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A Journal of English Literary History 

VOLUME TWENTY-ONE MARCH, 1954 NUMBER ONE 

CHAUCER'S PROLOGUE TO PILGRIMAGE: 
THE TWO VOICES 

By ARTHUR W. HOFFMAN 

Criticism of the portraits in Chaucer's General Prologue to 
The Canterbury Tales has taken various directions: some 
critics have praised the portraits especially for their realism, 
sharp individuality, adroit psychology, and vividness of felt 
life; others, working in the genetic direction, have pointed out 
actual historical persons who might have sat for the portraits; 
others, appealing to the light of the medieval sciences, have 
shown the portraits to be filled, though not burdened, with the 
lore of Chaucer's day, and to have sometimes typical identities 
like case histories. Miss Bowden,' in her recent study of the 
Prologue, assembles the fruits of many earlier studies and gives 
the text an impressive resonance by sketching historical and 
social norms and ideals, the facts and the standards of craft, 
trade, and profession, so that the form of the portraits can be 
tested in the light of possible conformities, mean or noble, to 
things as they were or to things as they ought to have been. 

It is not unlikely that the critics who have explored in these 
various directions would be found in agreement on one com- 
monplace, a metaphor which some of them indeed have used, 
the designation of the portraits in the General Prologue as 

1 Muriel Bowden, A Commentary on the General Prologue to the Canterbury 
Tales (New York. 1948). 
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2 CHAUCER'S PROLOGUE TO PILGRIMAGE 

figures in a tapestry. It is less likely that all of the critics 
would agree as to the implications of this metaphor, but it 
seems to me that the commonplace deserves to be explored and 
some of its implications tested. The commonplace implies that 
the portraits which appear in the General Prologue have a 
designed togetherness, that the portraits exist as parts of a 
unity. 

Such a unity, it may be argued, is partly a function of the 
exterior framework of a pilgrimage to Canterbury; all the 
portraits are portraits of pilgrims: 

At nyght was come into that hostelrye 
Wel nyne and twenty in a compaignye, 
Of sondry folk, by aventure yfalle 
In felaweshipe, and pilgrimes were they alle, (23-26) 2 

But the unity of the Prologue may be also partly a matter of 
internal relationships among the portraits, relationships which 
are many and various among " sondry folk." One cannot hope 
to survey all of these, but the modest objective of studying 
some of the aesthetically important internal relationships is 
feasible. 

If one begins with the unity that is exterior to the portraits, 
the unity that contains them, one faces directly the question of 
the nature of pilgrimage as it is defined in this dramatic poem. 
What sort of framework does the Prologue in fact define? Part 
of the answer is in the opening lines, and it is not a simple 
answer because the definition there ranges from the upthrust 
and burgeoning of life as a seasonal and universal event to a 
particular outpouring of people, pilgrims, gathered briefly at 
the Tabard Inn in Southwark, drifting, impelled, bound, called 
to the shrine of Thomas a Becket at Canterbury. The pilgrim- 
age is set down in the calendar of seasons as well as in the 
calendar of piety; nature impels and supernature draws. " Go, 
go, go," says the bird; " Come," says the saint. 

In the opening lines of the Prologue springtime is charac- 
terized in terms of procreation, and a pilgrimage of people to 
Canterbury is just one of the many manifestations of the life 
thereby produced. The phallicism of the opening lines presents 

2 All references to the text of The Canterbury Tales are to The Poetical Works of 
Chaucer, ed. F. N. Robinson (Cambridge, Mass., 1933). 



