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CHAPTER I

IRONY, A FORGOTTEN ELEMENT
IN A FORGOTTEN BTORY

Although literary crities agree that Geoffrey Chaucer M
a magter par excellence in the art of irony, few of them are of
one mind as to preclsely what that irony is. They dlsagree, for
example, as to whether Chaucer's use of irony 1s oonsoious or un-
conscious; they dlsagree in their analyses of his irony's specif-
ic qualithes, BSome maintain that Chaucer merely translated the
irony found in the Frenoh and Italian stories which influenced
him, Others, however, Mld %hat Chaucer was moat original in his
contribution of irony, although he borrowed his stories and fable
in germ from others. In brief, eritics agree that Chaucer's iro
in the Xales is a device properly his own, but they
neither define it nor attempt to distinguish it from the irony of
other English authors.

This same variance of opinion is found partiocularly in
the oritics' handling of Chaucer'as prose sermon, "The Parson's
Tale.*' These commentators differ concerning the punpose of the
tale 1tgelf, 1t%s real value, its concluding position in the Can-

1
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terbury collection; Indeed,.it would seem that few critics ade-
quately evalucts the worth ef this tale, much less understand and
appreciate the ironioc element sontained therein. We fio not think
it is too much to say that few critics understand the intrinsic
connection between this pious exhortation and tne teles of the
other pilgrims. ssverai note the presences of ircny in the sermon,
but misrepresent it to be the usual 1mn& contained in ths ordi-
nary medleval homily. No one seems to consider the twofold funo-
tion irony plays in this tale af the seven dég_dly sins: (1) that
1t is the prims source of the sermon's realism; and (2) that 1t
ig the unitying element between the tale of the Pargon and thoge
of the other pilgrims. It is the purpose of this thesis to ex-
plain and prove this twofold funotion. |

Critical excerpts from a't;it outstanding Chaucerian
commentators 1llustrate the common attitude ‘touz"d *The Parson's
Tale.* The same passages prove '1mny to be a forgotten element
in a forgotten story. '

A recent Chaucerian scholar to a_ttai.p some repute in the
World of letters 1s Miss Marchette Chute, In her praiseworthy
1ittle volume Mlﬁl Shauder of England Miss Chute presents the
rea&er with a oritioclienm ‘of *The Parson's Tale,* Amt unlike the
[vast majority @r criticisms given by othcé leading scholars of

Chaucer. Miss Chute says of this sermon:




Thererora. Chaucer wrote that interminable plece of
prose that cslls itself The Parson's Tale. It is a
sermon on penitence, divided and subdivided in the

usual medlieval manner, with a long additional treatlse

on the seven deadly sing., It is written in the labor-

ious style that was Chaucer's uaual one in prose, heavy,

- full of effort and painfully in earnest.l

Obviously Miss Chute, like soc many others, hLas taken the tale at
its literal value and has fallsd $o conslder any further meaning
than that conveyed by the words ef the germon. Falling to pene-
trate sufficliently beyond the mere wording of the sermon, Miss
Chute appears to be completely oblivious of the ironic element in

the words of the Parson.

Howard Patcoh iz also seemingly unconsciocus of the real
merit of *The Parson's Tale." 'trtar reading the sermon, Mr,
Patch exclalms, "I cannot digeern that the Pareon ever wore a
smile."2 True, the Parson was a sobering influence on the more
rowdy plilgrims, as was only right from the nature of his offlce.
However, he 414 possess s sense of humor, otherwise he would not

be capsble of flavoring his exhortation with an ironie spice.

Although Mr. Patch ecannot fathom a smiling Parson on the
Canterbury pilgrimage, he does note something more in “The Par-

1946, 3091 Hhruhette Chute, ggo!frgx Chaucer of England, ﬁcw York,

2 Howaxd Patch Bg ;gg Chaucer, Cambridge, Massa-
chusetts, 1839, 152. o 28 ' &e
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son's Tale® than mere pietism. However, he fails to probe far
enough into the deeper ironic significance of the tale, mntantmq
himself with the following surface eritique of the Parson's

germond

But some oritics will regard all this material in
"The Parson's Tale® as only perfunctory. we have
learned, however, that with all 1ts liglt-hearted set-
ting even the Tale of Mel can herdly be set agide
in that way. Affer all, the Sedlsus work of translat-

ing such a dooument means gomething in the poet's
interest; and here especially in the tale which oon-
cludes the geries it is very doubtful whether the
writer offers us something more than an edifying and
ingincere performance intended as a sop to the "sad?
and a pose for the orthodox. fmall wonder if the
poet appear like a oynjc if we regard him as inasin-
cere when he is moral.

Gilbert Chesterton, usually a rather acoarate and
»seareh:.ng oritic in such matters as this, here falls in line with
the vast majority of critics. In one place he refers derogatorily
to the "almost excessive devotionalism of the Parson's Tale. "4
In another section he oalis the reading of this tale a "somewhat
heavy medieval penance.®B Pinally, when he speaks about the cli-
max of the Tales, Chesterton says that Chaucer "sgoleanly proceeds

to tell a rather dull story in prose."6

3 Ibid,, 191f. ]
4 Gilbert K. Chesterton, Chaucer, New York, n.d., 121.
& Ibia., 257, '

6 Ibid., 21.
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Thus, we note how Chaucerian oritics generally treat
the cloasing part of the Canterbury Tales. But, lest only one umaj
of the picture be given, let it be sald that not all eritics faill

to see gsome merit in the germon of the Parson. In his qxeellant

1dbook Robert French remarks quite aptly about *The Par-
gon's Tale®: '

Surely At 1s not strange that this medieval poet,
probably neither more nor less devout than most of his
contemporaries, should have seen fit to conolude his
great collection of tales with such a work as the Par-
son's germon, Neither is it very strange, 1t seems to
me, that the last words appended to the Canterb

al should be a penitential prayer for forglveneas
ha "translacions and endylingee of worldly vani-

taea. « « «» To conolude his last great work in e a

faghion was the natural sot of a devout Catholic.

Other critics, like Peroy Shelley, not only observe the
eagon for this sermon, but also indicate some of 1ts more admir-
[;10 qualities. Shelley comments, |

Chaucer the poet never conoceived of art as a vehlocle

of rell iaua or moral instruotion, for such things

as the of Melibeus and the ;aruon'g are not
only in proaa are dramatic in intention and must
be consgidered rightly as part of th g aramatie scheme

of the Canterbury Tales as a whole.

These ascurate and praiseworthy remarkes of eriticas

AS:SB 7 Robert Prench, A Chaucer Handbook, New York, 1941,

8 Peroy Van Dyke Shelley Living Qgﬁyggg, Philadel~
#»hu, Pa., 1940, 44. » The
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French and Shelley are cormborated by George Kittredge who lauds
Chaucer for assigning this sermon to the humble Parson. However,
no single oritie seems to have analyzed fully all that can be
found in the Parson's sermon. Consequently, beth Parson and ser-
mon are frequently misunderstood. For inatance, a question often
unasked by orities, and consequertly unanswered, 1s: precisely
what 18 the relationghip between “The Parson's Tale® ahﬂ the other
tales of the Canterbury pilgrims? 7This is a most logical question
to ask Af one congiders the puwrpose of "The Parson's Tale.® Yeot,
few critics ever propose it, much less answer it. In our opinion,
Jl‘rederlck Tupper approximates an answer when, in an article writ-
ten almost three decades ago in PMLA, he says,
Is 1%t a thought too bold that this last of the

tales is not a thing apart, but closely oconneoted with

all those stories that have plundered it so freely?
The Parson's tract—in some earlier forsm perhaps—was
certainly before Chaucer when he wrote many of his

8in's narratives. Of that relation we have Just had
ample evidencse. Why is 4t then unreasonable to asup=-
gou that Chauser had in mind the other Tales, when

e finally oconducted the Paraon through hie homs.lzr
against the Vices they illustrate? To me the conclu~

nion secmg unavolidable that this division of the Par-

son's germon is but the culmination of thg frequently
recurring motif of the Seven Desdly 8ins.

P' Tupper has observed the unity, i.e. the fact of the unity be-

9 Fred rriak ‘l"ug *Chaucer and the Seven Deadly 8ins,"
PMLA, New York, 914, "$16-117,




?
twveen the adrmon of the Parson and the manifest sins of the other
pilgrims. However, he has overlooked the basis for this unity,
namely, the fundamental ironic implications that ariae spontane-
ously from the situation in which Chaucer has placed the Parson.

The purpose, then, of this thesls will be threefolds
first, to point cut in a general way wherein the irony of the Par-
gon's sermon consists; secondly, to il'ustrate how this irony
forms the basis for the realism both in the character of the Par-
gon and in his sermon; finally, to indicate the varioue ironie
1inks existing between t&e Parson's admonitions and the openly
confessed sins of the pilgrims. It should then be quite clear
that the source of unity between the Parson's prose and the other
pilgrims! poetic tales Ls a distinotive irony, without an appreci-
ation of which, the Chaucerian reader has only a partial under-
standing of the sermon and its funetion in the poet's plan.

To render cur procedurs more effective, we must give
space first to a consideration of irony in generel, and then %o
Chaucer's distinetive irony. In this chapter certain opinions
regarding "The Parson's Tale" have been advanced, considered
briefly, and found wanting. We saw that the sermon iiself has
been overlooked by the oritics in general, and that the irony in
the germon ie¢ aeemingly a forgotten element. Only Frederick Tup-
per attempts an answer to the question: what 1s the relation be-
tween "The Parson's Tale* and the tales of the other Canterbury
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pillgrims? But, even Tupper's solution leaves unexplained the
basis for this unity. To the further study of this question, our

thesis now turns ;tn'attention, .




CHAPTER I1

IRONY IN LITERATURE, ITS TYPES
AND NANIPESTATIONS

According to J.A.K.Thomaon, iruny is = eriticiem of
iife, and is a very difficuls notion %o de®ine.l Nor is the dif-
ficulty lessened when one attempts %o recognize and explain irony

in any particular work of literature. Yet, for our present pur-

ge, some analysls and interpretation of irony must be made.
eanth Brooks has described irony in the glossary of the book

Understanding Poetry as follows:

An ironiocal statement indicates a meaning cone
trary to the one 1t professes to give; an ironioal
event or situation is.one in which there 18 & ocon-
trast between &xpectation and fulfilment or desert
and reward. In the irony of both statement and
event there is an element of contrast.Z

rhat Mr. Brooks eays 1s true. Anyone who takes the time to ana-
lyze an ironic gituation notez an slement of contraat to be the
Pundamental bond of the ironie implications. However, because

1 J.A.K.Thomson, Irony, An Higtorical Introduction
ll—onden, 1926, 2. ! ! ’

2 Cleanth Brooks and Robert Penn Warren, Understanding

f_o_g_m, New York, 1944, 638,
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this dofinigien is far too axtaﬁsive and general, 1t is not desirg
able for our study. In Webster's New International Dictionary we
read that irony ig "that sort of humour, ridicule, or 1ight sar-
casm, which adopts a mode of speech the intended implication of
which is the opposite of the literal sense of ths worde."3 This,
too, 18 a generic definition, under waich specific types of irony
may be grouped. As sguch, then, it 1s # poor guide for the study
of Chaucer's personal ironic gif¥, which lies not so much in his
use of one or other specific type of irony as in the adoption of
all ironic forms synthesized into his own partiocular ironiec oast.
Obviously, therefore, in order to understand Chaucer’s dlstino-
tive irony, a oconsideration, albeit brief, of varlous particular
types of irony and their characteristic exemplifications in liter-

ature is neceasary.

Doubtless, the oldest examples of irony are found in thej
Greek poet Homer. Dramatio irony and satire are clearly manifest
in the comedies of Aristophanes. Historically, Homerie irony and
dramatic satire take precedsnce over two other forme of ancient

Greek irony, SBoeratic irony and tragie irony.

S8ooratic irony, perhaps more famillar to us, is a device
the Greek philosopher Socrates used for the purpose of instrueting

3 Webster's New International Diotio f the English
Ef&sgggg. anﬁgiaf:"ﬁﬁifﬁirfeia, aﬁuua&ﬁuaoifs, Eﬁﬁb%”i3fﬁ.
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the ignorant and the pseudo-intellectuals of Athens. The dlction-
defines this type of irony as "ignorance or the like feigned to
confound or provoke an antagonist."4 Sooratic irony 1s pretended
ignorance or willingness to learn from others assumed for the sak
of making their errors conspicuous by means of adrolt questtoniag]
Concerning Socratic irony, Alfred Croiset, in hie History of
Greek Literature, says: |

Sooratic Arony was a profession of ignorance.
What Socrates represented as ignorance in himself was
aotually a non~committal attitude towards any dogma
not carried baok to its first prineiples.®
An interrogator uses Sooratic irony when he feligns an ignorant,
questioning manner and, although aware of the truth, allows him-

self to be instructed by the trlef answers of his naive friend.

Irony is also Soeratic in spirit chould the speaker
have intentiona not apparent on the surface, which his analysis
brings into clearer perspective. Chaucer frequently indulges in
suoh oryptic irony when he manages tertain situations in the

cggterbugx Tales.

Tragioc irony, or Sophoclean irony, is defined as a type
of irony by which a speaker is made to use words bearing to the

¢ Ibia., 1312,
5 Ibid., 2388.

6 Alfred and Maurice Croiset, An Abri t atory of
mm. Ne® York, 1904, 230.' meﬁi
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audlence, in addition to his own meaning, a further and ominous
sense."? Or, in the words of Mr. Thomson,

It is the device, often strikingly effective, which

puts in the mouth of a character language whose full

significance is not perceived by himaself but only by

his hearers, who know, as he does not, the doom that

awaits him 8

Praotically identical with tragle irony is dramatic

irony. Mre. Germaine Dempster in her excellent work Dramatic
Irony in Chaucer defines this type of irony as

«+«.the irony resulting from a strong contrast, unper-

ceived by a character in a etory, between the surface

meaning of his words or dseds and something else hap-

pening in the same story. ,
In Sophocles' tragedy Oedipus Tyrannus, Oedipus is an excellent
example of the dramatic unfolding of this type of irony. Although
Oedipus is completely unaware of this pwedlcament, every oath he

utters against the murderers of XKing Laius condemns himself.

Closely linked with tragic and dramatic irony is the
"reversal of fate." This dramatic device is sometimes considered
as another specific type of irony. However, the *reversal of
fate" seems to be rather the hub around which an ironio siduation

revolves. In its cause and sffeot tragic irony and the “reversal

P

7 Webater's Dictionary, 1142.
8 Thomson, Irony, 35.

9 Germaine Dempster ;o Irony 1 mucer, Palo
Alto, Californis, 1‘3!52,”&31. ’ m" Arony in Shaucer,
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of fate® are¢ ldentical. They differ in that the *reversal of
fate® 1s proper only to the tragic figure. Oedipus well exempli-
fies this dramatic technique. From his lofty position as honored
king and respected hero, he sufferas a reversal of fate, and, as a

result, 1s an outcast from his own land by his own curse.

Another not uncommon device uged to portray the ironie
is the innuendo. As a form of irony i1t is neither as artistioc nor
a8 poignant as dramatic or traglc ircny. Yet the innuendo or sly
insinuation, because of its very subtlety, 42 as amusing as 1t 1le

alusive.

Two common manifestations of iryony similar to the lnnu-
lendo are the proverb and the gententious remark. Of the numerous

roverbs in the Gospel narrative two may be selected as indicative
f the proverb's essentially ironic nature. In Matthew VI, 24

e are told that "No man can serve two masters. And in the fol-
owing chapter we read the proverbial warning, "Do not Judge, lest
ou yourself be Jjudged.®

The sententious remark, though not strictly ironic, fre-
guantly is s0 by reason of the speaker's charaoter, position, or
pircumstances. Mr. Micawber's words in David Copperfield illus-

Frate the irony of the sententious remark.

Finally, there is what some oall "indirect satire." Al-
fhough the words "indirect satire® are hardly adequate for an
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acourate knowledgs of irony's essence, still they may serve as a
working definition of irony, according to Mr. Earle Birney who
prefaces his study of English Irony beforsg Chaucer with the fol-
lowing!

The word irony is 50 protean a ¢liche that I must begin
with a warning that I shall use it as loosely as the
dictionaries allow. *Indirect satire" may serve as a
working definition and it 4s one which I should be
prepared to def even for the "irony of fate® and
*dranatic irony.%10

However, even if "indirect satire® as a working definition of
irony is defended by the scholarly Mr. Birney, 1ts deficlenoy for

jour purposes here is obvious.

