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The test of a first-rate intelligence is the ability to hold two opposed ideas in the mind at the
same time, and still retain the ability to function.
--F. Scott Fitzgerald
--Preface--

The essay that follows this Preface has little to do with the question I set about answering
in January of 2013 when I first sat down to write about relics, rhetoric, Chaucer’s “Pardoner’s
Tale,” and Boccaccio’s Decameron character Frate Cipolla. As I delved into the “Pardoner’s
Tale,” looking at how the Pardoner treated his relics and how he presented them to his audiences,
I realized that the Pardoner’s words meant different things to different people and that this idea
was a primary focus of the text. I also realized that the process of denoting particular meanings to
particular audiences mimicked the workings of any literary text. It is no groundbreaking
discovery to learn that a text— that the words of a text— contain multiple layered meanings, but
the processes by which those meanings are constructed became my grounded interest over the
course of this project. Chaucer’s “Pardoner’s Tale” has everything to do with multiple meanings
that inhere within a passage of text, but the proper format to treat such a meta-textual focus—that
is, a text whose meaning is about the creation of textual meaning—remained a troubling question
for the duration of this process. In addition, the subject of the discourses I investigate, relics as
they existed for the Pardoner, Frate Cipolla, and in Chaucer’s England, demonstrated the same
need for a theoretical approach as multivalent as the relationships I set out to understand.

The Pardoner allows his speech to contain multiple meanings and readings at the same
time, based on who hears what he says. The idea of a layer, as I said above, is nothing new. But
the process by which layers of meaning develop and behave in Chaucer’s text relies on a
relationship between Frate Cipolla, for whom layering exists as a comparatively straightforward

exercise in placing one meaning of a text directly on top of another, and Chaucer’s understanding
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that such a model has ramifications Boccaccio never ventured to examine. The Pardoner’s
speech demonstrates that a positive idea and its contradiction can exist simultaneously.
Practically speaking, the Pardoner can sin while he saves souls, and he can damn souls while he
teaches them to avoid sin. Words here do not contain one stable meaning, nor do the ideas to
which they refer remain fixed. Instead, the Pardoner’s rhetoric renders language unstable and
multivalent. This rhetoric erodes structured and logical relationships between ideas.

The language I have chosen to discuss these multiple meanings still gives me pause, but |
would like to set forth here as useful an explication of my choices, and the theory I apply to do
so, as [ am able. Speaking abstractly, the words he uses invoke relationships sequentially,
progressing from point to point, in an approximation of logical relationships. If the connections
between the Pardoner’s ideas followed a sequential structure entirely, logic would hold.
However, in addition to the relationships established by sequentially progressing layers of
meaning, the Pardoner’s ideas interact with one another across multiple layers as well, as this
essay will show. The ideas the Pardoner invokes on the surface of his prose may open up
references that allow access to a second layer of meaning below the more apparent first.
However, the third, fourth, and fifth layers of meaning below that second layer may also relate
directly to the first, most apparent meaning the Pardoner’s rhetoric addresses. Moreover, these
layers may do so with separate, individual links to other layers of meaning within the text and so
deny logical progression.

As I discuss these rhetorical layers, I look at the process of rhetorical layering in which
the Pardoner engages. Taking his cue from Cipolla, the Pardoner uses his words to conceal
meanings, placing a layer of misdirection or overly simplistic meanings over what he covertly

and actually means. At the same time, this process of layering can itself conceal realities that also



Striker 5

exist within the Pardoner’s range of meanings. Earthly or literal language can cloak the spiritual
or metaphorical meanings the Pardoner uses, and those literal meanings can change the spiritual
origins from which they came, creating new meanings. Puns can conceal unpleasant or
blasphemous meanings beneath jokes. As much as the Pardoner’s rhetoric is layered, so too is
the broad group of people I loosely term his audience. The Pardoner has at least three audiences:
the villagers he dupes, the pilgrims he speaks to, and the reader of Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales.
These three audiences access these layers of meaning to different degrees. Finally, there are
layers within the individual audiences themselves. In particular, the Pardoner’s audience of
pilgrims draws out layers of interactions between the Host and the Pardoner. The Pardoner’s sins
also gain some further clarification and complexity when considered in the light of his physical
characteristics. In particular, I take this avenue to add a layer of critical readings prevalent in the
past 30 years of Chaucer scholarship to my own investigation of the Pardoner. While I work to
characterize the Pardoner as Chaucer would have understood him, here I find it relevant to the
overall scheme of this tale to explore the Pardoner’s sexuality as a layer somewhat removed from
the vocabulary Chaucer could and would have used. At the root of it all lies a strange but simple
figure: an onion. Cutting open the onion reveals a single cohesive organism composed of only
layers. It has become my task to peel back each layer of the Pardoner’s rhetoric and his person,
to get to the center of this compelling character and the sins he may or may not commit.

Here, I would like to defend my choice of the term “layer” to discuss a series of textual
relationships that is, fundamentally, more complex than the term at first implies. My choice of
using layers to discuss these unstable and multidimensional relationships between words and the
shifting pluralities of ideas they represent is an historical one. Chaucer’s figure of the Pardoner

holds every likelihood of having grown out of Boccaccio’s Frate Cipolla, whose name translates
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as “Brother Onion.” The subject of Cipolla’s novella in the Decameron discusses the ability of a
speaker to layer one meaning overtop another in order to conceal devious intentions from a
listener. Both Cipolla and the Pardoner are skilled rhetorical speakers, and in addition to this
relationship between the two characters, the rhetorical theorists of Chaucer’s day also conceived
of multiple relationships in terms of layers. In particular, Augustine, as the primary figure in the
discussion of religiously oriented rhetoric, uses the idea of the layer, and the idea of a
multiplicity of audiences, in order to discuss the full plurality of scriptural interpretation. Both
Chaucer’s Pardoner, as a member of the clerical institution, and Boccaccio’s friar Cipolla require
such a religiously grounded understanding of multiple meanings that words can possess. Such an
understanding also relies on the concept, which the Pardoner’s tale in many ways challenges, of
the provenance of the divine Word of God. The Pardoner’s tale forms a crucial component of
Chaucer’s wide-ranging investigation of the utility of earthly language, and while Chaucer does
not neglect the power of the Word in God’s mouth, his Pardoner challenges the human ability to
navigate language effectively.