ARTHUR W. HOFFMAN 3 

the impregnating of a female March by a male April, and a 
marriage of water and earth. The marriage is repeated and 
varied immediately as a fructifying of " holt and heeth " by 
Zephirus, a marriage of air and earth. This mode of symbolism 
and these symbols as parts of a rite of spring have a long 
background of tradition; as Professor Cook 3 once pointed out, 
there are eminent passages of this sort in Aeschylus and 
Euripides, in Lucretius, in Virgil's Georgics, in Columella, and 
in the Pervigiliurn Veneris, and Professor Robinson cites Guido 
delle Colonne, Boccaccio, Petrarch, and Boethius. Zephirus is 
the only overt mythological figure in Chaucer's passage, but, 
in view of the instigative role generally assigned to Aphrodite 
in the rite of spring, she is perhaps to be recognized here, as 
Professor Cook suggested, in the name of April, which was her 
month both by traditional association and by one of the two 
ancient etymologies.4 Out of this context of the quickening of 
the earth presented naturally and symbolically in the broadest 
terms, the Prologue comes to pilgrimage and treats pilgrimage 
first as an event in the calendar of nature, one aspect of the 
general springtime surge of human energy and longing. There 
are the attendant suggestions of the renewal of human mobility 
after the rigor and confinement of winter, the revival of wayfar- 
ing now that the ways are open. The horizon extends to distant 
shrines and foreign lands, and the attraction of the strange and 
faraway is included before the vision narrows and focusses upon 
its English specifications and the pilgrimage to the shrine at 
Canterbury with the vows and gratitude that send pilgrims 
there. One way of regarding the structure of this opening 
passage would emphasize the magnificent progression from the 
broadest inclusive generality to the firmest English specifica- 
tion, from the whole western tradition of the celebration of 
spring (including, as Cook pointed out, such a non-English or 
very doubtfully English detail as " the droghte of March ") 
to a local event of English society and English Christendom, 
from natural forces in their most general operation to a very 
specific and Christian manifestation of those forces. And yet 
one may regard the structure in another way, too; if, in the 

'Albert S. Cook, " Chaucerian Papers-I: I. Prologue I-11," Transactions of the 
Connecticut Academy of Arts and Sciences, XXIII (New Haven, 1919), 5-21. 

4Cook, 5-10. 



4 CHAUCER'S PROLOGUE TO PILGRIMAGE 

calendar of nature, the passage moves from general to parti- 
cular, does it not, in the calendar of piety, move from nature to 
something that includes and oversees nature? Does not the 
passage move from an activity naturally generated and im- 
pelled to a governed activity, from force to telos? Does not 
the passage move from Aphrodite and armor in their secular 
operation to the sacred embrace of " the hooly blisful martir" 
and of amor dei? 

The transition from nature to supernature is emphasized by 
the contrast between the healthful physical vigor of the opening 
lines and the reference to sickness that appears in line 18. On 
the one hand, it is physical vitality which conditions the pil- 
grimage; on the other hand, sickness occasions pilgrimage. It 
is, in fact, rather startling to come upon the word " seeke " at 
the end of this opening passage, because it is like a breath of 
winter across the landscape of spring. " Whan that they were 
seeke" may, of course, refer literarly to illnesses of the winter 
just past, but, in any event, illness belongs symbolically to the 
inclement season. There is also, however, a strong parallelism 
between the beginning and end of this passage, a parallelism 
that has to do with restorative power. The physical vitality of 
the opening is presented as restorative of the dry earth; the 
power of the saint is presented as restorative of the sick. The 
seasonal restoration of nature parallels a supernatural kind of 
restoration that knows no season; the supernatural kind of 
restoration involves a wielding and directing of the forces of 
nature. The Prologue begins, then, by presenting a double view 
of the Canterbury pilgrimage: the pilgrimage is one tiny mani- 
festation of a huge tide of life, but then, too, the tide of life 
ebbs and flows in response to the power which the pilgrimage 
acknowledges, the power symbolized by " the hooly blisful 
martir." 