8ince the primary ebjeot of this study is Chaucer, the
question is now asked quite naturally: What type of irony did
Chaucer use? This 1s not easily answered, for Chaucer uses all
typees of irony in his own pecullar way. For instance, Mrs. Demp-
ster gives a rather complete analyasis of how Chaucer uses dramatie
Arony. Again, the carly Chaucerian oritiolsm indicates that
Chaucer employed the BSocratio method, because some readers and
ritics have, in their simplielty, acoused him of nalvete. Bly
[verbal twiasts and innuendoes fall from the lips of the Canterbury
plligrims. Frequently Chaucer administers a good-natured jibe to
Loma charaate#, institution, or class in the manner of indirect

10 Barle Birney, "English Irony before Chaucer,*
University of Toronto Quarterly, Toronto, Caneda, VI, 1936-7, 538.
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gatire. 8o, 1t seems that no one type of irony predominates;

Chaucer usesg all types of irony.

Briefly, then, we have geen how some distinetions have
been made regarding certsin types of irony and their manifesta~
tions in literature. Besides a rather complete generio definition|
of irony, the working definition "Indirsot satire" has been prof-
ferred. dHoere%ie irony, tragic and dramatic irony, “reverasal of
fate," innuendc, proverb, and sentantious remark have been briefly
shown to be either eassentlally ironile or ss touchstones for irony.
That Chaucer employs all types of irony in his writings was men-
tioned. Now our attention centers on how the poet incorporates
8ll types of irony into his writings, ocasting them in his own

unique ironic mould.




CHAPTER III
THE DISTINCTIVERL3S QF CHAUCER'sS IRONY

In English literature Chaucer's irony appears to be
unigue. Unlike the twentieth-century novelist Evelyn Waugh, Chau-
cer, when ironic, does not assume a position on the reviewing
stand of life, commenting disdainfully on the sing and foibles,
public and private, of his fellowmen. DNor does Chaucer's irony
resemble the irony of Lewis Carrcll, that Victorian master of the
‘parody, who chiefly employs saricature as a means of developing
the iroanie. Chaucer neither approaches the highly imaginative
flights of Carroll's works, nor does he, as does Waugh, caricatur
pecple. Nor does Chaucer resemble his admirer Gilbert Cheaterton
who seeks 1life's ironies in the abatract paradox. Nor does Chau-
cer strictly follow the methods of the great Latin and Greek and
English masters of satire, as Howard Patch clearly indlcates:

Chaucer does not appear to be irked by the faults he
reveals in his charaoters. Unlike Juvenal, Persius,
Dryden and Pope and Swift, he does not give evidence

of being unhappy about them or of holding a lash in
readiness. I cannot £ind that, however much he remains
consclious of vics as vice, he has expectation of making
people over by his ridicule. Perhaps that ig the sub-
tlest mathod of teaching, but it ie not the procedure

of most satirists. Indeed one is inclined to think
that these ironio touches appear in his portraits

16




1?7
simply“because he saw life in this way.l

The author who seemingly moet approximates Chaucer in
this matter of irony is the modern novelist Bruce Marshall., 7The
character he has created--Father Malachy, Canon O'Dufry, Father
Smith, and others—who live and laugh, suffer and rejoice on the
pages of his novels, put the reader in mind of those pilgrins
whom Chaucer in this same England oreated five oenturies earlier.

Chaucer's peculiar use of irony seems neither to be
exolusively Sophoolean nor exolusively Socratic, though both
forms are used by him in the Tales. Chaucer also uses an irony
brought about by characterization and verbal innuendo, by contrast
between real and ideal. His irony is a clever, artistic use of
words, placed by him in the mouth of his prototyploal characters,
to whioch words he jJoins subtle meanings in the spirlit of irony.

What, then, is Chaucer's distinctive irony? To define
Chaucer's irony strictly seems an impossibility, because, while
it embraces all forms of irony, still in itself it 1s something
unique and defies strict definition.

However, some positive notion may be gathered from the
descriptions of Chaucer's irony given by certain scholars. Mra.
Dempster, from the lead given in her definition of dramatic irony,

1 Patch, On Rerecading Chaucer, 224,
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implies Chaucer's irony will be found in the verbal innuendo,
whether or not 1t is understood by the speaker or listemer. Our
knowledge of this sly, verbal irony is further enhanced by a con=-
gideration of Mrs. Dempster's significant qualities of Chaucer's
irony. 8ince no study of Chaucer's irony, however cursory, is
complete without some study of these four noteworthy gualities of

Chaucer's irony, attention is given to them here.

In pummary form at the close of her treatise on dramatig
irony in Chaucer, Mrs. Dempster declares that Chaucer's irony is
ﬂdaliberate, varied, oreative, and sincere. She bases her proof
ufor Chaucer's deliberateness on the fact that "the better we know
our poet, the less naive he appears.'? This proof ultimately
rests on each individual reader's experience. Besides this fact,
however, internal evidence 1s offered from the gggtarbggz Tales
themselves, and among her proofs "this most Chaucerian of all
features, the delineation of character® would appear to be her
strongest argumcnt.5 Chaucer's deliberateness is recognizable in
his delineation of character, for his works manifest the artistic
ek11l with which the poet characterizes the personae who move
across the stage of his Canterbury drama.

Chaucer knew exactly what he was doing when he drew his

2 Dempster, Dramatic Irony, 96.
3 Ibsd., 96.
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characters, otherwige how can we explain the little oan-entriaatlaq,w
the exterior carriage, the physical bearing he notes with such ex-
act detall in pilgrimes like the Miller, Reeve, Wifg of Bath, Sum-
moner, Pardoner, and Priorsss, as well as tha noble, gpiritual
traits of the Knight and Parson he is careful to mention. No
author inadvertently insertes the 1ittle, easily overlooked points
which Chaucer c¢asually mentions in his vivid verbal portralts of
the Canterbury pilgrims.

Variety, the second quality of Chaucer's irony according
to Mrs. Dempater, is brought into clearer relief, if a comparison
‘13 made between Chaucer's writings and the works of an English
tragedian. B8he chooses as a subject for this comparison the trag-
ic novels of Thomas Hardy. A gloomy fate ever prevails in the
ironic situstions of Hardy's tragedies. Apparently Hardy knew no
other mood conducive to life's irony. OChaucer, on the contrary,
rung the whole gemut of ironic¢ mocds from the gay humor of the
Wife of Bath to the sober warnings of the Parson. Mrs. Dempeter
oltes examples and logically eoncludes that in Chaucer's irony
"we find all the gubtle goale of delicate and complex nuances of
humour in tragedy, of emotion in laughter."4 Wrs. Dempster seem-
ingly is excessively brief and simple here. However, her brevity
of treatment may be excused on the score that she is summarizing

4 Ipia., 97.
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explicitly shat has already been implied throughout her entire
treatise. Her comparison of Chaucer with the fatalist Hardy is
legitimate for the sake of an example, and, had the comparison
been carried furtherf an even stronger argument in Chaucer's favoy

would have been mada‘

Again, from the wvariety of charaoters who tell a varut%
of storles there are bound to arise situations of varied ironic
implications in which different ironic techniques will be employed
There is the brutal irony in the NMiller telling a story about a
carpenter, and in the Reecve, a carpenter by trade, avenging him-
| self wi.th' a %tale about a miller. Nelther tale is complimentary
to either man or trade. The dispute between the regular and the
secular oclergy is brought into the Talea by the ironic tiff be-
tween the Friar and the Summoner. Dramatic irony is latent in thd
stories of the lonk and the Pardoner. Ewh' of the latter vehe-
mently proclaims against a sin of which he himself is guilty to a|
markef degree. Then, finally, there 1s the subtle irony, similar
to the Sooratioc form, discernAble in the dullest tale told by nong
other than the pilgrim Chaucer himeelf. That Chaucer, superd
raconteur that he is, should tell the dullest story is a pretense
of ignorance made in the spirit of Sooratic irony. The irony in
the Janterbury Tales certainly lacks no variety. As Patch says,

Like medieval allegory, which bullds up not only a
litera)l meaning, but the moral and spiritual and.

even other interpretations as well, his irony is
sometines many-faceted, and gends forth varied ocolors




in a single situation.B

The third quality of Chsucer's irony profferred by Mra,
Dempater is the one most apt to csuse controversy among students

and scholars of Chaucer, namely, oreativensss. We know that Chau-

cer borrowed gome siories and plots for the Canterbury Teles. Th
aiestion, then, naturally arises whether Chaucer merely copled an]
translated them, or whether he actuslly enhanced these storles
with his own art when he incorporated them into his own workas.
Also, 1n following the traditional Engiish irony, dld Chaucer
slavishly imitate the Old Englisih form? In brief, was Chaucer

"creativa in his irony?

In an srticle in The Disl George Saintsbury takes a Vari
determined stand on the originaXity of Chaucerts irony.

How gaturated with irony Chaucer himself is! OGreat
translator as he may be, I defy anyone who knows his
French originale well to say that the source of this
saturation is wholly or even mainly in them. For
every one per cent of irony that there is in the
Fablisuxt for every two or three that therc may bve
in the g%gﬁg'ggrla Roge~—thsre is ten, twenty or
more in Chaucer.B

For those tc whop Baintebury's hyperbole is not convineing, Mrs.
Dempster takeaz & more logloal approach. 8he does this first by

contrasting Chaucer's irony with the irony of his source-msterisl,

£ Patoh, On Rereading Chaucer, 224f.

68 Georgs Balntsbury, "Irony," The Dial, New York
LXXXII, 1927, 184. ! " The ’
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Then she indicates that the best examples of Chaucer's irony are
not contained in Chaucer's borrowed stories, but in his priginal
works. These proofs determine conolugively that Chaucer was ore-
ative in hls irony. Mrs. Dempster says thege original stories

owe their existence to the poet's perception of the

ironical coloring which detaile, void of any such

connotation in their first setting, could acquire

when woven into the fabric of his own narratives.?
Dempsater then adds that thie perception is an author's limit of
attalnment in ironic originslity and creativeness in literature.
Append to this the laudatory remarks of Chesterton, who calls
Chaucer ®one of the moat original men who ever lived.*8 Chaucer'
originality is not to be denied, as Chesterton implies in the
following:

There had never been anything like the lively realilsm

of the ride to Canterbury done or dreamed of in our

literature before. He was not only the father of all

our poets, but the grandfather of all our hundred

million novelists. It is rather a responsibility for

him, Bgt anyhow, nothing can be more original than an

origin.

Regarding an author's sincerity, several objections are

immediately ralsed. Why must there be a distinct mention of an
author's sincerity? Is not every author sincere? Does it not

secnm superfluous to comment on sincerity as a prominent quality of

7 Dempster, Dramatic Irony, 97.
8 Chesterton, Chaucer, 34.

9 Ibid., 34.
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an authorte art? Buch queries are legitimate here, because Mrs.
Dempater hai devoted time and space to @xyléin what she means by
Chaucer's sincere irony. %I mean his conceptions of those 1ittle
absurdities as part of his life and ours.*lC Irony was not a
mere trick of the dramatic art for Chaucer. He empleys irony to
heighten his best characterizations, not %o enliven hls less
interesting subjects. Thig is a fact. Irony for Chaucer was a
definite, necessary means of accurate character portrayal. His
uge of irony, for inatance, dlffered totally snd entirely from
the manner in ihieh the Metaphysioel Poets employed the rhetorica)

. conceit. Clearly Chaucer was sincere in his irony.

Besldes these four significant qualities given by Mrs.
Dempster, two other characteristics of Chaucer's irony should be
studied, They are sudtletly and non-vindictiveness.

Hotable among the esssntial qualities of Ghaueer's
irony iz subtlety. To discern the irony in Chaucer's writings is
frequently a diffioult task. All too often the récagnition of
Chaucer's irony depends on a knowledge of the poet himself, his
times, and hig world. One ocannot fully asppreciate Chaucertsg
irony without an underatanding of the character about whom he ig
writing or inte whoge mouth he is putting vérds. -Finally, most
fundanmental for an insight into Chaucer's irony is a knowledge of

10 Dempster, Dramatic Irony, 97.
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man's 1ittle hidden ironies manifested in the folbles and quirks
f human nature. This subtle quality of Chaucer's irony is so
characteristio of him that it prompted Chesterton to remark that
Chaucer mmade a good many more Jokes than his critics have ever
seen. "1l If Chaucer's irony iz sometimes beyond the ken of com-
mentators and critics, how elusive nust 1t be for the average

student or reader!

Concomitant with Chaucer's ironic subtlety is his lack
of vindiotiveness. Unlike hias bold oontemporary Lasngland, Chau-
cer lmplies his ironic remarks concerning the sooial, political,
‘and religious evils of the day. Unlike the biltter satire used by
later suthors of the neoclaseio perlod of English literature,
Chaucerts irony 1s more like the piercing rapier than the hacking
ghort-gword of 18th Century authors. This distinetion of Chau~
ser's ivony from that of other authors, notebly Langland, is brought
qut quite well by Gerald Owst, when he gays,

From the comparatively crude verse of Langland toc the
polished lines of Cheucer is a fer cry in our litera-
ture, indeed. Here, to be sure, 13 also a resdle:l
change of weather in the literary firmament. Chaucer,

as hag been sald truly, is too genial a wit, ¥*too

little of a prescher snd enthusiast," to be very musch of
a ruthless satirist.l2

Rarely is Chaucer actually vindietive, and the French

11 Chesterton, Chaucer, 28,

12 Gerald Owst, Literature and Pulpit in Medieval
[England, Cambridge, 1933, 229. 2 . :
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ggmmentatgf’Lagauia maintains that Chaucer on these occasions
#cedes the pen to the moralist."1® Legouls further adds that
Chaucer's indignation at these times "takes the merriment out of

nis laugnter and ruins the truth of the picture.*l4

¥hile Legouis'! opinion is % be reppected, still anoftheny

opinion may be defsnded with equal vigour. This opposite opinianr

gtates that Chaucer, like any normal Chrietian, lost his patlence]
with the religlous hypcerite and the soociml parasite. Thus,

~ Chaucer's purpose was not to paint a picture of a noble characten

wes not tc whitewash blackened characters.

Ne maftter to which opinlon one 1e inclined, the fact
remaine that Chaucer on the whole was not vindictive in his
irony. He kept a sane bslanoe and maintained a sensible attitud
toward 1ife ag 1t ghould be and 11fe as 1t aciuelly ls; Detween
the real and the idesl, Chsucer steered a good middie course,

desplte these rare lapses into bitterness and scorn,

Chaucer's ivony is along quite lines. His is a retiring
gort of irony that causes a slow gmlile to oreep across the faoce,
ralher than a broad guffaw from lips parted wide in laughter.

J. B. Priestley, in his 1ittle study English Humour. says Chau-

12 Emile Legouls, Geoffrey Chaucer, New York, 1928, 155
14 ibid., 158.
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er's irony s "so quiet, so delicate that many readers never
notice 1t is there at all or mistake it for naivete.*l® Earle

Birney conours with this opinion in his article on the beginnings

of Chaucerts irony.l6

Therefors, with the possible exception of ®The Parson's
Tale® and some moral sections in other tales, Chaucer, whenever
he employs Airony, does not upbraild anyone. And his strong lan-
guage in sections of "The Parson'’s Tale" may be justified because
certain pilgrims understood only this sort of blunt exhortation.
Otherwise there are no deliberate harangues, subtle or bitter,
against people or institutions; there are no seathing woxrds
againgt groups or individuals that are not accompanied with a
smile. Patch maintains this to be a definite quality of Chau-
cer's irony when he says that, although Chaucer may have moral
purposes in his writing, %still in his satire and in hie humour
his spontaneity does not primarily inoclude a desire to rectify or
change.*17 This agrees with a previous remark about Chaucer's
acceptance of mankind as 1t is. Byl #0 deing he neatly bridges
the gap between ideal and real, a chasm all realist authors must
span, if they are %t sucoeed, '

15 J.B.Priestley, English Humour, London, 1929, 63.

I..I‘l lgeggrlga gzmw. "Beg&nnmgc of Chaucerts Irony,"
L‘m’ 3 L

17 Patoh, Qn fereading Chauger, 224.
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econsidered. How some attempt at definition may be made. Binoce

27
8ix fundamental qualities of Chaucer's irony have been

many Chaucerian scholars do not essay a definitlion, it is encour-
aging to read Legouis' desoription, the core of which may serve
as & basis for our definition. Legouls desoribes Chaucer's
satire, which here is underatood as synonymous with irony, thus:
Usually Chaucer's satire resembles that of the great
comic Mtem. it 1n ight into idden
% un %& munﬁ%%n? M
:g%g?;haﬁlxgawﬁ?w:xf{v:;:x&%ﬁ.ié " serenity
This 18 perhaps as acocurate a definition of Chaucer's distinctive
ironyas can be found. Chaucer had an insight into those hidden
feelings of men which cause external manifestations of foibles or
even greater faults of conduct, Indications of this ineight are
observed in his ironic characterizations of the pilgrims, notably
the Pardoner, the Monk, and the Friar. The poet possessed the
knack not only of detailing the external deportment of these ohar
acters, but also of penetrating deeply and analysing accurately
thelr inner selves. 1If, along with Legouis' definition, the six
aforementioned qualities of Chaucer's irony are borne in mind,
some acourate notion of this distinctive form of the ironic as it
appears in the writings of Geoffrey Chaucer will be had.

in this chapter we saw that Chaucer's irony arises from

18 Legouls, Chaucer, 166. Italiecs not in original.
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g "slnoere, deliberate analysis of human nature, founded on an
exoeptional Ansight into all the various hidden feelings and un-
sonmmon motives of men, together with a unique appreciation of the
folly involved An human feelings, and expressed in an original,
non-vindictive, and frequently subtle style.®

Chaucer's imn:y was obssrved to resemble neither the
irony of Juvenal, Psrsius, Dryden, Swift, Lewis Carroll, Chester-
ton, nor Waugh. A possible comparison was suggeated between
Chaucer's irony of character portrayal and that same form of irony
in the novels of Bruce Marshall.

