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Essay 11


The characters of Falstaff and the Fool, from Henry IV and King Lear respectively, speak to the royals they are close to in ways nobody else could get away with.  They are permitted to do so precisely because they represent a mindset that exists outside the constraints of the court.  The inclusion of these characters in Shakespeare’s work represents a move toward the lessening of rigid systems of thinking and behaving that better reflected the ways in which Shakespeare’s larger society was moving.  Shakespeare further displays the value of this flexibility of thinking with the contrast between Hotspur and the Prince in Henry IV and the downfall of Lear in King Lear.


In King Lear, Lear and the Fool have a unique relationship; the Fool speaks to Lear in practically any manner he chooses without fear of reprisal.  This is in stark contrast to the manner in which the Earl of Kent, one of Lear’s closest advisers, addresses him.  Kent is banished merely for trying to give Lear advice which he does not want to listen to, advice which turns out to be very wise in the end.  The Fool, on the other hand, has this exchange with Lear:

Dost thou know the difference, my boy, between a bitter fool and a sweet one?

No lad, teach me.

That lord that counseled thee

To give away thy land,

Come place him here by me;

Do thou for him stand.

The sweet and bitter fool

will presently appear:

The one in motley here,

The other found out there.

Dost thou call me “fool,” boy?

All thy other titles thou hast given away. That thou wast born with.”

The Fool is granted license in his speech which Kent could not dream of.  Unfortunately for Lear, he doesn’t give the words of the Fool much weight and the Fool doesn’t speak to Lear until catastrophic events are already in motion.


The Prince, in Henry IV, fares better than Lear.  He spends much time in what appears to just be idle carousing with Falstaff who, like the Fool with Lear, speaks in almost any manner he pleases.  He even goes as far as open insult: 

“S’blood, you starveling, you elfskin, you dried neat’s tongue, you bull’s pizzle, you stockfish! O for breath to utter what is like thee! You tailors yard, you sheath, you bowcase, you vile standing tuck-“

No person within the court would dare try to get away with speaking like this to the Prince.  Falstaff gets away with it not just because his relationship with the Prince exists outside of the court in everyday society, but more because his wit and earthiness are providing the Prince with a type of education he could never attain if he were to live his life solely within the confines of the court itself.  This flexibility of thought and wider perspective give the Prince a decided advantage over his rival, Hotspur.  Hotspur’s personality is unbelievably rigid, due to the fact that his entire life has been lived within the constraints the court has placed upon him.  This rigidity and narrowness of thinking are not necessarily desirable or advantageous traits in the changing political and social climate which Shakespeare writes in.  The contrast between Hotspur and the Prince is Shakespeare’s crystallization of the triumph of wider, more flexible ways of thinking. 


Shakepseare’s use of characters who seemingly talk out of line to their royals are more than just sassy comic relief.  They reflect a mindset which was beginning to take hold at the time that began to question the wisdom of stilted decorum and its effect on one’s leaders.  The colorful, witty and earthy personas Shakespeare creates show wisdom existing independent of the royal court as well as the consequences (in Lear’s case) or benefits (in the case of the Prince) of paying attention to and incorporating this wisdom into the way one rules.


Essay 3


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, which is 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.  So if it can be accepted that the Pardoner can know better yet be incapable of acting better it should follow that he can just as easily relate a moral tale without necessarily being able to live his life morally.
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