After line 18 the process of particularizing is continued, 
moving from " that seson " just defined to a day and to a place 
and to a person in Southwark at the Tabard, and thence to the 
portraits of the pilgrims. The double view of pilgrimage is 
enhanced and extended by the portraits where it appears, in 
one aspect, as a range of motivation. This range of motivation 
is from the sacred to the secular and on to the profane- 
" profane " in the sense of motivations actually subversive of 
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the sacred. All the pilgrims are, in fact, granted an ostensible 
sacred motive; all of them are seeking the shrine. The dis- 
tances that we are made aware of are both within some of the 
portraits, where a gulf yawns between ostensible and actual 
motivation, and between the portraits, where the motivation 
of the Knight and the Parson is near one end of the spectrum, 
and the motivation of the Summoner and the Pardoner near 
the other end. There is such an impure but blameless mixture 
as the motivation of the Prioress; there is the secular pilgrim- 
age of the Wife of Bath, impelled so powerfully and frankly by 
Saint Venus rather than drawn by Saint Thomas, and goaded 
by a Martian desire to acquire and dominate another husband; 
in the case of the Prioress, an inescapable doubt as to the 
quality of amor hesitates between the sacred and secular, and 
in the case of the thoroughly secular Wife of Bath, doubt 
hesitates between the secular and the profane while the portrait 
shows the ostensible motive that belongs to all the pilgrims 
shaken without ever being subverted, contradicted perhaps, 
brazenly opposed, but still acknowledged and offered, not, at 
any rate, hypocritically betrayed. In the area of motivation, 
the portraits seem to propose, ultimately, a fundamental, in- 
escapable ambiguity as art of the human condition; prayer 
for the purification of motive is valid for all the pilgrims. And 
the pilgrims who move, pushed by impulse and drawn by vows, 
none merely impelled and none perfectly committed, reflect, in 
their human ambiguity, the broad problem of origins and ends, 
the stubbornness of matter and the power of spirit, together 
with ideas of cosmic resolution and harmony in which source 
and end are reconciled and seen to be the same, the purposes of 
nature and supernature found to be at one, the two restorative 
powers akin, the kinds of love not discontinuous, Saint Venus 
and Saint Thomas different and at odds yet not at war, within 
the divine purpose which contains both. 

The portraits of the Knight and the Squire have a particular 
interest. The relationships between these two portraits are 
governed by and arise out of the natural relationship of father 
and son. Consanguinity provides the base for a dramatic 
relationship, and at the same time is the groundwork for a 
modestly generalized metaphor of age and youth. Each portrait 
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is enhanced and defined by the presence of the other: the long 
roll of the Knight's campaigns, and the Squire's little oppor- 
tunity (" so litel space "), a few raids enumerated in one line; 
a series of past tenses, a history, for the Knight, and for the 
Squire a present breaking forth in active participles; the Knight 
not " gay," wearing fustian soiled by his coat of mail, " bi- 
smotered," the Squire bright and fresh and colorful; the Knight 
meek and quiet,-or so the portrait leaves him-beside the 
Squire, who sings and whistles all the day. The Knight's love 
is an achieved devotion, a matter of pledges fulfilled and of 
values, if not completely realized, yet woven into the fabric 
of experience (ideals-" trouthe," " honour," " fredom," " cur- 
teisie"). The Squire is a lover, a warm and eager lover, 
paying court to his lady and sleeping no more than the night- 
ingale. In the one, the acquired, tutored, disciplined, elevated, 
enlarged love, the piety; and in the other, the love channelled 
into an elaborate social ritual, a parody piety, but still emphati- 
cally fresh and full of natural impulse. One cannot miss the 
creation of the Squire in conventional images of nature, the 
meadow, the flowers, the freshness like May, the lover like the 
nightingale,-comparisons that are a kind of re-emergence of 
the opening lines of the Prologue, the springtime surge of 
youthful, natural energy that animates the beginning. " Go, 
go, go," the bird's voice, is a major impulse in the portrait of 
the Squire and in the Squire's pilgrimage; the Knight's pil- 
grimage is more nearly a response to the voice of the saint. Yet 
the Squire is within the belt of rule, and learning the calendar 
of piety. The concluding couplet of the portrait 

Curteis he was, lowely and servysable, 
And carf biforn his fader at the table. (99-100) 

has the effect of bending all the youth, energy, color, audible- 
ness, and high spirit of the Squire to the service of his father, 
the Knight, and to attendance on his pilgrimage, with perhaps 
a suggestion of the present submitting to the serious and 
respected values served and communicated by the past, the 
natural and the imposed submitting of the son to his natural 
father, and beyond him to the supernatural goal, the shrine to 
which the father directs his pilgrimage. 

