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The Parson’s Tale: Hows and Whys

   The critical acclaim for The Canterbury Tales as a whole is matched by the puzzlement over the work’s conclusion, the “Parson’s Tale” and Chaucer’s retraction. By modern standards, it hardly seems the “merry tale” the Parson promises his audience, and after the liveliness of much of the rest of the Tales, it appears to close the work not with a bang, but a whimper.

   However, this does not mean that the tale and retraction aren’t worthy of consideration, both independently and in the larger context of Chaucer’s masterpiece. Indeed, within the last century we have seen scholars arguing for the Parson’s sermon and Chaucer’s retraction as the capstone of the work, as ironic comment, and even as Chaucer’s own response to his life, which was nearing its close as the pieces in question were written. The truth of the matter may well be a combination of all of these elements, as well as others not yet mentioned.

Origins

   The sermon’s sources seem to lie in the manuals of penance that were widespread in England in the fourteenth century. As Mary Flowers Braswell has observed, the concept of penance as a repeatable sacrament seems to have originated in the Celtic church, and was officially adopted as doctrine by the Lateran Council in 1215. As part of the penitential process, the Celtic monks devised manuals for confessors, which took into account such factors as the sinner’s intent, whether the sin was habitual, and even lists of questions the confessors could use to elicit information from the sinner (20-21).

   The cardinal sins were used as a sort of sieve, allowing for classification of specific sin. Interestingly enough, Morton Bloomfield notes that early Celtic manuals list Cassian’s eight chief sins (pride, envy, wrath, lechery, gluttony, greed, tristitia, and vainglory -- the last would be merged with pride, and tristitia would eventually be termed accidia by Gregory the Great. The Gregorian seven have formed our notion of the “seven deadly sins.”)(67-72).

   The manuals of penance took many forms, from simple lists of penance by sin, called tariffs (Braswell 24) to lengthy, scripted dialogues (as in Robert of Flamborough’s Liber Poenitentialis in the early thirteenth century and one of the books of the Ancrene Wisse from the same period) (Braswell 38-45). Of interest here is the classification of specific actions within the scheme of the cardinal/deadly sins, which we see in Chaucer’s tale.

   Scholars looking for specific sources for the “Parson’s Tale” have found three key volumes. The discussion of the process of confession and penitence are derived from Raymund of Pennaforte’s Summa de Poenitentia, the specific discussion of sins comes from Peraldus’s Summa vitiorum, and the remedies are from the Postquam (Cooper 400-01, Wenzel 351-78). The sins themselves are listed, according to Bloomfield, in the traditional Gregorian order (pride, wrath, envy, greed, sloth, gluttony, and lechery) (72, 191).

   However, the Parson says that he is “nat textueel” (57). Judith Shaw notes that the discussion of wrath, which claims to list “foure maneres” of homicide in deed (570) but only offers three manners and specific instances of infanticide and birth control, seems to support the Parson’s claim (Shaw 281). Bloomfield also observes that in the actual discussion of the sins, the positions of wrath and envy are transposed from the Gregorian order (191). Again, this seems to indicate that the Parson isn’t an absolute scholar of canonical texts. Nonetheless, the tale certainly seems to fit squarely among the penitential manuals of the age.

The Place of the Tale in the Tales
   A consideration of the origins and sources for the “Parson’s Tale” provides the “how” of the tale, so to speak. However, we need to consider the “whys” of the piece as well. By serving as whatever conclusion there is to the Tales (always remembering their unfinished nature), the Parson is given pride of place. If we assume that Chaucer is working with a plan (which seems undeniable, even if the plan we have in the General Prologue is not the one he ultimately used), we must assume that there are reasons for placing the Parson at the work’s conclusion. Whether those reasons were exclusively literary has been a subject of some debate, as some critics contend that Chaucer had personal reasons as well, but some consideration reveals that the Parson does indeed “knytte up” the story of the company (28).

   The literary reasons for the inclusion of the tale are compelling. To begin with, the tale provides an interesting symmetry. The teller of the first tale (the Knight) is the highest-ranking secular member of the party, and in a way, it makes sense that a “poor country parson,” the religious member with the lowest status (at least among those speaking) will tell the last one.

   Also, we should consider that the motivation for the tales (the contest) is secular -- while Harry Bailey will pay the winner’s tab, he does stand to profit from the business of the other pilgrims. However, as Chauncey Wood observes, the ostensible motivation for this pilgrimage (and indeed, any real pilgrimage) is religious, and the concluding sermon provides a message from the trip’s real Sponsor, Who is not that of the contest (77). 

   Interestingly enough, at least one critic has suggested that the Parson is playing a game of sorts (although an earnest one), as well. Michael Olmert contends that a pilgrimage is a sort of game, with a clear goal allowing the pleasure of the journey and the comfort of following Christian doctrine (159). In that regard, Olmert suggests that the sermon is really an explanation of “‘the rules of the game’ [of life] as presented in orthodox Christianity” (159). In this regard, then, the tale’s placement is particularly appropriate, as previous players (some of the other pilgrims) have presented “losing” strategies (by Christian standards, anyway.) 

