-
1 ty exista, no interpretation has been been sucss.ted wblch 
m.eta even the prlmar.y criterlon of internal conelatenc.y. 
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II. The ppi1ure ot Allel0Er 

This section examines Chaucer's Nun's Priest's Tale ln 
teras ot two related but tundamentally difterent forms ot 
literary expression which inf1uenced its creation. the tra­
dition of employing table-exempla to elucidate the dogmatic 
content of sermons, and the F~ench tradition of the amoral 
animal epic. The didacticism of the exemp1a tradition under­
cuts any attempt to interpret the Nun's priest·s Tale at 
face value. At the same time the proliferation of motifs .. 
which suggest many topical or allegorical Interpretations, 
ironically undercuts the validity of any 2n! Interpretation, 
tor no single reading accommodat es all the diverse e1ements . 
present. A conclusion will be put forth which suggests that 

" 

the Hun's Priest's Tale is in tact self-raflexive •. a work of 
literature which calls attention to the strategies of fiction 
and examines the nature and functi~n of literatura in general. -

In the ~ate tweltth and thirteenth century, the moralized 
anecdote surfaced in the exempla adopted by Franciscan and 
Dominican triars to elucidate the themes of their sermons. 

-Lilian Randall discusses the nature o~ the exempla. 

Deri ved froID the scriptures [and l should add, Scr1pt­
~l coaentary] as well as from fables. beast epics. 
and da1ly events~ the exempla were soon incorporated 
into alphabetized co~endia. Mostly of English 
origin, these compllâ:lons served as convenient 
reterance material for preachers seeking a tale 
whereby to llluatrate in common terms the theologi­
cal contant of the sermon •••• The etfectiveness ot 
thia method in the hânda ot the .endlcant ordera la ••• 
evidenced by expressions ot protest agatnat the 
d1m1nlshing at tendance at the service. or the regu­
~ clergr as people tlocted to hear the more ani­
.ated .er.ons preached ln the vernacular by Pran­
ciscana and Dollinicana. ;)1 

IIOt11'. tro. the world or am-J.. 1'\Inotlon p.rf'.ct~ ~ 
ex!!pla preci •• lr bec.uae the beh&Y1our of ant.ala 1. lt •• lf 

,ce_ 1 14 t 4 • 44 .il~ - • 
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amoral: the meaning of the story must exist on the a11egori­
cal plane. The ~ollowihg is a translation trom a twelfth 
century bestiary which moralizes the behavlour of the fox 
and gives ~t a Christian interpretation. 

He is a fraudulent and ingenious animal. When . 
he ls hungry and nothing turns up for him to devour, 
he rolls himselt in red mud so that he looks as if 
he were stained with b1ood. Then he throwB himself 
on the ground and holds his breath, so that he posit­
iV&ly does not seem to breathe. The birds, seeing 
that he is not breathing, and that he looks as 'if he 
were covered in blood with his tongue hanging out, 
think he is dead and come down to ait on h1m. WeIl, 
th us he grabs them and gobbles them up. 

The Devil has the nature of thia same. 
With aIl those who are living aecording to the 

f1esh he feigns himself to be dead until he gets 
them in his gul1et and punishes them. But tor the 
spiritual men of taith he ls truly dead and reduced 
to nothing. 

Furt~ermore, those who wish to follow the devil's 
works perlsh, as the Apostle says. 'Know this, 
sinee if you live after the ~lesh you shall dIe, but 
if you mortlfy the doings of the fOxy body aecordlng 

, to the spirit you shall live.' And the Lord God 
sayat 'They will go into the lower parts of the 
earth, they will be given over to the power ot the 
sword, they will become a portion for foxes.' 3B 

From the same bestiary cornes this interpretation of the be­
havi our of the eock. 

$ • 

It wakes the sleeping, it forewarns the anxious, It 
consoles the travel1er by bearing witnes8 to the 
passage of time with tunerul notes. At the cock's 
crowing the robber leaves his wi1es, the .. omine 
star himse1f wakes up and shines upon th. skye At 
his crowing the devoted mind rlses to prayer and 
the priest begins aga ln to read his office. Dy 
testitying devoted1y atter the cock crowed Peter 
washed away the sin of the Church. which he had in­
curred by denying Christ batore It crowed. It 1. 
by th1s song that hope returons to the sick, trouble 
is turned to advantage, the pain of wounda ia ra­
lieved. the bum!ng tever is lesa.ned, fa1th la 

1 
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r •• tored to the tallen, Christ turns his 'tace to 
the wavering or retorma the erring, wandering ot 
mind departs and nègation is driven out. Contes­
aion to11ows. Scripture teaches that this did no~ 
happen by chance, but by the will ot our Lord. 19 

Many of the motifs in Eng1ish literature of the tweltth ~ 

to the fourteenth century ultimately originate in the motits 
adopted by the Franciscan and Dominican friars to exemplity 
the' themes of their sermons. The assertion that Chaucer's 
tale depends upon the exempla tradition requires evidence 
that the tradition was current in England during Chaucer's 
time, and that the particular motif Chaucer employs in the 
Nun's Priest's Tale was extant and popular in à moralized 
torm. In his article "The 'Nun's Priest's Tale', An Ironie 
Exemplum," Paul Shallers reportsl 

Animal tales were imported into England only 'àfter 
the Norman conquest when bes~iary collections and 
reterences to bestia~ lore ln homilies began to 
appear •••• However, true animal tables with pithy 
aphorisms about how to get along in the world had a 
relatlvely short litespan in England, tor the prea~ 
ching friars ••• wanted fable-exempla instead •••• A 
fabulist instructs us about the practical temporal 
world while the exemilum writer continually reminds 
of the link between he material world below and 
the immaterial spiritual world beyond •••• The exem­
plist's tox stood tor either a spiritually blind 
man or the devil·himself. 40 . 

. 

Shallers cites documentation that in the early thirteenth cen­
tury, ot seventy-five fable exempla in the recorded sermons 
ot oto de Cherlton, nine were taken from the Roman de Renart a, 

To each is appended a lengthy moralitas emphasizing 
Its allegorical signitlcance •••• For all.practical 
purposes, th en , the Roman de Renart was introduced 
to the Engllsh populace In.exe~um·torm •••• there 
is nothlng ln Engllsh latters ka a Renart poe. 
until Chaucer's Hun's rtlest's Tale. What does 
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exist is more fox exempla, written by John of 
Sheppey. Nicholas Bozon and John Bromyard •••• 
Bromyard's exemplum of the l360's is the only 
one in which we flnd the major ingredients of 
the basic plot(of Chaucer's versio~. 41 

1 

Kenneth Varty, in his book Reynard the Fox, a Study or the 
Fox in ~e ieval En 1ish Art, proves that visual maniresta­
tians of t e cock and fox embe11ishing churches and ilIum­
inated man~scripts were a1so exc1usively didactic and 
mora1istic.\ Hence it cornes as no surprise that when Chaucer 

\ 

employs this motif in a secular poem his account is also 
essentially moralistic -- or seems to be. It is important 
to remember that this particular Canterbury tale is told by • 
a priest. Chaucer is very much indebted to the general form 
and technique of the fable-exemplum. The facts that his 
characters are animaIs and that the disaster which causes so 
much fuss is a very common natural event -- a fox stealing a 
cock -- further suggest that what does matter is the meaning 
of his story in allegorical terms. shallers commentsJ 

.. 
, The point ls that Chaucer, drawing on the Roman de 

Renart as a source, reshaped it to agcommodate ~one 
who expected a conventional exemplum. Many or his 
additions seem to demand allegorlcal Interpretation 
as they turn our attention to important questions 
about the human condition. Take, for example, the 
Garden of Eden.parallels in the poem on which several 
critics have r~ked •••• Perhaps the analogy suggests 
man's irrational self-delusion and overweening pride •••• 
Perhaps it indicts woman as man's eternal bane, or 
perhaps it suggests man's helplessness in the web of 
predestination •••• In any of these and similar hy­
potheses, we encounter the idealistic perspective of 
.the Hun's Priest's Tale, a perspective dependent on 
the devlce of beast allegory, used as exemilum 
writers used it. The animal tale becomeshe means 
to an abstract concept involving the spiritual, 
ethical and moral conditions of Christian man. 42 

The second major form of literary expression which Chau­
cer employed in his writing or the Hun's Priest's tale was 

#"'. 4 1 .. e 
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the amoral animal epic -- speciflcally the twelftn and 
thirteenth century French Roman de Renart. Shallers char­
acterizes the poem as one which subverts a moral response~~ 
directing the reader's interest toward the strategies arid 
schemes of the "hero." 

The Renart avoids satire as lt avoids any ethical 
. or even practical standard by which we mlght ident­

ity vice and folly. FUrthermore, victims in the 
Renart, weak or strong, generally ellcit less sym­
pathy than victimizers •••• On close examination, it 
ls clear that we admire this rogue purely for his. 
wit, his guile, his audacity and vitality, in short, 
those traits which make him a successful rogue. He 

, bears no impediments like a standard or code of con­
duct. The stories about him are splendidly ironie 
~with ridicule aplenty, but they supply no attendant 
be1lef or cause to give that ridicule direction and 
meaning •••• [Hence] readers laugh without moral 
reservatlon •••• Because the trouvère never lets us 
forget that he is speaklng ot anImaIs, rather than 
animalistic humans, he can have them act in the 
MOst outrageous, ignoble ways without evoking our 
censure or offending our sensibilities. A Renart 
poet can parody ••• [li terary J characters and 
situations without seriously attacking the values . 
on which these aristocratie, ideal genres are based •. 4) 

Chaucer reproduces the naturalistic tone of the Roman de Ren­
art, as weIl as its mock-heroic elevation. - Many attempts have been made to interpret the Hun's 
Priest's Tale strictly in-terms of the allegorieal-didaetic 
tradition, while others have attempted to write it off as a 
comedy whieh acts at the readers' expense by teasingly en­
couraging them to look fo~ a serious moral at the base ot the 
a1legory. For example, Jill Mann examines the diacrepancy 

.betweet:! narrative and comment, and coneludes that what is 
tested is "the limited nature ot true morality, intellectu­
alism or eloquenee ••• social rank, knowledge and intelli­
sence, preterences in behaviour are here turned into the 
dennies o~ nature, and are tor that reason made inaccessible 
to serioua 1I0ral comment.·44 l will examine three in1"luential 

te. • q 4 • $ 4 Mu;t4Q!Ç a eu_ $4 4 
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allegorlcal Interpretations o~ the tale and discuss the de­
gree ot their valldity -- and thelr limlt~tions -- to sub­
stantiate my claim that to interpret the Run's Prlest ' s Tale 
strictly in terms of either the 'exemplum tradition or as an 
amoral adventure story Is a very restrictive approach whicb 
offers limited reward. 

J. Leslie Hotson in his 1924 article "Co1fox versus 
Chauntecleer," argues that the Nun' s Priest' s Tale belongs. 
~ith the Roman de Renart, to the fable-satire tradition, and 
that this familiar story Is used by Chaucer as a vehicl. tor a 
contemporary political allegory of events that occurred in the 
final years of the reign of Richard II. He notes that Chau­
ceris account varies from all other versions ln his naming his 
tox a colfox and describing him thus. "And tipped was his . 
tayl and bothe his eerisl With blak, unlyk the remenant ot hi. 
heeris" (2903 - 04). Colfox is not a common noun, but an 
Eng1ish surname. Hotson examined the records of the tlme, and 
his research revealed the following information about a Nich­
olas Colfax. 

.= 

The first unmistakable rererence ta' the man whom we 
are tracing cornes immediatelyafter Henry Bolingbroke's 
seizure ot the throne in 1399. In open parliament, 
Coltax was implicated, as chief coadjutor, in the mut­
der of a man whoae mysterious death two yeara before 
had deeply stirred the people ot England. In î391 
Mowbray, who was Co1.1"o' s master and a creature of 
Richard II, at the King's secret order, had arrested 
the Duke of Gloucester, taken him to Calais, -and there 
secretly murdered him. Gloucester. a prince of the 
blood. dS uncle to Henry Bolingbroke, and had long 
1ed the popular opposition against the detested King. 
Tbe murder, prearranged and coldly accompli.hed. o~ 
such a powertul man, could not remain hidden. Almost 
at once the truth was suapected, and popular teeling 
raft hlgh apinst Mowbray. In challenging him at 
Shr,ewsbur,y (in 1398, fi ve 1D0nths alter the crime). 
Henry pUblicl.Y accused bill ot murder. A year later ••• 
in the Parliament held atter Henry had driven Richard 
tro. the throne, a circumstantial story or the dark 
&ttair WBS told by an eye-witness. It Is the contes­
sion or John Hall, tonaerl,y valet to JI(owbray, who 
a-rded the door ot the Princ'. Inn at C&lai. during 
tIle .urcter ••• he tell. how the)' brought 'the Duke ot 

4 4 b Il • -- • = :; w, 
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Glouc •• ter to thi. hous. whare Coltax and th. 
others were plaoecl hl .. 1 t for hl_. 8D4 how the)-
1NrCl.rec1 hlm. 45 ' , r 

, 

lotio. th •• t.ilariti •• ln Chauc.r·. version • 

• 

A col-tox, fuI ot sl.y iniqui t ••••• 
In a bed~of wortes stille he lay, 

Til 1 t wa. passed undren of the day, 
waitynge his tyme on Chauntecleer ta talle, 
As gladlY doon thise ho~cide. aIl., 
That in await liggen to mordre .. en. 
o taIse mordrour, lurk.Ynge in thy den: ()2l5. )221 - 26) 

"The killing ot Gloucester," Hot.on not •• , -a prince or Inc-, 
land and youngest son ta Edward III, was IlIOn than lDU1"der. 
it was treason,· 

. , 
, 

, " Olt is worth noting that Chauce~J likens th. Co1tox . 
not to morderere, but, to famous traitora (Scariot. 
Ganilon, sinon) •••• Besides throwing light on the 
mysterious Colfox, ,this notorious DJUrder mal' a1.0 
explain the presence of one of Chauntec1eer's ~­
amp1a ••• a harrowing tale of a secret murd.r, 
one in a foreign town. 46 

( 

However, the fact that neither the cock nor ~he fox 10 ... 
his lite in Chaucer's story suggests that he could not have 
meant the Hun's Priest's rale as an allegor" ot the murder it­
self. Hotson suggests that the confrontation between Chaunte­
cleer and the fox represents the quarrei of Henry Bolingbroke, 

. ,then Duke of Hereford, ~nd Thomas Mowbray in lJ98. This 
quarrel resulted in a duel at Coventry; however, Richard 
stopped the proceedings and exiled Henry tor ten years, and 
r~bray forever. The murder of a duke would not be likely to 
suggest the writing of a mock heroie, howaver, ·such an' haroie 
encounter, ending a bit ingloriously, but without hort, tor 
both combatants, turnishes an excellent occasion tor a sym­
pathetic, humourous fable, done in a grava and gay mock-herolc 
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style.-41 As turther evid-'n'ce ot this i~tirication, Hotson 
points out that Chauntecleer's colourS, which ·are not men­
tioned i~ Chaucer's soureea, 'are the same as those on Boling­
broke's coat ot &rIDS, -and several ot them Chaucer calla by 
their heraldic names.·48 In addition the colours ot Chaucer's 
coltox match those ot -a golden truncheon tipped with black 
at both ends·49 that fhomas Mowbray (and his male heirs) had 
received permis~ion to wear w~en he was appointed Earl,Nar­
ahal in 1)97. Like Chaucer's fox, who was tricked !nto talk­
ing at the wrong time and dèfeated, Mowbray's undoing began 
wh,n he contided in Henry his conviction that King Richard 
was un1"ai th1"ul. to his country. Henry broke his cOnfld~nce, 
revealed Mowbray's words to the King in Parliament, and, 
accusing him ot treason, challenged Mowbray to the duel which 
ended in Mowbray's exile tor lite. Hotson cites contemporar,y 
documentation deacribing the Mtears, cries and lamentati~ns 
so utterly dolorous tbat there was no heart so hard that it 
did not teel pity,"SO which accompanied Henry's departure 
trom London' in 1398 tor his ten-year exile. The English. popu-, ) , 

lace idolized Henry. Hotson interprets Chaucer's use of 
"daun Russel" to name the fox, rather than keeping the same 
na.e -- "Renart" -- used in his sources, as a rererence to 
·Sir John Russel,. one ot the five hated minions or Richard II."51 

Hotson admits that there are many elements of the story 
which his Interpretation cannot account for. The Coventry 
duel took place on Monday september 16, 1398; the misfortunes 
ot Chauntecleer occurred on a Friday, "April 2, ir reckoned 
mathematically, or May J, in the zodiacal computation, but 
never in September_ .. 52 Pertelote has no counterpart in con­
temporary history, for Henry was a widower at this time. The 
learned discussion on the signiricance of dreams, or that on 
the free-will versus predestination issue do not fit the con-

• 
text or 'this interpretation, nor, 1 might add, does the 
widow who owns Chauntecleer. Hotson concludes that the evi­
dance he cites is of value only in the formation of a hypo-. 
thesis for the date of composition and the interpreta~i~n ot 
the more puzzling details. '\ 
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, 

He knOYlS that a few wèll-chose,n strokes, scattered 
through, are more delightful to the reader than a 
weary paralleiism. He will mask his battèries, 
too, he will give his episodes a fanciful, contra-
dictory date •••• Mowbray is only shadowed forth . " 
in the person of the tOXI this tact i8 thoroughly 
demonstrated by the use of names. Colfox, to be 
sure, is a fox, but he ls also Mowbray's esquire. 
Daun Russèl is a tox, too; at the same time he is ~ 
another ot Richard's detested ofticers. Fugitiv~, 
'dett, these allusions are the kind that tell, with-
out exposing the author to actions for libel: ••• 
This explanation of the Nun's priest's Tale, then, 
makes an effort at a rational historical exp~ana-
tion of the obscure meanings, the lively apos-
trophes, and the variations and additions which 
are round in Chaucer's mock heroic masterpiece. S3 

Hotson's conclus~on i8 an acknowledgmènt of the limitations· 
ot his"approach. l agree that it's possible that Chaucer 
May have had this incident in rnind if indeed the tale was 
'~omposed shortly atter the duel, in the late months of 1398, 
and that these events from contemporary history May help 
account for thos~ detâils of the story thatjare cryptic or 
seern unnecessarily altered from the sources. Nevertheless, 
l do not believe that this or any other si~le allegorical 
Interpretation of the tale can ever be proven definitive. 
Many oth~r interpretations have been put forth. The two which 
follow are· among the best documented and least tar-fetched 
that l have come acros~. 