S8ince irony has been defined in general, and Chaucer's
own distinotive irony has been partially studled, the gonsidera-
tion of the funoction of irony &in *The Parson's Tale" is now in

order,




CHAPTER IV

JRONY, THE S0URCE OF REALISM IR THE
CHARACTER OF THE PARSON AND
IN HIS SERMON

The function of irony in a piece of literature like the
Canterbury Tales may be studled from all or one of several angleaﬁ
In any partloular tale irony may be considered, (1) from the view-
point of the practicel eontribution it makes to the general over-
all literary style and effeos; (2) from the historical standpoint
which indicates how an author writes in the spirit of his times;
(3) from the standpoint of the tsller of the tale; and (4) of the
author himgelf.

A consideration of these four viewpoints will prove how
dependent any one tale is on irony, both for its realistic effect
and for its Sntrinsic link with the whole unit of tales. In %thise
chapter, then, these four viewpoints will be glven ample study.
This consideration will paint cut that irony forms the basie for
the realism in "The Parson's Tale." The next éhapter %111 trcat
irony as the bond of unity between this tale and the othere.
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1. The Historical Aspeot of Isony in “The Parson's Tale"
While one analyzes the hiatorical funotion of irony in
*The Parson's Tale," attention must de fooused on two factors,
namely, the content and style of the medieval ssrmon, and the
English tradition of irony before Chaucer. We shall firast con-
gider the English tradition of irony.

Even such an artful device as irony had been tmditiom:ﬁ
in English letters prior to Chaucer's appearance on the scene.
It was, then, quite natural for him to become imbued with a asense
of the ironic from his first years as a writer. As an author, he
fell heir to the tradition of his country's literature. As a
gcholer, he observed the irony in the Old and Middle English
claseios.

Considering this tradition of irony in English litera-
ture, Mr. Earle Birney m“ fesue with Mrs. Dempster, when the
latter says there m; a mere latent taste for the ironic in the
early writings of Chaucder and that irony really 434 not appear in
his writings tntil his later works. Birney, however, because he
cites references from Old English works,seems to have the aﬂdequ

in his favor.l' X

Lpgarently, Chaucer required no formal education in the
art of irony. 'rme; he read and imitated French and Italian

1 Birney, "Beginnings of Chgucer's Irony,* 639-857.
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1iterature, not a small fraction of which wag ironic. However,
Chaucer's reading interests do not indicate conclusively that he
neither fully understood irony nor skillfully incorporated it into|
his writings before he read these foreign stories. As l>. Birney
sptly remarks, “Chaucer 414 not have to be graduated intoc an
"Italian period’ to read ironiec literature.*2 FPor there was al-
ready a sufficient and flowrishing tradition of English irony on
which Chaucer ocould draw for his early writings, as Birney had
concluded in an earlier article.d

; Chaucer however did iwt merely copy the irony he noted
in Anglo-B8axon legends and tales. For Just as he ;mm'm! the
|irony of foreign authors whom he imitated, so also doss he refine
the 1mn} éf the Saxon writers who preoedesd him.' Chaucer's irony
did not descend to the brutal satire and sarcasm of earlier au-
thors and contemporary writers such as Langland ‘and gower. Chau-
cer's irony was rather a alear, genuins, genial \exprana&an of a
| very human and original wit. The difference between Chaucer and
his predecessors is pronounced, and, as we saw, @. R. Owst indi-
cates \thi‘a marked difference in his splendid stmlji ‘

Prom the comparatively orude verse of Langland to the
ﬁlished 1ines of Chaucer iz a t:f‘”:w indeed in our

terature. Here, tc be sure, 1s alsc a radiocal
change of weather in the literary firmament. Chauoer,

2 Inia., 637.
3 Birney, “"English Irony before Chaucer,® B38-B57.
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ﬂt’éﬁ' ‘been truly sald, is too E‘n.tal a ﬂ.t, *too
e of s preacher aud enthus
ntertained with the world se he 3o i W
Doubtless, then, Chaucer inherited a whole tradition of
English irony when he began to write. Especially noteworthy in
this tradition was the medieval sermon. For, when Chaucer ap-
proached "The Parson's Tale" and determined to give it the form
of a closing sermon to his pllgrims, tradition had alnaﬁy‘eaat
the die. Subleot matter: the SBeven Deadly Sins; vital quality:
satire and irony. . Submitting to this then popular vogue of
preaching, Chaucer in "The Parson's Tsle' chooses the Seven Dead-
ly 8ins for his main theme and tones his words with ironic tink-
1ings to give his exhortation Fhe forceful realism that & sermon
necessarily demands. As Twper remarks, "Among men of the Middle
Ages, no theme, religious or secular, was more widely popular
than the motif of the Beven Deadly 8ins.'® Clearly, then, Chau-
cer's knowledge of the traditional style of medleval preaching is
most complete, a fact which 1s subatantiated by Coolidge Chapman
in an article entitled "Chaucer on Preaching and Preachers":
Qt:uear's km;lodgo of tgreaohfmg can be traced to
seeo;gge:: m:r::ﬁtg ‘owgizﬁag:r;ivﬁ?u&é;‘aﬁul-

ful uge of rhetorical devices in the sermons of the
Pardoner and the Parson ¢an be attributed only to a

4 Owst, Literature and Pulpit, 229.
5 Tupper, "Chaucer and the Seven Deadly Sins," 93,
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thorough familiarity with the handbooks for
priests. %o the poet’s keen observation ¢f preach-
ers in the pulpit and at crouss-road we owe his por-
tralts of good and bad preachers and his scenes in
Church at mass with pardoner or limiter striving
not to win gouls from perdition, but silver fronm
lean purses. It is these combined sources that
give immortality to his preachers, and to his ser-
mons a vigor and reality that come only from first
hand knowledge of the art of preaching.’

A prominent rhetorical device in the medieval sermon wad
indirect satire or irony, which, as Mr. Owst remarks, was demon-
strated in a superior fashlon by the vigorous preachers of the
Middle Ages in England. And 1t was to this tradition of pulpit
irony that Chaucer had fallen heir.

The reader is bound to see that the everyday char-

acters and scenes which the preachers sketched

with such vivid effect in exemplifying their argu-

ments, sooner or later would lead them %o behol

the absurdities of human life.
It may be inserted here that a necessary condition of any ironic
observation 1s that the author be capable of perceiving these
Yabsurdities of human 1ife.¥ If the author lacks this peraception,
he will never employ irony effectively. We noted earlier that
Chaucer possessed this peroeption to a unique degree. Owst
Continues,

Upon one who gazed so attentively at the contorted

beggars of the medieval guttari the pranke of chil-

dren and animals, the very caricatures of the street
Juggler and acroﬁat, thoughts of weaknesses and fol-

68 Coollidge Otis Chapman, “Chaucer on Preaching and
Preachers," PMLA, XLIV, 1929, 185.




lies of human soolety, would be continually dbreak-.
ing in. A sudden gense of the ridiculous in our
stern moralist's mind—and in a flash, pulpit
Realiem might be converted intopulpit Satire. This
lighter vein of rebuks was s0 well suited apparently
to the taate of ocontemporary sermon auliences, that
the preacher would feel sncoursged to indulge his '
gift still further. For the germons themeelves tell
us how people loved to hn; their nelghbours! vioces
lampooned from the pulpit.

Here was the tradition of pulpit irony and satire Chaucer follow
while writing the sermon of his humble Parson. However, Chaucer's
Parson rests oontent with this *lighter vein of rebuke,® that ia,

he preferred sly ironic remarks %o brutal satire or sarcasm. Nor
444 he lampoon his neighbours'’ wices to amuse and entertain his
congregation; rather, his subtle irony was such that a listener
must penetrate the literal verbal significance %o understand his
1mnia’m_ertnne. Herein lies Chaucer's contribution to the tra-
dition of irony in English literature and medieval preacshing.

Thus, considering the Parson's irony from the historiocal
standpoint, we note not only how Chaucer followed tradition, but
alsc how he developed the irony in his natipnal literature. Our
study now turns to an obserwvation of how the atyle and content of
*The Parson's Tale" is enhanced by irony.

2. Praotical Aspest of Irony in "fhe Parson's Tale"

"The Parson’s Tale differs from the other tales at

7 Owst, Literature and Pulplt, 237.
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least in this, that 1% is told in prose, not narrative or dramatid
poetry. DBesides, the tale is told in a homiletio prose. There-
fore, the irony in "The Parson's Tale" will oconirast with the
irony distingulshed in the %ales of the other pilgrims. The rol-
liocking mirth of the tale of the Wife of ﬂath will be absent; nox
will there be ths patent dramatic irony of the Pardonerts sermon.
Since the Parson's words are in prose——and in parts not tooc imag-
inative a prose—the humorous lyrical twists of language and the
clever Juxtaposition and eollocation of words will be wanting.

The Parson's sermon concludes the Tales. Proﬁriety de-
mands that the Parson be edifying and plous rather than enter-
taining. ﬁhauccr; pindful of the pilgrimage’s true spirit, wise-
ly selected the Parson %o deliver the soberdng conclusion of the
fales. And 1t is irony that not only gives the realistic touoh
to the Pargon's sincere, frank admonitions, but also forms the
bond of unity between the Parson's sermon and the other tales.

The serious and admonitory temper of thid tale by no
means excludes irony, but rather demands i1t. The tale is & medi~-
eval sermon, the irony of which, as we observed, came frequently
in the form of vivid scorn and trenchant sarcasm in the sober ex-
hortation to a better life.

As mentioned above, Chaucer assumes a new role when he

plays the Parson. PFor the most part he omita the clever lan-
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guage, and conoentrates on making his point clear. Nor should
wonder be expressed at Chaucer's change here. He is portraying a
gealous fourteenth century parson, an obvious rarity, ¥ medieval
ecclesiastical history is acourate. Chaucer, then, must depart
fror his customary approach; he must employ a Aifferent mediumg
3¢ his sermon is to bo realistic, hias Mm has %o be wivid,
olear, pointed, and sometimes even scownful. This is the very
|sazme Chaucer, who has acted the pawse of other pilgrins; but in
*The Parson'e Tale" he adapts himself to a most distincetive char-
aoter with a purpose entirely different from that of the other
pilgrinas. Chauoer makes this necegsary transition with manifest

eane,

Yet there are some who fail %o understand "The Parson's
Tale." Proof of this was shown in the first chapter of this the-
sls. Chesterton, for instance, referred to the sermon as a plece
of dull prose, which 1s an accurate criticlism if one resds the
sermon merely as it appears on black and white. If one divorces
the trus meaning of the sermon from the tale, then the words of
the Parson do effect dull prose. But, if one reads the tales and
studies all the ironic nuances, the sermon becomes as vivid as
the Pardonerts sermon or as the tale of the Wife of Bath., If one
reads the sermon as loglcal prose, he pereeives nothing but oum-
bersome thetoric and length admonitions; if one reads the sermon
as an ironic medieval homily delivered ‘br’a ferqgnt px‘iut; then
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one observed the full meaning of the sermon and appreociates more
completely the universal genius of its author,

To read “The Parson's Tale" without the bensfit of hav-
ing heard the Parson deliver it, presents a praotical difficulty.
For any ssrmon, even some of Cardinal Newman's more colorful and
pioturesque, fails to be fully comprehensible without a knowledge
of thé speaker's pergonslity and the oircumatances in whioh he
gpoke. Without metually being present to see the Parson sddress-
ing the pllgrime, we lose much of the sermon's force and vigor,
sand 1ts irony in particular. On this factor Owat makes a very
pointed obgervation.

So solemn, however, are the speaker's accompanying

remarks ss we read them to-~day, unhappily without

the means of walching his face, that we cannot

often be sure whether he is giving us typical state-

ments of faots or ploturesquesly exaggsrated satire.B

| A summary of the substance of the irony contained in
"The Parson's Tale" 1s given by Birney in the following:

For the most part the Parson hits from the shoulder,
scorning sly pokes, but there 1s an eoonomy in hia

metaphor and a careful restraint from géa szing then,

which is surely in the spirit of irony.

[Yhile Birney's sumsary is accurate, still no better proof of irony
in *The Parson's Tale" can be given than to select certain pas-

sages from the text of the sermon and note how the irony is here

r ,
8 Insd., 237.

8 Birney,"Beginnings of Chaucer's Irony,* 849.




panifested.”

a. The 81y Insinuation or Ve innuendo

In one seotion the Parson, when exhorting the pilgrims
to eonquer sloth, adds this suggestion: nothing is mors condusivel
to thls overcoming of » sloth than hard work. MNotice that his
words 30 not pertain direotly to overcoming a vice and aoquiring
g2 virtue. Could it be sald that he uses a needle of irony on the
slothful? For nothing is more obvious than %o say that hard work
overcomes sloth. GSuoch advice would parallel the mﬁvioé of a re-
nowned physlelan, were he to presoribe plenty of sleep for a per-
son with ingomnia. ©Or like advising an obese person %o watch his
calories. The advioce is 230 obvious and po slmple, that one would
not advert to any ironiec or humorous twist in the prssgcription.

Again, we know from experience that the slothful person
becomes sluggish physioally and epiritually. If the slothful man
overcomes himself and worka haml, he will develop hi‘mselr physi-
oally. This physical development corresponds to & spiritual de-
velopment ag well., Por a man oannot overcome a vice without
galning a virtue. Therefore, bcaidea his physiocel advance, the
man will similsrly progrees epiritually. On this analegy the
Pargon plays when he quotes Saint Bernard:

Veage of labour is a greet thyng for it maketh as

seith Seint Bernard the laborer to haue stronge
armes and harde synwes and glouthe maketh hem feble
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and tendre/10 ,
Ae Wg read this admonition, the analogy between physical and spir-
itual perhaps evades our minis. From the Parson's context, how-
ever, it eeems obvicus that he is slyly playing on this compar-
ison, This gly inginuation is surely in hermony with his subtle
irony.

To appresiats the Parson's wordas directed to the avar-
icious and wealthy land owner, one must put himgelf right in
among the pllgrins listening to the Parson speuking. The reader
must feel and hear, =g well as read, the irony of the following:

...and eek taken they of hirs bonde men ameroiment:

whiche myghten moore resonsbly bern cleped extorcions

than anercimentz/ Of whische amercimentz and raunson-

ynge of bonde men somme lordes stygardeg seyn thet

1t 15 rightful for as muche as & cherl hath no tem~

poral thynge that it ne ie his lordes pg they geyn/*)
If the interest given the Parson's words hare has been intense,
his final afterthought, "as they seyn,* ghould ring in our sars
with the suppressed tinkle of the Parson's irony. This phrase
may be rendered into modern English, "or so they gay," and no dif-
ficulty can be found in understanding why the Parson adde %these ‘
few words. Obvlously, the situation has been created unlawfully,

merely because of the opinlons of the lords, and not because of

+

Gant %ﬁ%"”;g":’, Jonn Nahly and Eaion Rickert, ohe.. Bhio
ke rby e ohn Manly and E c eds., Ghicago
%fim a' F e} . Iv’ 43}. 10 6%- . ' ' ’r

11 Ibla,, I, 752-763., Italics not in original.
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' any consideration of the persons' rights. The ?urwn'/u sly in-
sinuation, *as they seyn,® is his ironic commentary on the whole
gituation.

