pardoners tale analysis

pardoners tale analysis offers a rich exploration of one of Geoffrey Chaucer’s most compelling
stories from The Canterbury Tales. This tale delves into themes of greed, mortality, and deception,
revealing complex moral and social commentary woven into a vivid narrative. Understanding the
Pardoner’s Tale requires examining its plot, characters, symbolism, and the historical context in which
it was written. This analysis will also consider the role of the Pardoner himself as both narrator and
character, highlighting the irony and hypocrisy that underscore the story. With a focus on literary
devices such as allegory and irony, this article will provide a comprehensive view that enhances
appreciation for Chaucer’s craftsmanship and the tale’s enduring relevance. The following sections
break down these elements in detail for a thorough pardoners tale analysis.

e Plot Summary and Structure

e Thematic Exploration

e Character Analysis

e Symbolism and Literary Devices

¢ Historical and Social Context

Plot Summary and Structure

The Pardoner’s Tale is a moral story centered around three riotous young men who set out to confront
and kill Death after learning that it has taken a friend of theirs. The tale unfolds with the three men
encountering an old man who directs them to a tree where they find a large hoard of gold coins. Their
greed quickly leads to betrayal and murder among themselves, ultimately resulting in all three dying.
The plot is traditional in structure, following a clear narrative arc from exposition to climax and
resolution.

Exposition and Setting

The story begins in a tavern where the three men, characterized by their reckless behavior, overhear
a funeral procession. They vow to kill Death, personifying it as an enemy. This opening effectively sets
the tone for the tale and establishes the central conflict.

Climax and Resolution

Upon finding the treasure, the men’s greed overrides their initial quest. Two plot to kill the third to
claim all the gold, while the third poisons their drinks to secure the entire hoard. The resulting deaths
of all three serve as a grim resolution that reinforces the tale’s moral lesson.



Thematic Exploration

The Pardoner’s Tale addresses several key themes including greed, death, morality, and hypocrisy.
Each theme contributes to the story’s overarching message about human vice and the consequences
of moral corruption.

Greed and Its Consequences

Greed is the central theme of the tale, illustrated by the three men’s obsession with the treasure.
Their inability to share or act selflessly leads to their downfall. The tale presents greed as a
destructive force that blinds individuals to reason and morality.

Death and Mortality

Death is portrayed as an inevitable, unavoidable force. The men’s futile attempt to confront Death
symbolizes human denial of mortality. The old man’s guidance and the treasure serve as metaphors
for the inevitability of death and the dangers of material obsession.

Hypocrisy and Corruption

The narrator, the Pardoner, embodies hypocrisy, as he openly admits to exploiting people’s fears for
profit while preaching against greed. This theme extends beyond the tale itself, offering a critique of
religious corruption and moral duplicity in medieval society.

Character Analysis

The characters in the Pardoner’s Tale are carefully crafted to embody the themes and moral lessons
Chaucer intends to convey. The Pardoner himself is a complex figure whose role enhances the tale’s
impact.

The Three Rioters

The three young men represent reckless youth and moral decay. Their progression from camaraderie
to mutual betrayal illustrates the corrupting power of greed and selfishness. Each character’s actions
serve as a cautionary example within the narrative.

The Pardoner as Narrator

The Pardoner is both the storyteller and a character, revealing his own vices alongside those he
condemns. His self-awareness and confession of deceit add layers of irony and invite readers to
question the sincerity of religious figures and the authenticity of repentance.



Symbolism and Literary Devices

Chaucer employs a variety of literary techniques and symbols in the Pardoner’s Tale to deepen its
meaning and engage readers on multiple levels.

Symbolism of the Treasure

The gold found under the tree symbolizes greed and the corrupting power of wealth. It acts as a
catalyst for the characters’ downfall and serves as a tangible representation of moral decay.

Use of Irony

Irony permeates the tale, particularly situational and dramatic irony. The Pardoner’s role as a
preacher who admits to exploiting his audience contrasts sharply with his moralizing message.
Additionally, the rioters’ quest to kill Death only leads them to death themselves.

Allegory and Moral Lesson

The tale functions as an allegory, with characters and events symbolizing broader human traits and
ethical teachings. Its moral is clear: unchecked greed leads to ruin, and death is inescapable.

Historical and Social Context

The Pardoner’s Tale must be understood within the framework of 14th-century England, reflecting
social, religious, and cultural attitudes of the time.

Medieval Attitudes Toward Death and Sin

During the Middle Ages, death was a constant presence, and religious teachings emphasized
repentance and moral vigilance. The tale reflects these concerns by dramatizing the consequences of
sin and the inevitability of death.

Critique of Church Corruption

The Pardoner’s own admission of deceit highlights widespread skepticism about church officials who
exploited their positions for personal gain. Chaucer’s portrayal anticipates later critiques of
ecclesiastical corruption, making the tale socially significant.