Mortimer J. 'Donovan, iri his 1953 article, "Thfit Moralite 
ot the Nun's Priest's Sermon," adopts a specitically pat-, 
ristic 'method, identifying Chauntecleer as any holy man and 
I5aun Russel the,' fox as heretic and devila "The adjectives 
reccbelees and necligent, carrying the sense ot 'irrespon~ible 
and inexcusable neglect of ~uty, especially religicus dut Y or 

,regulation,' suggest in Chauntecleer a'soul fallen once in 
temptation but saved subsequently when proved alert •••• Chau­
cer's tale ••• is a sermon on alertness to moral obliga-
tion ... 54 Donovan ci tes the' familiari ty of the :fox motif in 1 

medieval iconographyand literature, and suggests that the 
moralized Interpretation of the fox that was made familiar by 

" 



( 1 

( 

- 121 -

. 
the bestiary may explain its counterpgrt in the clerical 
rables. Various scriptural exegetes differ only in the degree 
ta which they emphasize the interpretation of the fox as de­
ceiver or heretie, or as the devil. 

Although Donovan is mistaken in asserting that the cook 
receives no place in the bestiaries, he is correct in pointing 
ta-the Interpretation of Hugh of st. Victor, who, following 
st. Gregory, see~ in the barnyard animal. 

a reminder for the Christian ehurchman. Just as the? 
eock knows the laws of the night and crows aeeording1y, 
so the preacher oUght to diseern degrees of moral 
darkness and disereetly adapt his warnings •••• In the 
coek's habit of beating his winga and striking him­
self, he sees nature' s plan to awaken the watchman ot . 
the night, which, he says, prelates or the Church 
would do weIl to observe •••• Two groups of prelates 
are inc1uded thus in his .conunentary. 1) those who 
have the intelligence to discharge thetr dutles, bUt 

-do not because they are oceupled with pleasures o~ 
the flesh; 2) those who are ignorant of their pas­
toral'duties. 55 

Donovan discusses the signifleance of the language Chau­

cer uses to deseribe Daun Russel, wri ting oft lIIuch ot wbat 
was most significant to Hotson's Interpretation. 

" 

First he is the 'col-fox'. 'coal tox', recalling the 
Prince of oarkness. Like the de~il he is 'fuI of sly 
iniquitee'; to calI him a murderer, however, Is lIerely 
in line wi th the mock-heroic style of the poem. As 
the fox stalks hts prey Just as slyly as the devil. 

'his moyements are known bl' 'heigh ymaginacioun, , 
'divine roreknowle~e'. the discussion of rore­
lcnowle~e and predestinatlon~ following r!mmedlate17. 
not only proyldes suspense. but also fives the ant.al 
t~le a cOSlDic setting. During this d scussion, the 
tox,lies 'fuI 10w,' In the manner of the deYi1, un­
tl1 he is"discovered. When Chaunteeleer atte~ta 
to flee bis contrary ••• Daun Russell attemp'ts to 
allay his fears and in an lronical passage reveals 

" !lis :true identi tY. ' 
'Gentil sire, allasl wher wol ye gon? 

Be ye aftrayed of 1118 that _ y.oure 1'reend? 

\ 
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As ln the bestlarlea. the ~ox hera is no sooner 
preaented in the role of devil than he beco.es a 
heratie •••• Chaucer ••• develops hi. thetorically, 
.to suit his mock-herolc purpose, into another 
Judas Iscariot, another Ganelon and another Sinon •••• 
From this point to the end of the sermon Daun 
Russell's two roles are completely frsed. S6 

/"" 

One very interesting aspect of Donovan's Interpretation 
Is that he makes referenee ta the tale i tsel1' as a sermon 
rather than 1ikening it to the exempla used to elucidate ser­
mons, It is also intriguing to note how each critic inter­
prets every allusion differently to fit his own reading ot 
the story. ,And indeed each illusion earries many possibil­
itiesl perhaps the critics fall into a trap of their o-n 
making .. 

In Donovan's interpretation, the old widow i8 the Church. 

According to st. Ambrose's treatise on widowhood, 
the widow to whom Elias is sent prefigures the 
Church of Christ. tater in this tradition, Isi­
dore sees in the son of the widow ot Nalm the 
sinner whom Christ restores literally to his ma­
ther and figuratively ta a state of grace within 
the Church •••• According to st. Augustine, widow­
hood represents a life dedicated to God through 
~onquest of the ~slons. ~1 . . 

chluntecleer, on the other hand, "urreDdera .s1:l)" to hi. 
passions. and hene. to the devil. Donovan subaerlbee SOIIewhat 

to the th,ory o~. the JIun" PEi,,'t'S me 88. al1e8017 ot tIt. 
rall ot an, tor he unk1tl4l3 re~tf the narrator'. ....lOD 
a~ah1ng Chaun~.cl-.r ~or li. tanins to hi •• it.-. cOUDSel 
iMteaêt. o~ trua'tlnS' ln hia 0WIl auper10r Judpent'. But tld .• 
ia not the cue. Cbauntecl .. r raf'Ut •• Pert8lote'. cauna.l, .. 
then talb 'lieu. 'ta hh 0WJl aenauall t,-. He 1. thea r&Y1ùecl 

witb the t'ox·. f'la"er.r. H. 1. DeC1kE enoup ta ~108. Jai. 
e~ .. an~ 1. _~ captul:ed by the tox. kence the .... 

. ' 
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Pr1 .. t', Dle cùmot b. an allea0I7 o~ th. Pa11, tor 1 t 1. a 
cond1 tlon or hl_ alreacb' tallen etat. that ChaUDteol •• r 1. 
so easlly 41atracte4 b7 sex, and susceptible to tla"8ry. 
It 1. true as Donovan eays that prlde precede. the Pall. BUt 
the J!Un', rnest'. ple ls .et in a world ~lready ta1len • 

• 1 

Chaontecleer' a prlde and laacl viouness are condl tlona ex- · 
ploi ted by the temptor, rather than Instigated by blat. In­
deed, 11' this theory la to make any senae at a1l, one .ould 
10g1cal1y be 'torced to argue not that Cbauntecleer 1. AdaID, 
but that he Is Eve. The sons ot the lIlermaid ia in Chaunte­
c1eer' S IDOUth J he waa drawn to near-destruction by' hls own 

slDgblgi\and bears :full responsibll1ty. "The Prlest'_ alJa1le 
of the me~d looks both bacJafard and torwarcl in thl. tale,· 
John Block Frledman remark., -tor the .erma1d's song re.lnda 
us both ot 'tbe lù,t whlch brought ebaunt.cleer o~ into the 
yard to tnad his Pertelote, and ot the tlattery ot the tox 
which wlll cause h1m to lower his guard once too otten •• 58 ,.J 

He almost beeo.ea his 0.0 lIeràlalda ·Cha_tecl.er la lndueed 
to aina hbulelf and "a1eep" 80 that he can be .eiaed and de­
voured ... 59 01' course, nei ther r th. slnging nor the s1eeping 
ia real, tor e1sewhere in the tale, Chauntec1e.r crowa J f\Ir­
~erlDOre, he doe. escape deatruction. His c108ed eye.,· how­
ever. asSUII. and .yabollc connotation of sleep in that he 1. 
decel ved, and ~~. w.n1 ty about hi. voice is the weakne •• 
whlch the tox exploita. 

Donovan believe, that the tale i, e,sentially optimiatici 

, , 

fte' cl1Mx ot the ,el'llon ••• ia reached .s Chaunte­
cleer ride, uncomt'ortably on the fox'. back. Sinee 

,- Cbri,tian hope extend. ta th. la,t. the once uzori­
oua ebauntecleer now turne for dlvlne aid aga1nst 
an aclTersar,y as powertul as Daun Rus •• ll. and, w1 th 
all the a1ertness ot his celebra'ted nature, he bega 
b.lp •••• He devi ••• a plan which show. a retur.n ot 
reaaon ••• wha'tever source ot help - pagan 'Fortune 
tume'th sodeynl.y' -- or . Christian. Chauntecleer a.ea 
Id. prayer anawered as he gaina hls treedom by ah.er 
alertneas. 'lbe apothep whlch enet. the •• Z'IIOft, 'Lo, 
.. 1ch i t is tor to be recchel.e./ And necl.1gent, and 
truat on tla terye.' serYe. tg reatt1:ftl the aeeper 
.. n1~ ot 1"lateU. -- a diabollcal .na. ot h...-n 
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sp.ech which can l.ad on. to h.ll •••• The JUn's 
Priest i8 most concerned ••• wi th th. consequ­
ences ot IIIC)ral laxi ty anet the habitat beu. 
r.cchelees, which accompanies sensuality. 60 

As a response to the peBsimism ot th~ Monk' s Tala, then, th. 
Run's Priest reminds ua that no mis~ortune is beyond remedy. 
This la not to whitewas~Chauntec1e.r of responaibility for 
his own capture -- tor the devll himselt cannot bet~ a man 
without the victim's consent -- but rather to reiterate thtt­

Christian message ot hop •• 
This Interpretation is one ot the three attaeked by 

Donaldaon ln his paper "Patristlc EXegesis. The Opposition." 
Donaldson disagreea with Donovan's reading ot Chauntecleer's 
"prayer" tor "divine aid" which Donovan uses to consolidat. 
his moralistic interpretation. When Chauntecleer uttera the 

\ 

"prayer" he is speaking hypotheticallYI 

This cok, that ,lay upon the foxes bak, 
In al his drede unto the fox he spak. 
And seyde, "sire, it that I were as ye, 
Yet sholde I seyn, as wys God helpe me, 
'Turneth agayn, ye proude cherles a11e: 
A verray pestilence upon yow falle!' "()40S 10) 
(emphasis mine) 

"The prayer," Donaldson points out "qualifies the apodosi. 
, 

ot a contrary-to-fact condition, in a position safely re-
moved trom the actual Chauntecleera and it is indeed, not ~ 
prayer at aIl, but, an oath of which Chaucer's Parson would 
not have apprOVed_"6l oonaldson criticizes Donovan's choieè 
ot symbolic referents ~or the figures of the poem on the 
basis ot its sUbjectivity.: the lack ot textual evidence. 
~~harges that the interpretation adds nothing to one's 
appreciation ot the poeml 

Th.-" la no way of proving that 'the widow doea 
not represent the Church -- WBle.a, o~ course, we 

1 
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apply 'tG the tale st. Augustine' s and st. ThoJas' s 
strlcture that nothing tbat la dartly a.id in on. 
place i8 not clearly revealed elsewhere. But 1 
doubt that the fox repreaents the Devil or thât 
Chauntecleer repreaenta the a1ert Christian, not 
wi th seven wi ves. There ware •• '. toxes long be­
tore there were deyi la, and roostera were crowing 
orr the hours long bafore Chrlstians heard them •••• 
EVen if one were to aecept the al1egoriea1 inter­
pretation ot this tale 1 cannat see that much has, 
eritlcally speaking. been gained •••• The fact la 
that the 1ittle anecdote on which the exegesis de­
pends is only one tiny grain ot wheat ln an in­
tOleraï:F.-d:ea1 ot chatt, and if It contains Chau­
cer's in 'point then he Is guilty ot the Most 
horri mlsproportioning. •• Any Interpretation ot 
a poem which ignores the bulk of i t Is 1ikel.y to 
be wrong. 62 

'l'tle abili ty ta link the :figures and eventa of the po_ to 
exegetlca1 symbolism does not proye that It ia an al1egory. 
·Chaucer," Rogers commenta wry1y, "was as capable ot observ­
ing faxes and roosters as the wri ters ln the exegetica1 tra­
dition weree N63 Donovan's reading reduces a vital literary 
masterpiece into a reworking ot a traditiona1 Christian .!.!!!- "-
tentia in terms of pre-existlng· symbols. It fu1f'i11s nei ther 
the cri terion of interna1 consistency nor of' corrigibi11 ty. 

The following year, Charles Dahlberg pub1ished his 
l , 

interpretation ot Chaucer's stor,y as a "reflection ot the 
controyersy tha.t took place in the thirteenth and fourteenth 
centuries between the sec'ular clergy and the t'riars."64 
According to Dahlberg, Chaucer sympathizes with the secular 
clergy. Dahlberg discusses the lOll«-standing fable tradition 
o~ the :fox as symbol for heretics in general, and more 
specltically, :tor' corrupting in:f"luenc.es in the Church. Sym­
bolism, of' this sort was soon adopted as propaganda againat 
the mendicant t'riara 1 "In the French yemacular li terature 
o~ the centur,y betore Chaucer, the tox otten appears as a 

, trial', and ln tWo cases w1 th the saDIe l18IIIe, Russell, that 
" Chaucer uses f'or his fox in the mm's priest's ;a1e ... 65 1'0 

suanarize brie:tly, in the late thirteenth-centu17 Renard le 
nouvel, the waal thy R.nard 18 invi tad by the DolÛ.Jl1cana to 
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join their impoverished order in the hope that his money 
will follow him. Renard declines but offers his ~lrst son 
Renardiel. In the sarne way the Franciscans adopted his 
younger son Rousiel. "Eventually Rousiel ls created custod­
lan of the Franciscan order, in the final scene of the poem 
we see him seated becide his father atop a wheel of Fortune 
which has ceased to turne In the same poem, Chantecler the 
cock appears before the king to complain of the slaughter of 
his flock, and, on his return from the court, is killed by 
l'ainsié fil ••• Renars. ,,66 In the early fourteenth:'century 
poem, Lli Dis d'Entendement by Jean de Condé, a French Court 
poet whom Chaucer May have known, "Renard appears as the 
mattre d'hBtel at the court, identified as the papal curia, 
of King Noble the Lion."67 It was the job of his second son, 
Rousiel, ta sing mass before the king and hear his confession. 