That his words on the subjeot might have the desired
effect on his audience, the Parson casts a sobering bard in the
following gentle, but firm, reminder:

Thynk eek that of swich seed as cherles spryngeth

of swich seen spryngen lordes As we)l may the cherl

be saued as the lord/ the same deeth that taketh
- the cherl awish deeth taketh the lord Wherfore I

rede do right so with they cherl as thow woldest

that they lord dide with thee if thow in his plit/2®
If and when this thought is pondered by the lord, it certalinly
should have a definite influence on his future actions, gmanting
that he 43 a Just man at hearts. Such a truth at first may be
incomprehensible for the lord, and in this confusion lles the
irony. The Parson dsfinitely desired the loxd seriously %o oon-
slder this faot, and to be converted to more noble thoughts about
life's purpose. Onoe again the Parson's innuendo 1s in the spir-
it of his subtle irony. His short sentences, like so many verbal
Jabe in rapid esuccession, serve to intensify the rebuke and to

clarify the subtle irony of his reminder.

¥hen the Parson treats prodigal spending, he uses a
paradox to show the spendthrift hor foolish he actually ls. This
is the ironic paradox in which the Parson couches his warning:

12 Inid., I, 761-762




Certes, he that is fool-large ne ganth nat his
oatel, but he lesseth his catel/l:

The lmnibal twist s found in this, that those who ars prodigal
with their weslth would do far better were they to give their
money to some charity, for in being prodigal they are not giving,
as they might perhaps mistakingly belisve, but they are throwing
thelr money away. The prodigal actually lose their money, though
they belleve they gain something. The subtle paradox used by the
Parson further indicates his ability to slip in sly verbal blows
when the na%moﬂ least expect 1%, and to do so in a most unsus—

peocted manner.

A subtle ironic touch is given by the Parson to the
section on adultery. Here he oalls attention to the position of
the 3ixth Commandment, placed as 1t 1s between the Commandments
against the sins of steal'ing and killing.

Vnderstand eek that Auowtrie is set gladly in the

ten commandnmentz bitwixe thefte and manslaughire

for 1t is the gretteste thcttz that may be for it

is thefte of body and soule/l

i‘hin 11ttle play on the position of the Sixth Commandment 1s a
olever rhetorical trick, wholly in the spirit of irony whereby
the obscure is brought forth into the light. This 1ittle 1mnig
stroke 1s among the best of the sly innuendoes the Parson uses

in his sermon.

14 Ipjd., I, 886.
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- b. The Bold Figure

In spesking against the defsmers of matrimony, the Par-
gon betrays an outepokenness rarely observed anywhere slse in hig
sermon. In modern Jargon, the Parson calls a spade a spade. The
bold figure here outlines the elusive irony. The Parson is ha-
ranguing men who live by prostitution.
¥hat seye wee sek of putours that lyuen by the hor-
rible synne of putrie and sonstreyne wommen to yeld-
en to hem a osrteyn rente of hire bodily putrie ye
sometyne of his owene wyf or his child as doon thise
bawdes certes thise ben cursed synnes/18
All immedlately recognise the frank, outspoken manner of the Par-
son. All agres he uses a bold figure here. Pew, however, ob-
serve the underlying ironic tone. GUonsider how pathetlio 1%t is
that & husband sell his wife'’s body to other men. Such an action,
besides being contrary to the pmu of marriage, 1s savage and
barbaric, Now the irony is observed in this pathos if we reocall
that the husband has an obligation of providing for his wife and
ghiidrqn. These lazy panderers, to whom the Parson mfera. earn
thelr 1ivliihood by selling their wivees' and daughters! bodles for
the use of other men. A bold Parson speaks outright to the pil-

ims. Perhaps they notice the pathetioc irony of a husband
E:vmlng for his family in such a boorish, unnatural manner;

perhaps they 4o not. In elther case the irony is present.

156 Ibid., ¥, 865.
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The rhetoriocal thrust made at men who frequent brothels
ould not be mors expressive, especially when expressed in the
trasen figure the Pareon uses % produce the intended irony:
And namely thilke harlotes that haunten bordels

of thise fool wommen that mowe be likned %o a
commune gonge where as men purgen hire ordure/i8

[the irony here is observed in the frustration men experience when
they enjoy sexual pleasure illegitimately. MNen bellieve they will
£ind satisfaction by patronizing brothels, yet after they have
gratified thelr bestisl appetite, men feel disgusted with thenm~
selves. They are anything but happy. Chaucer contrast the pre~
tended pleasure and the actual sordidness. He compares a prosti-
tute %o a common latrine which men use indiscriminately. In this
contrast of pretense and actuality lies the irony of the satmz&nnj
It is intensified further when oonsideration is given to what man
expects and what in his frustration he receives.

Examples of bold figures, which conceal latent ironic
implications, are found throughout the sermon. Among the more
clever figures are two, one in the treatise on gluttony, the othe%
in the seotion on lechery. In the treatise on gluttony, the Par-
son enumerates the five types of glutiony, as 8t. Gregory related
them. These five types *ben the fyue fyngres of the deueles hand
by whiche he draweth folk %o synne.*1? y |

16 Ibid., X, 884.




44
Now if this figure hed been extended somewhat or even
s it more elaborated, the scope for the irony would have been un-
1imiteds For the Parson extends the same type of figure when he
treats lechery, and the irony is much more clever. The Parson
ocalls lechery the Devills other hand. By asoribing a manifesta~
tion of lechery to each finger of the Devil's other hand, and
elaborating on each one, the Parson produces a neat figure. For
brevity's sake, one part of the whole figure 1s quoted. It is
jsmong the more bold and frank expressions in the whole Tales.
The Parson is speaking about the fourth finger of the devil's
hand.
The ferthe fynger is the klssynge and trewely he
were a greet fool that wolde kisse the mouth of
a brennynge oueven or of a fourneys/ and moore
fooles ben they that lissen in ﬂleﬁa for that
olde dotardes holours yet wol they kisse thofigh
they may nat do and smatre hsm/ Certes they ben
15k houndes for an hound what he comth by the
rogser or by othere beautees thogh he may nat plese
yot wole heue vp his leg and make a contenaunce
%o pisne
The ironic undercurrent ie this: men in their dotags think they
are still the swains they once were. They make love to any woman
who attracts them, and take great dlight Ain kissing. The Parson,
playing on the faoct that these men are such, that their sex arive
is but a reflex action, compares them to dogs who react at the

8ight of any bush or tree, though they may merely go through the

18 Ibid., I, 855-857.
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One final example of the Parson's use of bold figures
gshould be given. When speaking about the oreation of Adam, he
uses & humorous, but very pointed rfigure, to clarify woman's posi-
tion in the world. This is observed by reflecting on woman's
actual position in many ;imﬁam and the place destined for her
by Ood.

For he ne made hire nat the heued of Adam for she
sholde nat olayms to greet lordships/ for ther as
the womman hath meistrie she maketh to much desray
ther neden none ensamples of this the experience
of &ay by day oghte suffise/ Also certes god ne
made nat womman of the foot of Adam for she ne
sholds nat ben holden to lowe for she kan nat pa-

ciently suffre but god made womman of the a of
Adam for womman gholde be felawe W %o man

e. Ihe Eroverh

In the setond part of his sermon on repentance the Par-
son speaks about venial sin. Exhorting the pllgrims to avoid
venial sin he says;

And they fore lat vs nat be neoligent to deschargen

vs of venisl synnes for the prouerbe seith that

manye smale maken a greet/20
This proverdb translated into our own present day English, or
rather into our own proverd borrowed from the Scots, would be:

19 Ibid., I, 926-927.
20 Ibd., I, 362.
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fiiony & mickle mak's a muckle.' HNow the irony lies preoisely in
thls, that no sum of venizl sins will ever squal one mortal sin.
But, generally, the habditual deliberate venial sin leads the sin-
ner mté 8 mortal sin. Olearly, the reader must delve beneath the
surface meaning of the proverdb to grasp the full import.

Where the Parson treats wrath, he mentions the sin of
cursing. A homelike proverb 1s used here, underneath the simpli-
eity of which is hidden a dsep ironic truth. The Parson says,

And ofte tyme swich cursynge wrongfully retorneth
ﬁgai{g’tg'm ﬁ!;ﬁ o) rgeth as a byrd that retorneth
In other words, if a man curses, his own curse will eventuslly
fall upon himself, ng surely as a flying bird returns %o his own
nest. %The latent irony is contained in the fact that when a man
curses he believes he curses another, though he is actually ours-
ing himself,

A stronger proverb is found in the words on lust. Here
the Pareon mentions hoW¥w a person may sin in this regard. He says
the fifth kind of adultery should not even be mentioned, even if
such mention 1s made in Seripture. Then he adde,

But though that holy writ speke of horrible synne

certes holy writ may nat ben defouled namoore than
the sonne that shyneth on the mixne

‘21 Ing., I, 619.
22 Ibid., %, 910.
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This 18 to say that holy writ csn mention such things and be no

more affected than the sun is affected when it shines on a dung

pile.‘ Beneath the figure is an ironic warning for men not even

by the rottenness of that dung plle, if they remain in its prox-
imlty.

Throughout the Parson's Tale such proverbs are found,
each with an underlying ironic meaning. This deepdr significance
in the mouth of the humble Parson is what sauses the proverb to

be a5 ironical as At 13 here in his sermon.

Some attention should be given to the gententious re-
Jmark:, whish the Parson has sprinkled throughout his sermon. The
sententious remark is a wige saying, and the Person manages to

se one or more of them in a paragraph. He calls them forth from
is treasury of Soriptural knowledge and from traditional figures
£ specch and metaphors. Near the beginning of his serwon the
arson, recalling the words of Solomon, says,

A fair womman that is a fool of hire body iyk to

a ryng of gold that were in the groyn of a sowe/

for right as a sowe wroteth in suerich erdure so

wrotath she hire beautee in stynkynge ordure of
synne/

23 Ipdd., I, 165-166.

to speak about thie sin, for, unlike the sun, they will be arreaq
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Régarding the sin of pride the Parson warng those who

have been enjoying good luck that %they should realize their pros-
perdty might not continue forever. He remindg them of ironioe
clroumstances that could result were they to place toc much trust
in their affluence.

Cexrtes also who so prideth hym in the goodes of

fortune he 1s a ful gret fool for som tyme s 2

piman a gret lord by %mme is o kay$if and e

wrecche er 1% be nyght/e4
The irony is rather obvious, for it has happened that a man, quity

wealthy for some years, ends his life a sooclal outcast,

Adnittedly 1n the innuendoss, the bold figuves, the
proverbs, and the ssntentlous remarks the Parscn has besn reallis-
tio. His examples have been conorete and vivid. Upon reading
the germon one eannot but observe this realism, that the Parson
knows both what to say and how to say it. Beneath this realism
is a oertain, almost innate, tendenoy on the Parson's part to-
wards the ironio.

This irony consists in the fact that the Parson has a
definite meaning in mind for the pllgrims. He 13 ever consoious
of his congregation. He always speaks in conerete ia.nguga His
irony is sometimes obvious, sometimes not, bul alwaye he gives an
ironioc twist to his pointed observations. In brief, the Parson

-
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48 ironic because he sees reality and preaches i%; he is realis-
tic bevcause he pees 1ife's ironies and incorporates them into his

geraon.

Irony, then, bcwov;u that necessary spark of reallsm con
the Parson's sermon, PFor, bereft of its irony, the Parson's ser-
mon sursly does become a medleval penance. Yet, if the irony is
observed and undsrstood, thes sermon ocomes to 1life, is vivia, is
real. If the irony is overlooked, the Parson 1s nothing more
than sounding brass.

8. Zrony from the Parson's Btandpolnt

But what about the character of the Parson? Has Chau-
oer painted him 4n ironic garb on the Canterbury canvas, as he
has most of the others? If there is irony, how does it help to~
wards a better understanding of a real person, who delivers a
real sermon? Is irony consonant with the Parson's character?
Does the reader sense any incongrulty between the Parson and his
use of irony in his sermon? The answers to these questions will
now be considered, and it will be observed that the character of
the Parson contributes not a 1ittle the the realiem of the sermoni
And, Just as irony &is the source for the realism of his sermon,
s0 also is irony a real basis for the realism of the Parson's
character,
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Doubtless the essiest and most logioal manner of ap-
proach is to study the Parson's charaster as mx:auéur paints it
for us in the "General Prologue.® Who was the Parson of a town?
Chaucer tells his readers that he was a poar olerio, who had been
mellowed by poverty and suffering. He was not the kind of Parson
who would rely on wealthy btmetutora‘ to supply him with hie sub-
gsistence; he was most imlependent of the rich, except insofar as
he could help them save their souls. For this reagon, there was
no reason for him %o play to the crowd whenever he preached, in
order to assure himaself of his next meal. Truly, he need not
| fear that his exhortation %o the virtuous life might offend some
of the wealthy gentry who 1istened to him.

Noteworthy in Chaucer's portrait is the fact that he -
paints interior virtues and gqualities of character in tixe Parson,
something he does not do in the sketohes of athar pugr&n-éiarzcn,
With these latter he is content to portray thelr exterior deport-
ment, since this sufficlently indicates the :Lntaﬂar life of each
of them. But let us look at Chaucer's own pilotures.

A good man ther was of religloun
was & poure PERSOUN of a toun

But riche was of holy thoght and werk
He was also a lerned man a olerk

~ That Crigtes gospel trewely wolde preche
- His parisshens deuoutly wolde he teche
Benynge he was and wonder diligent ‘
And in aduersitee ful pacient
And swich he was preued of%e sithes

Ful looth were hym to cursen for his tithes

Bu® rather wolde he yousn out of doute




Vn to his poure parisshens aboute
Of hie offrynge and eek of his substaunce
He koude in 1itel thyng haue suffisaunce
Wyd was his parisshe and houses fer asonder
But he ne lafte hat for reyn ne thonder
In siknesse nor in meschief %o visite
The ferreste in his parisshe muche and lite
Vp on his feet and in hig hond a staf
This noble ensample to hie sheep he yaf
That first Je wroghte and afterward he taughte
Out 0of the guspel he tho wordes caughte
And this figure he added eek ther to
That if gold ruste what sholde iren do
For Af a preest be foule on whom we truste
And shame it 1e 1f a preeat take keep
A ghiten shepherde and a olene sheep
Vel oghte a preest ensample for to ylue 25
By his elennesse how that his gheep aholde lyue

The above refers to the inward disposition of the Parson and the
virtues he possessed. Chaucer has mentioned the Parson's ideals
of the priesthood. By contrast with the other pilgrim-olerics
one sees irmediately how the Paruén tovwered over then npzrimluL
In this contrast there is some sly irony, which intensifies as
Chauoer aontinues this litany of the Parson's qualities which
were laocking obviously in the other Canterbury oclerics.

Ee sette nat his benefice %o hyre

And leet his sheep encombred in the myre

And yan to Londoun vn to Seint Poules

To seken a chauntrys for soules

Qr with a bretherhede to been withholde

But dwelte at hoonm and kepte wal his folde

Bo that the wolf ne made it nat myscarye

He wag a shsgherda and noght a mercenarye
And thogh he hooly were and veriuous

He was noght to synful men despitous

Ne of his speche daungerous ne dfgne

But in his techyng dlascreet and benigne

To Arawen folk to heusne by falrnesse .

By good ensample this was his bisynesse

28 Ibid., "General Prologue,* A, 477-495.
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But it were any persone obstinat

¥hat so he were of heigh or lowe estat 26

Hym wolde ha snybben sharply for the nonys
(naucer concludes with his own praise of the Parson, whioh is as
gine an estimation and tribute as can be given a priest.

A bettire preest I trowe that nowher noon ys

He wayted after no pompe and resuerence

Ne maked hym a spiced conaolence

But Oristes loore and his apostles twelus

He taughte but first he folwed it hym selue,27

Besifes his other virtues, the Parson in the matter of
rreaehing was totally devoid of anything ewen approximating that
' infaetiem dlgease of the publie figure, human respeoct. He knew
 what had %o be saldj he intended to say it, deepite opposition
I$0 a plous tale from Harry Bailly and the Shipman, both of whom
spoke the feelings of the other pilgrims; finally, when his turn
|oame to speak, he spoke oudright, with no inhibitions, using
|every rhetorical device he knew. Irony came naturally to this
riest in these oircumstances. Let the chips fall where they
’» he would speak the truth. 'l‘.t‘, on occasion of his next ser-

mon, only a L ow had ‘thgy patience and vidtue to listen to him, he
as not particularly disturbed or bothered, for he knew he was
reaching God's word as long as he spoke the truth. If fear of
ain keeps some people away from the dootor, that 1s not the doo-

27 Ibid., A 524-528
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tor's fault. Such fesr to learn the truth. The Parson felt the
same Way about his congregation., He spoke the truth. The peoplej

were free %o xiaﬁm or not.

Considering the Parson as Chaucer has portrayed him and
the circumstances in which he has placed him, we readily see how
gpontaneougly the ironie follows as a vital and necessary part of
his speech. He is preaching to sinners of the medleval world.
Irony, then, far from being incongruous in the character of the
Parson, flowed as a natural consequence as well by reason of his
‘office and position ap from the circumstances in which he found
himself.