Augustine’s invocation of multivalent, layered language hearkens an important critical
context for this work in two iconic works by Chaucer scholars D. W. Robertson and V. A. Kolve.
Robertson’s 4 Preface to Chaucer: Studies in Medieval Perspectives broadly argues for the
primacy of religious interpretations of the 7ales, and articulates the Augustinian model of the
fourfold allegory as his primary lens of interrogation.' Robertson records that scriptural allegory
was generally understood to consist of four layers in medieval scholarship. First, the text in
question presents a direct and simple meaning. Second, the text refers to an allegorical meaning,

related to the institution of the Church. Third, the text contained a tropological meaning that

' This brief summary of Robertson’s writing on allegory begins on page 292 of his text, and the discussion of his
ideas that follows are also found on page 292.
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imparted knowledge concerning the development of the spirit. Fourth, the text contained a layer
of anagogical meaning that dealt with the afterlife (Robertson 292). Two decades later, V. A.
Kolve’s Chaucer and the Imagery of Narrative: The First Five Canterbury Tales turned
Robertson’s dominant ideological practices of Chaucer criticism on their collective head. Kolve
works in two distinct directions that bear directly on my argument and its structure. First, he
argues that Chaucer’s texts are dominated by language using and concerning visual symbolism.
Second, he argues that the visual imagery Chaucer employs finds its roots in far more sources
than only Christian allegory, as Robertson argued (Kolve 3). I situate myself between these two
interpretations of Chaucer, using Robertson’s emphasis on religious language and the medieval
styles of its analysis in the “Pardoner’s Tale” while working with Kolve’s broader ranging
interpretations of that religious language.

Here I come up against my own struggle with language and the meaning of the word
“layer.” The argument that “just because Chaucer and Boccaccio lacked the specific vocabulary
to discuss multivalent language does not mean that I should follow suit” seems a perfectly good
one. However, changing the language with which Chaucer and Boccaccio understood their texts
to function changes how any contemporary reader of my text will understand those texts to
function. H. Aram Veeser, whose work promoting the New Historicist school of textual criticism
remains a cornerstone of New Historicism today, argues that one of the foundational premises
upon which New Historicism was founded is that “no discourse, imaginative or archival, gives
access to unchanging truths nor expresses inalterable human nature” (xi).” The central tenet that I
extract from Veeser is that no text remains stagnant, even in the process of its original

construction and reception, as Chaucer’s “Pardoner’s Tale’ demonstrates. Such an understanding

* 1 am also indebted to Hayden White’s texts Tropics of Discourse: Essays in Cultural Criticism and The Content of
the Form: Narrative Discourse and Historical Representation. Both texts were formative pieces in my developing
understanding in placing historical and literary motives and motifs in conversation with one another.
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informs the analysis I undertake, and forms the groundwork of the theoretical methodologies I
use in order to accomplish that work. The politics of New Historicism influence this choice as
much as the suitability of this tenet to the text in question. Veeser describes the conflux of
opinion about what this practice would settle into when the ideas presented were still new to the
scholarly community. He writes that while conservative “critics worry that New Historicism may
incapacitate the scholarly armature of proof and evidence, others on the left distrust the
culturalism and textualism that New Historicism seems to nourish” (Veeser x). In trying to place
my work within a theoretical context suitable to the investigation I propose, I find myself
working with a culturalism of Chaucer’s England in which the term “layer” comes closest to
establishing what kinds of relationships exist when words or objects contain multiple dimensions
of interpretive potential. | am concerned, most broadly and most fittingly, with the inability of
language to describe accurately the processes it helps to determine, just as Veeser is “less
concerned to project long-range trajectories than to note bizarre overlappings™ (xii). With that
interest in mind, I want to complicate the relatively simplistic structure with which we conceive
of a layer.

I also follow Veeser’s argument that New Historicism as expresses a process of
“renegotiat[ing]...relationships between texts and other signifying practices...to expose the
manifold ways culture and society affect one another” (xii). Working from the same premise, |
attempt to both understand the structural relationships Chaucer might have conceived in his
construction of the “Pardoner’s Tale” and to interrogate those relationships with an eye to
present understandings of language’s relationships to stability, meaning, and contradiction. In my
investigation of the Pardoner’s language, I found myself following in a somewhat parallel

fashion the conclusions that Jacques Derrida draws in the first chapter of his study Given Time: 1.
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Counterfeit Money, and the principles translator Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak expresses in her
preface to Derrida’s Of Grammatology. Derrida’s deconstructive analyses of the relationship
between words and meanings provides a useful construct with which to understand the process
that Chaucer’s layering invokes upon words and their meanings. For Derrida, Spivak argues, a
text “has no stable identity, no stable origin, no stable end. Each act of reading the ‘text’ is a
preface to the next” (xii). In the process of examining these textual instabilities, Derrida invokes
the conception of a reader and the audience of a text in a cyclic relationship that continually re-
determines meaning. Such a conception is useful, though inaccurate to describe the multiplicity
of meanings in the “Pardoner’s Tale.” Derridean deconstruction primarily opposes the tenets of
structuralist arguments with the intention of reconstructing a given object in order to gain an
understanding of “the rules of its functioning” (Spivak lvii). In so doing, Derrida argues, the
object is reinscribed as a subjective position in its own right, eliding the differences between
subject and object that are realized as the personal tint of an interpretive lens and the objective
qualities of factual evidence (Spivak lvii). In my reading, the continual reinscription of subject
and object parallels the rhetorical results of the Pardoner’s speech about his relics. Such a
process is useful in order to understand the elision of ideas that occurs in the Pardoner’s rhetoric,
but problematic in its focus on binaries. Deconstructionism opposes two contrasting ideas and
demonstrates that the two ideas actually do not contrast, but instead form a relationship between
them that allows each to undergo a process of continually reinterpreting the opposing idea. This
occurs in the Pardoner’s rhetorical layering, but is only one of, and possibly not even the
primary, effect of some of the layers of meaning with which the Pardoner invests his speech. At

the same time, deconstruction recognizes that linguistic binaries exist because language fails to
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impart the truth of the object it attempts to represent, and so Derrida’s theories also come to bear
on the relics [ examine as historically situated objects.