The F~anciscans were attacked-~ith special vigour by 
Richard Fi~~~alph, and criticized by Wyclif for departing 
from the original rules and Ideologies of St. Francis of 
Assisi. Further criticism eame from such diverse origins as 
Cistercian monks, and the author of Piers Plowman. Dahlberg 
concludes that "sinee the Franciscans drew such a large pro­
portion of the anti-mendicant fire during Chaucer's lifetime, 
there is an increased possibility that Chaucer may have had 

, the Franciscans in mind when he chose for his fox a name 
associated with that order by earlier workers of vernacular 
poetry in France_ n68 

Dahlberg's interpretation a120 depends upon the tradi­
tional équation in Christian literature between the cock and 

the priest, 

•• 

_The cock represents 'doctores' and 'praedieatores' 
beeauae, be!ore awakening others, it must awaken 
l~selt by beating lts wings against ita sides •••• 
Interpretations or thi. sort were certalnly knoWn 
ln Chaucer's England. John ot Sheppey, Bishop ot 
Rochester and a preacher or great repute, 4i84 ln 
1)60, leaving a collection or sermons ameng whlch 
app.ar vario~a lyrics and beast tablea. One o~ the 
tables la a version or the tox and henp:t-d storJ', 
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almost contemporary with Chaucer, in which the ~ox 
invades the henyards and eats the fowls represents 
the friars, particularly the Franciscans, to whom 
the qualification 'pauper' was o~ten applied. The 
heading of the fable, 'De peccatis hypocrisis,' 
also seems to have a timely significance. 69 

who 
••• 

Dahlberg examines the significance of a number of changes 
that Chaucer made to his sources, interpreting, for instance, 
the metamorphosis of Chauntecleer's owner from a rich husband 
to a poor widow to support Donovan's identification of the 
widow as the Church. He likens the "drye dych" which sur­
rounds the widow' s yard to the "hortus conèlusus" (in the 
"Song of Sangs") surrounded by a "fans signa tus" -- of which 

". 

the "drye dych", however, is the anti thesis for i t has no 
li ving water. "The poverty of the widow," Dahlberg concludes, 
_"represents the deserted status of the Church in the world, 
as does the dryness-of the ditch. Part of this poverty is 
represented by the 'paramours' who should be the 'sponsa.' 

\ 

Chantecler is thus shown first as the priest of a church in 
the world, and second, in his capacity as the representative 
of Christ, as lord of a mixed flock characteristic of his / 
earthly paradise ... 70 

Furthermore, Chauntecleer's colours are associated with 
the priestly life, but "the principal one, gold, was taken by 
the Allegoriae to represent 'vita sacerdotis, , which could be 
smirched by vices. 1171 Chauntecleer' s sloth nearly causes him 
ta lose his birthright -- the kingdom of heaven. Dahlberg 
suggests that the name 'Pertelote' derives from Dld French 
and 'l'1ay ~ean lOBS of blrthright. It is Chauntecleer'·,s lack 
of comprehension -- the discrepancy between what he says and 
wh~ t he knows -- as weIl as his lechery and susceptability to 
flattery that result in his falling into the clutches of the 
fox. 

Chauntecleer relates the exemplum of the ~rdered man to 
support his view that dream warnlngs should be heed.d. Dahl­
berg interprets this exemBlum (lgnoring i ta context) to 

$$ • • 4 • UA $ • e 4 
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ass~t a relationship between the Nun's Priest's Ta1e, and 
the framework ot the lite and passion o~ Christs . 

The murdered friend is forced to lodge in an OX'S 
staIl, rather than in a 'taberna,' he speaks of 
his 'bloody woundes depe and wyde' (VII, 30lS). 
he is denied not twice during the night, but thrice, 
as Christ was denied by Peter before the cock crew • 
These changes ••• create a link between the frame­
work [Christ' s li:fe and passion J and the character 
of a cock by suggesting the true function of the 
cock, that of awakening others. To aIl these sug­
gestions Chantecler remains blind, and acts in a 
way not befitting a cock, nor, by extension, a 
priest. 72 

Chauntecleer's nightmare occurred at a time ot day when" 
he should have been awake and crowing. In a similar vein, 
the fox had no power over Chauntecleer until he closed his 
eyes to singe Hence there i5 a direct relationship in this 
tale between seeing" knowing, and understanding. "The fact 
that Chantecler slept, fi Dahlberg comments "is particularly 

1 

reprehensible in his priestly roIe •••• The vice of Sloth, or 
idleness, i5 a key concept in the tale. A corollar,y is that 
Chantecler becomes Venus' servant."?J A servant of Venus is 
"a slave of Fortune. Dahlberg takes very seriously the hints 
of the free-will versus predestination debate planted by the 
narrator. 

Chantecler's servitude is shown when he deties the 
meaning of his dream, and th us loses his power ot 
choice or free will ••• Bradwardine, a tourteenth­
centur,y authority on the subject ot tree will, 
makes perfectly clear the idea that predestination 

"does not apply to material or psychological ph en­
omena (necessitee condiciouneel). but to spiritual 
or theologlcal phenomena (neçessitee siille) •••• 
Thus Chaucer, by reterring to those (Boe hlus, 
Bradwardine, st. Augustine) who tind free will to 
be a matter ot working reasonably in accordanèe 
with a divine plan. and slavery the wiltul flaunt­
ing o~ reason, gives his readers the clue to the 
exact nature ot Chantecler's servitude to Venus 

q c. • •• .... • 4; ( • ,a _ 4 t 
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and Fortune. our cock has subjected himselt to 
oonditional neceseity and has lost his rree will •••• 
The danger to whieh Chauoer a11udes lies in the 
susceptlbilityof a proud. slothtul clergy to 
flatt.r.y •••• The seeula~ clergy May however avoid 
this danger by reawaken1.ng, as Chantecler ev.ntu­
ally does. His escape occurs ostensibly throuah 
a tum 01' Fortune's wheel •••• As Boethius points 
out. one is either sUbject to her, or in some de­
gree free trom h.r. Chantecler, whose eyes have 
bean opened by his capture, has in soma meaeure 
eeasad to be her slave, and i8 therefore able ta 
aftect his release by an amusing turne It is he 
who has control of the wheel tor a moment. 74 

The tramework of the Hun's Priest's Tale is such that 
many allegorieal interpretations are possible, but none can 
ultimately be proven detlnitive. The very tact that this 
tale generates so Many mutual1y exclusive Interpretations 
says a great deal in itselt. EVen limiting the possible in­
terpretations to those feasible within the tramework of the 

t:i 
fable-exempla tradition 01' the preaching friars only pre-
cludes the t~lrd reading. in which the fox represents the 
triars as seen by the secular elergy. Dahlberg makes ex­
pliei t the assumption that "the tale is controlled by an 
allegoric&! intention,"75 c1aiming that he has access to the 
intention of i ts author, when he clearly does note Derek 
Paarsall saya 01' this type of Interpretation. 

. 
There ia no doubt great satisfactlop to be obtLLnad 
fro. confident pronouncements like L these J , in 
which Il terature, purged 01' i ta bewildering compl.exl-. 
tles and idi08lftCraaiea, emerges as easentlally the 
eut •• nt 01' 81mple llora1 truth8. :sut thera muat 
a180 'be re.iatanea to this tendency of execetica1 
cri ticiall ••• to reduce all li terature to a cOllUllon 
dead level or conventional expaetation, where the 
ditterence batween wri tera la only in the skill 
wl'th which they displae the universal platitude. 
wh1ch are the su. or their preachment. 76 

At 'the _e tue, he WarJUI ~t ai.nk1.nc into a "chaos of 
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relativisa,"?? in which no criteria exist ta discriminate. 
between those Interpretations which have some -- or a great 
deal -- of truth, and those which have/none. 

It seems to me that the greatest problem with the 
patristic method 18 that it devotes its full attention ta 
,the figures ,of the text as isolated scriptural allusions, 
the sum of which are then moulded to contorm to some pre­
determined pattern. It ignores the context of the words, 
and the interaction of the elements ot the poem which, when 
taken together and governed by the context' do not develop 
along linea parallel to the doctrinal reading whlch the 
allusions May sugsest, or in Robertson' a words, do not 
"conf'orm to an abstract pattern which harmonizes with the 
pattern ot a useful idea." In other words, the method, as 
practised by some critics, does not me et Robertson's own 
stated cri terion. Ind1vidual tisures in the poem May suggest 
Scriptural or doctrinal meaning. but to relate their function 
in the poem to that meaning May be impossible. For instance, 
there May be a tradition associating widowhood with the 
Church, but the passage describing the "povre wydwe" who owns 
the tarm where Chauntecleer and the hens live functions as an 
aeathetic contrast between Chauntecleer's surroundings and 
his splendour and pretentiaus behaviaur, and not aa a moral 
contrast between the widow' s humili ty and his vani ty, nor her 
temperance (wh1ch ia entorced because of her poverty) and his 
seU-indulgence. Indeed ta check the behaviour ot an amoral 
fowl against that ot a reasoning moral (or immoral) human 
being within the table itselt would automatically invalidate 
ambraI allegorical readins ot the cock' s behaviour. 

on the other hand, many cri tics. such as Jill Mann and 
'Susan Gallick, read the UUP's Priest'" tale as a satire ex­
posing the limited nature of moral and intellectual Inquiry. 
Henee the joka is partly at the expena. ot the' Nun' s Priest, 
and partly at that ot the readers. Galliek wri'tes 1 

. 
Atter the dialogue in which th. cook convince. the 
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tox tG open hi. IIOlfth to speak So that' h. can t1y 
~, ..ch charac~ stat.e the moral .. he s •• s 
lt •••• The eaaernésa wlth which the N'un's Priest 
adda -ean1ns to his tale pazodie. the 1de. that 
11 terature must instruct. Throughout the ~ 
ii'lt's Tale, Chaucer pole es tun s.t characiiFSwho 

8&C someone a lesson but do not apply 1 t to their 
own lives •••• Ironically, the only didacticlsl1 tbat 

- he delllonatrat.s adequately is the lirai tations ot 
d14aoticisJIl to explain or juatlf'y :t'letion. This 
tal.. bU not been sa mueh about truth or lIlontite 
as 1 t bas been about li vely, human-lilee aïî1.. • iil4 
the actual tlexibility ot 1angwage. 18 

stephen MIUming, in his article "Th. ftlm's Pri.st's JIorallty 
• 

and th. .edieval. A tti ~de ~oward Fables. ft convwent17 a1de---
steps the problem o~ the ambisui: ty o~ the IIOnl bt suu •• tinca 

C~ucer is po king !un at those who tel t that a PO" 
had to have some moral in order ta justity i tl ex­
istence. he hlmseU certainly tel t that i t needed 
no special justification •••• This traditlon bec .. e ••• 
lharply focused in the controversy over the rable 
(i.e.1 i8 it editying or merely delighttul?). ••• 
It he real.ly believed that everything that Is wri"en 
is wri ttan for our instruction, he would have no 1'1 •• d 
to apologlze. but coul~ point out the morali ty in 
the.e,writings. 19 , 

Al tbough he Is Intluenced by exemela and simple tables. Cha,,-­
oer wr1 tes nei ther ot t!lese forme, but complu fiction. As 
such the morality remains implioit. and is not explicltly 
stated a t the end ot the story. 

It la interesting to note that the reading of the l!\In' s 
Prlest·, Tale as an amoral Reynardian epic continu, the ex­
posad narrator theory ot the tale. Other critics sugge.t 

• b 

that Chaucer's purpose is ~tic ironyl to expose the 
Pri •• t's ignoranoe in doctrinal matters and.his antl-fe.1n1sa. 

.-

To examine an instance of the latter, Arthur ~. Broee 10 •• so---~-=--:--­

, far as to cla1m that- the &rtlstic uni ty of this tale exiat. 
~ in the l1cht o~ the Prielt'. personality -- .. pretentl-

1 

oua ..... tloa. .... are to14 no'th1nc ot hie penoaa11ty la 
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th. _.pl Pro1OCU'. According to Bro •• , th. Priest'. 1.­
pliait &la -1. nothlDa le •• than to di.cre411: th. Prion •• 
and eatabl.i. hi. own intellectual and moral eup.rlon tJ' to 
her.-SO In h1s reading, Chauntecleer ia a persona. or !DOr. 
acourat.l.y an al ter ego, ~or the Priest through which h. CID 

cntiel •• and dom1nate women. Broes identUi •• P.rt.lot. 
w1 th th. Priores. , and f'iI,lds he IllUSt whl tewash Chauntecl •• r 
o"r hi. prid. and stupidi't7. claiming, ~or exarap1 •• tha" 'th. 
dr_ d.bat. prove. Chamtecle.r's in"ell1aenc" and tha" 
M. mistranslation ot Latin ia 'a disgui •• d ,cri 1;~ci .. of 'th. , 

Priore •• ' linsui.tic ahortc~JI1.nce. -Wbat th. Pri •• " .~ 
to b •• ~DC her. 1. that ~-.n. in h.r praper place in 'th. 

- - '\ 

'Cha1n o~ Beine,' le a J07 and a h.l~t. 1:0 .an. but tbat 
ta alter thi. po*itlo11, as pert.l.ote do •• by forcing her 

. wiU upon her husband C:l or as 'th. Priore •• do •• b7 rullnC 
rather than being ruled by man, is to invite 'trouble and 
disa.ter •• 81 Ta support Ms theory, Broe. di.torte 'th. baslc 
el_enta ot the plot ot the tale bayond recognition. fhU 

, ! 

•• say exempllfies the danger ot attemptlng ta tore. all th. 

aspects or the story to support an Interpretation based 011 

one or two 1801ated comments. Ir one Is to maintain tha't the 
tale Is sat1r1cal, 1t 1s best to assume that the aatiré ~~ 
Chaucer's own. rathar than the Run's Priest's, who.e motiv •• 
and complainte wé cannot assess. 

To a lasser degree. and ~ow8.rd a ditterent and, Hotaon. 
Donovan, and Dahlberg are guil ty ot the same unjustltiable 
at'tr1bution ot motiv~. for it the l!W]'s Prie,t's 'l'ale la !n­
dead a moral allegory in which i t la possible to assign ol'Je 
speciflc mean1ng to each or i ts t'igures, no element of the ' 
story should remain unaccountad t'or. But thls is not the cas •• 
!h. &aides, reterences or details ot the plot tor which the 
critic cannot account. undercut his Interpretation, and suag,.t 
l'et another. The tale wou1d hard.ly supersede the enterta.J.nJ.nc 
amorslity of the Roman d. Ren!rl were it not ~or two s11ght 
.bins ot tocua, by which 1 t veers away trom the natural1atic 
d.ta1l and moclt-heroic elevation cd the French epic, toward 
~e sol.JIIl morallatic v1ewpoint rd the native uSl!P, and 

a 4 a • • p • $ • 
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thereby achi.vas an equilibrlum between these two perspec­
tives in whlch nelther ~inallJ prevalls. Shal1ers commenta. 

!he Hun', Kriest's Tale is told almost exolusively 
trom the c icken ' s poL~t of viewJ hence we are apt 
ta consider ~aun Russell and his stratagen less 
sympathetically than we view Renart and his plots. 
The settipg of the Hun's Priest'! Tale encompas3es 
net the entlre wild woods of the Roman de Renart, 
but onlya semi-civilized clearing.In which human 
notions of justice and order matter •••• These 
s1ight shitts in themselves invite us to identify 
with the cock and liken his situation to our own, 
.hence we are led away trom the trickster-like 
amorali ty and toward the didacticism of fable­
exe~a •••• rie can learn the Priest's lesson just 
as untecleer learned exempla to quote in a 
theoretlcal argument, but chances are we will tail' 
ta apply it in our own lives, given our innate 
'cockiness.' Perhaps that is why men have kept on 
'talllng' throughout history as the "many tra~edies 
alluded to in the poem remind us they do •••• l !11an] 
Is off constructing illusionary, Ideal defences 
against the painful admission of his own inade­
quacies •••• Be it with a sense of his strength 
(heroism), hia beauty and feeling (courtliness). 
or his knowledge (scholarship). he manages in the 
end only to 'complement his natural weakness and 
submit to the whims of Dame Fortune as Chaunte­
cleer submits to the fox. This ironic image ot 
mankind ls a vital part of the poem; it is the 
'toly.- that never yields to 'Moralite' despite . 
the Priest' s closing injunction .... As an ex!mplum. 
the poem exhorta us to eschew pride and over­
contldence J as a Reynardian story i t ironicall:l 
questions our ability to do so. 82 ' . , 

rh. Ign" Priest's Tale la to be conceived of as neither , 
th. ske1eta1 toundation for an allegorical Interpretation, 
mor as a renunciation ot literature as a tool ot ~oral or 
iatelle,ctual inquiry. It is oertainly more than a simple 
animal table in the tradition of the Roman de Renart __ In 
hi. study of Chaucer and the French Tradition, ~uscatine ex­
plains how Chaucer combines these traditions, vaciilating 
bet.een the perspective ot the amoral animal e'Dic and that 
of the didactlc table 8Xemplum to produce a unique work of 
art. ~ .... 

