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CHAPTER 3

SHREWS, RATS, AND A POLECAT IN

"THE PARDONER'S TALE"

Sandy Feinstein and Neal Woodman

"'\Y Jhile historically existing animals and literary animal charac­
W ters inform allegorical and metaphorical characterization in The

Canterbury Tales, figurative usage does not erase recognition of the material
animal. "The Pardoner's Tale," for one, challenges the terms of conven­
tional animal metaphors by refocusing attention on common animals as
common animals and common human creatures as something worse than
vermin. Most attention has been paid to the larger animals-goat, hare,
and horse-that constitute the physical portrait of Chaucer's Pardoner in
the "General Prologue" and in the prologue to his tale.! Like these animals,
rats and a polecat, together with rhetorical shrews, appear in this tale as well
as in other literature, including bestiaries and natural histories. Equally to
the purpose, these animals could be physically observed as constituents of
both urban and rural landscapes in fourteenth-century England.2 In the
Middle Ages, animals were part of the environment as well as part of the
culture: they lived inside as well as outside the city gates, priory walls, and
even domestic spaces; a rat in the street or the garden might not be any
less welcome or uncommon than encountering someone's horses and goats
nibbling vegetation or blocking a passage. Not being out of the ordinary,
though, such animals could (and can) be overlooked or dismissed as com­
mon, too familiar to register. This chapter reveals why readers and listeners
should pay close attention to the things they think they know and what
they hear about what they think they know.

When the Wife of Bath alludes to an Aesopian fable, she reminds us
of the importance of being aware of who is responsible for representing
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characters in a particular way. In the tale, her rhetorical question, "Who
peyntede the leon, tel me who?,"3 is intended to draw attention to how
women have been represented in the antifeminist tradition; the of
the question partly resides in that in the fable a lion is the one
challenging a man's assertion of human superiority based on a statue of
a strangled lion.4 Still, even in Aesop's fable, when the lion speaks, it is
a human author who has put words in its mouth. Chaucer scholars have
lately become interested in the implications of Chaucer's use of animal
discourse. Lesley Kordecki, for one, has looked at how nonhuman dis­
course in "The Squire's Tale" leads to "consideration of subjectivity and,
conversely [how] the possibility of animal discourse challenges the very
foundation of subjective authority, authenticity and privilege. In other
words, talking animals make Chaucer reflect upon his own hegemonic
ownership of words."s This is also one response to the Wife of Bath's
question regarding subjectivity and authorship.

But in "The Pardoner's Tale," animals that are physically rendered and
represented as animals don't talk. The Pardoner does: he insists on his
authority, displays his command oflanguage, and is represented as paint-

himself in his prologue and tale. He reveals his rhetorical intentions
and his methods, admitting to having a single focus in his "prech(ing],"
that of"coveitise" (VI.423-34). To this intent, he puts words in the mouths
of his characters who serve his "moral tale" that greed is the root of all
evil (VI.460, 426). Among the characters that he creates are those he calls
"shrews" or "cursed rioters," one of whom he represents as inventing a
story to accomplish his own greedy purpose-to kill his companions and
keep all the treasure for himself In that story, both the human "shrew"
and his own inventor exploit assumptions about two other familiar, com­
mon animals: rats and a polecat.

The animals of particular interest to us are creatures that function in
two distinct ways: as familiar dead metaphors and as familiar live ani­
mals. The metaphoric creatures are the " that is, the debased
"riotoures."6 This epithet is a dead metaphor to us now, but may then
have evoked an image of the animal that contributed to its association
with unsavory humans. The other animals, so-called vermin that one
of the rioters identifies as "rattes" and a "polcat" (VI.854-58), are impli­
cated in destructive actions ironically describing the human characters
or aforementioned shrews. Through a smaller self-serving fiction within
the larger tale, one of the characters presents himself to an apothecary as
a property owner beset by common rapacious creatures consuming his
stock. The apothecary may seem to be taken in by this story; that other
auditors and readers may be, as well, could be part of the joke. Believing
the companion's story may be one means of implicating the audience?
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Not only does human credulity compromise the human audience,
it threatens what could be considered the ultimate "Other": one that is
local, not male or female; and represented as literal animals, two
uncharismatic very different from other kinds of nonhuman crea-
tures appearing, for example, in "The Squire's Tale" or "The Manciple's
Tale.',g What might be seen as the most unlikely of creatures to be repre­
sented as exploited victims are these putative "vermyn," a term that may also
simultaneously refer to the companions plotting against him. These two
animals are assumed by critics to be more convincing as threats than as vic­
tims. Yet the depredations against property and livestock that the tale bearer
claims these creature-characters commit are a fiction. Indeed, the claimant
bears false witness against these animals to satisfy his own distinctly human
greed. However maligned for their perceived-and their true--natures, the
nonhuman animals in this particular case are blameless.