The process of continual reinscription demonstrates the relationship between layered text
and audience the Pardoner enacts. His layers function like the figure of the onion I argue
Chaucer borrows from Boccaccio. Imagining a diagram, the layer marked with a “1” at the
outermost of the onion possesses a direct relationship to the layer marked “5.” four layers below
the first, which does not rely on any concepts elucidated in the intermediary layers. This process
denies logical relationships and sequential progressions through the layers. A member of the
Pardoner’s pilgrim audience might possess the knowledge to make the connection between
layers “1” and “5” without seeing the layers I have marked “2-4” in this imaginary diagram. For
that pilgrim, the fifth layer would be the second layer. Such a relationship denotes the very
subjective process of uncovering layers of meaning in Chaucer’s texts that Derrida discusses.
The subjectivity of different audiences forms a central layer in the processes of meanings the
Pardoner destabilizes. This brief foray into abstract relationships clarifies the Pardoner’s ability
to erode logical relationships between ideas. Such a construction also articulates what [ mean by
the “unstable” and “multivalent” relationships the Pardoner demonstrates language to possess.
The Pardoner demonstrates that language does not need to rely on any semblance of that
structure to express meaning. Instead, each layer of the onion relates to each other layer
simultaneously, distinct from each other meaning and connected to each other meaning in an
exponentially expanding realm of associations. In order to establish this complex series of
relationships, the Pardoner relies on physical objects that represent these processes in the

physical world, his relics.
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Derrida’s Counterfeit Money and Veeser’s analysis of New Historicism elide nicely here.
A tenet of New Historicism holds that texts are “embedded in a network of material practices”
which in this case articulates the relationship between the Pardoner’s relics the language he uses
to speak about them (xi). Derrida’s analysis of the breakdown in the binary he establishes
between economic value and the pricelessness of a gift in Counterfeit Money illuminates the
Pardoner’s relationship to his relics. Relics are objects that help determine the Pardoner’s
language even as they demonstrate language’s inability to refer to relics with any sense of
stability. The relationships the Pardoner’s rhetoric describes relics to possess change even as he
describes them. In fact, in some cases those relationships change because he describes them.
Derrida’s analysis draws out this binary opposition between economic value and the idea of
giving a gift, demonstrating that the idea of a gift embodies both a price and a pricelessness, such
that the two concepts continually make and unmake one another. For Derrida,
The simple identification of the gift seems to destroy it...If the other perceives or
receives it, if he or she keeps it as gift, the gift is annulled. But the one who gives
it must not see it or know it either; otherwise he begins, at the threshold, as soon
as he intends to give, to pay himself with a symbolic recognition, to praise
himself, to approve of himself, to gratify himself, to congratulate himself, to give
back to himself symbolically the value of what he thinks he has given or what he
is preparing to give. (14)
Such a relationship relates directly to the rhetorical object the Pardoner demonstrates the
fourteenth-century relic to be.
Relics are objects invested with enormous material and spiritual value that has nothing to
do with the “surface layer” of the objects’ material composition. Bones and rotting bits of cloth
were some of the most common, and least valuable, objects in medieval Europe. These objects,

like the Pardoner’s rhetoric, contain weight, meaning, and power because they embody ideas

structured in institutions. Part of the challenges the Pardoner raises arise from the destabilization
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his fake relics provide to these institutional structures, in which case the institutionalized ritual of
relic worship ceases to function. The Pardoner asks whether relics must be legitimate in order not
only to embody ideas, but also to empower the possessors of those objects with increased faith in
the ideas they embody. Relics, in this sense, function in the same manner the Pardoner’s rhetoric
does. In order to flesh out this comparison, I rely on the works of Paul Binksi, Peter Brown, and
Patrick Geary. These scholars each interrogate a particular era of the historical uses of relics—
Brown discusses the first major presence of relics in early Christian art and worship, Geary
discusses the economics of relic theft in the eleventh and twelfth centuries, and Binski analyzes
the relic as a symbol of transgression in the fourteenth century, when Chaucer wrote. The logical
erosion the Pardoner’s rhetoric forces his audiences to confront exists in the relics of Chaucer’s
world as much as the literary relics the Pardoner sells. Also like the Pardoner’s rhetoric, relics
can demonstrate different meanings to different audiences. Cipolla’s relics can serve as vehicles
to salvation for the faithful even as they provide him with a framework for amusing puns a more
sophisticated member of his audience might take as his primary purpose. The Pardoner’s relics
complicate Cipolla’s simple layering premise. Fundamentally, the Pardoner’s relics erode
logical, stable, and sequential relationships not only in the context of the Canterbury Tales, but
also demonstrate this ability in historical relics. With these ideas in mind, I will examine the
Pardoner’s relics, and his rhetoric about them, with an eye to historical conceptions of relics,
reliquaries, and the nature of the spiritual power they represented. At the same time, I will
examine the Pardoner’s language, the relationships he establishes and demonstrates in the
process of their identification that they break down, in order to best articulate the relationship the

Pardoner’s speech shares with his relics, each as rhetorical objects.
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--Introduction--

The Pardoner’s undiminished ability to defy definitive critical interpretation invites a re-
evaluation of his character and his tale. Many critics of Chaucer’s Pardoner introduce their
arguments similarly to the following: the figure of the Pardoner remains an unresolved complex
of psychological influences, theological arguments, and political criticisms.” While each broad
subject area articulates a distinct problem with the Pardoner, each discusses the Pardoner as a
figure of difficulty and irresolution. These thematic introductions pose as many problems as they
demonstrate a sort of critical consistency. The Pardoner has become an infamous figure in
medieval literature for selling fraudulent relics to unsuspecting parishioners. However, what the
Pardoner sells is a far simpler matter to investigate than #ow he sells it. The Pardoner’s tale
navigates through an array of relationships between speaker and audience, word and meaning,
truth and falsehood. In each pairing, the Pardoner’s rhetoric challenges language’s ability to
express a stable relationship between ideas. Words can express different, even opposing,
meanings at the same time. A character can be a figure in a story at the same time he tells a story.
An action can accomplish good and evil results simultaneously. As a result that action cannot be
wholly good, evil, or an even mix between the two, but all three at the same time. The relics the
Pardoner sells to his audiences demonstrate their ability to cause similar disruptions in process of
stable and logical relationships between the ideas they represent and the uses to which they are

put. Historically, I will investigate the same destabilizing power in the relics Chaucer would have

’ Marijane Osborn discusses the Pardoner as a figure of unresolved jest that hearkens a sexualized interpretation of
his words, and Elizabeth Allen discusses the Pardoner’s reception in the fifteenth century as an inadequately
resolved attempt to make his complexities palatable by reducing his rhetoric to simplistic, clearly maligned
posturing. Catherine S. Cox discusses the Pardoner as a figure whose identity resists quantification and clarification.
Cox’s work lead to the inclusion of Elspeth Whitney’s work analyzing the Pardoner’s unresolved sexual status as
somewhere between a homosexual and eunuch, analyzing verbal reflections of hidden deviancy.
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seen and known in England in the fourteenth century after I have interrogated the rhetoric the
Pardoner invokes to discuss these objects.