... 
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P The difference bet'Neen this and the animal fable 
is:that this cannot long be taken more seriously 
in one direction than in the other. Fable re­
spect's the bOUndary between animal fictibn and 
the human truth it illustrates. But the whole 
spirit of this poem is to erase or at least to 
overlap the boundaries. animal and human, fic­
tion and truth severally join and separate, change 
partners and flirt here. The one constancy in the '" 
poem ls this shifting of focus, the Chaucerian 
multiple perspective which itself virtually con­
stitutes the theme •••• Unlike fable, the Hunts 
Priest's Tale does not so'much make true and 
soIemn.as~ertions about lite as it tests truths 
and tries out solemnities •••• Some very great in-
sti tutlons lose importance in i t. and some very 
humble ones are made magniticent. The crltical 
temper of the poem ••• produces no negative et-
~ect, but a continuously humane suggestion ot the 
relativity of things. The shitting style and the 

- succession of topics never rests long eno~h to 
serve a single view or a single doctrine 0 an un­
alterable judgment •••• None of the targe~ of the 
poem's parodies are demolished, or ever really hit 
at the center •••• The ortly absolute virtue that 
his reading induces is an enlightened recognition 
of the problem of perception itself, the virtue 
of seeing. 8) 

The central irony of this piece i~ that while the Hun's 
Priest bows to the traditional justification for the' exist- , 
anoe of li tenture by instructing his audience. "T~keth the 
fruyt, and l.at the chat' be stille" (3443), he has in tact 

< 

produced a work of fiction which examines the nature, strate-
gies and etfectiveness of fiction. an allegory of allegor.y. 

III- The Satire- of Self-Consciousne!s. 

The Abù.se ot Rhetoric and the 

pestruction of Illusion. 

1 place mf discussion of the Nun's Priest's Tale last 
b,cauae ot the special relationship it reveals between the 
poe~ and h1s ~ter1als_ As Muscatine succinctly saysi 

.~ 
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"H... he •••• throuah th~.·84 The real poirrt o~ the dor)', 
accord1Dg to Donaldaon. 11.. ri th1n. nq.~ b __ th" th. 

"enonaows rhetorical 'elaboratloD ot 'th. t.llJ.ns." 

por rbe'torlc hen la rep.rdecl [_ tir1ca l ]1 ] .. th. /~ 
iDadequate cI.tetlC. 1:hat p"ldM erecta apiDat _(' 
iDac1'lltable r_llty. me'torie .. ble ..... 1: ben 
to re~ u...U .. be1JJg ot hez:io1c proporilou ~ 
lik. Achill ••• or like CbaUilteGleer - _cl at won1: \ 
te aa1n'ta1n th. lut .. d yeet1p8 ot hi. cl1p1t7 
(u a roo.ter Chaun1:aclee la carr1ed iD the tox', 
lIOuth, but .. a hero he rides QJl hi, backh me­
torie enabl., MD to t1nd s~l0an0' bath in hie 
de.in, aDCliD his hte. and 'tG preten4 tG h1ael:t 
tba1: the uniyerse tak .. hia ,erlou17. And rh ... 
torie baS a habit, too. ot collapillns in th. pr_ 
ence ot s11lple ca_cm ......... In shon....a. _. 
:t'ru!. t o~ the l!Up', Prit,",,-. me 1. 1 te c~ 

It is the di.crepancy· betwe. tON UId !DMDID1 wIlioh ex­
po.e. th. .trat~ ~lctl0Jl = Jr1nc aD4 holela th. up 'tG 
scrut1Q'. AD enmlnatlOD ot the patent1al - lUld the 1DhereIÙ 
limitatlons - ot ll" ... ture 1. appropriat. for a p~e 
iD which th. so~ t:~c'tor shared b7 ~ the pet1clp11rta la 
th.1r role .. t.ll.ra ot tale.. ft.!fuft·. Pri •• ,,· co __ 1:. 

1 

upon th. nature and ~e ot l1tera-ture. linti". th. actly-
Ivof ,to17-teUiDc ri. the uJ.tiat. purpo •• o~ th. pll1ria­
.... saln.t1on. saut Ja'tbaJù.el Brod7, in hl, •• .." "!rUth. 
and ~ctlOft iD the ""'. Pri.,S', Ne· wr1 t ... 

80th the cJaaact.-. iD tbb tale and 1_ nun_r ~ p:Utf 
.' ' 
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ot eubYertiDI th. techa1q_ ancI cl1daod.c PWPO." ot ua. an 
ot m.tori,o 'towazocl th.1r 0Wft encIa. ft. lIOn obrioU8 ~ 
11_ in 'th. ana 1)' b.t:w.. ~. nrb&l .lepno. UlCl 'the h_~ 
burdm o~ .cholarahip, aa4 'th. spu-elty ot th. nan-aUy. 
bue - • ~abl ••• t 11'l • h~. In a .hdlar y.~, 'th. 
c11screpaftoy be_.en th. fta'tUft o~ the chanc'ta'8 and th • .a­
Der in wb10h 'th~ are de8or1b.d 8Dd. beha •• 1. ecma'taDt17 
brouPt to the t'ore by th. 4.etrucUOD o~ ct:ra.tic ill_lon. 
In ~act, the discrepancy betw •• 'th. l!.aple plot and th. iD­
tlated rhetorie that envelop. it -.k •• iDeri:t&ble 'th. cl .. tl'Ue- . 

'tlO1l ot illuslon. !he ettect 1. 'ta 4etaoh ua troa the bam­
yard world, proricU.nc a perspecti. •• froIa wJd.ch •• can naluat. 
th. epic. trqic and philo.ophie contex't ot th. "enta :ma 8D 
obj>eotlve distanc.. !he reader la fl'equ-t17 joltecl betwe_ 

~t'.rent narratorial. pointa ot Yi_. ft. l.ack ot a reUabl. 
\ 

viewpoint ~ro. wh1ch tG jUdae the tale 1D~.. the 411'1'1-
cul t;y of c01l1ng ta grlpa .1 th 1 ta serioua ""ftl- .tat....n. 
Ev_ the Kun' 1 Prlest'. clo.ine 1nJunct1.oD 'ta hi, audienc •• 
-Taketh the lDO~i~e, good. Il.- ()440). 1. not tr_ trOll 
lroJQ' and relativi'tl', tor h. r_t_ ftcmeo.it'tal _ ta 
.h1ch - 11 ~ - o~ the thre. propo •• 4 moralII h. ...... nor 
do aD)' o~ the po •• ib!li U.. .' •. adequat. or appropriat •• 

Broq .... rt., 

'the teuion be •• en th. llterature-lik. and the 
l1re-l1k. 18 omual to the tale ••• for tbroUBh 
i t th. lfun·. Pri •• t .... rt. th. ul 'ti_te •• rious-n... not .!apI)' ot hi. /-tict!on. but of aU tiction •••• 
B)' 41s.olviDg 4raatic illwsioft. he t'orce. ua ta a 
h.iptened. awaren... of' the tale as a work ot ~lc­
tlon.., as art and not 'reali ty 1 tselt' • Slfm,1ticantly ~ 
_ch t1me he 1nterrupts h1ueU t he 40.. r 80 1 • •• . 
14 auoh a way as ta sussest that he il ask1nc the _"'41_0' tG conaider the implications not ollly of 
hl,. story-tell1nc. but also o'E story-t.lliDg i t-
•• 11'. 87 

He 11lutrat •• hi. point by clat.'ns the:t; the Bun'. fri •• t 
tirs'" •• duc •• us !n'to acoept1nc th. h1à'torical reall tJ. o~ th. 

. , 
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1:IIl1f1.JW oJdclrMw. tal_ 1DttiliiPU h1ael1. -!'Or tbllke 
-.. ... 1 ban UD4entœ4e' B..-t_ and br1~ .. Jroad.-
.,.b aad .,.... (40?0 - ,n>. __ reMi"'!1II lai tbd .. an J 

b-.rJ.ac a .t0&7. not o1aJeotl •• tntb. ~o. be1'ore ~ hl. 
4 •• oripÜGD of Cb.1IIlteol ... •• .noanc.. 11:-...... ua. .... . 
Pri_t hu iMft"'hcl RIaU. 1Mrt pcrHat ri 1 .......... an 
... tte.1 J". witll th .... "ee~. oourt17 lUe ~ •• ~. 
'IMR wi. a coct and .... Il..-. 

!Il18 ~ co. badd. 1Il Ilia ....... . 
s ..... Il .... tor tG dooD al Iila p1 •• n .... . 
1111.. ... Ida ... Ù'. laid bill pa FINN. (216' - 67) 

111&" Cluluateol ... ·.\-w1 ... • an al80 h1a ~ 18 .. , _ 
lDIIl .... " ~ tIle-.al1eenlrup_ o~ -ua. wor14 ... J)lb~"" 
bu 1 t. bat a ri tJMler 'tbat •• are reedt ". a1Iout ..... 14 
o~ ~ _1~1 •• la wIlld cc.o.-p_ ...... laced baye 

DO •• snS.. s'.llu~. Pertelote .. b..a 1:Iae b.1oft4 Id 
~tecl ... WQIl thilb _ 1iIaat ..... _ ..... l'QIIn 0014." 
(287'). !la. r-.der la raillde4 .. " Il ... __ fd _ .... 

wba't .-rUer ÜIID court;lJ' lad1 ... 
R. ~. lM'1I"""~ la Jû.a .1:ad7 or -!Ile .... Pri..-t·. 

~ , 

Pabl •• - . doM not alclee'tep th. probl. ~ tIle ...s. of' tlte 
._ tale ritb _ app.-la ._ the --17 Id, l'N!$ pnr 1'111. ~ . ., 

adld.U 'Ulat ... ~ ~ .. 1 ~ 1 ••• atlallil .1.p1.t1caat ÛMIt 

th. M·. m ... ·., Nt. bat tale ...... UT ta explaiD ..... 
1,. la. th. lION .e .CMm4 l1ke CbaaDteoleer •• 88 H. CODtraIltl 
thU probl_ by dU't1IWdaht.,. be._. th. narrator ot tbe 

po_ &ftd. th. 1tUIle • Prie.t bJ.M.l1'. ft. D&lTIl'tor. a na11'. _ 
p1rlrac n thor who •• sVl. 18 cbaractm&e4 by IIlsplac.4 .10-. . . 
qumc.. -1. conceme4 1:0 d1eplq' hl. 1-.rn1ng ••• quit. __ 
a...,. tbat th. cli.aplay la 1nappropriat •••• as the crea~ 
of a lION intelligent .p~. [he] d •• erv ••. 1:0 be lapecl 
ai:. _89~ ft. RUn·. Pri •• t deftly adapta hi. table tG daw ~ 

~ terrtlon tG ~. "lI1auae ot rhetoric on th_ narra'tor'. pari. 

" 
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By the very d1atinctn.al and directne.. ot 1 te 
lIOrall t7. the table d'torda the aophlaticate4 
teller a man.lloua o:pportuni ty to turn erude 
lIOrall V in'tG aubtle J.1"cmy.... By shittiq the 
'tOne at the end ot the tale the Nun' s prie.t s'teps 
.l.J.8bt1.7 .. ide and playa his voice againat that o~ 
the rùhor. 90 

The llUb'tl.e 1ro~. he ccmcludea. arl.e. t'ra. the appllcab1U ty 

ot the ~ox'. ~ral. to 'the n'tJ!CŒ M.elt. 
Al tho. 1 t ~ be exped1ent. 1 t· ia not nec_arr 'ta 

poa'tUlata the ex1nence o~ a narrator di.tinct 1'l'OIa the tell .. 
ot the 'tal., tor the 11m'. Pri •• t M7 chao. tG mutat. the iii..... cd rhetorie wi 'thout cl1.'tan.clDc Jü.ael1' tnII Id. tech­
Dique in thi. trQ'. the eugeration ot rbnoric 1 •• 0 bJ.ataJrt 
tba't it i.e UIZeC"aaJ:7 tor th. Bun'. Priest ta ~t. an 
1ron1c P!EfO!J! ~ proteet bUael1'. Had. thi. b.en hi. iDt __ 
t1oa. he wou1d baT. clone .0 uplicit17. It is .,re con:na1-
_t to 1;hint ot tIle .' .... tic lfUn'sPr1est as provic:lirlg an 
ocoaaiOll tor Chaucer' Il .. tire upon inteUectua! van! ty. fte . , , 

~V td the RUn'. Priest r8lJlOvea the restriction or dra-
.'de cona1atency tbat .e might expect tram a storyte11er 
.ore 1"'1'a.r to us, treeiDe h1m ta disrupt the tlow ot' th. 
,narratiYe. and addree. the audience in his own voiee. IndH4 
tIle a.a ot metoric ia sa pronounced that tite author's wink 
at the audi-.c. 18 ever-present. even when he. does not suspend 

the aoUoa ta Jake ~llclt aome grain ot' wheat he may have 
to.... i!le iDConâ1.tencl.a ot point ot' view, or breaks iD 
tIIe rz.. ot illWlion. are made inevi table by the dilcrepanc,. 
be.e. "*e .an.. ot' t.lling and the content. Lenaghan' a . 
• eparation. ot th. na1.t rethor and the N'Un's Priest in tact 
lea4a unneceaaar,y credence and authorit,y to the Priest'. t_. cloainc adDIoni tion, which bas been treat.d as a con-
018 •• ta~ .. ent ot Chaucer's aesthetic. a justificatlon tor 
ua. alleSQrlcal approach which saparatea t'rutt t'roJll chaf'1", . 
••• aine 1"rom t'om. It the narrator ot' th. tale and the Run's 
Prieet are 011. and th. ..... th.n hia exhortation to tùe the 

.' -.ral1t.- 1. aurroundecl by the sam. Ulblpity and haa th. 
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_ po-tenUal tor. i.roJI:F .. aU' th. tem~ ot ...... t pNUCIl7 

pre.ezrted b7 th. narrator 4UZ"i.ftc the course ot the tal •• 
A1tred David .... reterrinc ta ,the lroft7 anel ub1p1v thl:t 
'nau].t tram Chaucer's habi:'~ ot using a penona tor hla.lt' 
w1 th1n his poema when he wrote. -'.rhe persema thus beco ••• 
th. poet' s device tor avoid1ng commi tments and ju4pent ••• 91 
But, thi. co_ent 18 germane in this case as weU. tor 111 a 
~e which uaphaslze. poetlc languace as a mecl1um 0"" aa4 
a'boYe th. mea ... e i t may contain, ambigu! ty la cruc1&1," and 
1ft a Yery real aenae, lt la the mea.ni11g ot the po... !he 
ten4enoy to oYer-aaalyze, to tbd a moral evel"7Wl1ere, 1. the 
ob~ect ot the poet's IIlOst devastating satire. ·SUch _ral.1:-,­
Da'ri,4 CO_tIl1'ta, reterring to th!s tale, -la the prod1aot ot . 
..ae • preaumptuou. beUet that he can expJ.a1n, hl. conditlOft 
witb1n hi. earthly l1mltations.·9~ 

fte separate reality whlch tHe Pardoner etoeate. 1ft b.1. 
tale - a world in which the punishment ot 8T1l .e_ tG 

sprinc tram the deed 1 t.eli - ls compromi.ed b)' the Par-

don .. '. beliet that h. can co-.1t .in wi'th 1mpun1ty. fte 
personality of the N\1n's Priest, on the other hand, i. not 
known to the reader. no portrait ot him exista ln the 
Gtnepl Prologue, and virtuall.y nothing is revealed in the ' 
Prologue ta his own tale, axcept, perhaps an obl1ging nature • 
• 'Yi" .ir,· quod he, 'yis, Hoost, .0 Moot 1 go,/ But 1 be 
~e. ywls'I wol be blamed'· (2816 '- 17). Donaldaon con­
.iders thi., laclt ot data a shrewd IIOve on Chaucer's part, one 
wb1ch throws the reader ott guard tor wbat ls to come, anel 

.iInal taneoWlly proteats the matarial present.d ln the "tale 
tro. being eo~rom1.ed by a dramatic Interpretation. 