The Role of the Pardoner in Society

Pardoners were itinerant preachers who sold indulgences and pardons, a practice often viewed with
suspicion. The tale’s self-referential nature exposes the contradictions inherent in this role and invites



reflection on the nature of faith and morality.
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Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main theme of the Pardoner's Tale?

The main theme of the Pardoner's Tale is the corrupting power of greed, illustrating how excessive
desire for wealth leads to destruction and death.

How does the Pardoner's character influence the
interpretation of the tale?

The Pardoner's hypocritical nature, as he preaches against greed while being greedy himself, adds a
layer of irony and highlights the moral complexities within the tale, making it a critique of both sin
and hypocrisy.

What literary devices are prominent in the Pardoner's Tale?

The Pardoner's Tale employs allegory, irony, and symbolism extensively, using characters and events
to represent abstract ideas such as death, greed, and moral corruption.

How does the Pardoner's Tale reflect medieval views on
death?

The tale reflects medieval views on death as inevitable and impartial, emphasizing the moral lesson
that death comes for all, regardless of status, especially as a consequence of sinful behavior.

What role does irony play in the Pardoner's Tale?

Irony is central to the tale, particularly dramatic irony in the Pardoner's own admission of his
deceitfulness, and situational irony in how the characters' greed leads to their downfall instead of
wealth.



How is the theme of morality portrayed in the Pardoner's
Tale?

Morality is portrayed through the consequences faced by the characters due to their immoral actions,
reinforcing the idea that greed and corruption ultimately lead to ruin.

Why is the Pardoner's Tale considered a moral allegory?

It is considered a moral allegory because the characters and their quest symbolize broader moral
lessons about the dangers of avarice and the inevitability of death, teaching ethical behavior through
storytelling.

Additional Resources

1. The Pardoner's Tale: Themes and Morality in Chaucer's Work

This book offers an in-depth analysis of the central themes in "The Pardoner's Tale," focusing on
morality, greed, and corruption. It explores how Chaucer uses the Pardoner as a complex character to
critique societal and religious hypocrisy. Readers gain insight into the tale's allegorical elements and
its relevance to medieval and modern audiences.

2. Chaucer's Pardoner: A Study of Character and Narrative

Focusing on the character of the Pardoner himself, this study examines his role within "The
Canterbury Tales" and the implications of his storytelling. The book delves into narrative techniques
Chaucer employs and how the Pardoner's self-awareness impacts the tale's interpretation. It also
discusses the tension between the Pardoner's message and his personal behavior.

3. Greed and Deceit in The Pardoner's Tale

This analysis centers on the pervasive themes of greed and deceit in the tale, illustrating how these
human flaws drive the narrative forward. The author contextualizes the story within medieval social
and religious frameworks, explaining its moral lessons. The book also compares the Pardoner's Tale
with other medieval morality tales to highlight its unique features.

4. Medieval Morality and The Pardoner's Tale

An exploration of the moral and ethical questions raised by "The Pardoner's Tale," this book addresses
the medieval worldview and its influence on Chaucer's writing. It discusses the tale's didactic purpose
and its function as a sermon against sin. The book further investigates how the Pardoner's role as
both preacher and sinner complicates the moral message.

5. Symbolism and Allegory in The Pardoner's Tale

This book provides a detailed examination of the symbolic elements and allegorical meanings
embedded in the narrative. It identifies key symbols such as the three rioters, the gold, and Death,
explaining their significance within the text. The analysis helps readers appreciate the complexity and
layers of meaning Chaucer integrates into the tale.

6. The Pardoner's Tale and the Role of Irony

Examining the use of irony throughout the tale, this study highlights how Chaucer crafts a story that
simultaneously condemns and entertains. It discusses dramatic, situational, and verbal irony,
particularly in relation to the Pardoner's own hypocrisy. The book argues that irony is central to
understanding the tale's enduring appeal and moral complexity.



1. Religious Critique in Chaucer's Pardoner's Tale

This work investigates the Pardoner's Tale as a critique of the medieval Church and its practices,
especially the selling of indulgences. It situates the tale within the broader context of religious reform
and popular skepticism during Chaucer's time. The analysis sheds light on Chaucer's subtle yet
pointed commentary on ecclesiastical corruption.

8. Comparative Analysis: The Pardoner's Tale and Other Medieval Narratives

Offering a comparative perspective, this book contrasts "The Pardoner's Tale" with other
contemporary tales and sermons dealing with sin and morality. It highlights similarities and
differences in narrative structure, theme, and character portrayal. The study enhances understanding
of the tale's place within the medieval literary tradition.

9. Chaucer's Pardoner: Performance, Audience, and Interpretation

This book explores how "The Pardoner's Tale" functions as a performed narrative within "The
Canterbury Tales" framework. It examines the relationship between the Pardoner as a storyteller and
his audience, considering how this dynamic influences interpretation. The study also addresses
modern adaptations and performances, demonstrating the tale's lasting cultural impact.
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