The Human Animal and Creature Shrew

Among perceived predators of the English landscape are the social
creatures called "shrews." Our use of the term "social creature" here is
a modification of Elizabeth Fowler's terminology, specifically her use
of "social person" in relation to "habitus" to describe the "shaping of
the body that comes from practices and social environment."9 Fowler
specifically uses the Pardoner as one of her principal examples of the
construction ofcharacter as social person, though the practices and social
environment that she addresses are primarily religious ones. Although she
examines how animals in the Pardoner's portrait serve characterization,
she does not consider animals as separate characters or as distinctly ani­
mal.lO The word "shrew" typically describes the most unsavory of social
human creatures. In The Canterbury Tales, shrews are first mentioned by
the Host, who, when he yields to the Reeve's importunity to requite
the Miller, notes the time and the place, "Grenewych," where "many
a shrewe is inne" (1.3907). Benson notes that Chaucer "was probably
living" in Greenwich11-which provides a joke about the Host's claims
regarding the social scene there. But such characters cross borders. They
are known everywhere and to all estates, as is made clear:

The Millere is a cheri; ye knowe weI this.
So was the Reve eek and othere mo,
And harlotrie they tolden bothe two.
Avyseth yow, and put me out ofblame. (1.3182-85)

By reminding readers of what they "knowe weI" (3182), the narra­
tor absolves himself (3181) of any "yvel entente" (3173) and transfers
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responsibility to the reader, who can turn the page and choose another
tale (3176-77). That particular social creature or type is apparently com­
mon not only in Greenwich.

The Pardoner, among the most debased ofsocial creatures, is not among
those explicitly identified as a shrew in The Canterbury Tales; rather, he
teUs a tale involving characters who are, and who share some ofhis values
and behaviors: greed, mendicancy, aggressive verbalizing, and godless­
ness. The Pardoner admits to sermonizing with "yvel entente,"12 con­
fessing his methods to his feUow pilgrims: "Thus spitte lout my venym
under hewe I Ofhoolynesse" (VI.421-22). This action, spitting venom,
as weU as his other behaviors and physical appearance in the "General
Prologue," have prompted scholars to note his resemblance to certain
animals. Fowler, for example, focuses her attention on the three animals
to which his physical features are compared: hare, goat, and horseP She
ascribes these metaphors entirely to "medieval sexual iconography" that
signifies his spiritual sterility.14 This reading may be seen to reinforce
Susan McHugh's point that some literary critics view animality "as a
repressed deconstructive element, a marker of difference internalized in
human species being," implying that "animal subjectivity remains sig­
nificant only as an essentially negative force against which the human
is asserted-hence the appeal of metaphoric animals."15 But while the
animals serving as metaphors discussed by Fowler may be seen as signify­
ing markers ofdifference in the portrait of the Pardoner, "The Pardoner's
Tale" reverses this convention in which the human is valorized at the
expense of the an imal, for he and the characters of his tale are the nega­
tive forces against which animals, with their contrasting innocence, are
"asserted." The animals invoked in the tale become detached from their
conventional allegorical meaning, while the human characters increas­
ingly accrue allegorical value in the exemplum. For Erica Fudge, "A
symbolic animal is only a symbol (and therefore to be understood within
the study of iconography, poetics) unless it is related to the real."16 In the
"General Prologue," then, the animals, when used as sexual iconography
to reveal the Pardoner's spiritual sterility, function symbolically, with
little or no connection to their more common animality.