The Pardoner’s ability to collapse stable relationships between words and ideas evolves
from a similar treatment Giovanni Boccaccio gives to his character Frate Cipolla in the
Decameron. Boccaccio’s text interrogates the relationship between words and their meanings.
Cipolla, a religious figure similar to the Pardoner in his use of rhetoric, his goals, and the tools he
uses to achieve them, provides a thorough study of rhetorical deception. Cipolla is a brilliantly
gifted rhetorician, like the Pardoner, who also dupes villagers by profiting from the sale of false
relics. Chaucer extends the boundaries that Boccaccio pushes, showing in his Pardoner that
rhetorical deception can also be truthful, using relics as the focus of his deceptions. Cipolla’s
tale, told by Boccaccio’s most carnivalesque narrator Dioneo, adopts a lighthearted, jocular
attitude toward these false relics while “The Pardoner’s Tale” pushes the pilgrims the nearest
they will get in the Canterbury Tales to physically harming one another.

I am primarily concerned with the relationship between these relics and the speech that
surrounds them in tale and novella. Both the Pardoner and Frate Cipolla use relics to demonstrate
the persuasive power of words. This study will first investigate the ability of the rhetoric
surrounding the Pardoner’s relics to render language unstable and multivalent. In the first section
this investigation I will analyze the ability of Pardoner and Frate to use rhetoric to layer
language. Each figure invests language with multiple meanings that allow their rhetoric to
achieve multiple ends. In particular, the Pardoner sets himself up as a rhetorical speaker whose
destabilization of language affords him complete control over that language. While the Pardoner
demonstrates the strengths of his argument persuasively, the characters of the Host and the

Knight challenge the linguistic destabilization the Pardoner comes to represent. The conflict
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between the Pardoner and the Host, as well as the compromise offered by the Knight, forms the
substance of my focus in the second section of the essay. The Pardoner and Frate Cipolla each
rely on the concept of layers to express the multiple meanings with which these characters invest
their rhetoric. This idea of layering characterizes the multiple meanings drawn out of the
relationships that form the core of this study: between word and meaning, audience and speaker,
truth and falsehood. A word with multiple meanings divides and organizes those meanings in the
form of layers. I will tend to organize these layers by context, presenting a reading of the
Pardoner’s rhetoric and the multiple alternative possibilities to the reading the Pardoner’s
language also invokes. In the third section, I will investigate the relics that allow the Pardoner to
create the rhetorical systems he does. Historically, I will situate these relics in the theological and
philosophical discourses that surrounded them in the fourteenth century, when Chaucer wrote.
The rhetoric the Pardoner uses stems from his relics, and Chaucer’s portrait of relics arises from
the same rhetorically complex system that intellectuals in the fourteenth century understood
relics to represent.

Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales, written roughly around 1381, and Boccaccio’s Decameron,
written around 1350, are each organized around a similar structure of collected stories. Chaucer’s
Tales are set as the recounting of stories pilgrims tell each other as they travel from an inn in
London to Canterbury Cathedral to visit the shrine of St. Thomas Beckett. Geoffrey Chaucer, the
author of the Tales, features himself as a character in the story he recounts. Chaucer the pilgrim,
as he is commonly called and so distinguished from Chaucer the poet, describes each pilgrim he
travels with, and reports each story the pilgrims tell to an unspecified audience. According to the

rules established by the Host of the inn who joins them, Harry Bailey, each pilgrim will tell two
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tales on the way to the shrine, and two on the way back.* When they arrive again at Harry’s inn,
he will decide who has told the tale of the “best sentence and moost solaas™ (1. 798).” The winner
will receive a free dinner. The Host’s categories of success, “sentence” and “solaas” translate
roughly to “moral importance™ and “pleasure.” Boccaccio’s Decameron follows a similar
structure, but with differently articulated emphases. The Decameron relates ten days of ten
stories told by ten nobles who have fled Florence to the countryside in order to escape an
outbreak of the Black Death. Unlike the Tales, a semi-omniscient narrator recounts the novelle of
the nobles as they are told. He does not feature as a character in his story. The novelle in the
Decameron also address a different topic with each day of telling, while the pilgrims’ tales all
address the two broad concepts of producing pleasure in the audience and accomplishing some
good effect. Boccaccio never has his nobles feature in their own tales, the way Chaucer does on
three occasions. Chaucer investigates this layering between teller and tale in the examples of
Chaucer the poet and pilgrim, as I have mentioned, in the “Wife of Bath’s Prologue”, and in the
primary subject of this study, the Pardoner and his tale. Boccaccio’s text spends less time
investigating this sort of layering, and more time exploring the rhetorical implications and
usefulness of storytelling.

Chaucer’s text expands, reinterprets, and in many cases improves upon some of the
Decameron’s analysis of rhetorical layers. In the interest of prefacing the comparison I make
between Chaucer’s and Boccaccio’s texts, what follows is a short summary of Chaucer’s
intellectual history. This brief biography provides clear evidence for two important aspects of

Chaucer’s writing habits. Chaucer was a widely travelled and widely read man. He travelled to

* While the above is the stated plan in the text, Chaucer never finished the Tales. We do not possess more than one
tale for the majority of the pilgrims present on the pilgrimage, let alone the additional three to four that should be
available for each character.

> All citations from Chaucer are taken from Larry D. Benson’s edition, The Canterbury Tales Complete, published
in 2000 by Houghton Mifflin.



Striker 17

France and Italy several times during his professional career. One of the most famous medieval
French texts at this time, the Roman de la Rose, served as, in the words of F. N. M. Diekstra, “a
vital formative influence on Chaucer’s ways of seeing and modes of writing” (12). Themes,
stories, and specific phrases from the Roman appear, probably as a result of Chaucer’s partial
translation of the work, in the “Summoner’s Tale,” as G. Geltner argues, through the French
character of Faux Semblant, an allegorical figure representing “false-seeming” (358). Michael A.
Calabrese records similar influences in “The Merchant’s Tale,” where the Roman figure of
Raison enumerates the same mercantile values of love that appear in Chaucer’s tale (261). From
Chaucer’s Italian travels, Gerald L. Bruns records another of Boccaccio’s texts, Il Filostrato, as a
direct antecedent of the themes Chaucer reinterpreted in his Troilus and Crisyde, probably via a
French intermediary translation (115). Chaucer’s debt to the Decameron is no less intensive.
After each known travelling experience, Chaucer’s written work reflects a keen and
consistent attention to the local literary techniques of the country he visited, and his own
extrapolations upon those themes. Derek Pearsall’s critical biography of Chaucer addresses these
issues, and in particular the question of Chaucer’s literary debts to Boccaccio. In every other
major instance but this one, Chaucer makes a point to inform his readers of his source texts for
analogues in the 7ales. For whatever reason, such devoted source references are absent for
Boccaccio and, in particular, the Decameron. Pearsall records that Chaucer “brought back with
him from his second visit to Italy, in 1378, copies of Boccaccio’s... the Filostrato and the
Teseida, and probably copies of others of his works, too” (118). Pearsall provides the closest
definitive connection we can draw between Chaucer and the Decameron, pointing out that “The
impact of the Italian writer [Boccaccio] upon Chaucer was profound, and for a number of years