On the other hand, were the Parson a sophisticate,
would he be expeoted to be as ironiocal as he aotually iz in his
sermon? Would he not rather be expected to sugar-coat his words
and soften or water down the truth, so as not to appear in the
eyes of the congregation the plous, devout, asimplas man he was?
The sophisticated preacher s the full-blown pulpit orator, who
eares nothing about anything or anybody, except hls own reputa-
tion ae a great speaker and profound philosopher. According to
him, his main task %s not to spesk the truth, condemn sin, con~
sole the sinner, and help him return to the wholeesome practice of
| his faith., It ig, rather, to exhibit his own powers of eloquence
to the congregation, who he believes have come merely to listen
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¢o him and wrap themselves in wondering admiration at his elo-
quence. The sophisticated preacher ls the worldly-wise ocleric

who plaeys to the audience and preaches for himself and his own
good, not for God and the good of his neighbour. Irony is a qual-
1ty too simple and plain for the gophisticated preacher. Were he
to use irony, he might hurt some of his unvirtuoue, but generous
and wealthy friends; he might lose some of hls congregation who
are most enthusliastic about him as long as he does not bore them
with plety or frighten them with truth. For, the truth occaaian—fK
ally can and does hurt; especially does 1t hurt the sinner. The
sophigticated preacher has his reputation at stake when he
preaches, but no so the poor Parson. The Pareon was not such a

Consequently, with thg hard sayings of truth and the
simple Stones of plety cayt in his own ironic form, the Pareon,
with true love of his people animating and motivating every word
he uttered, steps down from his pulpit, smiling and happy beomuse
he has served God and his fellowmen. True, the ?aénon ecannot
abide sin; he hates 1t! But, like his Divine ﬁodg}, Jesus Ghrisy
he loves the sinner, while at the same time hating his sin. The
ironie prescher can do thisg; the cynloeal preacher cannot. The
sophisticated preacher could pof act the way the Parson acts. If

and when the sophisticated preacher does condemn sin vehemently,

he immediately identifies ain and sinner. For the sophlsticated
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preacher fails to make the necessary simple distinetion. 1In

place of irony, the sophisticated preacher substitutes a condes-
cending oyniociem, and nothing is more prone to érive away a re-

' pentant and sorrowful sinner than cynicism.

The cynlo cannot laugh at man's foibles, at the quirks
of humen nature. Probably this is because the cynie'soes thenm in
himself, and he does not enjoy a laugh where hw is the subject of
the laughter. Therefore, the oynioc finds it hard to forgive peo-
ple; he finds 1% di1fficult to overlook the faults of his fellow-
men. The ironic person casts his laughing barbe at human nature
with an instinotive skill both apontaneocus and natursl. The eyn-
ic beocomes bitter and swings his stinging verbal lash at every
poor sinner in sigh$, though he never thinks of lashing himaelf,

sinner that he may be. In the Uanterbury Tales the harsh cynical
type may be contrasted with the mellow, yet firm, ironloal type,
by planiﬁg the Pardoner and the Parson side by side. Ironically
enough too, both of these pilgrim-clerices preach dermons in the

course of the Joﬁrney.

But, while irony i1s a natural quality of the Parson's
words, is the Parson himself an ironical charscter? ,Does Chaucer
find in the Parson's personality acope for the ironie? A neces-
sary distinoction must be m&dg, if we are to understand the irony

of the Parson's character. That he is directly and positively an

ironic charaoter is denied; that he is indirectly and negatively
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an ironic character is more acourate. Perhaps the words uf Murie}
Bowden, who comments briefly and precleely on this point, will
clarify what we mean by indirectly and negatively.

Chaucer's Parson, like his Knight, is an 1dealized

conception. In it there 1s none of thd satire

whioch sharpensg nearly sll the other portraits, un-

lesaage concern ourselves with what the Pareon is

not. ,
omitting any discussion regarding the Parson as an "idealized
conception,” MNiss Bowden's analysies comes 0loze to the truth,
for it ig Chaucer's emphasls on what the Parson 1s no%, that
makes for the subtle and implicit irony found in the portrayel of

Phis‘oharacter.

Since Chaucer is a man of his time, he could/nat over-
look the contrast between the folibles and virtues of the clergy.
The Lollard movement under the reformer Wycliff suffiolently in-
dicates that many clerics were not living up to the quala‘or the|
olerical state. However, Chaucer, instead of directl$ satirising
the worldly psdrson, rmpraaenﬁs for the reader in hisz place a man
who does not 4o the things that other &lerlcs were accustomed %o
do. In this manner some clever irony of wharacter results, irony
subtle and elusive 1f the readef is not alert for it. Legouls :
ealls attention to thiaiéuallty\bf 1ndiraetnes; in the irony here|

when he says,
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The village Parson, whose noble personality is made

up of negatlions and abstentationsj he 4id not ex-

communiocate those who refused to pay him thelir

tithes; ncthigg oould prevent him from visiting

his poorest parishoners; he 41d not 4o himself

what he forbade othere to do; he dld not forsake

hias flock in order to go to London, and so forth.

In these pralses given to one man 85° contained

reproaches for hundreds of others.
The irony here is brought out by contrast. Chaucer has contrast-
ed the character of the Parson with olerics in general and with
other ecolesizatical figures on the plilgrimage in particular.
Notable contrast may be observed when Chaucer places Pardoner
alongside Parson. Here the poet has found ample scope for irony,
subtle and indireoct. The lines of the plicture Chaucer has paint-
ed are broad enough however; nothing need be interpolated %o
perceive the irony olearly. But the broad lines of the picture
will be overlooked, if the characters of these two Churchmen,
Pardoner and Parson, are viewed at too ¢close range. For Chaucer
does not seem directly to satirize. Legouls explaina this,

But there are so many delicate shades between the

brutal revelations made by the Pardoner and the

imperceptible irony, which accompanies the enu-

meration of the Parson's virtues, that reality

1tself ocould not boast of greater variety.30
A qualification, however, may be made here regarding this very
point. The shades, while delicate, seem to be obvieus, and 1t i4

this very obvicusness that effects the subtlety. That is, the

29 Legouls, Chaucer, 156.
30 Ibsd., 156.
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pardoner 1s w0 manifestly the direct antithesls of the Parson,
that no one would even bother to consider any irony in a compari-
gon of them. The fact that the unwary reader is inclined to
overlook this touch of irony makes 1t all the more artful and
typically Chaucerian.

Therefore, irony is bresent An the Parson's character,
which irony definitely contributés %o the realism of his person,
.his character and his sermon. The ochief source of this irony
we saw was the indirect contrast between the Parson and other
clerics, notably the Pardoner. But, in order that irony be more
clearly understood to be the point d'appul of the realism of the
Parson's sermon, attention is now focused on Chaucer himself.

We turn now to the function of irony from the author's viewpoint.

4. Irony from the Standpoint of Chaucer

Certain reasons and arguments may be advanced regardin
irony from Chaucer's point of view, so that the realism of "The
Parson's Tale" may be accurately observed and understood. To do
this completely, necessitates a brief study of the place irony
and resligm hold in the Canterbury Tales as a whole, then in "The
Parason's Tale" in particular, and, finally, in Chaucer's person-
ality. ‘

First, regarding the Canterbury Tales as a whole, we
Bust remember that they were a plcture of medieval England, and
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a good one at that. They are the firsgt realistic piotures of
gngland still extant. Other writers of the period, notably Lang-
1and, the alleged author of the Vision of Piers, gave the world
of letters bitter satires on the economic, social, and politiocal
gituation in England at this time. Only Chaucer, however, has
left literature a real pioture of medieval England as a whole.
Now a true pioture, a realistic ploture, if 1t is to be at all
trustworthy, must acourately represent the folibles and eharmingi
qualities, the virtues and vices of people. Such a ploture will,
then, be a conspectua of the whole, not merely of one part. To
paint the whole picture Chaucer had to be real. To be real he
had to inelude everything that contributes to the whole character
of a person. This peant vices, virtues, quirks, folbles, ete.
Chaucer could not be realistic, and at the same time omit any enq

of these faotors of a man's personality.

S8ince Chaucer could chuckle at himeelf, as well ae at
his fellowmen, he found in these contrasting quirks and vices a
gsource of ironio humour. He would not, however, rant and rave
about sin; he would not condemn the sinner; he would not pessi-
mistically and oecaselessly deplore this sin or that abuse; he
would not be a social or political satirist waving the banner of
reform and brandishing the sword of righteousness in the face of
any and all evil. True, Chaucer, through his Parson, has some
scathing remarks to make about sin and sinners. But ke never
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joses himsel? in ein. He ever looks at the whole picture of the
whole man. Chaucer is always able to manage a smile. In *The
parson’s Tale" Chaucer 1s definitely ironic, but never is he bit-
terly satlrical, as was hia contemporary master of soclal and
political satire, Langland. Chaucer primarily portrayed mankind.
The lrony seems to be but a natural property of his portrayal,
for irony is inherent in man'’e life. Regarding his portraysl of
menkind in medbeval England, Legouls remarks quite well: '

His group of pilgrime constitutes a pleture of the

RovRee o, he'one Rai 4nd”ine-Lovest Fagemutine’

on the other, two extremes unlikely to meet in any

:gg?:ngagggtﬁ ;agzégfsg in brief practically the
Chaucer certalinly was natural; he was real. And he could not
help but be ironic if he was both natural and real. Chaucer drew
on his dally experience with men and their habits. As was re-
marked recently in the literary supplement of the London Times,
*He ﬁas.the~ana\who~knew fiany men and many citlies.® And with
this knowledge as 2 basis he wrote his tales of the pilgrims on
their way to Canterbury, ever mindful of $he 1ittle ironies that

Recur Ln the overyday life of thege "men* in trese “cities.?

The fact that Chaucer could smile good humoredly at
mankind as he found 1%, contributes not a 1ittle to the fine bal-

ance of mind noticed in his writings. There is an excellent

31 Ibid., 143.
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plend of extremes contained in them, and nowhere do we find this
gore truly exemplified than in his Canterbury Tales, wherein Chau-

cer plotures for his readers, in his own subtle, ironic style, th]
people of his England. Is 1% not a remarkable thing that the sin
and foibles of men, about which he wrote in "The Parson's Tale,"
414 not make him sour and bitter about life, make him feel sorry
for himgelf, make him thoroughly dlsgusted with people? It was
his saving sense of humour, his abllity to appreciate in a humor-
ous WAY those ironies inherent in dailly living that made him the
great poetle realist he $s. Kittredge points this fact out when
he comments on Chaucer's balance,

He waw the irony of sircumstance, of fate, or what

you will, pervading human 1ife, as no artioulate-

speaking man lias evVer deen 1t before or esinoce. ...

This divine gift of humour preserved him from the

abjeot vice of self-pity. He had too sound a na-

ture to "thank,whaggvar gods there were for his

indomitable soul.%v

One thorough readfng of the “General Ppologue® to the
Tales e sufficient to convince a reader that Chaucer is raalistlﬁ.
If he is realistic, irony naturally follews. Thus, if Chaucer
intended to present a true piloture-—and is there any reason to sus-
)\

pect he did nott—irony had to be used, otherwise he would have
fallen into the deplorable astate of exeesslive moralizing, mere
empty preaching, or raving against abuges in a more or less gen-

eral way.
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In "The Parson's Tale" Ghnuéer used irony chiefly to
remain consistent, to be realistic. As was mentioned earller in
thie chapter, he had both an historical tradition of irony and thq
custom of the day in preaching to bear in mind when he wrote the
parson's eermon., Filled as the sermons of the day were with 1ronq
satire, and coplaint:, he too would have his Parson epsak in the
common scelésiastical parlance, Af his Parson was to be realistic.

In this chapter reasons have been advanced for the
function ol ircay from the historical standpoint, the practiocal
11tarary-atandpqint, from the character of the Parson, and from
the viewpoint of the poet. Proofs were advanced to show Shat
irony forms the basis, is the touchstone from which the reallism of]
this tale and of the whole Zales springs. There remains now but
one point still to be proved, thet is, the matter of irony and
unity bestween "The Parson's Tale," and the tales of the other

pilgrims. This will be the %ask of the following chapter.




CHAPTER V

IRONY, BOKD OF INTRINSIC UNITY BEIWEER
"THE PARSON'S TALE' AND THE TALES
OF THE OTHER PILGRINS

The main quedtion to be answered in thie chapter has
already been put to Chaucer readers by Adolphus Ward when he asks
the following about *"The Parson's Tale";

Is it to be looked upon as an integral part of

the collecvion; and if so, what general and

:l;a;:tgfrwnal significance should be attached
Ths contention throughout this thesis has been that nct only is
the humble Pareon’s sermon sn integral part of the Canterbury
colleetion, but also that without this sermon and 1ts basic real-
istic irony with self-reform as its purpose, the Tales would lack
something very necessary. This latter point will “ne phaerved
more particularly now. An explanation of the significance of a
quotation from G.G.Sedgwick's Of Irony, Espeoially in Drams, will
clarify our intention in this chapter. Sedgwigk remarks:

1 Adolphus Ward, Chaucer, New York, 1880, 133.
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Ambigu&hs gpeech, let me repeat, iz not necessary
tg the 1ro§§e effect....One u;a of 1rogytga al:ayn
the samel ; aa;ntg e plpgnificance e gitu-
iﬁ%gg, it brings t'egggnf‘"é‘ of dramatic foroes

'F%rel r view, it helightens the sense of pity
and fear.< o ‘

Now, Eutatis mutandlp, regarding the irony of "¥he Parson's Tale, %
this description of the effects of irony is quite acourate. For,
|when the ironic element is considered as the unifying link be-
tween this tale and the remaining tales, the gignificance of the
parson's sermon is seen in clearer perspective; the intrinsic
unity between his words and those of his fellow pilgrims 1s made
more obvious; finally, the real value of “The Parson's Tale" 1s
made more easily percsptible.

Attention should be called to the fact that, as Kitt-
redge says, the Taleg are not "mere monologues, but are addressed
%o all the other personages.®S Therefore, the situation in which
Chaucer places the Parson gives him wide scope for the employment
of irony in his speech. He is addressing a pllgrimage. MNow what
precisely 1s the purpose of such a pllgrimage as this cns %o the
ghrine of 8t%t. Thomas a Becket at Oanterbury? Ultimately the pur-
pose 1s twofold: first, %o repent of sin committed, and second,
to resolve adamantly and firmly never to sin again delliberately.

Sorrow for sin, therefore, is among the primary requisites of o

—_—

2 Gerard Bedgwick, Of Irony, Especially in D
Toronto, Canada, 1935, 53-B4. Irony, Especlally in Drams,

3 Kittredge, Chaucer's Poetry » , 1BB.
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qigrimage. “But, in order %t be sorry for sin, the sinner must

Igr.t examine his consolence %o learn exactly where and how he

g einned. Here is %he Parson's logicel position among the pill~
ims wending their way to Canterbury.

While lietening to the pilgrims' tales, the Parson
eard many open oonfessions of éins, 811 of which may be categor-
ged under one or other of the Seven Deadly Bins. In his sermon
he Parson relterates these sins, gives conorete examples of them,
arns the pilgrims against their intrinsic evil, and offers them
ractienl aids %o keep themszelves free of these sing in the fu-
ure. Naturally, sinoe the Parson 1s speaking theoretically on
he sins which were manifestly the sins of the pilgrims, and

ince the same peonle openly confessed these sins were right at
1e side during his germon, what more natural quality of preach-
ng should we expedt the Parson to use in his sermon than irony?
his 16 just the rhetoricel garment in which the Parson cloaks

is words.

Into this ironic pattern of the ssrmoa 1s woven the
[*theory® as preached against the Seven Deadly 5ins, a theory
Whieh had practical manifestations in one form or other in esch

ilgrim's tale. The Parson finds matter for hie tale in the pil-
lirima’ words and in their characters. And this, perhaps, without

their suspeoting it.
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An excerpt from an article by Frederick Tupper was
quoted above as offering a more accurate oritique of “The Parson's
Tale® than did most oritics' opinions. This excerpt is repeated
here for convenlencs sake.

Is 4t a thought too bold that this last of the Tales

is not a thing apart, but closely oonnected with all

these stories that have plundered it so freely? The

Parson's Tale—in some earlier form perhaps-—was Ser-

321inly before Chaucer when he wrote many of his Sins'

narratives. Of that relation we have just had ample

evidence. Why 1s 1t then unrsasonable %o suppose

that Chaucer had in nind the other tales when he

finally conducted the Parson through his homily

againast the Vices they illustrate? To me the conclu-

sion seems unavoldable that this divielon of the Par-

son's sermon is but the culminating of the frequently

recurring motif of the Seven Deadly Sins.4
This argument of Tupper coincildes with what was mentioned about
the Parson having his material at hand when he startsd to tell
his tale. Throughout the %telling of the tales by the other pil~
grims, in the gﬁnernl deacription of the pllgrims by the poet,
and in the head and end links Shere were self-accusations in one
form or other; sins were publicly proclaimed by the pilgrims
themaplves, and defsots of character were deftly drawn by Chau-

cer. The Parson had this resdy-to-hand when he began his sermon.