!he laD who 1. able ta a.1nta1!s a sat1rle vl_ 
toward rh.tarle - the su. ot the id_ b)' wh1ch 
,.ople are helped ta pr ••• rve thelr •• lt-respect -­
i. IlOt apt to b. pop\Ûar wi th his vieti.S'.. In-
ni tably, they will search hia out to dlscover 
the pretensicma un.cler whlch he subsi.t •• - Aware 
tbat in the paraonali ty o-r the satlriS't wl1l &1-
W&78 ex1.t groUDde tor rebutting the satlre, 
Chauoer caretully Cives 118 noth1nc te work on. 9) 

----~--~-- ~ - -,---
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(Jb:o.. and LIa1 .... q94. ho.ever.' teel cQllpa11ec1 tG t1l1 thle 
PP. provlclbs ua .l'th reacl1np ot the tale basec1 on the 

( 

~ter and personal motiv.s ot the teller. tor wb1ch no 
~ ev1.denc. exists.) 

!he art of rhetoric was or1ginallY meant as a IIIMlUI ot 
-nco.ending certain structural :nethods of varying the sur­
tace .95 of a poem and best expressing lta meaning, but the 
ter. haa come to imply "language ot adornment" whlch obscures 
and makes more palatable the bare tacts ot reallty. Language 
tunct10ning in this way originates as an important detence 
aechan1sm (or, in Donaldson's phrase, "a powertul weapon of 
surrival in a vast and alian universe, .. 96 ) which then d_ 
senerates into a dangeroua world ot illusion. Donald Howard 
acreea that the abuse of rhetoric la one of the abject. of 
Chaucer's satire. "He is satirizing the tads of the medieval 
intellectual life ••• what he tinds absurd is the pomposi ty 
and vanity with which people discusaed matters ot serious­
n... and the heavy-handed rhetorical forma into which th.y 
cast their discourse. "97 l'he Most tamous example is Chaunte­
cleer's two-hundred-line rebuttal ot Pertelote's diagnosis 
of his alIment as a simple 1mbalance of humours, and her ad­
vice to "take youre laxatyves" (2962). Pertelote's dlagnosls 
of indigestion ia itaelf a sixty-eignt-line compendium of 
pba;macopela, supported by one authorlty, Cato, whom she 
quotas as saying simply. "Ne do no tors of dremes" (2941). 
Chauntecleer, on the other hand, cites the wisdom o~ "Many a 
man moore ot auctorite/ Than evere Caton was" (2975 - 76) -­
none of whom he names -- ta support his conviction. 

That dremes been signiticaciouns 
Aa .wel of joye as of tri~ulaciouns 
That folk enduren in th!s lit present. (2979 - 81) 

. Chauntecleer then asserts that "Ther nedeth make of this noon -argument,/ The verray preeve shew~th it in dede" (2982 83).' 
His proof, however, does not consist of actions but ot 
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,xepla, whlch are a val id part of a rhetqrically structured 
&rpUIent. His tirst two exe!pla, lite his argument, are 
attrlbuted to an anonymous authority, "Oon of the gretteste 
auctour that ql8n rede" (2984). The tint, about a murder 
commltted in a toreign town exactly as it h~ been foretold 
to ita victim's traveling companion in a dream, suggests to 
Chauntecleer the tatalistic conclusion that "Mordre wol out­
()OS1), rather than teaching him to heed the_. warnings of 
drea.ms and take the appropriate precautions. The moral state­
aent ot thls exemplum overshadows its principal concem with 
the credibili ty ot dreams as precursors ot t'uture events. 
Tbe eloquent conclusion (J050 - 51) reached by Chauntecleer 
la followed by a statement whlch Is accurate but antl­
climactlc in both style and content. 

And rlght anon, ~inistres ot that toun 
Han hent the carter and so soore him pyned, 
And eet the hostiler so soore engyn~d, 
That they biknewe hlre wlkkednesse anon, 
And were anhanged by the nekke-bon. 
Heere may men seen that dremes been to drede. ()OS8 - 6) 

Having lost hls conceptual control because of his styllstic 
flouris~es, Chauntecleer t'inds that he cannot prevent the pro­
per conclusion of his long exemplum from sounding like a 
mere afterthought. His exemplum has not remained subservlent 
to the sentence of his argument, but instead has generated a 
lesson of its own whlch has at Most a tangential relevance 
to the topic. 

This is followed immediately by another exemplum found, 
Chauntecleer untruthfully claims, "Right in the nexte chap- • 
itre" ()065) of the same source. It relates the story of the 
sailor who dreams that he and his companion will drown if 
they set sail the next day. The second sailo~ scoms the 
first for believing in dreams. "1 sette nat a straw by thy 
dremynges,/ For swevenes been but vany tees and japes" (J090 - 91). 
Predictably, he drowns the fo11owing morning. Chauntec1eer's 
conclusion "That no man sholde been to reccheless/ Of 
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dr.mes" ()l01 - 08) ia supported by a third exemplum drawn 
tram the life of St. Kenelm. These exempla are followed by 
a long list of authorities from classical history and myth­
ology and Biblical history. C. E. Kauffman98 has proven 
Chauntecleer is justified in rejecting Pertelote's prescrip­
tion of laxatives, "For they been venymous, l woot it weel" 
()lSS). However, his superior knowledge of dream-lore and 
herbaI medicine does not stand him in good stead, for he 
ignores all the remembered wisdom of the past, and is undone 
by a very basic instinct or appetite, sexI 

'Now let us speke of myrthe, and stynte al this. 
Madame Pertelote, so have l blis, 
or 0 thyng God hath sent me large graceJ 
For whan l se the beautee of youre face, 
Ye been so sca+let reed aboute youre yen, 
It maketh al my drede for ta dyen; •••. 
l ditfye bothe sweven and dreem.' 
And with that word he fley doun rro the beem, ••• 
He fethered Pertelote twenty tyme, 
And trad hire eke as of te, er it was pryme. (jlS1 - 18) 

The point is not only that Chauntecleer's learning is lost 
on him, but also that it is unnecesaary in the tirst place. 
He saya as much himself a "Ther nedeth make of this noon 
argu.'llent" (2982). It would be a simple enough matter for 
Chauntecleer to go about his daily affairs, wary of the possi­
bility of impènding danger, regardless of what classical and. 
Biblical authorities have to say about the oracular signitic­
ance of dreams. 

Chauntecleer' s disavowal of his" own exempla sa that he 
May enjoy his Pertelote is followed by a digression in which 
the Nun's Priest rerninds us that this is a work of fiction 
about a pretentious cock who struts around the heny.ard as 
though he were the king of beasts, or a huma~ prince. 

He looketh as it were a grym leoun 
And on his toos he rometh up and doun. 
Hym deigned nat ta sette his toot to grounde. 
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He chukketh whan he hath 'a corn yt"ounde, 
And to ~ rennen thanne his wyves alle. 
Thus roiaI, as a prince 1. in his halle, 
Leve l this Chauntecleer in his pas~é, 
And after wol l tel.le his aventure. ()l19 '- 86) 

Brady comment. on the signiticance of the narrator's brealdrlc­
into the fictional world at thi. particular instant. 

It ia important to note that Chauntecleer, engaged 
in an Interpretative act. uses stories ta ll1ustrate 
a truth, and, what Is just as important, he pays no 

f attention to the point of his exempla •••• [ThiSt clearly raises the larger question 01 the re1at on 
of stories ta moral truth and human behavior. 99 

The Nun's Priest emphasizes that it is in the context of a • 
story that the influence of staries upon human behaviour is 
being examined. The digression ends with the narrator's 
verification of the truth of this story by comparing it to 
yet another. 

This stori e is a1so trewe. l undertake. 
As in the book of Launcelot de Lake, 
That wommen ho1de in fu1 greet reverence. 
Kow w01 l tome agayn to my s.entence. ()211 - 14) 

!he story ot Cha~tecleer is no more true in the historie 
sense than that ot this famous knight of King Arthur's court, 
but it does share with the Lancelot stary the truth ot those 
-beautifu1 lies" that so worried the detractors ot secu1ar 
literature, who feared the power ot the literal dimension -­
ot ~es and sounds and fictions -- ta deceive. Brady 

s~ts that the reterence -to the tancelot story "emphasiz •• 
the 1n-terplay between truth and fiction in the Nun's Priest'. 

100 l!l!.M He explains that Francesca, like Chauntecleer. ex-
perienced a revers al of fortune. both suffer becaua. thelr 

l 

r_on sucC\IIlbed to thelr sexuallty, moat importantlya 
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-The stor,Y that Francesca talls ot the tlrst root ot her and 
paolo' s love [sic J i tseU' makes a point relevant to the ftUn'." 
Priest's purposes, narnely, that there is an intimate rela­
tionship between stories about human behaviour and human 
behaviour itselt. nlOl Nhen they reached the point in the' 
st ory descrlblng the first klss ot Lancelot and Gulnevere, 
Paolo and Francesca thernselves klssed, and that day read no 
more. Llke the Lancelot story, then, the Hun's Priest', tale 
not only holds a mirror to human behavlour, but is capable o~ 
influencing It -- for better or worse. It i9 in this senae 
.that it is as "trewe" as the former. The Lancelot story 
could have been read as a warning against adultery a. easlty 
as it was understood by Paolo and Francesca as an entlcement 
into adul tery. Brody Interprets the very presence ot be­
setting ambiguity in the Nun's priest·s Tale to indicate 
"that if the work does contain a moral, that moral has ta do 
wl th ambigui ty i tsel! -- and most particularly 'Ni th the am­
bigui ty surrounding what Is true and not true in the tale ... 102 

~ithin this digression is the Nun's Priest's account ot 
Chauntecleer's crowing of the time of day, a !eat which in­
volves an elaborate astronomical calculation. 

Chauntecleer in al his pryde, 
His sevene wyves wal~ge by his syde, 
Caste up his eyen to the brighte sonne, 
That in the signe of Taurus hadde yronne 
TWenty degrees and oon, and somwhat moore, 
And knew by kynde, and by noon oother loore, 
That it was pryme, and crew with blisful stevene. 
'the so~e,' he seyde. '1s c10mben up on hevene 
Fourty degrees and oon, and moore yw1s.· (J191 - 99) 

This is one of th~ many comparisons of chlckens to human 
beings which compel us to focus on the story's i~plication. 
tor men. Chauntecleer calculates the time mathematically. 
But roosters can tell the time by instinct. This ls one ot 
thair functions in the barnyard, and lncidentally, the trait 
that insp1red their symbolic association with the alert priest 

l' 
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or C1ar1a't1arl in _ ... 't1cal cc _~. ft. '.... PI'i .... 
.... lQa the _ doubl. penpeo'U" 1D bi. lrd:Ual d_ 
cri.pUan o~ CbaUnteo1.er. 

a ... _ .... contri'but. 'ta- tll. ~'. _tire, o~ lntel.leotaal 
.... v. DOD&l4 Howard spMU o~ .... oOllVU't rd tJû. 'Ul.. 
-b .... wlia .. 18 natural ...... t 18 1Il'l.Ueot.l. b ... .. 
wllat 111 _117 ••• 'b7 Ca.lOD .... (the CO&iiUh nid ... o~ 
'th. • .... ) .. wbat 1. eu117 beol.ou4_ br re1doc1Da~ •• 103 

t 

H. iDterpr .... 1:b1. 41cr ... ly. pu ...... parMi_tio o~ ~t . 
ph.o ......... 

1dlan CJlauntecleer crow.. he crowa an u'traloC10&1 
... ureaent. Simple tacot. are shot ott with In­
t.llect's heav1est artl11.I7 •••• Intellect prG-, 
vid.s a science ot astrology which expr •• s •• 
~ugh the position ot heavenly bodies what 
the rooster already knowa. A 'sorwetul cas' (3204) 
bappena in the barnyarda Intellect provide. the 
tipre ot Fortune and the theory ot animal mas­
n.tlsm to explain why the tox approache. the 
rooster ..... A drëam whose warn1ng ia plain bas 
to be argued about with elaborate theories •••• 
When the Priest comes to the outcome ot hi. 
story he must pause to ruminate whether it i. 
predestined or not.... He has no quarrel w1 th 
.~ ot the theories, conventions or ideas which 
h. brings up, but with their capacity to tlatter 
ua and becloud our thoughta. 104 

Th. progress ot the narrative is briet1y reSUJled. 
Ravina 1'lown down trom the beam, Chaunteqleer is now vuln.r­
able to the tox, who lie. hldden waiting tor htm. The term 
·ho~ide.· (3224) sparks yet another digression, which be­
Cins by a •• erting that the col-tox ia no mere tox but a 



( 

- 146 -

, , 

-..N .... wbo raDka w1 th •• lI08t DDtorioa tra1..... 111 
1 

!he uproar that ...... ..,. Cblnmtecleer'. ü •• __ tllQ 

real1 •• tbat h. bU bHft ~ptured. woulcl put to ù_ 'th~ 

" ..... 'taUou ot th. 11ibabltaDU ot th. -,tuz-e4 !!rOJ' ad •• 
bumt ...,u. rd R .. and c:artbaa •• 

CertM. ..lch cry n. luentacloUft, 
.".. neY.r. of lady.. maa4 men mon 
w.. ..... and pirrua w1 th hls .trelte .. ...s, 
Wbaft he had.4. hent kyng Pria. b)' th. berd. 
AM ala1rl him .... el th us 1fl8YdOf' 
Aa aden alle the henne. 1ri hec oa. 
fte 'the)' had aeyn or Cha\D'1tecleer the alpt •• 
SUt aover.ynly dame pertelote .hriabt. 
Pal loud.r than dide Hasdrubale. wyt, 
Wban that h1r hou.bonde haeld. lo.t hi. lYt. 
Ar1cl tbat the Romayns hadde brenel cartaa •• 
Sh. ... so tul ot torment and ot race 
!bat wiltully !nto the tyr she stert., 
Ancl brende hirselven wlth a stedeta.t hert •• 

o wo11'ul henne., rlgh t sa criden ye. 
M, whan that Hero brande the citee 
M ROlle, cryden senatour •• wyve8 
por tbat hir huaboncl •• losten all. hir lyv ... -
W1 'tbouteft g1lt thi. Ifero hath hem sl.a1n. j 

Bow wo1. I ~e to my ,tale agayn. (,'SS - 1~) 

fA. RUDI. Pri •• t employa the rh.torie of aplc poet17 ln orde~ 
to 1aYen Chaunteclav'. de.u.n, .l'th ~e u't1loat 81cn11'lC8llC •• 
la Donaldacm'. worete J 

rhe tact that Achilles and Hector still have 81g­
nUlcano. (11' a" fading one) la due :to the gigantlc 
metorleal etfort ot"Hoaer. -·Nho persuades his reacler 
that th... were the very be8t ln th.~r klnd who ever 
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lincl. lb' a aimllar t,echn1qu.. Chauntécl"r 1_ made 
•• beat rooster that ev.r lived, so that hi. death 
&aie! the teeth ot Dan Rue.el - il 1 t had "occUlTee! -­
could have prori.dect a trag1c epiaode avery bitas 
_1cn1ticant 'to ~ as the death, ot Hector •••• · 
Purthermore, the divine po.ers talte the trouble 

'to send tha roostlr a IIOIÜ. tory dream conceming hi. 
~ tat.. The lopc ot the comady is un.xc.p­
tional. th ... 'arl th. devic •• "$h&t _de Hector and 
AchiUe., and henca au 11111 in th.ir persona. 8i.­
JÜt'lCU1t, will net th. deric •• do th. sam. tOI" 
CJuWlrtecleerr lOS 

" 

Another Jd.nc:l ot rhetorical. dev1ce emplo7ed by the Kun'. 
~ ~ ~, 

Pri .. t 18 "the apec1tically lIedieval. reterence tG Authon ty. 