The portraits of the Knight and the Squire represent one 
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of the ways in which portraiture takes into account and 
develops the double definition of pilgrimage which is estab- 
lished at the beginning. The double definition of pilgrimage is 
involved in a different way in the portrait of the Prioress; there 
it appears as a delicately poised ambiguity. Two definitions 
appear as two faces of one coin. Subsequently, when the 
portrait- of the Prioress is seen together with the portraits of 
the Monk and the Friar, a sequence is realized, running from 
ambiguity to emphatic discrepancy, and the satire that circles 
the impenetrable duality of sacred and secular impulse in the 
case of the Prioress, knifes in as these impulses are drawn apart 
in the case of the Monk and strikes vigorously in the still wider 
breach that appears in the case of the Friar. What is illustrated 
within the portraits is amplified by a designed sequence. 

The delicate balance in the picture of the Prioress has been 
generally recognized and has perhaps been only the more 
clearly exhibited by occasional seesawing in the critical inter- 
pretation of the portrait in which the satiric elements are some- 
times represented as heavy, sometimes as slight, sometimes 
sinking the board, and sometimes riding light and high. 
There is, perhaps, no better illustration of the delicacy of the 
balance than the fact that the Prioress's very presence on a 
pilgrimage, as several commentators have pointed out, may be 
regarded as the first satiric touch. The very act of piety is not 
free from the implication of imperfection; the Prioress is obli- 
gated to a cloistered piety that serves and worships God 
without going on a journey to seek a shrine, and prioresses were 
specifically and repeatedly enjoined from going on pilgrimages. 
Prioresses did, nevertheless, go as pilgrims, so that Chaucer's 
Prioress is not departing from the norm of behavior of persons 
in her office so much as she is departing from the sanctioned 
ideal of behavior.5 In the case of the Prioress, the blemish is 
sufficiently technical to have only faint satiric coloring; it is 
not the notable kind of blemish recognized in all times and all 
places. Nevertheless, it is precisely this kind of hint of a spot 
that places the Prioress at one end of a sequence in which the 
more obviously blemished Monk and Friar appear. If we pose 

' The relevance of the ideal sanctioned character of an office to the portrait of a 
person will appear again strikingly in the case of the Summoner and the Pardoner. 
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a double question-What kind of woman is the Prioress, and 
what kind of prioress is the woman?-the portrait responds 
more immediately to the first part of the question, and leaves 
the answer to the second part largely in the area of implication. 
The portrait occupies forty-five lines, and more than three- 
fourths of the lines have to do with such matters as the Pri- 
oress 's blue eyes, her red mouth, the shape of her nose and 
width of her forehead, her ornaments and dress, her table 
manners, her particular brand of French, her pets and what she 
fed them, and her tenderness about mice. It is, of course, one 
of the skilful arts of these portraits to work with surfaces and 
make the surfaces convey and reveal what lies beneath, but it 
should be observed that in the case of the Parson-or even in 
the case of the Knight-a character is arrived at almost entirely 
without physical and superficial detail. One need not take the 
emphatic surface in the portrait of the Prioress as necessarily 
pejorative in its implication; it need not follow that the Prioress 
is a shallow and superficial person, and, in consequence, sharply 
satirized. But the portrait does seem, by means of its emphasis 
on surfaces, to define the Prioress as woman, and strongly 
enough so that tension between the person and her office, 
between the given human nature and the assumed sacred 
obligation is put vividly before us, and rather as the obser- 
vation of a fact than as the instigation of a judgment. In the 
cases of the Monk and the Friar, the tension is so exacerbated 
that judgment is, in the case of the Monk, incited, and in the 
case of the Friar, both incited and inflamed to severity. 

