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 The Pardoner’s portrait 
in The General Prologue 

 Write a list of the different 
elements brought out in 
the portrait of the 
Pardoner 
• Divide the list into 

those aspects which: 
 Rely on similes, 

visual images, hints 
and associations 

 Directly and 
explicitly expose the 
Pardoner as a villain 

 Find examples of how the 
portrait uses humour, 
absurdity and irony as 
weapons in condemning 
the deceptive use of relics 
and pardons 

 Is the writing clear or 
ambiguous about: 
• Its allusions to Rome 

and Rouncivale? 
• Whether the pardons 

are genuinely from the 
Pope or forgeries?  

• Whether the Pardoner 
honestly gives all the 
donations back to 
Rouncivale hospital? 
 If you feel Chaucer 

leaves you without a 
firm, explicit 
statement, then 
what is the effect of 
that? 

 
 l. 1-40 – The Host 

 What is the Host like in 
these lines? 
• Shy or confident? 
• Cautious and 

restrained, or open and 
noisy? 

• Bossy? Egocentric? 
• Educated? Vulgar? 
• Sure of himself and his 

opinions or uncertain? 
 Are there any ways in which 

his speech mannerisms are 
recognisably like those that 
might characterise the 
landlord of a successful 
hotel or pub today, 
someone used to interacting 
with the public and getting 
them to do what he wants 
them to do?  
• Try to identify examples 

 What is the effect of the 
following features of the 
writing? 
• Insertion of ‘I’ 

statements when not 
needed (e.g. l. 8, 11, 13, 
15) 

• Swearing by Christ’s 
body: very coarse (l. 2, 
28) 

• Exclamations (l. 2, 6, 7, 
etc.) 

• Mispronounced words 
• Giving people orders 

 What other features in the 
writing convey the Host’s 
character? 

 
 l. 1-40 –The Pardoner 

 List the themes and 
patterns that Chaucer, after 
just a few words, has 
already suggested in 
connection with the 
Pardoner  

 Does the Pardoner come 
across as willing to be 
guided or as being likely to 
resist control? 

 Is your initial impression of 
him straightforward? 
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 The rhythm of The 

Pardoner’s Prologue  
l.41-100 

 Find some examples of 
where Chaucer uses the 
reader’s reaction to couplet 
rhymes: 
• For emphasis 
• For surprise 
• For bringing ideas 

together. 
 How often in the Prologue 

do you find a line where 
the natural way of 
speaking the line also 
coincides naturally with the 
iambic expectation?  
• Are these lines 

particularly emphatic as 
a result?  
 Remember, you 

may need to sound 
an optionally silent 
e or elide one vowel 
into another to 
produce an exactly 
metrical line 

• Which lines become 
exact if you do this? 
 As a start, try one 

or both of these 
ways of pronouncing 
the sound in lines: 
42, 44, 47, 48, 49, 
99 

 Then look whether 
they are needed for 
any other lines 

 Where are there lines that 
do not fall naturally into 
the expected pattern? 
• Identify those lines 

which clearly require 
the reader to start with 
a strong stress 

• Identify those lines 
where two strong 
stresses fall together 

 Such devices can wake up 
the reader’s mind, and, by 
breaking mental 
expectations, create a sense 
of rapidity, vehemence, 
firmness or forcefulness 
• Looking at the examples 

you have already found, 
see whether breaking 
the rhythmic 
expectations creates 
such an effect. 

 
 The effect of Chaucer’s 

word choice l. 41–100 

 In groups, divide up l. 41-
100 between you (to report 
back on) 
• Which features of the 

wording help to build up 
an impression that the 
Pardoner relies on 
outward show, pretence 
and blarney? 

 Select the words, details 
and images in l.47-60 that 
carry associations of show, 
an impressive but empty 
display? 

 How do the wording and 
details in lines 60-88 
suggest that the Pardoner’s 
tricks work best on 
uneducated country folk? 

 The theme of the pardoner’s 
sermons is ‘Love of money 
is the root of all evil’ (l. 46, 
138) 
• How does Chaucer 

introduce the theme of 
making money in l. 87-
9, 98-100? 
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 Your reactions to l. 41-
100 of The Prologue 

 What is the dominant 
response as you read: 
• That the passage is 

comic, satirically 
laughing at the gullible 
people and exposing 
the Pardoner’s 
grotesque tricks? 

• That it is a serious 
condemnation of the 
Pardoner’s callous 
abuse of his position in 
the Church? 

 Do you enjoy the satire 
more at: 
• The Pardoner’s 

expense? 
• His victims’ expense? 
• Or both?  

 What is the effect of 
that? 

 Why do you think this 
peddler of false relics and 
pardons is associated by 
Chaucer with the theme of 
death? 
• How many different 

links do you see 
between his activities 
and death? 

 What is the effect of 
Chaucer putting the 
Pardoner’s satirical sermon 
into a first person 
narrative, rather than 
simply painting a third-
person description of what 
a deceitful Pardoner might 
do? 
For further information on 
sermons see:  Texts in 
detail > The Pardoner’s 
Prologue and Tale > 
Literary context >  

Medieval literary 
conventions and The 
Pardoner’s Prologue > 
Sermons; Themes > 
Preaching in The Tale and 
Prologue 

 
 l. 101-138 of The 
Pardoner’s Prologue  

 Try reading aloud l. 117-
134, following the rhythm of 
the line and the sentences 
• What is the effect of the 

words: stinge, smerte (l. 
125) spitte, venom (l. 
133)? 

 As a speech, the Prologue, 
gets a lot of its effect from 
repetition 
• What key ideas are 

repeated, and in what 
forms? 
 Look at the 

Pardoner’s statement 
in l. 119-123 

 Who could the Pardoner 
have in mind when he says 
that he sometimes attacks 
individuals in his 
congregation (l. 124-134)? 

 The theme of the Pardoner’s 
sermons is ‘Love of money 
is the root of all evil’ (l. 46, 
138): 
• How does Chaucer 

develop the theme of 
making money in l. 110-
117, 135-40?  

 While this Prologue mostly 
exposes the evil ways of a 
cheat, it also subtly reminds 
the reader of right principles 
• Discuss where you find 

Chaucer’s writing 
reminding you of better 
ways to behave, even  
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while presenting the 
mindset of an evil 
character. 

 
 The Pardoner’s Prologue 

l.139-174 

 Apart from the ongoing 
themes of money and 
deceit, do you find any 
other clusters of words 
which convey a theme? 

 According to the medieval 
mindset, what aspects of 
wrongdoing are brought to 
light here? 
• What words suggest 

more virtuous attitudes 
and actions? 

• What is the effect of 
juxtaposing these two 
ways of living? 

 
 The Pardoner’s Prologue 

as a whole (l.41-174) 

 List all the different ways 
in which this passage 
stresses outward 
impressions? 
• How is a sense of 

performance (rather 
than sincerity) 
suggested (think not 
just of what is said by 
the Pardoner, but the 
way it come across)?  

 Make a list of those words 
and phrases used by 
Chaucer which you feel put 
the audience / reader into 
a superior position, seeing 
the fraudulence of what 
the Pardoner is doing 

 What in the writing makes 
us decide, without 
Chaucer’s text spelling it 

out explicitly here, that the 
Pardoner is a cheat? 

 What satirical point is 
implied by the statement 
that the Pardoner only has 
one topic? 

 