Our concern is not with the tale teller's metaphoric resemblance or rela­
tionship to horse, hare, or goat, where the critical emphasis has primarily
faUen,17 but with the three main characters of"The Pardoner's Tale," the
so-called "shrewes" or "yonge folk that haunteden folye" (VI.464) who
discover a cache ofgold coins that tempts them from their quest to defeat
Death (692-710). After the youngest is dispatched to buy bread and wine,
one of the characters, referred to as "the firste shrewe" (819), suggests a
plan to kill their absent colleague, thereby increasing their share of the
gold. The Pardoner summarizes the agreement between the two: "And
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thus acorded been thise shrewes tweye I To sleen the thridde" (835-36).
In this way, he confirms that the third, like the other two, is to be under­
stood as a "shrewe" as welL

The metaphoric shrews define a familiar social creature. "Shrew" was
a common epithet in the Middle Ages, and, like the names of rats and
weasels, it was used in "extremely derogatory senses" when applied to
humans.ls Typically, "shrew" referred to "wicked" or "evil-disposed"
men,19 associations particularly apt for the three companions of "The
Pardoner's Tale" and the teller oftheir tale. The Pardoner uses these char­
acters as embodiments of greed and selfishness, as men without loyalty
or love for anything but their own pleasures and gain-men not unlike
himself In the Bodleian Bestiary, the animal shrew, or "sorex," by being
classified with Mice, is identified as specifically representing "greedy
men who seek earthly goods, and make the goods ofothers their prey";20
this commentary provides a gloss on the Pardoner, the "yonge folk" of
his tale, and the putative lesson he says he invariably teaches.

The shrews may serve to embody two processes of animal symbol­
ism discussed by anthropologist James Howe: the "comparison of fea­
tures between different domains taken as equivalent"; and the "circular
loop ofsymbolic transfer, from humans to animals and back to humans.,,21
The difference here is that the shrews are represented as humans and, ety­
mologically speaking, the word "shrew" mayor may not have been used
in the Middle Ages to represent animals as well as humans. 22 Despite
limited lexicographical evidence for "shrew" being understood as animal
as well as man in the fourteenth century.23 the connection is suggestive:
the human shrews seem to have subsumed the animal in the evolution
of the word; and, as we will see, medieval classification offers another
way of understanding the potential circular transfer from human (shrew)
to animal (rats and polecat) and back to human (shrew), or from shrew
(animal) to human (vermin) and back to shrew (animal).

Etymology contributes to the definition and classification of animals
in the bestiary that informs Chaucer's representations of animals in "The
Pardoner's Tale." The Bodleian Bestiary description of sorex, allegorical as
it is, may nevertheless incorporate what was considered common knowl­
edge ofcertain characteristic behaviors ofthe animal shrew.24 These behav­
iors include the very sins attributed by the Pardoner to the "riotoures" or
shrews. The Pardoner explicitly associates such revelers with the sin of
gluttony, which his apostrophe identifies as the "first cause" for the Fall:

Senec seith a good word doutelees;
He seith he kan no difference fynde
Bitwix a man that is out of his mynde
And a man which that is dronkelewe,
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But that woodnesse, yfallen in a shrewe,
Persevereth lenger than doth dronkenesse.
o glotonye, ful of cursednesse!
o cause first of oure confusioun!
o original of oure dampnacioun,
Til Crist hadde boght us with his blood (VI.492-501)

Eating and drinking are resonant motifs relevant to creatures of all kinds
in this tale. The Pardoner gluttony-eating and drink­
ing-for causing man's fall. The young rioter buys the food and drink
he was sent for and will poison. As Alastair Minnis explains, the offer
of bread and poisoned wine travesties the blood and body of Christ and
the sacrament of communion, making wine the means of death, rather
than of eternal life in this exemplum. 25 The natural imperative to pro­
tect life-sustaining foodstuffs also offers the rioter a seemingly justifiable
reason to purchase poison: he says rats have plundered his grain and a
polecat ravaged his pullets. As lies used to gain the means of killing his
companions, they, too, invert that which is life sustaining and poison it,
turning provender into a signifier of death. In this sense, the rats and
polecat more accurately, if ironically, become the human shrews that are
the young rioter's real targets.