In the portrait of the Prioress the double view of pilgrimage 
appears both in an ambiguity of surfaces, and in an implied 
inner range of motivation. In the surfaces there is a sustained 
hovering effect: the name, Eglentyne, is romance, and " simple 
and coy " is a romance formula, but she is a nun, by whatever 
name, and "simple " and "coy," aside from their romance 
connotations, have meanings (" simple " and " modest ") ap- 
propriate enough to a nun; there are the coral beads and the 
green gauds, but they are a rosary; there are the fluted wimple 
and the exposed forehead, but the costume is a nun's habit; 
there is the golden brooch shining brightly, but it is a religious 
emblem. Which shall be taken as principal, which as modifying 
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and subordinate? Are the departures or the conformities more 
significant of her nature? Are her Stratford French and her 
imitation of court manners more important than the fact that 
she sings well and properly the divine service? Do we detect 
vanity in her singing well, or do we rely on what she sings and 
accept her worship as well performed-to the glory of God? 
The ambiguity of these surface indications leads into the 
implied range of motivation; this implied range has been gen- 
erally recognized in the motto-" Amor vincit omnia "-on 
the Prioress's golden brooch, and the implications set up in 
the portrait as a whole seem to be clustered and tightly fastened 
in this ornament and symbol. 

The motto itself has, in the course of history, gone its own 
double pilgrimage to the shrine of Saint Venus and to sacred 
shrines; the original province of the motto was profane, but it 
was drawn over to a sacred meaning and soon became com- 
plexly involved with and compactly significant of both. Pro- 
fessor Lowes comments on the motto as it pertains to the 
Prioress: 

Now is it earthly love that conquers all, now heavenly; the phrase 
plays back and forth between the two. And it is precisely that 
happy ambiguity of the convention-itself the result of an earlier 
transfer-that makes Chaucer's use of it here . . . a master stroke. 
Which of the two loves does " amor" mean to the Prioress? I do 
not know; but I think she thought she meant love celestial6 

Professor Lowes, presumably, does not really expect to see the 
matter concluded one way or the other and finds this very 
inconclusiveness, hovering between two answers, one of the 
excellences of the portrait. There is, however, a certain amount 
of illumination to be gained, though not an answer to the 
question as formulated by Professor Lowes, by asking the 
question another way and considering an answer in terms that 
lie outside of the Prioress's motivation. Put the question in 
this form: Which of the two loves does the portrait in the 
context of the Prologue mean by amor? The answer to this 
question, of course, is both. On the one hand, profane love or 
the love of earthly things does overcome all; the little vanities 

6 John Livingston Lowes, Convention and Revolt, (Boston and New York, 1919), 
P. 66. 
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and pretensions, the love of color and decoration and dress, the 
affection squandered in little extravagances toward pets, the 
pity and tender emotion wasted upon a trapped mouse-the 
multiplicity of secular, impulsive loves threatens to and could 
ultimately stifle the dedication to the celestial love. This 
answer is, in fact, a version of the Prioress's character and 
motivation sometimes offered. It actually implies one half of 
the view of pilgrimage-the natural powers that move people 
and that may usurp the whole character. But the other answer 
-celestial love conquers all things-also applies to the portrait, 
though it is not very easily arrived at in terms of the Prioress's 
motivation. Here we are dealing with the ostensible meaning 
of the motto, the ideal meaning of the motto as worn by a 
prioress-what it ought to mean in terms of her office. And, 
no matter what the impurity of the Prioress's motives, no 
matter what she means or thinks she means by the motto, the 
motto does, in the calendar of piety, mean that God's love is 
powerful over all things, powerful in this case over the vanity 
that may be involved in the wearing of the brooch, powerful 
over all the shallowness and limitation and reduction and mis- 
direction of love that the Prioress may be guilty of, powerful 
over all her departures from or misunderstandings of discipline 
and obligation and vow, powerful over all inadequacy, able 
to overcome the faults of God's human instruments and make 
this woman's divine office valid. The motto, and the portrait 
of which it is the conclusion, appreciate both the secular im- 
pulses and the sacred redemptive will, but there is no doubt 
which love it is that is crowned with ultimate power. 

