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The Root of All Evil:

Irony in the Pardoner’s Tale

Louis Nemzer

             In Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales, the portrayal of the Pardoner contains some of the strongest irony in the work. In addition to the chief irony – that the Pardoner enriches himself through his fiery sermons against greed – Chaucer masterfully includes many levels of nuance that further indicate the moral confusion that can occur when “holy-men” are reveled as charlatans. For instance, the forthright manner in which the Pardoner begins his prologue with a detailed account of his unscrupulous methods is likely to be surprising to the majority of readers. They would have expected someone who uses religious fervor to extract money from his victims to be more surreptitious about his true motives. This admission itself raises the irony that the Pardoner’s shameless honesty might make him even more morally loathsome than if he would try to keep his chicanery a secret. However, this irony is, in turn, compounded by the fact that one must at least wonder if the Pardoner’s forthrightness is itself part of “the act” to gain the trust of his audience to set them up for some new trickery. Thus, the swindler’s boasts that he can “preche again that same vice / which that I use, and that is avarice” (ll. 114-5) and that he uses his ill gotten gains to “drinke licour of the vine / and have ajoly wenche in every toun” (ll. 139-40) contain irony on multiple levels. In particular, the Pardoner’s acknowledgment of the irony of “preaching against the vice that he uses” only exacerbates the problem, highlighting the irony that he is aware of the irony of his actions. In addition, the fact the Pardoner freely admits that he uses the money to satisfy his lusts for drinking and debauchery shows that he fulfills the true meaning of avarice, that is, the pursuit of money for physical pleasures in a very unholy manner. Chaucer leads us to the conclusion that these “ironies within ironies” and the associated moral perversity are a product of the corruption of the clergy.
The Pardoner’s confessed modus operandi involves traveling from town to town giving sermons to unsuspecting villagers. He says that he has perfected his speech so much that he can “ringe it out as round as gooth a belle / For I can al by rote that I telle / My theme is alwey oon, ond evere was / Radix malorum est Cupiditas” (ll. 18-21). Presumably, the people he preaches to are unaware that the eloquent sermon they hear is a well-practiced litany, and not a heartfelt urging to forsake sin. After his impassioned sermon designed “to stire hem to devocioun” (l. 33) convinces his audience that they should be willing to give up money for spiritual ends, he conveniently offers “official” indulgences for sale. For this fraud, he preys on his listeners’ “devotion” and their desire to be spared from “the root of all evil” (1 Timothy 6:10) so that they will buy forgiveness. The Pardoner still sarcastically refers to this as “Cristes holy werk” (l. 27), highlighting the perversity of using a pulpit for one’s own personal enrichment. The Pardoner then offers to sell a “relic” purported bestow the same blessing given to Jacob’s flocks, as related in Genesis 30:38-43, along with other amazing properties. In contrast to his earlier deception, this chicanery plays of the peoples’ desire for a magic charm that will bestow health and, ironically, wealth. The Pardoner is confident that despite his success convincing the congregation to trade their money for forgiveness, they will still be interested in buying a “holy relic” that will give them more wealth. Thus the Pardoner is successful, paradoxically, in displacing money from his victims both though their rejection of avarice and their pursuit of it. This inconsistency on the part of the people enables the duplicity of the Pardoner.
It is notable that of all the relics the Pardoner could have forged, his refers to an instance in the Bible that is itself fraught with deception. In Genesis 29, we find that Jacob agrees to work for his uncle Laban for seven years in return for permission to marry his daughter Rachel, only to be tricked into marring Rachel’s sister Leah. Jacob then had to work seven more years for Rachel - and even this is not the end of Laban dishonesty. When Jacob finally takes leave of Laban, he alleges that he “changed my wages ten times,” (Gen. 31:41) but Jacob is still able become wealthy through divine assistance. However, this was not the first, nor the last instance of deception in Jacob’s life. Earlier he tricks his father into giving him the blessings of the firstborn (Gen. 27), and he himself is fooled by his sons when they convince him that Joseph is dead (Gen. 37). Thus, the Pardoner’s “relic” is a counterfeit of an item that is itself associated with trickery.
At the end of the prologue, the Pardoner finally introduces his tale with the brazen declaration: “For though myself be a ful vicious man / A moral tale yet I yow telle can / Which I am wont to preche for to winne.” While this can be seen as a summation of prologue in that he admits his true character falls far short of that expected for one who tells “moral tales,” a new subtlety is also introduced. He says that he will fulfill his responsibility to tell a story with one that he uses to “win” money. That is, the story about to be presented to the group is itself an element of the Pardoner’s fraud, so instead of just being told about his deceptions, they will actually be exposed to one of his favorite “pitches.” Although this would imply that the he thinks this story is effective in teaching against avarice – so much so that it is one the weapons in his arsenal to instill the desired generosity in his victims – the message of the story must certainly be undercut by the prologue preceding it. His audience may take affront at being offered a story calculated not to reinforce moral behavior but rather to fleece its listeners. Indeed, the epilog of the narrative records the most violent reaction to any story in the Canterbury Tales, including an understandable fury directed against the Pardoner when he has the audacity to ask for money after finishing his tale.
The central message of the Pardoner’s tale is to show how a single character flaw, greed, can really be called “the root of all evil.” He describes a group of young men whose initial avarice leads to gluttony, debauchery, and ultimately, murder. After hearing the prologue, the listeners are likely to notice certain aspects of the tale that probably would have otherwise escaped detection. For instance, he says that “The Holy Writ take I to my witnesse / That luxurie is in wyn and dronkenesse” (ll. 170-1), but after hearing the Pardoner himself juxtapose the vices of drink and debauchery in the prolog by saying that he likes to “drinke licour of the vine / and have ajoly wenche in every toun” (ll. 139-40), they probably think that his source is personal experience, rather than the Bible. Similarly, while his mockery of vain oaths in the context of a game of dice might seem to be unrelated to his primary message, there is a clear connection. Only those who value money more than their belief would trivialize their religion with the ridiculous oath, “By the blode of Crist that is in Hayles / Seven is my chaunce, and thyn is cink and treye” (ll. 338-9) in a vulgar attempt to improve their luck. Therefore, he adds blasphemy to the litany of sins caused by avarice. However, this is the exact sin the Pardoner himself is guilty of. He has no qualms about invoking the name of G-d for his own monetary gain, and he desecrates everything that he claims to be holy through his utilitarian attitude.
In conclusion, we see how the Pardoner’s slogan proves to be ironically appropriate. The root of all of his faults, including gluttony and the desecration of G-d’s name, is his ever-present desire for money and luxury. He indicts himself with his tale of the catastrophic spiral of sin and moral decay that can occur to a person totally devoted to avarice.      