he worked under his stimulus and inspiration. The Teseida is used in Anelida and Arcite, The
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Parliament of Fowls, Troilus and Criseyde, and the Knight’s Tale, while the Filostrato provides
the matter of Troilus, and the Decameron at least the suggestion of the Canterbury Tales” (118-
9). As I will demonstrate using the Pardoner and Frate Cipolla, the confluences between the two
characters strongly suggest Chaucer’s knowledge of this text. Pearsall’s note that the structure of
the Tales also at least suggests knowledge of the Decameron forms an important basis for such a
premise, as I outlined above.

In addition to Chaucer’s knowledge of Boccaccio, his knowledge of current philosophic
and theological debates also informs a large portion of the argument [ make concerning the
Pardoner’s relics and the historical relics on which they were based. When Chaucer began
frequenting Oxford in his later years, about when he began composing the Canterbury Tales, he
also attuned himself to the debates among the burgeoning academics of his day. J. A. W.
Bennett’s thorough study of Chaucer’s interactions with Oxford and Cambridge academics in
Chaucer at Oxford and Cambridge provides another important context for Chaucer’s uses of
relics that [ analyze in section three. Bennett begins his text by investigating why Chaucer
includes five academics among his pilgrims. The Clerk, the Man of Law, the Physician, the
Manciple, and the Nun’s Priest all prove themselves to be university trained men, and this
without including the Franklin’s clerk or the Friar’s knowledge of “scole matere,” scholarly
subjects (Bennett 17). The main thrust of Bennett’s argument directs itself towards the library of
Merton College, Oxford. Bennett argues from records of Merton library’s holdings when
Chaucer travelled to the area that Chaucer likely had access to the library of the college (67).
Chaucer’s access to Merton’s texts, if he actually possessed such access, speaks volumes for his
relationships with the scholars at the Oxford colleges. Books in the fourteenth century were

extremely valuable, and could cost as much as a year’s wages for a scholar. Bennett traces one
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definitive example of a close relationship between Chaucer and Merton College through
Chaucer’s London neighbor Ralph Strode, a Merton logician, lawyer, and the editor of Chaucer’s
Troilus and Crisyde (63-4). Chaucer’s access to an academic environment provided him with key
knowledge of the philosophical and theological debates in which scholars like John Wyclif
partook. Wyclif’s criticisms of the institutional Church structure in which contemporary relic
worship was situated forms a critical component of my analysis of the Pardoner’s ability to
destabilize language.

--Layers in Chaucer and Boccaccio--

In the Decameron, I am concerned with the novella of Frate Cipolla, told by the noble
Dioneo. In Dioneo’s novella, Cipolla, the much-loved friar, arrives in a village with a collection
of fraudulent relics, much like the Pardoner as he accompanies the pilgrims to Thomas Beckett’s
shrine. When two companions recognize Cipolla as he visits to collect donations for his order,
they decide to play a trick on him. His friends steal the parrott’s feather he intends to pass off as
the angel Gabriel’s and replace it with a piece of coal. The companions design the trick in order
to see how Cipolla can save himself from the embarrassment of being caught without his lauded
relic. Cipolla engages in a fabulous display of engaging storytelling to save himself. When he
reaches the climax of his speech and opens the locked chest where he stores the feather and finds
the coals, he passes off the theft as his own error. He “admits™ that he has brought the wrong
relic with him to the village. He holds up the coals, proclaiming them the ashes of Saint
Lawrence, whose festival it is that day, and ends up making even more money from the
unwitting townspeople than he had been promised with the lure of Gabriel’s feather. Cipolla
leaves the village happy in his duplicitous earnings, with no ill will towards his companions, who

confess to their prank after being thoroughly impressed with Cipolla’s ingenuity.
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“The Pardoner’s Tale” follows a more complex structure. In the frame of the pilgrimage,
the Host asks the Pardoner to tell a mirthful tale while his fellow pilgrims ask for a moral tale.
The Pardoner offers to tell a moral tale after, “have I dronke a draughte of corny ale,” which I
interpret to mean that they have stopped at a tavern for the night and he has eaten and drunk (1.
456). The Pardoner tells a rhetorically layered tale about himself. First, he delivers a sermon to
the gathered pilgrims about the sins of gluttony, alcohol, and gambling. Then he recounts the
typical events of pardoning in the villages across England. He presents a sermon on greed to the
pilgrims, following with a story about three thieves whose greed kills them. Finally, he rounds
out his story by offering to sell the pilgrims the same relics he offers to sell to his village
audiences. The Pardoner’s tale emphasizes the layers in his rhetoric and in the structure of his
tale. The Pardoner’s recounting of his sales act allows him to invest the words he uses with
multiple levels of meaning as he addresses both his village and pilgrim audiences. The readers of
Chaucer’s text access the different meanings that the Pardoner’s pilgrims will obtain from his
speech at the same time they are introduced to the meanings his village audiences will hear. The
Pardoner’s status as a character in the tale he tells as well as a speaker similarly invests his tale
with complexly structured narrative frames. By manipulating these different narrative levels, the
Pardoner shows he can interact with each audience with equally nuanced precision. The
Pardoner’s ability to craft his rhetoric such that the pilgrims can find commentary addressed to
them while he ostensibly recites what he would say to a village audience allows him to establish
interrelations between the two sets of layers. He demonstrates that words can possess multiple,
even contradictory, meanings depending on who hears them and the context in which they are

delivered. In the process of destabilizing a word’s ability to retain a constant definition, the
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Pardoner demonstrates that opposed ideas held to be structural supports in Church
institutionalized religion, such as what determines good or evil, are also unstable.