Chaucer has found ways, as in the case of the Prioress, of 
making an ideal or standard emerge within a portrait. The 
standard may be ambiguously stated or heavily involved in 
irony, but it is almost always present, and nowhere with greater 
effectiveness than in the most sharply satiric portraits. This, I 
take it, is the effect of the formula of worthiness which is 
applied to so many of the pilgrims. A character is declared to 
be " worthy " or " the best that ever was " of his craft or pro- 
fession or office, and frequently under circumstances that make 
the statement jarring and the discrepancy obvious. There is a 
definite shock, for example, when Friar Huberd is declared to be 



ARTHUR W. HOFFMAN 11 

a " worthy lymytour," or the Pardoner " a noble ecclesiaste." 
Even when the satiric thrust has two directions, striking both 
at the individual and at the group to which he belongs, the 
implication has nevertheless been lodged in the portrait that 
there could be, for example, a worthy friar, or a pardoner who 
was indeed a noble ecclesiastic. The reader is, as it were, 
tripped in the act of judging and reminded that if he condemns 
these figures, if they appear culpable, there must be some sort 
of standard by which they are so judged, by which they 
appear so. 

Chaucer has also adopted the method of including ideal or 
nearly ideal portraits among the pilgrims. There are, for 
example, the Knight and the Plowman, figures at either end of 
the secular range, and among the clerical figures there is the 
Parson. A host of relative judgments, of course, are set up by 
devices of sequence and obvious pairing and contrasting of 
portraits. It is the ideal portraits, however, that somehow 
preside over all these judgments and comparisons, and it is 
to them that the relative distinctions are presented for a kind 
of penultimate judgment. Prioress, Monk, and Friar, and all 
the other clerical figures are reckoned with the Parson who is, 
in fact, made to speak in an accent of judgment upon the 
clerical figures who go astray-". . . if gold ruste, what shal 
iren do? " (We may remember the Prioress's shining gold 
brooch, the Monk's gold pin, and, among the secular figures, the 
Physician who so doubly regarded gold as a sovereign remedy.) 

Chaucer has used an interesting device for undergirding the 
ideal portrait of the Parson. He employs consanguinity with 
metaphorical effect. After the assertions which declare that 
the Parson "' first . .. wroghte, and afterward . . . taughte," the 
actualizing of Christian ideals is supported by the representa- 
tion of the Parson as brother to the Plowman. It is the Parson's 
Christian obligation to treat men as brothers, and the portrait 
abundantly affirms that he does so. Making him actually the 
brother of the Plowman brilliantly insists that what super- 
nature calls for is performed by the Parson and, more than that, 
comes by nature to him.7 The achieved harmony both comes 

'There is, of course, plenty of actual basis for representing a parson as a son of 
the soil; the connection is not merely an artistic and symbolic device. 
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from above and rises out of the ground; sacred and secular are 
linked, the shepherd of souls and the tiller of the soil. This is 
a vantage point from which the conflicts of secular and 
sacred, of nature and supernature, are seen in a revealing light, 
a point at which one sees reflected in the clear mirror of ideal 
characters and an actual-ideal relationship the fundamental 
double view of pilgrimage established in the beginning. 

The double definition of pilgrimage is differently but none- 
theless revealingly illuminated by the portraits of another 
fraternizing pair, the Summoner and Pardoner, who conclude 
the sequence of pilgrims. The illumination here is not clarified 
by way of ideal characters but somehow refracted and intensi- 
fied by the dark surfaces upon which it falls. The darkness is 
most visible in connection with the theme of love, which 
appears here in a sinister and terrible distortion. The hot and 
lecherous Summoner, the type of sexual unrestraint, is repre- 
sented as harmonizing in song with the impotent Pardoner, the 
eunuch; the deep rumbling voice and the thin effeminate voice 
are singing, " Com hider, love, to me! The song, in this 
context, becomes both a promiscuous and perverted invitation 
and an unconscious symbolic acknowledgment of the absence 
of and the need for love, love that comes neither to the grasp- 
ing physical endeavor of the Summoner nor to the physical 
incapacity of the Pardoner-nor to their perverted spirits. 
Love has been treated in the Prologue from the beginning as 
dual in character, a matter both of the body and the spirit, the 
amor symbolized by Venus, sung by the Squire, equivocally 
illustrated by the Prioress, lustily celebrated by the Wife of 
Bath; and the amor dei, the love shadowily there beyond all 
the secular forms of love, a hovering presence among the 
pilgrims and sometimes close, as to the Knight and the 
Parson and the Plowman, and symbolized in the saint's shrine 
which is the goal of all of them. On this view, the song of the 
Summoner and the Pardoner is a superb dramatic irony 
acknowledging the full extent of their need and loss, the love 
of God which they ought to strive for, the love which they 
desperately need. 