Both Cbaulr'tecl.er and Pert.lote appeal. to Au'thon tle. in 
thelr ct.bate on 'the relevance ot dr_. 'rhe Run·_ Priest 

* ~ ,.e1_ COIIP.l.led 1:0 rem1nd hi. audilftCe o~ the "I"et d1_-
put1souft ••• of an hundred thowaand men" ()2)8 - :39) con­
c~ the .te1'Dll probl. ot un'. tr •• ~lU versus tore­
ord1JlaUon. in h1a apostrophe to the roo.ter tor not· heedinc 
the wazm.nc in hi. dream 1 

o Cbauntecleer. acursed be that morw. 
'!bat thou in'to that y-erd tlaugh tro the b.ae: 
1'Jlou .ere tul we1 ywam.d by thy drama. 
ftiat thilke day wa. per1loua to the., 
But -bat that God rorwoot moot ned •• b ••••• 
But 1 ne kan nat bul.ta it to th. bran ' 
Aa kan the hooly doc tour Aug11styn, 
or Bo.c., or th. Bisshop Bradwardyn. 
ne1 ther that Goddas worthy torwi tyng 
S-tJ:oeyneth m. nadely' for to doon a thyng. -
'.ed.~' Clape 1 symple necesaitaa, 
or .11 •• , if tree choya be graunted ma 
~ do that same thyng. or do i t· noght, 
'1'tlou&h Gad torwoot i t .... that was wroght 1 
or il hi. wi tync streyn.th never a d •• l 
BUt by nece •• l ... condic10neel. (:32)0 - SO) 

.J 

1'0 expl1çate the rocetu's predicameut in terme ot this thz'ee-' 
wây 1IIed1eval. _oholutic debate would be to tall into the trap 
ot ta1d.nc .very allualon .er1ously. lilte the paul_tic cri tics 

, who ••• t A IIlONl interpretation tor eveJ:7 allusion. 'lh. 
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N~'s Priest immediately rejects this material as irrelevant. 
"1 wol nat han to do of swich mateere./ My tale ls of a cok" 
(3251 - 52). This disclaimer would b~ ironie indeed had the 
Nun's Priest intended his tale to be scrutinized for hldden 
a1legorical meaning. 

No sooner has he extricated himself ~rom the intricacie~ 
or Medieval theology, however, than the Nun'a Priest does an 1 

about-face and blames Chauntec1eer's mis fortune on "wommennes 
~ conseils that been ru1 of te co1de" (J2S6). Specifical1y. 

he blames Pertelote's adviceJ "My tale i8 of a cok, as ye may 
heere,/ That t'ok his conseil of his wyf. wi th sorwe" (3252 - 5J). 
It is important to note that the disclaimer with which the 
Nun's Priest brushes aside the question of fr.e will ("~ 
tale is of a ook") is here used not as a conclusion to the V. 

1 

debate but as a transition, syntactical and themat1c, to tbe 
human perspective ("That tok his conseil of his wyt,") ana to 
yet another Medieval debatel the merit of woman's counsel. 
The Nun's priest thus obliges man's desire to blame his mis­
fortune on ,any11hing but his own stupidity and V!Ulity.. He 
fa!!s to mention that Chauntec!eer has succeeded in refûting 
Pertelote's advice only to succumb ~o her beauty. He is 
perhaps motivated in part by a machismo desire to prove his 
viri!ity and sexual' prowess, which Pertelote had so unkindly 
questioned earlier.. nI k~ nat love a coward, by MY feithl" 
(2911). "Have ye no manneS herte, and han a be~d?" (2920). .-
Chauntecleer uses the rhetoric of authority toward his own 
end, ta re-àssert his dominance over Pertelote. "Indeed it 

_ ls only his sucoe~s in establishing his intellectua1 superior­
ity to Pertelote," Pearsall commenta, "that enables him ta· 
r.turn, for his selt-esteem, bruised by Pertelote's reaction 
ta his dream, bacUy ne,ed~ re~bishing."106, The Null's Priest 
indicts ,oman's counsel by reterring to EVe, 

i*lommannes conseil broghte us first to \VO, 
And made Adam' fro paradys ta go, . 1 
~.r as he W8S tul myrie and wel at ese. (,2S'l. - 59) 

'. 

\ 
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He conven1ently t'orgets that Chauntecleer has rallen because 
ot his own lecher.l and van! ty. snd that the song ot the 
temptre88 merma1d 1, in c~untecle'er's MOUth. Purthermore. 
to torestall a.ny o:ttence the Prioreas or any other t emale 

" 
audi tors mal" tüe to t."lese words. the NUn' s Priest attributes 
them to the cock and to authorities thatçChauntecleer may 
have read. He himsllt demes having spoken th_. despite the 
tact that this passage ia a digresslon in his own volee which 
conta.1ns none ot the animals' discourse. 

But tor l noot to whOll i t myght displese. 
If l cemaeil ot WOl'llll8ft wolcle blame. 
PUse over. -ro.'Ç l .eyde 1 t in fIIY galle. . 
Rede auctours. "wllere they trete of swlch _teere. 
And wbat they seyD ot wa.en ye may heere. 
~se been the cokke. wordes. and nat mynel 
l kan DOon baril 01' no \fOI an di YJIle. (,3260 - 66) 

It the reader ls 1;0 ·pas.e QYer. cOl'llllents macle in "game·. that 

ls. in the course ot tellinc a table or 1'1.ction. the 1f\1n' 8 

Priest bas succeeded in wr1 t1Dg ott a.ll Il terature as a 
potential purveyor ot truth. The Priest. sa a cOlllPoaer ot • 
sermons and ez!!!Pla, ~8DftOt lDeaD to do SOI his elention 01' 
his animal. charactara ta rem1nd us 01' huaaana and ot his s'tory 
te acho h1rD8n ca'tastrophies argues that this Is net his in­
tention. SA h. a"-.pts to distance himseU :t'rom these un-
1'lattering raarks by appeal1ng to their f'requency in 
authorl tie.. and cl tiDg a rooner as' the source ot thi,a 
anti-f'em1n1sa • 

. The COlftedy o~ the t'orebocling dr88IIi and the wo explana­
tions generouslJ' of'tered hl' the RUD's Priest ta excuse Chaun­

tecleer are brouch-t in'tG sbarper reliet b7' the f'act that 

.di vine toremo.l .. e and schol.astic 4e\&1:" are not pertinent 
to the ani_l kiDgd.oIl, .tUt" all la ruled by instinc1:. Kon_ 
thel.ss his stor,r ls replet. wl1:h remindera ot how human 
be1np bring abou-t th.1r catarirophies. ne eiaborate (and 
eq~l1y unneces8&r7) d .. cription o~ how Ch-m1:eele.. sucC\llllbs 

l''' 
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to flattery generates a ~arning. in the Run's Prieat's voiee, 
to the lorda o~ the court. The signi~lcance ot Chauntecleer's 
misadventure in the barny.ard ia applicable to England. the 
consequences o~ the moral lessons tound in a simple table 
can be tar-reaching 1 

Allas: ye lordes, many a tals :tlatour 
la in youre courte., and DIIIl1;Y a los engeour , 
Tha-t plesen.yow .el 1II00re, by rq telth. 
Than he that soothtas-tnesse unto yow sei th. 
Redeth Ecclesiaste o~ nat.rye. 
Beth war, Y. lordes, ot hir trech8J:7.~-( ))25 - )0) 

This waming stepa outaide ot the ~t1ve 
./ 

i ts progress Just pr:1or to Its climax. the 
Chauntecleer .. 

To reveal the source ot the van! ty that tacill ta"t .. 

Chauntecleer' s capture. the narrator 4eacrib .. Chauntecl ... •• 
s1.nging by re:t'erring to the PhY's1010fNI de l!a!p. a, Lat1n 
bestlary attributed to Theobaldua • 

Chauntecleer so tre. 
Socmg 1llUJ:'1er tIuul the ...... 74. in th ..... 
Por Phialo10lUll •• 1th .u:.r17 
How that they 8YDI- •• 1 and mni17. ()269 - 12) . , 

ot course it is mmec •• A1'7 tG rater to a scholar17 aoUNe 
to d •• cribe à v~ 1'aa1l1azo act which th. ro08ter perto~ 
by nature. Kor do .. CbaUll'tecleer -.iDer' in 1:11. tra.e .... 
ot 'th. word. he croWs. 1!J.1a becoa .. ~ wh ... _. 

narrator tinds he lIWI"t r.san to OJI9!eVpo.1a to c:leecriIMt 
accurately th. crude nol.. Chaumecl • .ait .. wh. h. la 
startlecl by the presence o~ the t'ox. . 

" 

He ... war ot thl. tox. tha" lQ t'Ul ~. 
1Io~ na llste b1JI 1:I1an. t'or ta crowe. 
But cride.... 'Cokl cotI' aa4 ap he ..... 

l 'If 
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Aa man that was a1'fra7ed in hl. hert •• 
Por na~ee1lY a b ••• t de.ireth tl.e 
Pro hi, contrarie, if he ma~ lt s.e, ()215' - 80) 

Th. 81a111. collpAZ"ing ClUlUl'ltecle.r to a -man that ... <a1'~ed 
in hi. hert,- la unnec.a.ary to explain • cock·. fe&J:' ot hi. 

, naturel 8ft..,. 'SO too are cOJBpletely inelevant the ftUIIerGWS 

acadead.C iasu.. ra1sed in cOlliDg to gip. .1 th a .imple evmt 
l1ke a tox .t.a]1ng a cock. 

t'h. t'latt.ry ln which th. tox encas.. to ~ hi. 
capture o~ ChatDl'tecl ... inspire. th. lat'ter'. "1Ioral­
&pbwt tl.attéry, 

!he JIU::nL'tor's lIOftl echo .. Cb8t11l'tecl ... • •• and reapcmda not 
onl.7 tG ua. e.-u of the Daft'atl •• but alao ta hie 0WI'l 

WU'IÛ.lI&, tG _. 10rù W b~ o~ t'latt ..... ln their courte. 
1'U ~ox·. -.ral. ~ .. t ... t Ilia wbo -3ansle1:b. w!lan h. 

ûo1.4. I&ol.ci. l11a ~- ()It,,). 18 a re8pOnII. tG Clwunte-

, cl ... •• _iDe ~ h1II ao' u.t h. OP" b1a JIOtI'I* tG «1oa1: 
0Yet' Jûa cap"" of tlle, rooner. tIlaa rel.-1nc h1II. ft. 
tu'. ---.lllu Mc te .... ..., .... ra'" arbitn.r117 ... 
1:1le .... Prl ..... id .... -...ute.- But 1:he ~oz 1. Nelly 

- ria .. tIIaa 't:Iut oocIt la ~ blDwl.edp a'Cta1ucl tzo. 
...... fia .... .., .11:aU ..... 01'- wJ.r.ar'. "'11p 
- .,n" ISPltp=. ... -'!l'_ lat .. 18 hf_eU out-
ln rAI .... 01 .... ooek. !Ile 1_ 1a not ..... CM .. teoJ. .... 
1_ weU-na4 __ h. pnt ..... '11. __ • polat of ... 

1tor7 ...... 1: ... t'oz .... ~ reM 1t "18. aIal. -. fi_te 
11: 111 a ..u-cter_u.. ...-.n wt .... 1ae1ac deteotecl. là .. . 
....... 1_ '.,''' __ .. _ ................ 4J.ap--. 
., 1:Jle .... la ... porr. ' . 

; 
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The tact that the •• morale re.pond to ."ch a _11 por­
tion of th. narrative and tbat th.yare, in any .vent, ex­
ped181lt and •• 1t-aerY1nc, cU.rect. the r_der'. attention back 
to th. tut. 'rh. inadequacy of th. JIOral.s, theIr inabill V 
to ,encapaulate and Jus1:Ify au that bu oome beton, and the 
PJU'P08e tbey .ill serT_ -- to mate th. roo.ter no le.. vain 
but mol". careful, and the fox ,.et .- mol". sucee.etul ro",e -
all underâ1ne the JUn's pri •• t'. admonition to tate ·the 
moralit., goode men· ()440). Th. ·~ora1it.· o~ th. concluSion 
crumbl.s when conb'onted with th. ·tol,..- ot the tale. This 

" ' ' do •• not, ho •• ver, dimiDiah th. validlty ot tiction .. a pur-
veyer ot moral truth, but toewse. attentIon on the ways in 
which U terature exempl.lties truth and. 1n:tluence. b.haYlour -­
in short, th. ettlcaciu and tailiDg. ot literature. !WO 
exampl.s 0'L such tail1ncs with1n this tale are the reterence 
to Paolo' a and PraDee.ca' a taU .hJ.:l~ read1nc 'the Lancelot 
story, and th. tox's ta1lure to be .amld, by hia '.r-d1nc 
ot the story ot BurnellWl. abolit tbe stratesie. ot cl..,ft' 
roosters. Brady .peu. of the c_lai t7 and .lusi y.... ot 
the concept ot truth in tietion. 

" '1'f 

Chauntecle.r la, no doubt, the embod.iment ••• o'L 
the larle%" uncertainty in the tale ov.r what i. 
tru. and DOt tru. generally.... A tant&atical 
rooster, h. appears in the Middle ot a piece of 
'Lic'tlon that po.es as t~th, teU. a .erie. ot _la drawn lugel.y (though not- entire17) trom 
iôHtative source., and then ignore. the tntth 
ccmta1ned in them.... One apparent truth about 
the tale la that i twill not euily support one 
mean1na. and it 1 t 1. contuaed and ambiguoua, 1'L 
1. te IIOral ia elusi ve. 1'L 1 t can be seen t'rom a 
variety' ot œe., that 1. becauae th. tal.. la 
1... about articular moral in i t than about 
the very ex1st ce ot moral po •• ibilitie •••• 
41tticult moral choices are e.erywhere. The 
~tor, in raising aIl .orts ot possibll1tl •• 
ot JIII&Iling, compels the audience to contrant the 
aab1pd.tle. raised in -tJte tale, and thua he c~ 
.t •• in hi. t'letion a mirror ot' what indirid\al. 
replaz'ly contrant in lUe. What moral 1leanJ.ns 
1:bay extract tro. or iIIlpo •• upon lite. or the .1:017. pn--.bq ~1peftd.8 upoa their ethical 

" 
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predlspoai tions. and their burden i8 to ~. 
the right choices. 107 

Hencl the dynamics between truth and fiction, mean1ng and" . 

ambiguity, has as much to do with the ability o~ the audience 
to read the text correctly as it does with the text itselt. 

The N\D'l' s Pr.iest doea wch the same as Chaucer in th. 
Retraction. Without'o~~e~1ng an explicit mora1 or doctrine 
as the shaping principl. of hi. work, "he can only o~rer.­

Jill Mann commenta, "st. Paul's guarantee that eve~1ng 
that has been written 'has a moral' in it somewhere.· loe The 
moral, however, may' be lost or mi.conatrued, as Chauntecleer 
misinterprets or ipores his own exempla and as Paolo and 
France.ca are led !nto sin by the story o~ Lancelot ,and 
aulnevere. The ftUn's Prie.t constantly interrupt. his own 
narrative -- bre.king ~tlc illusion -- 210 that the re&d.r 
cannot suspend his di.bellet and lose Mmselt in the ato17& 

'ro be aure
i 

the varlet y or his devices tor acconrp-
11sh1ng th • rendera the ettect inescapab~.. not, 
onl.y interruptions ot his narra ti v«\,t but also com­
parisona between chickans and people, stories wlth­
in his story, allusions to other stories, and 
parodies ot literary styles. By doing all the •• 
th1ngs the N1.U1' 21 Priest compels us to tocua on the 
mechan1cs or his arti a.nd his tale as a cOnlScioualy 
wrought work ot tict on. 109 

!he • substanc.- o~ th. 'tale 18 1 t. own intrin8ic atructuna. 
It 18 the iii ••• o~ ~. and rh.torie. Md tIIl. de.tJ:uo~ 
tlOft cd lll_1on, which 81ncl.. out th... etn:tes1" .. the 
01»3.c", ot th. reader' 1 scrutiDy •. 