The Pardoner begins his Prologue by preaching, a task he has no occupational right to
perform as a Pardoner. Historically, Alan Fletcher writes, the right and duty of preaching
belonged to the church parsons, who lived in the parishes with their flocks, and not to pardoners,
who typically wandered about like the mendicant orders of friars (118). Of the mobile church
servants, only friars had licenses to preach. Fletcher takes the Pardoner’s opening to his
prologue, ““Lordynges,” quod he, ‘in chirches whan I preche/I peyne me to han an hauteyn

999

speche™” as a transgressive move (1. 329-30). The Pardoner’s job description does not allow him
to preach at all, much less in any form of “hauteyn speche,” a high rhetorical style befitting
someone of education and authority. Catherine S. Cox builds upon the Pardoner’s transgression
here to investigate his psychology. Cox argues for the Pardoner as a “self-styled con artist,
whose contempt for his victims barely conceals his desire for their approval” (131). For Cox, the
Pardoner’s blatant flaunting of propriety symbolizes this contempt. However, Cox’s argument,
focused upon the problems of the Pardoner’s character, raises a significant obstacle of its own.
Her study neglects the consequences for the Pardoner’s audiences who listen to his rhetoric, or
the ways his speech changes to suit them.

The context in which the Pardoner tells his tale draws out the same issues of destabilized
language as does his rhetoric. At the end of the “Introduction to the Pardoner’s Tale,” the
company settles at an inn for the night. The Host, who has worked himself into an emotional fit
over the conclusion of the preceding “Physician’s Tale,” begs “but I have triacle/ or elles a

draughte of moyste and corny ale/or but I heere anon a myrie tale...Thou beel amy, thou

Pardoner...Tell us some myrthe or japes right anon” (1. 315-9). The Host’s desires for food,
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beer, and a merry tale fit the setting of the tavern where they stop. The Pardoner answers “It shal
be doon...But first...I wol bothe drynke and eten of a cake™ at which the majority of the
company protests, demanding “som moral thing, that we may leere/some wit” (1l. 320-6). The
Pardoner’s desire for alcohol as preface to telling a moral tale demonstrates how unsuited his
character is, on one hand, to tell such a tale to an audience desiring to learn a moral lesson.
Immediately following the Pardoner’s meal, he launches into a sermon deriding taverns as places
of sin. Fletcher’s argument that pardoners received as much negative stereotyping as mendicant
friars sees support in Chaucer’s setup of the Pardoner’s tale.° However, the Pardoner’s
corruption only forms half the problem. Had he not been prompted by the pilgrims to tell “som
moral thyng,” but instead recounted the “japes and myrthe” the Host requested, he might not
register as a transgressive figure at all (1. 329). This layer of interpretation shows the key role the
Pardoner’s audiences play in shaping his rhetoric. The Pardoner fulfills both the Host’s and the
pilgrims’ requests in the manner that will typify his rhetoric and the problems he poses to both
his pilgrim and village audiences. He fulfills their requests while not fulfilling them at all. The
tale the Pardoner tells begins with a moral against tavern sins, but the Pardoner delivers his tale
in a context that makes applying the moral he shares as he instructs impossible. The Pardoner
demonstrates the premises his tale will interrogate in the ambiguous context of his telling. His
speech raises central questions concerning definition and transgression. His actions ask the
pilgrims to decide whether a man can sit in a tavern, drink alcohol, and still preach about the
sinfulness of taverns. The Pardoner demands that his pilgrim audience accept the both/and of the
contradictions in his speech. As much as the Pardoner may not actively demonstrate moral

virtues, he can still accurately describe those virtues as they should be emulated.

¢ See Helen Cooper’s Oxford Guide to Chaucer: The Canterbury Tales 2™ ed. 177-83. Criticism of friars formed a
common theme in politically oriented church parodies as well as less aggressive low humour.
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The Pardoner’s Prologue establishes the moral of the tale the Pardoner will tell and the
problems that moral raises. He states “My theme is alwey oon, and ever was—Radix malorum
est cupiditas” (1. 333-4).” In the following rhetorical stroke the Pardoner, ironically, proves the
moral of his tale to be true through his own example. In the layer of interpretation above, when
the Pardoner’s context formed the primary lens of investigation, he demonstrated that such a
process was impossible. Here, however, he shows that two contradictory premises can and do
exist at the same time. He shares with the pilgrims “myn entente is nat but for to wynne/And
nothing for correccioun of synne...For certes, many a predicacioun/Comth ofte tyme of yvel
entencioun” (1. 403-8). The Pardoner’s theme that “greed is the root of all evil” sees no clearer
justification than in the Pardoner himself. He freely confesses that the only reason he preaches,
or sells relics, is to profit from the exorbitant amounts of money villagers will pay for holy
artifacts. More seriously, the Pardoner also reveals that the relics he sells are “a gaude” (1. 389).
His relics are as false as the Pardoner is corrupt. Despite his corruption, the Pardoner’s
“predicacioun,” his sermon, can “stire” his village audience, “to devocioun,” (1. 346). The
Pardoner’s ability to motivate his village audience to a devotional experience indicates another
layer of examination. Here, his village audience’s inability to see his corruption implicates the
villagers in the sins the Pardoner urges them to commit by purchasing fake relics. Among the
pilgrims travels a monk, a prioress, a nun’s priest, and a friar, each of whom would have known
that the Pardoner violated the bounds of his duties by selling fake relics. Nonetheless, they
remain silent. So too do the village audiences accept what he says, and pay him exorbitant fees to
purchase what they believe to be their own salvation in his fraudulent relics. Working through
another layer of problems his rhetoric creates, if the relics the Pardoner sells to the villagers are

indeed false, then the veneration of those relics violates the commandment not to worship false

7 “The root of evil is desire”



Striker 24

idols. Such a practice condemns each villager so duped to hell. As I will demonstrate throughout
this study, these layered considerations exist concurrently with many others in the rhetorical
world the Pardoner develops. By informing the pilgrims of his relics’ illegitimacy, he provides
them with the first, central key to understanding his complex rhetorical structures.