The office which each of these men is supposed to fulfill 
should be taken into account. The Summoner is, ostensibly, 
an instrument through whom divine justice, in a practical way, 
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operates in the world. There are, in the portrait, a few touches 
that may be reminders of the ultimate source of his authority 
and function: his " Questio quid iuris," though it is represented 
satirically as the sum and substance of his knowledge, and 
posed as a question, is legitimately the substance of his know- 
ledge-his province, is law, especially the divine law; " Sig- 
nificavit" is the opening word of a legal writ, a dreaded worldly 
pronouncement of divine judgment, excommunication; he is 
physically a fearful figure from whom children run (not the 
divine love which suffers them to come), and some of the phy- 
sical details may be reminders of noble and awesome aspects of 
divine justice his " fyr-reed cherubynnes face" and the voice 
described in a significant analogy as like a trumpet, "Was 
nevere trompe of half so greet a soun." The Pardoner, on the 
other hand, is the ostensible instrument of divine mercy and 
love. Many of the pardoners, as Miss Bowden points out, went 
so far as to pretend to absolve both a poena and a culpa, thereby 
usurping, in the pretended absolution a culpa, a function which 
theological doctrine reserved to God and His grace. In any 
case, their legitimate functions were an appeal for charity and 
an extension of God's mercy and love. The Pardoner, it should 
be observed, is, compared to the Summoner, an attractive 
figure. We may be reminded of the superior affinity of the 
Pardoner's office by the veil which he has sewed upon his cap, 
the copy of St. Veronica's veil which is supposed to have 
received the imprint of Christ's face.8 

The justice and love 9 of which the Summoner and Pardoner 
are emissaries are properly complementary and harmoniously, 
though paradoxically and mysteriously, related, so that the ad- 

8Later, in telling his story, the Pardoner acknowledges that his pardons are 
inferior versions of the supreme pardon which is Christ's. See The Pardoner's Tale, 
915-918. 

'This statement of the symbolic values behind the Summoner and the Pardoner 
is not a disagreement with, but merely an addition to, the point made by Kellogg 
and Haselmayer (Alfred L. Kellogg and Louis A. Haselmayer, " Chaucer's Satire of 
the Pardoner," PMLA, LXVI [March, 1951], 215-277) when they assert: " In this 
paradox, this ironic portrait of justice and crime singing in close harmony, we reach 
the center of Chaucer's satire." v (p. 0275) There is, indeed, the strongest satiric 
impact in this affiliation of the man who should apprehend the wrongdoer with the 
criminal. In addition, however, if we are to see beyond the Summoner's disabilities 
to his representation of justice, we see in parallel vision beyond the Pardoner's 
disabilities a representation of love. 
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vances that are being made both of persons and of values are, 
in a very serious sense, proper to this pair. The radical physical 
distinctness of Summoner and Pardoner is at this level the 
definition of two aspects of supernature; there is the same 
employment of physical metaphor here that there is in the 
portraits of the Parson and the Plowman, but with the differ- 
ence that light comes out of darkness, and out of the gravest 
corruption of nature the supernatural relationship emerges 
clarified in symbol. The Summoner cannot finally pervert, and 
the Pardoner's impotence cannot finally prevent; the divine 
justice and love are powerful even over these debased instru- 
ments-Amor vincit omnia. Beyond their knowing, beyond 
their power or impotence, impotently both Pardoner and Sum- 
moner appeal for the natural love-melody of bird-song and 
meadows of flowers-and both pray for the celestial love, the 
ultimate pardon which in their desperate and imprisoned dark- 
ness is their only hope: " Com hider, love, to me!" 