However excellent Tupper's observation is, 1t falls to
go far enough. His conclusion omits mention of the cause of the
unity, the real force uniting the Parson's words with the con-

4 Tupper, “Chaucer and the Seven 8ins,* 116-117.
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fessions and portrayals of the pilgrims. This unifying factor
that linke the Parson's words with the tales of his fellow pil-
grims 1s irony. PFor, in this situation, if the Parson would trna%
the Seven Deadly Sins, he naturally could not help slip in little

ironic touches as he spoke.

Chaucer, theraefore, maintains the unity of the Tales by
subtle ironie implications in *The Person's Tale," which in view
of 1ts irony,is definitely a very vital part of the Tal¢s snd not

a mere plous sddition nor dewvout retraction.

This subtle ironic touch of Chaucer is as perceptible
in "The Parson's Tale® as it 4s in the other tales. However, the
ironie link between *The Parson's Tale" and the other tales is
frequently overlooked. Consequently, that this irony be moTe
clearly obaesrvad, we will selsot & pllgrim, either because of
Chaucer's deascription or beocause of the pilgrlé's own confession,
as repressntative of one of the Seven Deadly Sins. After his
character and predominant fault have been briefly conaidered, the
vords of the Parson regarding this particular ein wiil be given.
Thies study will clarify the ironic hond between the Parson's ser-
mon snd the other tales. '

A. Pride and the Monk

The deadly sin of pride is exemplified by many of the
pilgrims, but 1t 1s especlally prominent in the Monk, sbout whom
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in the "General Proiogue" Chaucer says,

The reule of Seint daure e¢r of Seint Benels

By cause that 1t was old and somdel gtreit

This 11lke Monk leet olde thynges pace

And heeld after the news world the spaced
pride is generally the primary and fundamental resson why a monk
¢ails to follow the pristine rulse of his order. 8c it is with
thie Monk., After some Years in religion he believes the rule and
monastery regulations old-fashioned, out-of-date. Congequently,
the Monk chooses to 1ive according to his own will, Pride, an und

willingness to submi? his will, is the source of his 4iscontent.

A monk's proud heart is further manifested in an un-

willingness to Jjoin in any somuon affort or community prolect.
He loathes tedious study and hard manual lsbor. The Canterbury
pligrim ilonk is such a person.

What sholde he studie and make hym seluen wood

vpon a hHook in oloystre alwey %o poure

Or ewynken with his hondea and laboure

As Austyn bit How sghal the world be serucl

Lat Austyn haue his swynk to hym reserued®
This brief deseription of the Monk's ideals of the religious life
prasaents the reader with a gubtle herssy. The orouwd, worldly
¥onk esks how the neighbor oan possible be helped, if mponks are
content to atay working in their fields, tilling the soil, and in

their cells resding or astudying, wasting their time. This is the

& Chauser, "General Prologue," A 173-176
8 Ibid., A 184-183. ‘
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forerunner 6f the heresy of action, so prominent in modern times
that Bishops have written letters warning of its danger to the
true spirit of religilous life. This heresy was present to some

extent even in Chaucer's day.

Truly, as Chaucer says, the monk out of his clositer is
"likned til a fissh that is waterlees.'? If the Monk was humble,
he would certainly submit to the little privations and duties
imposed on him by his rule of enclosure. However, the Monk's
pride is much too strong to admit this restraint. His nature is
different, is such that he must be abroad, riding about, hunting
with his "bootes souple his hors in greet estat,"® and with his
grey fur that waa the "fyneste of a lond,* keeping him warm. 9

This was the Monk whom the Parson observed during the
ride to Canterbury. Imagine his thoughts when he considered the
lofty Benedictine ideals and contrasted them with the reality of
this Monk, Nor is the Parson alone among the pilgrims who notloce
the incongruity of the Monk's profession and his manner of liv-
ing. Harry Ballly, standing aghast at this fish out of water,
chides hinm saying,

Vp on my feith thow art som officer
Sonm worthy sexteyn or som celerer

7 Ibid., A 180.
8 Ibid., A 203.
9 Ibid., A 194
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For by my fader soule as to my doom
Thow art a malater when thou art at hom
No poure cloistrer ne no novys

But a gouernour wily and wysiO

Surely no monk feels himself complimented, should a lay acquaint-
ance tell him that he reminded him of anything but a monk. Yet,
in so many words this 1s Just what Harry Ballly tells the Monk.

An ironiec situation arises in the Monk's tale, the
main subject of which is the tragie fall of such great men as
Satan, Adam, Samson. All these were undone and fell from thelr
lofty state for one reason or other, but primarily because they
were proud men. Consider the irony of a monk, whose obvious
moral fault 1s pride, preaching a tale whose moral 1s the fall of

proud men.

What will the Parson say to all this, when his turn
comes to speak? Certainly he cannot possibly permit such an op~-
portunity to pass without some few words of admonition and advieel
Nor does he. A study of his sermon in the seotion De Supsrbia
will prove enlightening. The Parson, after enumerating more than
a dozen evils that spring from Pride, takes each evil, considers
1t, and briefly exemplifies it. See him looking straight into
the worldly face of the Monk when he says,

Inobedlent is he that desobeleth for despit to the
commandements of god and to hise souereyne and %o

10 Ghaucer, "Words of the Host to the Monk," B 3125-30.
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his godstly fader/1l
If the Monk was attentively listening to these words, he surely
must have felt a 1ittle prick at his consclence, since he was far
from being a model of religious obedience. Again, the Monk might
well profit by oconsidering this barb:

Ypoorite is he that hideth to ghewe hym swioh as
he is and gheweth hym swich as he noght 1s/12

That the lMonk dresses in religlous garb--and thiszs 1s open to quaaw
tion—1s no sign of his true inner dlsposition., Just beoause he
received the habit does not necegsarily aigniry he 1s near canon-
ization. As a matter of plain faot, the Monk's intercats lie
more in worldly affalrs outside the monastery, than in the humble
work behind cloistered walls. Clothes might make the man, but
the habit hardly makes the monk.

Mention wee mede of %the Monk's dress, how oatentatious
it wae €or a man professing to share s poverty in common with hie
religious brothers. In his words on the external manifestation
of pride the Parson speaks in bold language. Superflucus dress,
he says, 1s a clear indication of a proud person. How neatly the
Parson could have delivered these words with cne eye cast on the
ornate gard of that Monk, who had bound himself by vow to perpet- |

11 Chaucer, "The Parson's Tale," I 392.
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ual poverty.}d

The Parson mentlons how physical fitness and bodily
health influence man's pride sand vanity. He reminds the pillgrinmg
that the "flessh 1g a ful greet enemy to the soule and therfore
the moere that the body 1z hool the moore be we in peril to
fal1e/"14 |

Since the Parson's admonitions on pride are easlly
directed to the pilgrim Monk, we readlly see that the Parson's
sly ironic barbs form the basis for the link between the Parson's
sermon and the other Tales.

2. Sloth and the Friar

Sloth ie a distinguishing feature of certain Canter-
bury pilgrims. Perhaps the best example among the slothful pil-
grims s Hubert the Friar, a mendicant whom the Parson addresses
in his words De Accidia. But before W congideration of the
Parson's words in undertaken, a study of the Friar will be help-
ful. Once Hubert's charmcter is known, the irony in the Parson's

words will be more olearly observed.

The chief occupation of the poor mendicant was begging.

13 Of. Ibid., I 409-421.
14 Ibsd., I 458.
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His task was %o go among the people and seek alms both for the
ponastery and for the poor. But, unilike a good, zealous friar,
eager to work for hls brothers in religion and for the poor in
ghe world, thls “*wantowne and merye" Friar was more inolined %o
spend his time in the local pubs and seek out wealthy friends for
1arge donations rather than beg from the doors of the middle
olass people. A seathing, alwost bitter, reproach is uttered by
Chaugcer against the Friart

He knew the tauernes wel in euery toun

And euery hostiler and tappestere

Bet than a lagar or a beggestere

For vn to swioh a worthy man as he

Aocorded hat as by his faocultee

To haue with sike lazars aquentaunce

It 1e nat honegte 1%t may nat auaunce

For to Geelen with né ewich porallle

But al with riche and selleres of vitallle

And ouer al ther as profit sholde arisge

Curteys he was and lowely of sgeruyse
The Friar was evidently a clever politician looking for an easy
way of ascaling the ladder of life. For, if no one pushed hinm wp
the ladder, he would have to climb 1% himself. This meant work,

something totally foreign %o %he Friar.

Two 1ittle lines in the “General Prologue" indicate
cther glothful characteristics of the FPriar. The first 1s:

In alle the ordres foure is noon that kan
30 muche of daliaunce and fair langagel

15 Chaucer, "General Prologue," A 240-250.
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this 1s Chaucer's quaint manner of saying that the Friar was aboutl
the best gossip in sll four mendicant orders, a dublous honor by
gnyone's standards. Thie unenviable title indicates the Friar
wasted & 10t of time, and no one is more injurious to s religicus
institution than a person who wagtes both his own time and the
time of his brothers by goesiping. The source of this fault was
doubtless the ingrained sloth of the Friar. Fow, if he dld not
gossip, he had %o work. It was a simple oase of one or the
other. And hard work and the Frlar were not very close ocompan~-

ions.

*He was an esy man to yeue penaunce," days Chaucer.17
There 1s one ultimate reagon why a confesasy 1s too easy on hi;
penitents, in the sense that Chaucer means "esy." By "esy" 1sa
not understood a kind, meroiful, understanding confessor. Rather}
"ogy" mesns 8 sort of oomplacent, {ndifferent, disinterested
attitude toward the penitent, which a confessor oan in some sit-

wations menifest.

Obviously the Friar was “gay* because he was a compla—

eens, self-satisfled priest, who had an interest in the penitent
only if he or she had a good=gized alms for him. In one sense h]
was "esy," because of hls disinterestedness; Ain the other sense

he was "esy," because he preferred an alms made easily rather

17 Ibid., A 223.
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then one which invelved some effor$s on his pert.

Ironicelly enough, the Friar relates blandly the fault
of & certain summoner, of which faults he himgelf ie guilty. Ho
jronic it ip for the worldl$, locse~living Friar to spesk con-
temptucusly of someone's “herlotrye" and to comment disdainfully
on a ghurch official who had ¥wenches at his retinue.*18

What has the Parason to say about such 2 alothful ?riar#
*Gerteé this 13 a dampnable synne,® he says, "for 1t dooth wrong
to Jesu Crist with aglle dil&genoa.‘lg Imagine the Parson staring
at the Friar when ha gpoks these worde. Consider the strong
irony in these words of the Parson. The Friar after all hsd
bound himself to Chriet's service very specially, and now, by hiq
sloth, was going back on his word.

The negligent, disinterested attitude of the Friar was
mentioned above. When the Parson speaks about begligence in per-
forming one's duty, he uses a clever flgure.

And how that Ignoraunce be moder of alle harm
certes Necligence is the norice/ Neoligence ne
doth no fors when ha/ggal docon a thyng whelther he
do it wel or baddely

The impression which the reader takes from the description of the

18 Chaucer, "The Friar's Tale,” D 1323 and 1355.
19 Chaucer, "The Parson's Tale," I 679.
20 Ibid., 1 710-71.
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Friar in the *Gensral Prologue® is certalinly that of a negligent
priest, caring more for idle chatter than for his ministiry. The
pParson is not slow to reprimand guch an habitual dleposition.

Hubert the FPriar was a lazy man. Although he was a
pillar of the community and a provider for his brothers, yet he
failed 28 a monk and priest. While he 414 much to support his
monastery, still he dhould have been observing his rule much bet-
ter than he was. A% least his effort could have been stronger.
Hubert, abandoning the lower classes of scolely, takes up his
1ifs of comparstive ease among the wealthy. He was literally 11!P
the "newe shepherdes that leten hir sheep wityngly go renne to
the wolf that is in the breres."2l Perhaps the Parson's figure
of the shepherd and the sheep was meant to bring home the idea to|
the Friar that his model, Jegus Christ, was in every senae of the
word a good shepherd who guarded his sheep. Thig model lived
that the Friar night imitate Him. By directing hie words on
sloth to the FPriar especially, the Parson tries to bring the
Friar to his senses.

3. Avarige end the Merchant

Although Chaucer says quite clearly that he cannot re-
eall his name, yet some indication of the avariclous character of

21 JIbia., I 721,
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the pilgrim-Merchant is given the reader in the *Genersl Pro-
logue." The poet says of him, "Wel kowde he in eschaunge shaelde&
selle."®2 That 1s to sey, the Merchant defles oivil law by desl-
ing in forelign exchange. In fourteenth century England laws wers
enacted which forbasde private coummerce in exchange. IHowever, une
scrupulous merochants paild little heed to such ediots aa this and
carried on quite a thriving, albeit illegsl, trade in foreign
money. Jn this eschaunge of the Herchant we note the vice of
avarice, and 1t wag this avaricious epirit that led the Merchant
on %o éngaga in such illegal traffio.

Twe 1linesz in the "Genersl Prologue® serve to elucidate
the fact that the Herchant le 3 moet covetous Individusl.

8o es%atly'was he of his gouernaunce
With his bergaynes and with his chepysaunce.2d

This "cheuysaunce" was nothing but lending éonay at a good Antere
eat, and,from the tons indicated by Chaucer, thls wae aynonymous
with ths sin of usury, that 1s, taking money far in excess of the

amount lent. Ae G. G. Coulton remarks in his Hedlevsl Panoranme,

#oheuysaunce® was 2 sort of "black market® agystern of money lend=-
ing set up by avarisious, greedy merchants, when they could not
legally demand money over and above the amount they had lent.24

gomecne. £4

22 Chauser, "General Prologue," A 278,
23 Ibid., A 282-283.
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Phe Mershant's avariclous spirit is most explieit in

the "General Prologue.® What then does the Parson have to say %o
nim? Beginning with a quotation from Baint Paul, "The love of
money 1s the root of all evil,® the Parson then elaborates on the
matter.24 |

The Parson reminds the Herchant that in his eagerness
for wealth he has forgotten God-end hin neighbor. “fhe auaric-
jous men hath moore hope in his oatel,” he says, “"than in lesu
Orist and dooth moore orseruance in kepynge of his tresor than
ne dooth te the seruyse of Tesu Orist.*25 1Indeed, the Parson
was correot, rér'the very impression that the Merchant leaves
#ith the reader is that he 1s too sophisticated to think of God,
and too;buay to give time to his religious dutiss. Hls 1llegal
dealings indicate that money alone holds hils intereat. The plot-
ure of the dignifies man of the business world sitting "hye on
hors' with his *Flaundryssh beuer hat® on hls head and with hile
*mootes olaspad faire and fetisly® are indicatlons of the Mer-
chant's self-esteen.?6 The Merchant's words bespeek a self-cen-
tered individual, an avaricious medleval swindler, who “epak ful
solenpnely Sownynge alwey thencress of his wynng.*27 His busi-
ness and himgelf, there were always uppermost in his mind.

~
Y

26 ﬂhauaar,'whefparaan*a Tale,* I 747.

26 Chaucer, "Generak Prologue,® A 271~-273.
27 Ibid., A 274-278. °
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We Tmontioned the Merchant's practice of "cheuysaunce®.

¢ a remedy for this vice, the Pareon advises meroy, not for the
erchant, but for the poor borrower. One of the specific mani-
estations of mercy, he sayve, is to lend. Another is reasonable
|argess. Both these virtues, sadly lacking in the Merchant, if
practiced by hism, would bring about the desired conversicn.

The Parson gives an ironic twist to the words he Aire

Pcts to the Kerohsnt and o ther avarlclous gouls.

But scothly here bilioueth the consideracioun of

the grace of Iesu Crist and of hise temporel

goodes and eek of the goodes perdurables that Crist
yaf va/ and eek to han remembrance of the deeth
that he ghal receyue he noot whanne and eek that he
ghal forgoon sl that he hath aaue oonly that he
hath depended in goode werkeas/28

4. Gluttony and the Franklin

The Parson spends very little time on gluttony in nis

sermon. There is, doubtless, a rcason rér his brevity of treat-
Lant. Hie omission of & longer expoeition can be explained by
the fact that he already has inveighed against vices and szins,
the practice of whioh either leads to or springs f{rom overindulyge~
ence in food and drink. This is nothing more than Gula, the
yielding to the immoderate desire for food and drink.