Aa in 'the 19pCiple'" Tale, the lnadequaol.. ot th,. 
-.oNJ..,. which are IUPPOSad t.o explain and Juatity the tlo­
tlon that sen.rat •• them, ironically direct our attention . 
la.ct tG th. tlction. ile disco.er that in the -chat,· too, 
11.. • pnbl._. and th1. probl_ i. not i~. po'tentlal'. 

l' ..... 117 Bd18ftl. co.ent&tora. ta distract ~'. aHentlc;m 
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·tro~ the "t~t." but its dep~ction -- by demonstration -­
or the ease wlth whlch man oan be seduced into belleving that 
reality is other than it is. The problem with the morals ia 
more insidious, for they convenlently provide trite plat­
itudès to whlch the complexlt19s of reallty May be reduced. 
a danger which la Increaa~d ~~ponentially by thelr orrer ot 
scriptural authority and justification for thi.· evasion •.. 
Robert Burlin diseussas the detachment ot language trom real­
i ty in th!!s tale. 

The tale 18 about that point at which the abus. ot 
l.anguage touches upon the abuse ot reason. lthen 
language separata8 itselt trom thought and tat •• 
on a l'Ileaning of i ta own. Chauntecleer abuses 
l.anguage. not only when he :nistranslates Latin. 
but when he uses his book-learning. !lis lalowledga 
ot dream-theory and of argumentatIon. tor purpo.a. 
h. tinally and foollshly considers lees important 
than satlsfying his sexual vanity. The narr.ator 
pays him the dubious compliment of telling his 
story with a slmilar abuse -- of authorlt18s or 
rhetorie. of 11terar.y genre and mode •••• He 
ties the general abuse ot language to the uses ot 
tiction, or the process of fietion-making, thus 
eommenting ~ost appositely on the rationale ot th. 
~erbury âale~ th8~elves as a tlctional con-
~ ct •••• n t e one hand, the fable may seam to 
imply that the aat of flction-making la nothing 
bUt 'wor1dly vanit ••• • •••• On the other hand~,even 
such a seJ.t-defiating moral as thi. can b. properly 
~es •• d bj the experience of fiction. 110 

Œeottrey.ot V1n.eaut, th •• star rh.torician, ta who. 
Chaucer ~es expUeit reterene. within the tale. ia m.rely olle 
ot three. objecta ot the nJrr&tor' 8 h1gh.l.y rhetorical apostrophe 
la_oanlna Chauntecle.r· s/ capture. 

,.. 

o cl.s~1nee, that mayst ut b.en a.eh_ecU 
AUU, that Chaunteel.er tle1gb tro th. b .... t 
Alla., his wyt ne ropta nat ot d.remesl 
And on a Friday ri1 a1 thi. me.chaune •• 

o venus, that art goM.... ot pl •• aune., 
S1ft that thY .ervant ~ th1. Cbaunt.cl •• r. 
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And ln thy' servYce dide al his poweer. 
Moore for d,lit than world to ~ltlplye. 
Why woldestow suftre hy:n on thy d.ay to dye' 

o Gaufred, deera maister soverayn, 
!hat whan thy worthy kyng Richard was slayn 
With shot, compleynedest his daeth so soore, 
Why ft. hadde I now thy sentence and thy loore, 
!he Priday for ta chlde, as didan Y.? ()))8 - S1) u 

!he two t'acton which have been suggested as ca... (or ex­
cua ... ) ~or ChaUJitecleer' a decialon ta Ily down trom the 
saf"eQ o't' th. bèam -- tata and the rooster' 21 wlU1npe •• tG 
'.rY. v.wa - are here equated with language, ideally a tao! 
t~ r.prea_t reallty at'ter the tact. The causal and the re­
preaenta"tlcmal are Identl:t'led, Imp1ying that language - .. 
:IUCh .. de~t1D,;, • exua 11 ty or any other factor -- is capable 
ot' creatiDc 1 ta own reall ty. In But' lin' s words. 

PlaCiDs 'the authorlty OJ) rhet9r1c ~n the .... 
~tl"e plane as 'Destinee- and 'Venua,' Impll •• 
thelr coequal 1'ea11 ty. 'rh. manner of tell.1nc --
1 ta "erbal strategles -- la on a par wi th the 
'causal tactora in a providentiall.y govamed uni­Yer8.. Hence the terces of fictive manner - name­
l.Y rhetoric w1 th all-- 1 ts inflations and eplifica­
tlona -- assume an imp1ied governance over the 
fictive !latter, her. the bare events of the Aesop-
1aD table. 111 

a. COlIYera. 18 that Venus and Destln.y are not real roree. 
1:bat shape man' s 11~e, but are thesel ves mannera of 8peald . .,.. 

tieUr.. or verbal constructs invented by man to corporealize 
and hanc. render comprehensible the Core es he believes exert 
Lntluence upon his lire. To elevate these to the rank oC . 

. causal t'orees 18 in tact to deny man's moral r~sponsibility, 
tre. will, and sheer instinct to survive. Neithar Venus nor 
o..tiny can right1y be blamed ror Chauntecleer' s misfortune. 

rhe consistency of dramatlc illusion Is not a priority 
tor Chaucer. To place on the "same figurative plane" di­
verse elements which do not slem to be10ng to the s~~e 
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realm ot be1ng 1$ a strategy he has used be~ore. most 
no~bly ln his Inclus~on of a fictive pilgrim named Chaucer 
on a pllgr~e composed entlrely of characters whom the 
hlstoric Geoffrey Chaucer has created. The reader i9 con­
stantly shuttled between the contri ved. stylized ·°11 terary" 
tales and the "realistic" frame which allows for the in~er­
p~ between juxtaposed tales and tell ers. The ~etraction 
wh1ch clos8s the fictive canterbury Tales makes reference-to 
work, both fictive and expository, within and outside ot the 
tr.am.-ork ot the tales. It transcends the realm ,of fiction, 
concerntng itse1t instead with the hope of ete~a1 salvation. 

The RUn's Priest derides his inabi1ity~to equa1 Geotfrey 
ot Vins.ur-s lamentation tor the death ot Aing Richard 1. 

~ ne hadde l now thy sentence and thy 10ore. 
the Prlday tor to chide, as diden ye? 
POl' on a Friday, soothly. slayn was he. 
fhanne wolde l shawe yow how that l kouds pleyne 
lqr Chauntecleres drede and tor his peyne. ())SO - 54) 

1'h18 •• lt-ett'acing eva1uation, made absurd >by the e1evatlon 
ot th. Import ot the rooster's capture to equal that of the 
ae .... tnation ot the King of England, becomes all the more 
caaie by the criterion of thi9 equation. that both tr~edies 
have occurred on a Friday. Thls passage is followed by a 
comparison of the hens' "crie" (3376) to the lamentations of 
the women of Troy, Rome and Carthage. This excess seems to 
be dstlated in turn by the chase of the fox -- lia stock scene 
in :nediaeval poetry o-r pea5ant life, ,,112 according to Robin­
son. Dut the function of this scene i5 two-fold. First, it 
rem1nds us of the farmyard setting of this tale, for the old 
widow, out of sight aIl this time. suc!denly emerges "with a 
dystaf in .• hir hand, (J?84), aided by her two c!aughters, the 
o.ther farm animaIs ~ the neighbours. The caèaphonous noise 
of the chase contrasts sharply with the learned rhetoric 
spewed forth by chickens, fox and narrator throughout the tale, 
but, paradox1ca~ly. it invests with apocalyptic import 

4 4 ab • ; . • A • .# 
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[ft.,1 cryden, 'OutS barro.a and w."laft)'1 
Hal hal the tox:' and atter h,. they raft •••• 
Raft co. arid calf, and e,Je the verny hosse., 
So tered tor the berkyna ot the do ••• 
And Ihoutyng ot the !Den and wommen e.ke, 
They ronne 80 hem thoughte hlr herte breeke. 
!.bey 10lleden as feendes do on in h.ll ••••• 
So hydous wa8 the noyse. a, benediciteel 
çerte., he Jakke Straw and hls m.yne. 
ae made nevere ahoutes ha~1' so shri1le 
.~ that'they wolden any Flemyng kille, 
As thi1ke day was maad upon the tox. 
O~ bras th.y broughten bemes. and ot box, 

'f 

Of' hom, ot baon, in whlche they bl"., and powpe4. 
And therwithal thay shrlked ,and ther h0wpe4. 
I~ .... ed as that hevene sho1de tal.. "380 - )lM)l) 

Rot nearl,y 80 weh noise and tuas was attendant tapOn the . 
,P ... an'ts' Revol t ot 1)81. nor .ere the ltalc.. .0 hich. ror tIl • 

. , 
·.potent1a1 attermath 01' Chaunteclaer' a capture ia noth1.J2c' 1 ... 
than annihilation. ' "It aemad as that hevene shold. t.lle.­
rh. nÀrrator'a rhetorie simultaneously deflat.s and re-
'int1a tes the import of this event to apoca1ptic proportion. 
In the end, neither the avian, human nor aoamic p.rspective 
ho1dl reign, Just as neither the moral nor amoral messag., 
~truyt" or "chat", tinal1y subsu~es the other. The relation­
ship or the "Moralite" to the tale i8 similar to that ot 
Chaucer's Retraction to the canberbury Tales as a who~el 1t 
supersedes the realm of fiction, whi1e tulrll1ing the require­
ments of fiction which vindicates 1t8 own validity as a pur­
veyor of moral ·truth. ','Ihat maltes the Hun's Priest'! Tale 
unique Is that the "truth" ~t conveY8 concerna the nature ot 
1'letion i tsel1' • 
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Concr.l1lSion " 
. ~ \ 

;hl B.inptatemént of fiction. 

, 

In the Middle Ages, as stewart Juatman poUrts out in 
his study -Li te~l and SymboUc in the carrter~ ale,," 
"an analogy can pasa tor a lit.ral identlty.:~bolS beecll. 
reali ty, the Roman. Catholic doctrine ot ~ransubatantiation 
i8 a remnant oZ this symbolic mode ot perception, tor th. 
Host do.s net merely represent th. body ot Christ, i t il the 
body ot Christ as well as i ts representati v.. In the tour-

·teenth centur.y, Nominalist epistemology at!ected a d.cisive 
spl! t between symbol, language, ~d reali ty. 'l'his creat.s a 
clear dis~1nction between f~.s of speech and tact, and 
breaks with the symbolic mode of perceiving the world. In 
1972 Sheila Delany published her essay "Undoing Substant!al 
Connect!ona the Late Medieval Attack ~n Analogical Thought,­
wh!ch studies th! parallel growth of th!s phenomenon in the 
fields of poetic practice, pol~tical theory and scientific 
Methode She examines the thought of the English Franciscan 
tiillia.'D of Ockham as a manifestation of the disintegration of 
the Medieval vision of the cosmos as hierarchical and there­
fore potentially comprehensible through the analogical mode _ 
of thought. Ockham provides a systemat~c critique of the 
epistemological basis or analogy. His thinking originates in 
and explicates a radically different approach to ~eality -­
one in which "universals" .are denied the statuB of objective 
or psychological ~x1stence. They correspond ~o no actual 
entity, but are merely acts of the intellect, for instance, 
"the persan who experiences limitations on~s,freedom m~l 
cqnstruct a universalscheme of predestination in'order to' 

~ 'account for the human condition as he perceives it. For Ock~ 
t 

1 ham such an et.:tort to orpuû.e expenence ,in abstract pattems 

" 1 

. ' 
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would be lopcally impermissible (how •• er n.cessary i t 
m1cht be emotlonally)."Z In Ockham's words, the univers&! 
"bU only a loglcal. being in the soul and la a sort o~ tic­
tion ex1stinJ in the logical realm.·) The concept o~ re­
latlon is a torm ot the lD'11versal. This 1nclude& analo.,. 
and causallty. universals carmot be proven, nor are they 
loglcal.ly neceasary to account tor the tacts, and so bI&7 be 
discarded. The allegorlcal persona 18 usual.J.y a peraonUled 
un1versal. AS such, It cC?rreaponds to nothing knowable and 
cannot lead man ~o recognize any similitude bet..en It.el! 

, 
and the reallty It resembles. 

This is not to argue that Chaucer was 4irectly influ­
enced by Ockham's writings, but ta auga.st that Ockham's 
thought 18 ~et another aspect ot the disintegratIon'in th. 
f'ourteenth century, ot many institutions and assumptlons, the 
validi ty and authori ty of which had never been questioned. 
"It is precisely this sense'~ the ambiguity or complexity o~ 

1· 

lite,"' Delany comments, "that allegor,y i8 not suited to con-
vey. • •• Ir a wrl ter should interest himself' in the irif'ini te 
and intinitely subtle behavioural possibilities that rrae b 

will implies, he will not ••• be drawn to allegory •••• The 
mystery of the will, which allegory dispels by tragmentation, 
is what we know in reality."4 -In his work; Chaucer aclmow-

c' ledges and deals with the ambivalence of the human will. 

The nominalist theory ot will expres3es the same 
\ consciousness •••• Because willl is not subordinate 
to other mental operatiOns, the human soul does 
not' necessarily des ire what is goqd for it, as 
Aqulnas and others had taught. It is ambivalent, 
and Ockham denies that everything has a natural 
inclination towar"d i ts own perfection •••• God' S· 
actions cannot be constrained by what he has al­
ready done. or by what he has promised to do •••• 
This vision of a pervasively contingent universe 
is one of the ~ost important contributi~ns of the 
no~inalist theory, for it points to a radical re­
vision of traditional,relations be~Neen man" and 
the world, man and God. 5 
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A t issue ln Nom1nallst epistemology is the undo1."1g or the 
substazrtial c011pactlon of the universe. FIgures ot speech 
are recognized as fictions. the cognitive power 01 language 
la not div1nely ordained, words and symbols have no inherent­
].y appropriate relationahlp ta that which they sign1ty • 

. They are arbitrary rep~esentatives ot things and concepts. 
rhe concepts, or univer,saJ.s. are themaelves arbitrary, sinee 
they are word-constructs. The dllhotomy l'lowever, between 
the no~liS1: and the orthodox Christian view o~ significa­
tion la complicated by the tact that ~oth views allow for 
the employment ot metaphoric lansuage. 

In the canterbury tales, as l have tried to show, the 
literal world Is net necessarily a çlpher or an ~lQgy ot 
the divine. An immoral man preaches a moral sermon, the 
"moralities" attached. to the flctional tales are overshadowed 
and de1'eated by the fictions themselves. The moral aphonsma 
are not necessarily"·mdral"J orthodox allegorical readings 
tail. In the tales that l have examined, with the exception 
of the Pars on • s 'laIe, fiction reigns supreme. undermining 
the dldactic purpose it is supposed to serve. It bursts the 
conf!nes in which the moral platitudes seek to contain it; 

c)he Pars on • s Tale cannot be "consldered as ba victory or moral 
. expository over fiction, ror nq contest exists. This tale 

directs attention to a realm which'nelther condones nor con­
demns fiction, but transcends it. 

Dolores palorno speakS ot Chauoer's use ot the tictional 
point of view as a distant ancestor or that of the novel • 
. She ci tes the questioning of the tradi tional aristocra tic 
and clerical authority and values, as well as the increasing 
reliance upon empirical tests of reason associated with Re­
naissance thinking, as"having an impact on fiction which 
manifests its~lf in contrasts between real and Ideal, shitts 
of tone and multiple perspective. Oc~~am dissociates taith 
and reason as Independant kinds of knowledge,'answering to 
different criteria. The former depends on revealed truth 
while the latter rests on empirical observation. His in­
sistence that baller i8 the only possible basia for faith 
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rerü ted' in the breakdown o~ the great medie .. l QDth •• i •• 
the scholaatic philosophy which attirmed the rational basi. 
tor lruth. Robert aurlln comenta on the imp~icat10ns o~ 
this vi... "Oek.luIII's iso,lation ot intuitive lmowleqe trom 
mattera ot faith is crucial to an understandtng ot the theo-
10g1cal controversy in Chaucer' s tim. and ot the poet' s own 
att1tude toward the relationahlp à.tween knowledge and 
~e."6 , 

The MOst tundamental manitestatlon ot this transition in 
, 1 

Chaucer's writing is his inter.st in the relatlonshlp betw • .a' 
truth and art. independent ot the degree to whlch the fiction 
conveys historieal or dootrina1 truth. The authenticat10n ot 
fiction by reterance to authoritativa so~es or history Is a 
gama that Chaucer plays, Most notab~.in the "unes ?riest's 
Tale. Lnplying that he doea not consider auch justitication 
a necessar.y t'oundation to~ a tictional story. Chaucer tre­
quently'cites previous writers as a strat.gy tO ward ott blame 
for opinions that might give of:tence. The tact th'at Chaunte­
cl~er and th~ Nun's Priest share this strategy la turther 
evidence that the Nun's ?riest's tale is in tact concerned 
with the techniques of fiction-making, and the precarious rela­
tionship between fiction and truth. That the Nun's Priest 

Q 

ci tles the Lanc~lot story as evidence of the veraci ty of his 
own merely shifts the blame for any lies or deceptions to the 

~~::~:r~! ~~~:~~ ::r~:~~~~~: ::::;:~~::~v~:a:!: ~!Ch-
"nique of appeal to "aucto~ee" 18 the object of his parody. 

c. 