   Although the Parson means what he says, there is a certain playfulness in the perversity required of a practicing Christian in the secular world. As Olmert says, the rules “are so perverse they must be taken on faith” (159). Put another way, the sermon presents a counterintuitive solution to the puzzle of life. If we accept this “ludic viewpoint” (158), then once again, the placement of the tale at the conclusion is fitting -- putting it elsewhere would be like having Ellery Queen name the murderer with 100 pages left in the mystery.

   James Dean has noted that several works from the medieval period (including Piers Plowman, Lydgate’s translation of Deguileville’s Pelerinage, Mandeville’s Travels, and Gower’s Confessio Amantis, in addition to the Canterbury Tales) seem to follow a pattern of a framed story (a journey) that is concluded in a penitent old age (65). In this case, then, one could even make the argument that Chaucer’s placement of the tale is conventional.

   While the concept of the Tales as a whole being a treatment of the theme of the seven deadly sins seems to have gone by the boards (Bloomfield 193), one could argue that the motif of the sins is certainly present, which only stands to reason -- there is no cause to believe that a contemporary work of this scale would be without them either. If critics can postulate the existence of a “marriage group” of tales, an argument can certainly be made for the linkage of several of the “cherles tales” as exempla of sin, which are put to bed by the Parson, much as the Franklin makes an argument to settle the marriage debate. Again, the sermon’s concluding position makes sense. As Wood argues, grace can only be achieved through an understanding of sin (one cannot repent for something that wasn’t known to be wrong), and where some of the previous tales have shown sin in action, it falls to the Parson to make matters explicit (77).

   Clearly, one can find numerous artistic arguments for the placement of the “Parson’s Tale.” But some recent criticism has suggested that Chaucer had personal motivations as well, which mesh neatly with the retraction. Albert E. Hartung has suggested that the tale may have been Chaucer’s own act of penance:


   The life records can be taken as showing that

Chaucer may. . . have had trouble with. . . 

“interpersonal relationships.” There was, of course, 

Cecily Chaumpaigne. . . There was . . . Chaucer’s two-

shilling fine for beating [a friar] up in Fleet

Street. . . Is it possible to consider those debts

that Chaucer incurred, and did not seem to pay. . .

as indicating a dimension of character other than

that of merely an innocently impecunious poet trying

to cope? . . . It is really not impossible for us to

feel that Chaucer may have had reason to consider

himself as more than a pro forma sinner (66). 

   Hartung goes on to suggest, for example, that the previously mentioned focus on abortion and contraception mark a special Chaucerian concern with the subject, as evidenced by the depth of the discussion and by Chaucer’s departure from his source material (73-4). Using this sort of evidence, Hartung’s conclusion is disturbing:


   [Hartung’s “case study” of Chaucer] embraces the 

following: a response to woman’s sexual attraction in 

terms of a revulsion characteristically expressed in 

excremental terms; a violent response to male sexual 

display in terms of disease and mutilation; a concern 

with abortion, contraception, and infanticide. . . 

and, finally, a disgust with senile lechery. Whatever 

the penitential need, it was, I believe in response to 

some specific occurrence that occurred at some 

specific time in Chaucer’s life in connection to these

things [77 -- italics mine].

From here, he contends that the same “creative response to something deeply disturbing” can be found in the “Merchant’s Tale” (77). If Hartung is correct, then Chaucer’s retraction is, of course, in keeping with the notion of the writer trying to get his accounts balanced in the face of impending death. Of course, even if Hartung’s suspicions are accurate, they do nothing to diminish the work. And that is one of Hartung’s points: “There is nothing untoward about Chaucer’s concluding his great work with a religious statement resulting from the spiritual travail he himself had been through” (80).

   Of course, this is a big if. Attempts to psychoanalyze the dead are a mug’s game even under the best of circumstances, and using a text that is, after all, presented as fictive becomes even more difficult to support. Moving from this to the sort of indictment that is the consequence of Hartung’s proposal is a walk over dangerous ground indeed. Of course, Chaucer isn’t around to defend himself, and the scarcity of historical records after 600 years leaves a great deal of room for speculation. One can only hope that posterity will be kinder to us than Hartung is to Chaucer.

   Certainly one can make a strong enough literary case for the Tale and its placement that this assignation of personal motive is less than necessary. On the other hand, Hartung’s critical approach is itself indicative of an interesting aspect of the Canterbury Tales.

   No one argues that the authors of the original manuals of penitence were themselves practitioners of the sins they describe (other than to trot out the cliché that one preaches only against sins that are actually being committed.) However, the fact that Hartung is unwilling to dismiss the Parson’s sermon as a traditional liber poenitentialis suggests that the tale has a vitality that belies its fictive presentation.

   From a purely rational standpoint, conflating Chaucer with the Parson makes no more sense than trying to find out what merchant sold clothes to the Wife of Bath. The Canterbury Tales are not presented as documentary. However, as readers, we can testify to the artistic truth of the Wife, even at 600 years’ distance. It is interesting, then, that the “Parson’s Tale,” generally considered the most lifeless of the Tales, can provoke a similar response even from sophisticated critics. In a perverse way, Hartung’s accusations are evidence of Chaucer’s gift for putting us all on the road to Canterbury.
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