The Pardoner’s transgressive act of unlicensed preaching invites the pilgrims to seek
answers to the questions his sale of false relics raise. In essence, he asks his pilgrim audience to
question the legitimacy of his words, just like that of his objects, and then gives them a context in
which those questions all but ask themselves. He reveals this transgression in the first words of
his tale. By beginning his tale with an act that many pilgrims know he performs illegally, the
Pardoner sets up other acts he performs to be questioned. The same premise holds true for
objects of authority or power that he wields. After he arrives in a village, he installs himself “in
chirches ...And thanne my bulles shewe I” so that “no man be so boold, ne preest ne clerk/Me to
destourbe of Christes holy werk™ (1. 329-40). Here, the Pardoner establishes his authority
through a combination of rhetoric and physical objects. He substantiates his assertions that he
has been vested with the power to preach with his papal bulls. Bulls are the certificates of
authenticity bearing the lead seal of the Pope in Rome and given to pardoners and friars who are
not linked to a permanent residence in the structure of church authority. The seals in particular
stand as emblematic statements of Rome’s presence, and provide a direct link from the Pardoner
to the Pope. However, the Pardoner’s bulls could easily be as fraudulent as his relics, especially
given that he has already confessed to the gathered pilgrims that he cares only for wealth, and
will lie to get rich. The Pardoner presents his documents, like his relics, for scrutiny by all for
just this reason—to demonstrate the ostensible authority his seals promote. These objects, his

bulls and his relics, form a core element around which he builds his rhetorical layers and propel
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his rhetoric with the added force of the papal authority their presence symbolizes. Ironically, the
contradictions the Pardoner demonstrates most undermine the institutions that vest him with the
authority he relies on to speak.

Only after such a rhetorical introduction does the Pardoner introduce the long list of fake
relics that he will con his village audiences into buying. The list of his relics seems almost more
than a single man could carry on his own: his “cristal stones,” glass cases, are “Ycrammed ful of
cloutes and of bones™ as well as his prize “sholder-boon/Which that was of an hooly Jewes
sheep” (1. 347-51). The effect here approximates a parody: the Pardoner ambles into town on his
horse laden with multiple glass cases literally stuffed to the overflowing with scraps of cloth and
bits of bone. This image provides another transition from the surface of the Pardoner’s self-
presentation to the multiple meanings bound up in what he says and does. The Pardoner’s
description of himself parallels the message he sends to the pilgrims by revealing that he
preaches, to an audience who knows that he should not be, as his first rhetorical act. This strategy
shows the Pardoner telling the pilgrims that more occurs in his speech than simply the events he
recounts. However, the Pardoner does not simply tell the pilgrims to take him for more than his
word. He knows that some of the pilgrims understand this, but not all of them necessarily do.
The Pardoner relies on a sort of insider’s knowledge as he speaks—the more a given audience
member knows, the more he will understand, but the Pardoner will not stop to educate those who
simply do not get it.

The Pardoner adds another potential layer of significance here by paralleling Jesus as
Matthew records in his discussion of parables. The Book of Matthew records “And the disciples
came, and said unto him, Why speakest thou unto them in parables?/He answered and said unto

them, Because it is given unto you to know the mysteries of the kingdom of heaven, but to them
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it is not given... Therefore speak I to them in parables: because they seeing see not; and hearing
they hear not, neither do they understand™ (7he Bible: Authorized King James Version Matt.
13.11-13). Just as Jesus tells his disciples that he will not unfold for all his listeners all the
meanings of his words, so too does the Pardoner deliberately give the pilgrims a key to his
rhetorical layers without a guide. The Pardoner’s parallels with scripture here complicate the
integrity of the book of Matthew as much as his rhetoric complicates his own language. At the
same time, the Pardoner may not recognize the parallel for what it is—he may demonstrate that
the Word of God, despite the Pardoner’s efforts to the contrary, remains unchanged no matter
how those words are spoken. As further analysis of his tale will show, despite the challenges his
rhetoric raises the Pardoner manages most clearly to warn his pilgrim audiences against sins,
paralleling the effects of the Word. For the same reason, this biblical parallel between Jesus’
parables and the Pardoner’s emphasis on his bull and his relics indicates the same sort of
insider’s knowledge requirement to comprehend more than the surface gestures he makes.

The Pardoner’s bull does not establish his authority; it establishes the villagers’
acceptance of the authoritative symbol he presents to them. This bull could be as fake as the
relics he carries. The bull is a symbol of the Pope, of temporal and earthly authority. The relics,
the other symbols of authority he carries, symbolize spiritual authority— the authority of God’s
chosen saints. With these objects and his own words, the Pardoner advertises his challenges to
institutional Church authority to those pilgrims who can read into his words. These institutions
fix meanings, rendering language and objects stable referents. The Pardoner’s bull allows him to
represent himself as an aspect of this monolithic Papal authority. He can use this position to

establish his audiences’ trust in him even as he undercuts the institutions from which he derived
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this aspect of his persuasiveness. The Pardoner’s invocation of relics in his tale prepares the
relics, and the institutional stability they purportedly represent, to be unraveled.

While the Pardoner provides his pilgrim audience with a key to begin unraveling the
destabilizing effects his words produce, he does not walk the pilgrims through each step of the
process. In so doing, the Pardoner’s rhetoric conceals many layers from those pilgrims who
cannot move past the first key the Pardoner provides by telling them that his relics are fake. In
this way, the Pardoner sets up two premises, both of which Boccaccio’s novella of Frate Cipolla
will help to explain: first, just as Cipolla does, the Pardoner implicates his audience in the sins he
commits and urges them to commit. Second, the Pardoner uses his rhetoric to conceal these
meanings from those without the necessary knowledge to understand them. The novella of Frate
Cipolla occurs as the last account in Day VI of the Decameron, a day devoted entirely to tales of
“those who, on being provoked by some verbal pleasantry, have returned like for like or...have
avoided danger, discomfiture, or ridicule” (Boccaccio 4418 N. 8. Thompson identifies Dioneo,
the narrator, as a character who “presents a reversal to the day’s theme in a parodic manner, with
either a serious or simply deflating intent” (92). Dioneo works as a sort of conglomerate comic
relief and oppositional figure in the collection of novelle. Dioneo’s Day VI novella features Frate
Cipolla, the wandering friar. Cipolla shares with Chaucer’s Pardoner a penchant for profiting
from the sale of fraudulent relics to an unwitting audience and a masterful command of intricate
and misleading language. More importantly, Dioneo’s role as a character who parodies or
subverts the theme of the day gains particular relevance to the study of these preachers’ ability to
collapse and subvert stable relationships using rhetoric. Thompson’s notes on Dioneo draw out
the parallel consequences of Cipolla’s and the Pardoner’s rhetoric. Dioneo’s role as a character

of destabilization places him in a similarly layered position.

