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The Pardoner is most definitely capable of telling a moral tale, where the confusion and controversy over him might arise is whether or not his freely admitted depravity negates the moral message of the tale he relates.  The unfortunate part, for those who demand absolute clarity of message, is that Chaucer never seems interested in providing the reader with any absolute message or clear-cut moral.  In fact he seems to go out of his way to make the character of the Pardoner as muddy and ambiguous as possible.  This then leaves readers to their own devices as to how to regard the Pardoner and more importantly to what extent his tale can be taken seriously.


The pardoner quickly establishes himself as a rather disgusting character, perhaps the most detestable of the whole group of pilgrims.  Chaucer immediately paints him as a physically grotesque person, somewhat matching to his character.  One of the most striking aspects of the Pardoner is his free admission of the absolute amorality of his trade and the lack of concern he shows for what it is he is doing to people.  He not only speaks cavalierly of taking a person’s last penny: 

“All were it given of the poorest page

Or of the poorest widow in a village

All should her children starve for famine

Nay, I will drinke liquor of the vine

And have a jolly wench in every town.”

he also professes to have absolutely no concern for the absolution of their sins:  

“For my intent is not but for to win,

And nothing for the correction of sin.

I recke never, when that they be buried

Though that their soules go a blacke berried.”

This gives the reader, and the pilgrims, the expectation that the tale the Pardoner is about to deliver will be as depraved as the Pardoner himself.  This is, however, not the case.


The Pardoner delivers a tale with a clear moral regarding greed.  There are clever flourishes such as the money which the three drunk youths covet representing death and the manner in which they end up killing one another.  This all makes for a pretty straight and unambiguous morality tale.  The aspect that is most interesting and most murky is that of the old man.  If one regards the old man as representing the Pardoner himself, not too much of a stretch, it then imbues the Pardoner with a sudden depth.  The old man’s inability to die parallels the Pardoner’s inability to live a life that is the least bit decent, compassionate or moral.  The Pardoner has just transformed from a simple evil man to a somewhat sympathetic and multi-faceted character with real depth.  However, he then throws the reader one last time as he wraps up his tale with a crass appeal for the selling of his indulgences, as if he had never admitted just a few minutes prior that this practice was as meaningless and greedy as is possible.


The overall effect of the Pardoner’s tale, along with his prologue and cynical reversal at the end is the creation of a series of contrasts.  The tale itself almost makes the reader forget how much they hated the Pardoner upon first glance, his final sales pitch brings all that distaste back in the end however.  But, how could someone so obviously evil deliver such a sympathetic and poignant tale if he doesn’t know any better?  To my mind, he obviously does know better. 
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