The exterior unity achieved by the realistic device and 
broadly symbolic framework of pilgrimage is made stronger 
and tighter in the portraits, partly by local sequences and pair- 
ings, but most impressively by the illustration, the variation 
and enrichment by way of human instances, of a theme of love, 
earthly and celestial, and a general complex intermingling of 
the consideration of nature with the consideration of super- 
nature. The note of love is sounded in different keys all through 
the portraits: 
The Knight 

he loved chivalrie, 
Trouthe and honour, fredom and curteisie (45-46) 

The Squire 
A lovyere and a lusty bacheler ... (80) 
So hoote he lovede that by nyghtertale 
He sleep namoore than dooth a nyghtyngale. 

(97-98) 
The Prioress 

... Amor vincit omnia. (162) 
The Monk 

A Monk . . . that lovede venerie, .. . (166) 
He hadde of gold ywroght a ful curious pyn; 
A love-knotte in the gretter ende ther was. 

(196-197) A fat swan loved he best of any roost. (206) 
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The Friar 
In love-dayes ther koude he muchel help... (258) 
Somewhat he lipsed, for his wantownesse, ... (264) 

The Clerk 
For hym was levere have at his beddes heed 
Twenty bookes, clad in blak or reed, 
Of Aristotle and his philosophie, 
Than robes riche, or fithele, or gay sautrie. 

(293-296) 
The Frankelyn 

Wel loved he by the morwe a sop in wyn; 
To lyven in delit was evere his wone, 
For he was Epicurus owene sone . . . (334-336) 

The Physician 
He kepte that he wan in pestilence. 
For gold in phisik is a cordial, 
Therefore he lovede gold in special. (442-444) 

The Wife of 
Bath 

Of remedies of love she knew per chaunce, 
For she koude of that art the olde daunce. 

(475-476) 
The Parson 

But rather wolde he yeven, out of doute, 
Unto his povre parisshens aboute 
Of his offryng and eek of his substaunce. (487-489) 

Cristes loore and his apostles twelve 
He taughte, but first he folwed it hymselve. 

(527-528) 
The Plowman 

With hymn ther was a Plowman, was his brother, . . . 
(529) 

Lyvynge in pees and parfit charitee. 
God loved he best with al his hoole herte 
At alle tymes, thogh him gamed or smerte, 
And thanne his neighebor right as hymselve. 

(532-535) 
The Summoner 

and . . "Com hider, love, to me! " (672) 
the Pardoner 

The theme of restorative power attends upon the theme of 
love. It is, of course, announced at the beginning and defined 
in terms both of nature and supernature. Both the Physician, 
concerned with natural healing, and the Pardoner, the agent 
of a supernatural healing, appear under the rubric of " Phy- 
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sician, heal thyself." The worldly Physician is disaffected from 
God; the Pardoner is naturally impotent. Serious inadequacy 
in either realm appears as counterpart of inadequacy in the 
other. It is the Parson who both visits the sick and tends 
properly to the cure of souls; he works harmoniously in both 
realms, and both realms are in harmony and fulfilled in him. 

The pilgrims are represented as affected by a variety of 
destructive and restorative kinds of love. Their characters and 
movement can be fully described only as mixtures of the loves 
that drive and goad and of the love that calls and summons. 
The pilgrims have, while they stay and when they move, their 
worldly host. They have, too, their worldly Summoner and 
Pardoner who, in the very worst way, move and are moved 
with them. Nevertheless, the Summoner and Pardoner, who 
conclude the roll of the company, despite and beyond their 
appalling personal deficiency, may suggest the summoning and 
pardoning, the judgment and grace which in Christian thought 
embrace and conclude man's pilgrimage and which therefore, 
with all the corrosions of satire and irony, are also the seriously 
appropriate conclusion to the tapestry of Chaucer's pilgrims. 

Syracuse University 
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