Aniong the pilgrims there 1s one who seems particularly

prny

28 Chaucer, "fhe Parson's Tale," I 810-8l11.
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given over to excegsive indulgence in this matter. His god is hig
belly. The pllgrim is the Frankiin. In the "General Prologue"
Chaucer summarizes the sensual character of this gourmand and hig
pAilosophy of life.

¥Wel loued he by the morwe a sop in wyn

To lyuen in delyt was suere his wone

For he was Epiourus owene sone

That heeld opynyoun that plaﬁg delit

Was verray felicitee parfit.=<
" |Thus, for the Franklin, true happiness was complete, perfect, and
real if delight was ocontained therein, that is, some sensual de-
light., Chaucer ocontinues his desoription of the customs of thls
bon yivant:

His breed, his ale was alweys after ocon

A bettra envyned man was neuere noon

Withoute cake mete was neuere hie hous

Of fiassh and flessh and that so plenteuous

It snewed in his hous of mere and 4 @

Of alle deyntees that men koude thynke
From this desoription Chaucer cleverly portrays the Franklin to
be a man who loves extrsordinary bountids of the table. Dellca-
cies were the ordinary fare for him, These lines are olearly suf-
ﬁ.oim’c for the reader to grasp the type person the Franklin 1s.

Chaucer, however, that he might depict this sensusl vice more ex-

plieitly, descends to further minutlse of the Franklin's charaotern
when he says:
o After the sondry sesons of the year

29 Chaucer, “"General Prologue,* A 334-338.

30 Ibid., A 341-346.
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80 ohaunged he his mete and his soper
Ful many a breem and many a luoce in stuwe
Ro wag his cook but if his sauce were
Poynaunt and sharp and redy al his geere
Hia table dormaunt in his halle alwa
8tood redy couered al the longe

Aobviously Chaucer desires to place before the reader's eye a
gluttonous Fanklin, grievously committing one of the Seven Deadly

sins.

The Parson explains in his brief treatment De Oula,
He that 1s vasunt %o this synne of glotnye he ne
may no asynne withstonde he moot ben in seruage of
alle vices for it is the deueles hoord ther he
hideth hym and resteth/52
The Parson, while not entirely despairing of the glutton, ex-
|presses a severe mind on the matter. Gluttony is just about as
far down on the ladder of vice as a man can step. Yet, how conme
mon the sin of gluttony 1s! The Parsom, to all appearances, then,
might ‘consider sor#é cther vice more fundamental than gluttony to
be the root of a gourmand's sin, m; instance pride or sensual~
ity. Thefsfore, even if gluttony aight externally be a more
manifest common evil, s%till an interior pride or sensuality is

frequently the raison 4'etre of 1ts existence in a person.

However, although the Parson is cursory in his treat-
ment of the sin of gluttony, still there are several verbsl lash-

{

31 Ipid., A 347-354.
32 Chaucer, "The Parson's Tale,* 1 821.
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es oracked at the sensual pilgrims, natabaygtha Franklin. The
Parson distinguishes five species of gluttony, four of which can
easily apply to the Pranklin., Thess arel

The firste 1s for to ete biforn tyme to ete. The

ssoonde is whan a man gete hym to delicat mete or

drynke/ The thridde is what men taken %o muche

ouer mesurs. The fourthe is ourdositee with greet

entente to maken and apparaillen his mete., The

fifthe 1s for to eten to gredily/9d
Prom what we read in the "General Prolgoue® the Franklin was
guilty of the first four species of gluttony, and, n&thoagh noth=-
ing explicit waas said about hls eating too greedily, nevertheless
to picture the Franklin eating and drinking with much guato 1s

| not too Aifficult a phantasm %o form in one's imagination.

_ The Parson refers to these five specles of glutiony as
the five fingers of the Devil's hand, by which he draws people
into sin. Thie 12 a pleturesque way of warning the Franklin that
he had better watch out becauss the Devil has a pretty good grip
on hig soul and will throw him into hell, inless he hils way of
life. :

Yhether or not the Franklin understood the Parsén does
not enter into the piloture. The taét remains that, when the Pare
son spoke ou%, the Franklin was nearby, and the Parson's fiery
irony came naturally in hie proclamation against the Franklin's
#in. This conolusion may well be’drnwn, becauss ironically A

35.2p0., I 828-829.
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Jenough this very same Pranklin says to the 8quire, "Py on possess-
fjoun But if » man be vertuous with al."34 And yet, who literslly
possessed more of the fruite of the earth and seemed to give least

thought to the acquiring of sclid virtue, than the gluttonous
Franklin?

b. Anger, Envy and the Pllgrims

Two altercations between Canterbury pilgrims, which
beeur in the 15.1\&5, serve to exemplify and illuetrate the sins of

ger and envy. In the dispute between the Bummoner and the Friar
he old cleriecsl war is brought to the fore. Both groups were

nvious of the other group's privileges. Naturally, when a member
f each grade sghould be brought together under the banner of a
ilgrizage, an opportunity is evidently furnished the two %o ex-
bresa their differences.

Anger is the manifeat sin in the gquarrel between Oswald
pnd Robin, the Reeve and the Miller. The prevaliling peace of the
ilgrimsge 1e dlgturbed ag Heseve and Miller clash as a result of

Lw tales each tells about the other's trade.

A conslderation of these two incldents will be both
fnteresting and profitable for our study, especially since doth
Peadly Sins are motivating forces in these two altercations, and

34 Chaucer, %*Squire~Franklin Link, * P 686-687.
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! becsuse the Parson says some scathing words on the matter.

Immediately after the Wife of Bath'e lengthy prologue

the Friar speaks out, "Now dame so haue I loye or blls This is a
long preamble of a tale."38 That the Summoner was any more
pleased with Alice's long, drawn-out introduction than was the
Friar, gseems dubioue. ﬁanveé, he spies an opportunity for sd-
monishing Hubert and making some uncomplinentary remarks at the
friars in general. Thus, when he deolaime sgainst the hoorish
interruption of the Friar, 1t 1s rather obvious %o one and all
that the Summoner is merely igniting another spark in the filery
querrel that exists potentially betwesen them. Hear him say,

Lo goddes ammes two

A frere wol entremette hym euere mo

loo goode men a flye and eek a frere

Wol falle in euery dyssh and matere

What spekestow of preambulacioun

¥hat amble or trotte or peecs or g slt doun

Thow lettest oure disport in this manered6
The fires of wrath are now enkindled as the Friar, taking up what
the Summoner has started, answers:

Ye woltow so sir somnour

Now by my feith I shal er that I go

Telle of a somnour swich a tale or two
That al the folk shel laughen in this place3?

35 Chaucer, *Wife af Bath's Prologue," D 830-831.
36 Ibid., D 835-839.
37 Ipid., D 840-843.
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IThe Friar's threat falls on deaf ears and fails to stir the Sum-
fmonar, save to make him more adament in his conviotione against
Brother Hubert and all he stands for. The Summoner retorts,
How elles frere I wol bishrewe thy face
e.eand I bishrewe thy face
But if I telle tales two or three
Of freres er I come to By borne
That 1 shal make thyn hebte for to morne
For wel I woot thy pacience is gon,
Finally, the Host interrupts the petty quarrel and puts an end %o
the disedifying spectacle, which Jjoins two representatives of ve~

1&gibn in a childish argument.

Why waa 1t that such a little affalr as the comment on
the verbosity of the Wife of Bath's introduction sufficed to rousJ
the tempers of the Friar and Summoner? Consideration of the
existing rancour in the hearts of friars and summoners for each
other supplies the answer. For, at the root of this sltersation

wss a deep-seated envy for each other's position.

The Priar was a religlous dedlicated to active service
of God in the world; the monks were religious who spent thelr
whole lives in the cloister and who spent their day in holy con-
templation rather than in external works. The Summoner was not a
¢leric, but a minor Churech orfielnl, connected with the ecclesi-
astical courts. The chief and most important oc upation of the

summoner wag to bear a court summons from the Ochtaiastlaal eoar‘

38 Ibg ., 844~ 849,
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!to the person cited to appeﬁr. However, asccording to Dr. L.A.Has-
°elaayer, the summoner soon became a kind of “oriminal investige-
tor* for the bishop or archbishop, thes Swo presiding offieclals of
the ecolesiastical courts. His remuneration for this service was

g peroentage of what he collected in fines for the courts,.39

Obyviov-ly such a system olears the path for extortion
and leaves the way open for graft, especially when the sins for
which a person could be tried for excommunication were quite gen-
erali non-payment of tithes, saorilsge, slander, arson, theft,
heresy, usury, etc. #Hohn lyre explains this quite well in his

book Ynstructions for Parish Priests.0

Naturally the Summoner knew the sins of many people. Hel
had the power, in a sense, to obtain a light penance for these
people, should he decide %o represent the case in a milder way
than what 1t aotually was. His decigion to act in this manner
ultimately rested on how much money was forthcoming from the per-
son involved. With these faotors in mind, Chauocer's remarks about
the Bummoner are seen in their trues light.

He wolde suffre for a quart of wyn
A good felawe to haus his concubyn

A twelf monthe and exouse hym atte fulle
Ful pryuely a fynch eek koude he pulle

39 louis A. Haselmayer, “The Apparitor and Chaucer's
Summoner,* Speculum, XIX, 1937, B6.

40 John Nyro éng%ﬁg@thong'fcr Parish Priests, ed. Ed-
ward Peachok, Londona, 18 ., \B.E.T.8., 0.8, oL). =
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B et seahon Yo maue Soon ses™ "

R TID Hmeer Nt e,

For in his purs he sholde ypunysshed be4l

We gaw previously that the Priar not only was oapable of
acoepting bribes, but also quite willing %o do so. In this re-
spect at least both Priar snd Sumnoner were slike., This was one
reason for their fight: each was envious of the other's abllity
and power, 1f guch 1% be oalled, to extort the poor. But what ine
tensifled the SBummoner's envy was the fact that the Friar could
hear oonfessions of people, a faculty not granted %o him. Thus
he attacks the character of the Friar in his words following the
prologue of the good Wife. Both of them attack ecach other by
telling tales, the Priar about a summoner, the Summoner about
friars. -

Tp the rest of the pilgrims the patent jealousy and
enﬁr on the part of both Friar and Susmoner was anything but wp-
1irting, nor was it conduoive %o the general overall plous and
devout spiris of the pllgrimage. Their outburst of anger ser—
%ainly 4i1d not set well in the minds and hearts of the onlcokers.
Well, indeed, ngm the Parson preach a reform Yo these two eo-
olesizstiocsl representatives. Thie is exactly what he does. -

Envy spriugs by its very nature from malice, says the

¥

41 Chaucer, "General Prologue,™ A 649-657,
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Eardon, and this 1s certainly truec in the case of the Friar and

y

the Summoner. The Parson mentions sseveral points on which they

tcth sould profitably meditste. Both men sin by their grumbling
nd murmuring, sanifestations of envy. The Parson reminds the

bilgrims, especially the Summoner and Friar, that

And esonm ty-o 1t (grumbling) sourdeth of snuye

whan men discouersn a mannes harm that was

pryuee or bereth hym on hond thyng that is fals/42

IBoth Priar and Summoner are guilty of both these fallings, as we
lbbserved both in their altercations and in their tales. Each ex-
posed and axaggerated the faults of the other, thereby relating
falsehoods about each other. The Parson oont&nﬁac,

Som tyme it comth of ire or pryuse hate that nor-
1gseth rancour in herSe as afterwsrd I shal deoclare/43

Surely an unholy hate can be perceived by the reader of the Tales
to be lodged 1n the hearts of Priar and Summoner for each other.
The Parson warns them again thuag

Thanne comth acousynge as whan a man seketh occas-

foun to anoyen his neighebore which that 1g 1lyk the

oraft of the deuel %that walteth bothe nyght and day

to acousen vs alle/ '
Both Friar and Summoner seek oocasion in their tales %o offend
each other, as they paint each other in a bad light before the

other pilgrims. DBesides this sin, the envious Summoner uncharit-

42 Chaucer,*The Parson's Tale," I 505.
43 Ibid., I B09.
44 Inid., I B12.
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ably indulges in some 1llicit ad hominem arguments against the

Priar's practices.

That the Parson was more the mildly dlspleased with the
envy manifested by these two, would seem to be true, For, immed-
istely after'hiu words on envy, he conslders anger. The anger of
both Friar and Summoner was clearly the external manifestation of
the envy in thelir heart. This situation is in the Parson's mind
a8 he makes his final telling comment:

After Enuye wol 1 discryuen the synne of Ire for

soothly who so hath enuye vp on his neighebore

ancn he wole conmunly fynde hym a matere of wratthe

in word or 1A dede agayne hym to whonm he hath :
enuye/45

Our attention now centers on the other altercation,
that 1s the brief quarrel between Robin the Miller and Oswald the
Reeve. Little comment ig needed on this section lmmedlately pre-
ceding the tale of the Niller. Chaucer has narrated it so cleariﬁ
that the reader easlily percelves the storm brewing in the hearts
of both pilgrims. The Miller remarks,

For I wol telle a legende and a lyf

Both of a carpenter and of his wy?f

How that a olerk hath set the wrightes cappe‘s
The Reeve answers,

«e.8tynt thy clappe

gat be thy lewed dronken harlotrye
%

45_Ibsd., I 533.
46 Chaucer, "The Miller's Prologue," A 3141-3143.




It 1s a synne and eek a greet folye

To apeyren any man or hym defame

And eek to bryngen wyues in swich fame
Thow mayst ynow of othere thynges seyn4?

The Miller, replying to the Reeve with mook meekness, proceeds tJ

tell his bawdy tale concerning a oarpenter, the Reeve's trade.
’This annoys Oswald no end. The ribald fabllau, told with much
enthusiasm on the Miller's part, ends to the accompanying laugh-
ter of all the plligrimas, save Oswald, who is quite angry. Such
is his anger at this Jjuncture that Chaucer remarks about him,
Ne at this tale I saugh no man hym greue
But it were oonly Osewold the Reue
Bycause he was of oarpenteris oraft
A litel ire is in his herte ylaft
He gan to gruoche and blamed 1t a 1ite48
Now 1t 1s the Reeve's turn and he delivers a brief ser-
‘mon 8o the assemblage, after which the Host chides him, telling
him to forget preaching and tell his story, because they are onlﬁ

at Deptford and 4t 1s already htlf_way to prime.

Thersupon Oswald's %one ochanges, reverting to some sem-
blance of his former anger at the Miller. He reminds all that h&
will meet the Niilar on his own ground, andytrade him blow for
blow. ‘ /
For leueful is with force of showue

This 4ronken millere hath ytold vs heer
How that biglled was a carpenter ,

47 Ibid., A 3144-3149 |
48 Chaucer, "The Reeve's Prologus,* A 3859-3863.




tnd with this firm reminder to the pilgrims that the Miller has

g1
Perauenture in soorn for 1 am oon
And by yours lsue I shal hym quyte anoon
Right in his cherles termes wol 1 speke
1 pray to god his mekke mote to Dbreke

He kan wel in myn eye seen a stalke
But in his owene he kan noght seen a balke4d

een the mote in the Reeve's eye, while falling to observe the

peam in his own, Oswald ocontinues hig ribald tale of John and
plain,

Certainly this portrayal of the ruffled tempers of
bin and Oeswald was not a sericus breach agalinst the sin of angey
owever, suoh lmpetucesity and rage as the two tradesmen dlsplayed

the situation is contrary to the admirable virtue of patienoe.

uch faults as Oswald and Robin represented in themselves must bde
own, confessed, and repented of, if the true espirit of the pil-
rimage 8 to be maintained. Thus, though their anger might not
e as scandalous t the assemblage mor as grisvous an offense
blectively as was the manifest anger of the Friar and the Sum-
ner, who by their very pratesaion were obliged % be exemplary
in their virtue, still the Parson has the Reeve and the Miller in
pind when he considsrs at some length this matter of anger.

This synne of ire after the dlsoryuyng of Seint

Augustyn 1s wikked wil to be auenged by word or
by dedefl

49 Ibid., A 3911-3920.

BO Chaucer, “The Parson's Tale,* I 535,
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Thus, the Parson speaks d&roetly‘to those who sin against pati-
ence. The Parson has in mind the Summoner, who avenged himgelf
with an uncomplimentary tale about filars, intended for Brother
Hubert. He is likewlse thinking about the Reeve, whose crude
fablliau about a miller is directed at the inebriated Robin. The
Parson also reocalls Brother Hubert, whose snvy of the Sumucner
started the quarrel, and again about Robin, whose ribald story
gave rise to the olash of tempers between himself and Oswald.