This is not t~ argue that Chaucer foregoes authenticatir~ 
devices; merely that he rejects the traditional strategies 
which anchor fiction in an independent, pre-existent truth 
in favour of one which foreshadows modern "realism". The 
unpredictabili ty of the fra'71e story contrasts \Vith, and thus 
emphasizes, the artificial, self-ccnsciously "llterary" 
quaI! ty cf the tales. Chaucer, Palor:'1o conclud-es, ls "staking 
out the ground that realism will occupY in modern fiction, 
In,wh!ch verisimilitude provides the authentication of 
narrative that once had been supplied by the 

• • p ts;_.au. - 62 
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citation ot ~i.tor1cal origina or llte~ progenitors •••• 
The truth ot fiction inheres in its tictlvene.s.-1 

PalOIIO discuss •• the relatior.ahlp between the d.1aeJl88.le­
m.nt ot art trom the criterion ot objective truth ta the uae 
ot a ~tive voiee that calls attention to the work as the 

'authores creation, 

Chaucer d1ft.ra sign1ticantly trom Medieval practice. 
tor h~s work exh1blts a high degree ot authorial 
.elt-consciouan ••• , and his tirst-persen narrator i. 
surelya ditterentiated. unique individual •••• Chau­
cer knew ••• that the particular words which body 
torth meaning create rneaning, no ~tter what medie­
val thedry had to say about fruit and chaff ••• 
[his] wor~s authenticate themselves •••• Imagina-
tive validity neither creates nor depends upon ob-­
Jective truth, but upon the power of the author to 
campel the reader ••• not unlike Chaucer's pardoner 
who sermonizes so skilfully tor his f~llow pilgrims 
that he almost persuades;!~m of his rishteousness. 8 

Chaucer simu1taneously demonstrates the non-truth of fiction. 
1 

The trequent destruction of i11us!on in the Nun's Priest's 
Tale, for instance, forces upon us an awareness that fiction 
i a tinely manipulated artifice. It is by means of the 
manipulation of his fiction that Chaucer asserts his author­
ity as creator, and frees the author from the requirement of 
obJective validity. In Chaucer, Palorno believes, we find 
the germs of the modern writer's conviction of the auto­
referentiality of the text, its internaI coherence independ­
ant of aJthentiçating authoritYJ 

Q ~~ 

The privatizing'of narrative voice frees the writer 
from the responsibility to express objective truth, 
and the resulting multi-perspectivism distinguishes 
Chaucer from his contemporaries •••• [Hel shares a 
certain skeptical quality observable in late . 
Medieval artists who have lost complete confid­
ence in the objective, anq yet still distrUst sub­
jectivity ••••• 'e never .feel the assurance of a 
comprehensive objective viewpoint that emariates 
trom behind the author, as we do with ~ante or 
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Hom.r •••• The dislocation of the sUbject/object 
relationshlp ••• lies behind much of the subtle 
irony and delicate shifting in Chaucerian nar­
rative •••• Chaucer constantly apologizes, makes 
excuses, shifts responsibility onto sorne other 
person, real or fictional •••• The contrast be­
tween reality and traditional ideality con­
tributes to the dialectic on ~ruth and art. 9 

1 

~he pardoner's attempt and failure to give validity and 
the proper symbolic connotation to his false relies is a con­
venient point of departure for a brief examination of the 
manifestations in Chaucer's fiction of the new relationship 

~ . 
betweên language and reality posited by Nom~nalist epistemo-
logy. The symbolic significance of the relie depends upon 
the authenticity of the concrete objecte ïhe pardoner's 
attempt to invest his false relies with the values of genuine 
relies flies in the face of the Augustinian belief in the 
'sanctity of the relationship between sign and signified, pre­
senting in its stead a highly contingent view in which relies -­
and al~ symbols -- are not divinel:(:ordained signs but are 

\ m,~re obj'ects whose signifying value is reducible to. and as 
mutable as, their description. In' the Nominalistic view, 
language is not a means to reality. The converse is that 
reality i5 a verbal construct. In this case, the use o~ 
taIse relies presents no real problem. The pilgrimage, an 
inhere,ntly symbolic journey, is saved from ~eanlnglessness. 
h9wever, by the pilgrims' rejeetion of the pardoner. his tale, 
his pardons and his relies. Their retreat te an ùrthodox, 
cons~rvative epistemological point of view is ~ade necessary 
by their fearful vision of the chaos of rela ~"yisn :md lack 
of ~eaning ta which ~heir vBnture,as pilgrims (and as hurnwl 

beipgs) will be reduced if the Pardoner's ar.bitrarily as-· 
3igned values are allewed te stand. They rejsct aIl. in­
cluding an exernpl:.t."T1 which adheres te the cri tarion of :noral 
didac ticism. Jus-t:nan cites âifferent examples, but h.ts 
su:nmary i5 an apt description of the impotence to which ~he 

pilgrims reduce the ?ardoner' s words, w,io'r13 arC! ·.rain, in­
authentic fictions that stand for nothlr.g ••• inauthentic 
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'fictions and figures "stripped of real au~hori ty'. ,,10 l'he final 
i;ony lies in the tact that it is the power of the ~ardontr's 

1 

words in his telling of the exe~plu:n which constitutes his 
tale that results in the blanket rejecUon of hiMself and al~ 
that he stands for. . ~ 

SO too when the three riotera in the pardoner's Tale 
understand a figurativè expression of' the concept of Death 
in terms of a non-existent literal reality, they implicitly 
attack and parody th, spiritually inscribed status of signs 
which !orms the basis of the analogical relation. And the 
paradox of an immoral man telling a mO,~l tale is acceptable 

,only within an episte~ological system In which wordS are dis­
connected from'reality. In Justman's view, 

Chaucer's Pardoner ls himself a false exemplifica­
tion, a counterfeit •••• Ironically the Fardone~'s 
O'Mn tale confirms the connection of symbols an 
controls. It concerns three young 'rioters' w 0 
reject both. ' They undertake to kill Death him­
self •••• They pay the price for their failure to 
decode the old man's instructions. They did not 
understand how gold could 'represent' death, and 
it stands to reason ~hat 'rioters' who have little 
sense of symbolism do not acknowledge loyalty to 
any abstraction like a social unit, even one of 
their own making. ,In ~Dis sense the pardoner's ia 
ta moral tale· •••• But the issue does not rest 
there. In the Pardoner's windy di~ress~on trom 
his tale proper almost as soon as ~t begins, we 
sense the power of words to run away from reality •••• 
~This] may recall a modern idea, the fir~t fact 
of language, that 'IIords are, after all,' a 'di­
gression' from reality •••• The'Pardoner may iron­
ically remind us of the purely symbolic un-real 
character of words. As a professional talker, the 
pardoner flnds' it easy enough te exploit the fals-
i ty inher~nt in language. ·11 , 

The fact that" the pardoner not only refle?~s himself. threugh 
la.~uage but creates himsel! through it,reveals' a great deal 

, ~ 

of the power of'l~~uage. His capaclty to detach himself 
trom himself, to regard himself as the other and to be aware 
of himself as his'own lns~r~ent\ot observation i~ inharently 
reflexive. • 

1 

\ 

1 
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! 

i 
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The Nun·s PIiest's ~ale la an extrema example ot word. . . 
whlch have run away trom reall ty. It 1~ signif'lcant that 
the, ~b.urd ve~bal dil~tion ot th!s tale has no ettect upon, 
'nor even come. into contact with. the reality ·ot the actlon 
ln any \VaY. 

The 'plot' 1. meagre, all but lost, while thare, 
1s an .normous overlay ot tunnecessary' words •••• 
AllI ot these words finally do not ,"equal' the r 

rlality the tale dascr1bes. ~animals cannot 
talk •. Ironieally, to moek words -- that ls sym-
bols -- the Nun' s Priest u'ses words in abundance. 
It 'la wi th sounds that symbolize nothin~ -- mere ,"-
onomatopoeia, 'that we come closest In t Is tale. 
to the reality under the overl~ of wo~ds. 12 

De,plte Chaucer's proven abillty to exp1o~t "the tantastic . 
po.sibilities ot the medievàl dream vision,~ Justman adda, , 

o Chauntecleer' s dream '1s •.• ~ a preview li ter!J.lY aeÇUl,"8 te 
down to the black tips. ,,1:.) Arid, as l have already argued. 
the Nun's Priest's indeterminaey concerning the moral mean­
ing of his tale is an affront to the medieval theory of 

, , 
allegoria. that vlsibilia bear the burden of the"moral 
truth of the invisibilia Dei, and that the former are i~-

, herently and necessarily relatec1 to the latter. "I bel1eve 
~ ~o ' 

.t(ji 

" 

that the Nun's Priest's Tale," Justman concludes, "rea;tly 
"Et 

concerns the authenticity of the commonplacet the chaft, and 
of the literalist perception. It shows that high Latin cul­
ture has no place in the barnyard, and that' the barnyard is 
no place to look for moral signification. AIl creation is 
not a hierogl14h. or, if there ls a boo~ of nature, 
not read i t. ,,1 'llords and signs are not' necessarily , ' 

·ciphers. Burlin \'Iri tes: 

we can­
sacred 

The Nun' s Priest' s Tale testifies to a crea tl ve ' 
instInct on Chaucer's part, however oblique1y 
revealed, that stands outside tqe eritlcal 
str1ctures of his age and rejects thef'deadlY 
separation of form an:1 :!1eaning, the b dy and 

' .. , 
( , , 
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soul of 11terature •••• [It] undercuts its exp1icit 
'mora1it.e' by imp1icating the narrator in the 
'folye' of i ts characters. The antlc disposi tio!'), 
of the table ralses questions, howe~er oblique1y, 
about the meaning of 'meaning'. 15 

It the Nun's Priest's Tale withdraws 1nto ambiguit~. th~ 
!4anciple' s Tale cancels all tales and wi thdraws into silence. 
It too Is a highlY d1gressive tale in which rhetoric lron-.. . 
ically goes one way and reality ~other. reducing the idea ot 
\'lords to abêUrdi ty precisely beoause of their power to 
render reality Malleable and mankind deceived. "Words," 
aur1in remarks. "f1otionallze moral values by supplying mis!. 
leading labels ... 15 This power ia illustrated by the necesaity 
of the Mancip1e's insistence on the ta1senes,s of the "lady"- Ô, 

"wenche", and "Cap1 tayn"~-"theef" distinctions. In each pair, 
both terms have a common moral referent. Justman oommentsl 
"The ~~oiple calls attention to the purely sYMbolic. un-real 
na ture of symbolic abstrat1on •• :. His tale perfects the at-
tack on ~bols in the canterbury Tales. It is a "verbal 
attack on worès ... 17 The Farson fears that fables lie and 

, 
deceive, the :~!anoiple shows how well-grounded :this fsar is, 
for not only fictions but the language ot wh1ch they are corn­
posed, la sl~ppery. a~biguous, and deceptive. 

The f'ailure of' allegory i~ the Nun' s Priest' s Tale means 
sucees! in reclalming symbols for the world of' literature. 
To cor~true symbolically is to moralize. The Nun's Priest's 
Tale and the Pardoner's Tale mock the ~cral control of sym- f 

bols. For example, the incestuous nature of Chauntecleer's 
"court .. inconveniences most exegetical approaches to the poerr. 
until the commentator ingeniously explains away this diffi­
cult y allegorically. But it is perfectly acceptable when we 
~ember -- and this is one of Chaucer's ploys to remind us 
that Chauntecleer i5 a chicken, and Christian morality does 
not apply t,his life. It :nust be acknowledge"d that i t is 
tne pe~etrator of MCi\ of the poem.ssrrelevant and mean­
ingless rhetoric that wins out in the end against his advers-

. ary. So too, although his method i9 e and unconvinc1ng, 
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Chauntecleer's argument for the prophetie signi~icane. ot 
dr.ams is correct. H1:,s van! ty and lechery renc!er his 
sueeess againat the fox inexplicable within a moralistic 
eontext. As in 'the Pardoner's Tale the power d'f words 
asserts itse!! alter all. ~orton alcomtleld writesl 

The wor1d is not entirely~erutable. Rhetorie 
a1so enables :naD to win over reali ty aa well as 
to suceumb to self-gratification. Final1y rhet­
oric is wha tenables Chaucer to gi 'le us the .lŒ7 
whereby art wins out over lite -- at least ~a 
while ..... ~hat we have in the m 18 a table- de­
voted to the teaching of w1sdomï5eing undercut 
and deatroyed by 1 ts Mock qua 1 1 ty, by i ta char­
aeterization, by its seholastic reaaoning. but 
f1nally leading us baek, but on a higher level, 
to its original didact1c purpos ••••• OUi of 
tooli8hness, out of the rnouth of foxes~isdom 
can come and man ean be free. iJestiny May be 
eschewed and we ean leam our le~~ï. The Mock 
magnifieation of the small i8 ac ly not Mock 
at aIl, but real. These little subrational 
creatures ~can win out over fate and are biger 
not smaller than lite •••• In a cur10us way. the 
moek-heroie mode elevates even as it denigrates •••• 
',le can admire aIl the more the petty beings who 
are briefly taken seriously even as we are aware 
of the author's presumpt1on •••• The ironies ot 
,the m turn back on themselves ••• ( it] prea-
ehes courage and humani ty and sheer delight in 
mankind's endless ingenuity which aven self­
deception eannot completely destroy. 18 

In a similar but more solemn vein, it is the rnorality of the . . 
Pardoner's tale which re-asserts the relation of symbols and 
controls, and results in the failure of the pardoner to es­
tablish a personal and arbitrary relationship between symbol 
and significance. language and truth. That the pilgri~s con­
fuse one fictive level with another, Mistaking the Fardoner's 
demonstration of his salesmanship for a sales pitch, iron­
ically saves them fro~ particlpating vieariously in his sin. 
Phebus ~istakes his own verbal construct for the reality of 
the character of his wife, ironically revealing thé de:cept .. 
ive potency of words tha t the ~.tanciple warns against. 
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"Chaucer draws l1Iuch ot h!3 irony frorr. Just sueh :û.stake [sl 
"in kind," Burlin wri tes, "mistaki."lg experiene. for author­
i ty ••• one tlctlv9 laval tor 1.~other or tor another :node 
or 1lscourse or evm ano~~er reali ty •••• :t:he lrony ls b~~h 
critical and suataining, it allows Chaucer to entertaln t~e 
vici~usness ct fictions in the very preeess ot,creatine 
!hSM ... !9 :he un~~atlc structure ot the çanterburY tales 
13 ouch t~at affirmation and rejection, illusion L~d dis­
!11u31~nlstand Incongruous!y together as i~o~1ng pr1n­
:1;18S of the work. Hence the critical burden ot reeone11-, . 
ing the Setraction with the mode ot fiction w~ieh it appears 
to diselalm so forcetully ls less than ~t.may se&~, for the 
tramework structure of t~e canterbury Tales, as wel! as the 0 

"~eàningft of so:ne of th~ tales themselves, examine the 
potentia!, the strategies, the limitations and the,dangers 
or fiction. ~he Retraction merely passes explicit Jud~ent 
on the insight that has been i~plieit througho~t the 
canterbury ~alesl that the poatieal experienee, although 
',alld 1$ L'lSu:f !"1 oient • par-a.doxi9ally. i t is only ~rough 
the poetic experienee th~t this insight can be reaehed and 
co:nmunieated. 

.. . ,~ .. 
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