8 All citations from Boccaccio taken from G. H. McWilliam’s 1995 translation of the Italian text.
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Boccaccio seems more interested in exploring the ability of these layers to conceal rather
than to destabilize. Dioneo and Cipolla both work as forces of disruption, but each of their
disruptions results specifically from rhetorical concealment. “Cipolla” means “onion” in Italian,
which fits his tale for a number of reasons. Dioneo introduces Frate Cipolla with a joking
reference to the layering invested in his name: “He was called Friar Cipolla, and he always
received a warm welcome there...doubtless due to his name as much as to the piety of the
inhabitants, for the soil in those parts produces onions which are famous throughout the whole of
Tuscany” (Boccaccio 469). Cipolla’s namesake the onion represents an object of vitality and
growth, a living organism, encased in the dirt where onions grow. However, Boccaccio’s
development of rhetorical layers seems to extend only this far. Cipolla’s novella interrogates an
onion encased in dirt while Chaucer’s text take the onion as a natural organism made entirely of
layers and metaphorically splits it open to reveal them all. The rhetorical layering Boccaccio
invokes begins with Dioneo and his mysterious non sequitur introduction

I intend to show you how one of the friars of Saint Anthony, by a quick piece of
thinking, neatly sidestepped a trap which had been laid for him by two young
men. And if [ speak at some length, so as to tell the whole story as it should be
told, this ought not to disturb you unduly, for you will find, if you look up at the
sun, that it is still mid heaven. (469)
Dioneo practices here the same subtle misdirection of logic that Cipolla uses to great effect on
the villagers in his novella. Dioneo begins with the premise that a friar uses his quick wits to
avoid a trap. The idea of rhetorical traps fits the stated theme of the day, as articulated by another
noble in Dioneo’s company, Elissa. Elissa desires tales of “those who, upon being provoked by
some verbal pleasantry, have returned like for like, or who, by a prompt retort or shrewd

manoeuvre, have avoided danger, discomfiture or ridicule” (Boccaccio 445). On the surface,

Dioneo’s final line has merely to do with the length of his tale. However, he plans to recount a
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story of a friar who sidesteps a trap. Dioneo has chosen for his subject a theme of the final clause
in Elissa’s description of the day’s theme, “those who...have avoided danger” using their wits
and words (Boccaccio 444). While an introduction of such modest self-reproach is common to
narratives of this period, the subject of Dioneo’s tale begs the investigation of a deeper rhetorical
premise. Dioneo has actually diverted his audience’s attention from the theme of his narrative.
He actually presents a rhetorically gifted speaker who uses witty words to escape danger by
couching the disruptive force that his rhetoric represents in humor. In so doing, he uses layering
to conceal, and sets the stage for Cipolla to do the same.

Cipolla’s most apparent achievement of layering occurs in his sales pitch to the villagers.
He saturates his sermon with witty bits of quick repartee for those whose ears and brains are fast
enough to catch them. In this part of his sermon, Cipolla uses distractions as a layer. For
example, when Cipolla begins his cover story to explain the coal which lies in place of his
feather, an English translation approximates his story as “I found myself passing through
Funland and Laughland, both of which are thickly populated, besides containing a lot of people”
(Boccaccio 474). Cipolla continues with such subtle malapropisms shown by his mispronounced
Italian words, and the village audience, so caught up in the wondrous traveler’s tale Cipolla
presents, buys into every word. Here, Cipolla conceals the metaphorical onion of what is
essentially a mockery of a sermon with the traveler’s tale motif he invokes to his audience.’ By
selling his tale as a story of journeying to foreign and exotic places, Cipolla uses the lure of the
unknown to blind his audience to what he actually says. In so doing, he plays upon the villagers’
expectations for hearing a preacher preach, trusting that his audience will hear what it wants and

expects to hear. He moves to more daring jests, recounting his meeting of a friar in Jerusalem

? The traveler’s tale as a genre did not gain widespread popularity among European audiences until the late 15™
century, however, the term is apt to describe the type of narrative Cipolla tells, and accurately encompasses his
audience’s reactions to such a type of story.
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who “showed me the finger of the Holy Ghost, as straight and firm as it ever was...and one of
the side-bits of the Word-made-flash-in-the-pan, and an article or two of the Holy Catholic faith™
(Boccaccio 475). Here, Cipolla demonstrates not just a love of witty word play, but a comic and
carnivalesque sense of double entendre, well-doused in irreverence. Cipolla builds upon such
irreverent relish in these jests only he understands with any certainty as he concludes his sermon.
At the same time, Cipolla uses his jokes and double entendres to grant all the villagers the
blessing of Saint Lawrence’s fraudulent coal and garner his profits. Here, the sermon Cipolla
uses as a cover masks his jokes, double entendres, and puns. The sermon layer relies upon his
village audience’s expectations, as none would attend a sermon expecting to hear irreverent jokes
and bawdy references.

When Cipolla engages in his sermon to the village, he first follows a proscribed,
preplanned agenda meant to emphasize the importance of the parrot’s feather he will pass off as
a relic. Dioneo spends no time recounting what Cipolla says at this stage, instead conveying
“Friar Cipolla began to preach his sermon, never suspecting...that any of his things had been
tampered with. He harangued his audience at great length...recited the Confiteor and caused two
torches to be lit” (Boccaccio 474). Only after he moves to open the casket containing his relic
does Dioneo begin to relate the ingenious narrative Cipolla spins to maintain his deception.
Cipolla’s rhetorical strategy relies on misdirection, of the sort that a stereotypical “fast talking
salesman” might use. Cipolla immediately switches to this kind of rhetoric, beginning the story
he will use to save himself with “Ladies and gentlemen, I must explain to you that when I was
still very young, I was sent by my superior into those parts where the sun appears™ (Boccaccio
474). Thompson defines Cipolla’s rhetorical strategy using just this example:

[Cipolla’s] words...play upon the scholastic distinction between supposition and
appellation in the theory of the properties of terms, which developed from an
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earlier distinction between what a noun generally signifies and what it appellates
in a particular context. He says, for instance, that his superior has sent him to
those lands... where the sun appears’... We assume his unlearned audience take
him to mean ‘where the sun rises’, i.e. the East.” (107)
Cipolla’s rhetoric relies upon his village audience’s belief, as I discussed earlier, in order to
maintain the fiction that he will create. In order to build a case where the villagers will believe
that he did not fool them with stories of a nonexistent feather in the first place, he must build an
even more convincing narrative. The parrot’s feather he had planned to employ contained several
benefits to his case that this coal does not possess. In addition to being almost entirely unknown
to villagers in a small Italian town, the parrot’s feather is brightly colored, making it appear even
more exotic. Cipolla builds a similar case for the coal. Objects that are exotic, beyond the
understanding or common experience of his village audience, are more easily believed. To avoid
the trap, Cipolla must make the coal as exotic as the parrot’s feather to successfully profit.
Cipolla begins this process in his invocation of the sun in the East, the nigh-mythological
birthplace of Christ, and a place far be