The Parson uses a vivid figure when he attempts to make
his point eclear to those whose quick, flery tempers control their
[hearts. The Parson speaks about the devil'a furnace forged with
three evile. He says,

In this forseyde deueles fourneys ther forgen thre

shrewes Pride that ay bloweth and encreseth the

fyr by ohid; and wikked wordes/ thanns stant

Enuye and holdeth the hoote iren vp on ths herte

of man with a peire of longe toonges of long ran-

ocour/ and thanne stant the synne of contumelle
of strif and cheeste and batereth and forgeth

by vileyns repreuynges/dl

[The irony is easily percelved by the reader, for the Parson has
these four pilgrims &n mind. This vivid flgure 1# foroeful
jenough to sober the drunken Miller, 1s simple enough to penetrate
the mind of the unlettered Reeve, and is good enough a motive to
lsppeal to the epiritually inoclined hesrts of the professional

religious, the Friar and the Summoner.

51 Ibid., I B54-556.
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Later on the Parson becomes more concrete and expliocit. He
condemns chiding and reproaching, of which the Friar, the Summon-
er, the Miller and the Reeve were all guilty. Recall the dis-
gusting picture Chaucer paints of the Summoner in the General
Prologue.® Again, conaider the name calling in which the Friar
indulges about the Summoner in the prologue to his own tales

Pardee ye may wel knowe by the nane

That of n somnouy may no good bs sayd

1 praye that noon of you be yuel apayd

A somnour 1s 2 rennsre wp and doun

With mandementz for fornicaciound2
This impliee that the Summoner is a fornleator, liar, procurer,

and any other disreputable title.

Again the Reeve in his reference to the Nilller's state
of inebriation call his fellowepilgrim, "This dronken millere.*5Y
in their previous altercation the Reeve in his £it of rage had
told the drunken Robin in unoomplimentary fashion, *s8tynt thy
olappe. Lat be thy lewed dronken harlotrye.tB4

Againat such boorish ghiding the Parson speaks out, al=
most as 1f he had remembered verbatim the words of Hubert and Os-
wald.

Lat ¥s thanne speken of chidynge and reproche

82 Chaucer, "The Summoner's Prologue," D 1280-1284.
83 Chaucer, *The Reeve's Prologue,® A 3913,

54 Ibid., A 3144-3146.



whiche ben ful grete woundes in mannes herte
for they vnsowen the gemes of frendshipe in
mannes herte/...Now if he repreue hym vnchar-
itably of gynne as thow holour thow dronkelewe
harlot and soc forth thanne aperteneth that %o
the relosynge of the deuel that cuere hath loye
that men doon synne/ and certes chidynge may nat
come but out of a vileyns herte for after the
habuﬁggnce of the herte speketh the mouth ful
ofte

This with certain pilgrims in mind was said by the Parson. He
uses practically the same words ae did the pilgrims. Conge~
quently, it is this similarity between the pilgrims' confessions
and the Parson's reprehensions that points up the ironic element.

6. Lust and the Pardoner

Whenever consideration is given to the last of the
Seven Deadly 8ins,among the pllgrims, immedlately the name of
one piigrin comes to the fore. The sin 1ls Lust; the pilgrim is
the Wife of Bath. Nor is 1% too remote a possibility that when
the Parson treated this Deadly 8in of Lust, the first pilgrim to
whom he would primarily direct his words would be the "good wyf
of biside Bathe." However, although the Wife of Bath offers
matter for consideration here, still there is ancther pllgrim,
who presents a more ugly pioture, shofng the foul, deadly ef-
fects of such sin. True, the Wife of Bath 1s guilty of lust,

but there is znother side %o her character. She has a warm

~ 55 Chauocer, "The Parson's Tale," I 822; 626-627,
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friendliness, an immenae good humor, and an unashamed forthright-
ness, which one adalres instinctlively. This other pilgrim, the
Pardoner of Rouncivale, has but one side, to all appearances, and
that one side is an ugly side.

Before we undertake a direct study of the ironic barbhs
the Parson huris at thls scoundrel ,-—-what other name gan be found
more fitiing for him?—-we will be helped by a study of his char-
aoter, as Chaucer has desoribed it in the “General Prologue." The
degeription 4f him indicates his charzoter, in fact, it 1z almost
a character analysis mede from studying merely external appear- |
andes.

This pardoner hadde heer as yellow as wex
But smothe it heeng as dooth a strike of flex
By ounces henge hls lokkes that he hadde
And ther with he his shuldres ouerspredds
But thynne it lay by colponeg con and oon
But hood for lolitee wered he noon

For it was trussed vp in his walet

Hym thoughtas he rood al of the newe let
Digcheuelee saue his Cappe he rood al bare
Swiche glarynge eyen hadde he as an hare
A voys he hadlde as 3mal ae hath a goot

No berd hadfle he ne nsuere sholde have

Ag smothe 1t was as At were late yshaue

I trowe he were a geldyng or a mared

Pror this detailed desoription one conclusion may definitely be
drawn: there is certainly a sad lack of wvirility about the Par-
doner. He ia effaminate in his every action, in his bearing, in
his dress. Now effeminacy ltgelf is not a grave moral faulﬁ, bui

L

6@ Chauoer, “general Prologue," A 675-684; 688-691.
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such a quality of character can be the occasion of grave sin.
Thies seems tc be the situation, if Judgment may be legitimately
made from the words Chaucer uses to desoribe the relations be-
tvesn Summoner and Pardoner. Thie description leads one to con-
ciude that both of them are nothing more than low, desplcable
characters. The Pardonsy seenms ﬁo be nothing better than a cheap
1ibertine., Chaucer says of him:

With hym ther rood s gentil Pardoner

Qf Rauneiual his freend and his comper

- - [ 2 - . L 4 - L] - » - » s -

?ul loude he soong com hider loue Lo He

This Sognour bar to hym s stif burdoun

Was neuere trompe of half so greet a sound?
These words indicate that the existing friendship between the
Summoner and the Pardoner was open to question. GCertainly one
man does not sing to another man, "Come hither, Love, to me.*
Nor does this other party in returm affectionately answer the
tender plaint. HNow an objection may be made that the two are
merely Jesting, that no Justifiable charge of perverted friend-
ship ¢oan legitimately be brought against ﬁhe two. At first this
might appesar true. Bul in the 1light of Chaucer's previous de~
scription of the Pardoner, and considering the tone of the con-
%ext, guch a charge secms not merely permissible and legltimate,
but even more proximate %o the actual truth of the whole situa-
tion.

Besides this manifestation of the sin of lust, the

57 Ibid., A 669-670; 672-674.
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Parﬂaner'proclaims other sins in thls regard, sins which have
merred the besuty of his socul, for he himself confessesg in the
Prolague to his own storys

Bay I wol drynke licour of the vyne
And have a loly wenche in euery tounBd

Lnd later ne addsi
For thogh my seif be a ful viclous mand®

The finished portrait of the Pardoner's chavacter, as
etched by Chaucer in the "General Prologue, impresses the
reader that the Pardoner is a2 men completely immersed in the con-
upisocence of the flesh. How horrible a sin for anybody, dut how

own-right lcathesome for an ecolesliastical representative!

A glance at his friend and oconfederate, the Summoner,
ives one a brief, but sad comuentary on what filthy effacts the
in of lust cmn have on a person. What pnysical degradation thie
ain wrecks on a person 1s written all over the diseased fpoe of
the Summoner. Because of a life of self-indulgence, the Summoner
pes come to this wretched eondition. Chaucer says of him:

A gomnour ther wag with vs in that place
That hadde a fyr reed cherubynnes fave
For saueefleen he was with eyen narwe

Az ghoot he was and lecherous as a sparve

With scaled browes blake and plled berd
Of his visage ohildren were aferd

58 Chsucer, "The Pardoner's Prologue,* C 4562-453,
mwi' 3469‘
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Ther nas quyk siluer lytarge ne brynstoon
Boras ceruce ne oille of tartre ncon

Ke cynement that wolde ¢lense and byte

That hym myggte helpen of his whelkes white
Nor of the knobbes sittynge on his chekes
He wag s gentil harlot and s kynde
A bettre felawe sholde men noght fynde
He wolde guffre for a quart of wyn

A good felawe to haue his concubyn

& twelf monthe and exouse hym atte fulle
Ful pryuely a fynoh sek koude he pulle®0

» L . -

Here have been considered two pilgrims, whose sin has
been a fierce lust. One, the Pardoner, whose falr effeminacy is
so attractive to those of his own sex, that he makes use of 1t to
cultivate a perverted friendship. %he other, the Summoner, whose|
phyalecal repulsiveness, which drives sven the ohildren away, is
the effect of a 1ife of debauchery and lust. What will the hum-
ble, virtuous, self-controlled Parson say % them? BSurely his
irony on this subjest ought to be a bit more direot to rouse thenm

from thelr spiritual stupor.

Lust, or lechery, the Parson calls the Devil's other
hand, as was mentioned previously. Using thie figure as a gulde,
he enumerates in general and in particular certain sins of lust.
Were the Pardoner, Summoner, or Wife of Bath inattentive when he
was gpeaking on this matter, the Parson has further words to say.

To the Wife of Bath the Parson directs many of his

T‘ 60 Chaucer, “General Prologue," A 623-833; 647-852.
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lwords on fidelity of wife towsrds husband. ‘fo the Pardoner and
gumoner he 1a a bit more subtle in his approach, though the Lirony
is stronger than it wes in the osse of the Wife of Bath, In the
section where the Parson sp2aks sbout religious who indulge in

the grave sin of adultery, 1%t ocan be affirmed that the Pardoner

E:d tha Summoner are in hia mind, While the Pardoner and the Sum=-
ner are not strictly religious, thay are nevertheless called %o

1ve good exemple at 2ll tlames and are called to a perfection
E;gher than layfolk by reason of their eccleslastical office. o
them, therefore, apply these words of the Parsont

¥et ben ther mo speces of this cursed gynne as whan
that oon of hem 1s religlous or ellee bothe or of
folk that ben entred in to ordre szs sublekne dekne
or preegt or hospitalliers and euers the hyer that
he is in ordre the gretter is the synne/...and thise
ordred folk Den specielly titled %o god and of the
speciasl meipgnee of god for which whan they doon
deadly synne they ben the speclal haytours of god
and of hie peple for they lyuen of the peple %o
preye for the peple and whil they ben swiche tray-
tours hir preyeres aualilen nat %o peple

8 1%t not clear how the Parson must have had his scandalous

urch brothers in mind, when he aspeaks about the way they take
eople's money given in good faith? They promise %o pray for
heir benefactors and then by their sinful, lustful lives are
ble to do absolutely nothing for them, or at least not nearly
# much as they should or could,.

The Parson ressrves & epecisl 1ittle bit of advice for

61 Chaucer, "The Parson's Tale," 1 891; 894.




100

the two friéﬁda whoge doubtful relaticnship is a source of scan=
dals

Another renmedie agayne leeccherle is that a man or

a womsn eschue the compaignye of hem by whiche he

douteth to bs tempted for al be it so that the

dede bz withstonden yet 1s ther grest temptacioun/

Soothly s whit was al though 1% ne brenne noght

fully by stikynge of a candele yet is the wal blak

of the leyt/ ofte Syme I rede that no man

truste in his owene perfescioun but he be stronger

than 8 ‘goun holier than Dauld and wiger than

Sal&me:7g
Doubtless the Parson does not believe, nor does anybody elaes who
knew these two, that either the Bummoner or the Pardoner were as
strong as Sampson, ae holy as David, or as wiss as Solomon, mush
128z superior %o Shenm in any way. Thus, by this ironic example

the Parson makes his point olear.

¥e have now aansiﬁefaﬂ how the Parson's sermon and the
tales of the ather pilgrims together with the “General Prologue"
are all intrinsecally united. By means of ironic nuances of the
Pareon, as he preaches against the Seven Deadly Sins, the reader
may observe his words aireoted’ towards thoge pilgrims who clearly
confessed these sins elther by their external deportment, as

desoribed by Chaucer in the "GeneralPrologue ® or by thelr own
sonfession in the linka, the particular prologues, and in the

tales theomselves.

62 Ibid., I 953-965.
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8ince the question about the real literary merit of
"The Parson's Tale" waa ralsed at the beginngng of this thesis,
the express purpose of the author has been to point out that
irony gives literary life to this tale. For, the funetion of
irony in *"The Parson's Tale' is to provide the basis for the
realism of the tale and to offer a unifying link with the rest of
the Canterbury Tales. Oritlics were considered to be rather
cursory in thelir general treatment of this sermon, and those who
attempted to give a more thorough study to the sermon failed to
penetrate far enough or deeply enough inte the sermon's true

significance.

This fallure on the part of Chaucerian oritics to
undergtand aceurataly the purpose of the Parson's words on the
3cvunxnuadly 8ins 1s easily comprehended. First of all, how many
of the oritics, who comment apparently so wisely on the ngtgg:
bury Tales, actually knew the real purpcse of a pilgrimage? How
many of them had more than an academic appreciation of the duties
ﬂaf a8 medieval parson? Above all, how many of these oritics were
ot the same faith as the author of the Canterbury Tales?

Row this is not bringing morality or religlon into the
|artfulness of these stories. FPar from it! But unless a thor-
Wough understanding of the end and purpose ofaa religious pilgrim-
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age is had, ﬂun ean any oritic, no matter how keen his intellect,
fully comprehend all the meaninge of the Parson's sermon, much
less discern the gubtle irody? Without some sympathy for the
character of a medieval parson, and without an experimental know-
ledge of the Catholic Faith, how can any Chaucerian uahol&r
really understand all there is to understand in the whole Canter-
bury colleotion of stories?

Thus, it happens that many Chaucerian commentators
overlook "The Parson's Tale," or else explain 1ts purpose super-
ficlally. Chaucer 414 not merely intend to paraﬁé his knowledge
of theology when he wrote this sermon, as some critios maintaln.

Nor was his express purpose to try his hand at medkeval homily,

as others ha#e remarked. Nor, finally, was this coneluding tale -

to be a devout retraction made by Chauoer in reparation for some
of the ridald nonsense and ocrude vulgarity that preceded it in
certain tales and in the language of soms of the pilgrims. This
latter explanation meets with much popular favor among oritlcs
of Chaucer. It is hoped that the chapters of this thesls, part-
ioularly the last two, have shown sufficiently that there is

something more to the Parson's sermon than most oritics allow,

*The Parson's Tale® motivated the pilgrimas as they
were about to enter Canterbury, terminus of their long Journey.
Through the humble, exemplary Parson of a town, Chauser would
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lead the pilgrims on a true pilgrimage. Does this necessarily
signify that Chaucer's purpose in writing the Canterbury Tales
was predominantly a moral one? But if Chaucer was %o be real-
iatic in his portralt of a pilgrimage, he had to piscture the
true motivating epirit of a pilgrimsge, namely, repentance.
Therefore, that he conclude his Tales on this note, which will
linger in the reader's ear vhen' he finighes the Parson's sermon
and lays aside the Canterbury Tales, 1s absolutely necessary to
preserve the realisu of ths whole. |

But if Chaucer merely wrote a plous tale and ingerted
it as a proper conclusion to the whole work, the unity of the
colleotion would be questionable. Actuslly some question the
unity on this very fact. Again, if he wrote something idealistio
or merely theoretical, how would he maintain his quality of real-
iem, which 1s such a prominent feature of his other tales?

Chaucer was able to answer both these problems by the
use of irony. Irony in *The Parson's Tale" forms the basis of
the tale's realism; ironiec impliocations in the Parsonts words
Joined his sermon to the rest of the Talga.

Those oritics who overlook Chaucer's irony in *The Par-
son's Tale' take the aermon too nmuch at face value. In a sense,
they tale Chauocsr too seriously, in that they do not look beneath
the literal meaning of his words. The oritic in his small way
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considers the Parson's sermon as only e part, albelt an important
one, of the grsater whole. The oritics are contemplating a de=
tail, when they should be contemplating a design. And the Chau-
cerian irony, as Gilbert Chesterton says so well, "is sometimes
so large that it 1s too large to be seen. %83 This certainly
appears to ba the case with most, if not all, of the oritics of
the Canterbury Tales.

In oonclusion, lst it be restated that irony gives a
vitality and a literary flawor to the prose sermmn, whioh otherw
wige might have been rather flat and dry. If the reader falls %o
appreciate the irony in *The Parson's Tale® he will lose much of
what Chaucer intended, and will fail to gee gomething of his
peculiar ironic style. If he fails %o resd this tale as 1t
should be read, that is, as a medleval sermon delivered to men
and women of all classes on a religlous pilgrimage, he will never
arrive at the correct notion of 1%, and the Parson's sermon will
be for him, as it has been for so many others, merely a plece of
dull pross.

83 Chesterton, Chaucer, 20.
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