Wild shrews in the fields outside towns and taverns, as well as those
within them, are in fact known for their appetites. Scientific observa­
tion suggests that the image of medieval shrews may be based on actual
behavior. 26 To stay alive, a shrew must eat more food in relation to its
weight than either a rat or a polecatY In short, shrews are gluttons by
necessity. They have been kept in captivity at least since Pliny,28 possibly
for medicinal or veterinary purposes that required live animals,29 so their
large dietary requirements and their constant and aggressive mode of
feeding likely were well known.

Moreover, shrews have been considered venomous beasts at least since
Aristotle, and, if the number of possible treatments recorded through­
out history is any gauge, the beliefwas widespread and long-held. Pliny,
for example, provided no fewer than eighteen cures for the bite of the
shrew, including the shrew itself "torn asunder" and applied to the
wound. 3o Not only was the bite considered poisonous, but physical con­
tact with the shrew was thought to render much larger animals, especially
horses and cattle, lame. 31 As the Roman rhetorician Aelian remarked,
"every beast of burden dreads the shrew-mouse."32 That the youngest of
the human shrews plans to poison his prey is significant in relation to how
the animals themselves were understood as venomous.33 His expressed
need, therefore, to purchase poison to "quelle" rats identified as "his"
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(VI.854) and exterminate "vermyn" (858), including "a pokat in his
hawe" (855), is ironic in how it self-consciously subsumes these so-called
vermin with his companion shrews. Perhaps there is some added irony,
too, for animal shrews come "equipped" with their own poison and,
therefore, would not need to use others in accomplishing their instinc­
tive goals of defending their territory to survive. The shrew has a long
history as "a Beast, feigning it self gentle and tame, but being
touched, it biteth and poysoneth deadly."34 The Pardoner describes
himself in similar terms when he admits, "Thus spitte lout my venym
under hewe / Of hoolynesse, to semen hooly and trewe" (VI.421-22),
the venom and what cloaks it being his rhetorical creation, the very tale
that he says he tells to extract money from his unwitting audience. To
associate the Pardoner's venom with a shrew is not to reject the more tra­
ditional association of venom with the serpent. Just as the serpent could
represent Satan, the Oxford English Dictionary indicates that "shrew" was
a fourteenth-century nickname for the Devil.

Rats and a Polecat

The rats and polecat serve as a credible substitute target for the poison the
rioter will purchase to kill his fellow human shrews. These creatures are also
among the types the audience would "knowe weL" As such, they function
both as actual animals here and, conventionally, as metaphorical figures. Part
of a symbolic loop, these animals appear to reverse the convention wherein
human elides into animal and returns to human, and, instead, the cycle
begins with the animal that then signifies human creatures-the Pardoner
and the companions of his tale-until returning again to animal.

The origin of the loop of transference is easy to trace: the youngest of
the human creatures takes for granted that rats and polecats are so with­
out value that asking for poison to exterminate them would be consid­
ered justified by a purveyor of poison. Chaucer, however, may use these
animals to break the symbolic loop to save them, despite their reputa­
tion and association. In any case, the would-be poisoner ascribes his own
sil1ls--g1ut:tonv and murder-to these historically maligned animals. A
look at the passage and critical responses to it suggests how unquestioned
are accusations of the destructive behavior of these animals and how anti­
pa!the~tic human response is to them in "The Pardoner's Tale";

And forth he gooth, no lenger wolde he tarie,
Into the toun, unto a pothecarie.
And preyde hym that he hym wolde selle
Som poyson, that he myghte his rattes quelle;
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And eek ther was a polcat in his hawe,
That, as he seyde, his capouns hadde yslawe,
And fayn he wolde wreke hym, ifhe myghte,
On vermyn that destroyed hym by nyghte. (VI.851-58)

Critics' responses to the expressed need for the poison reinforce assump­
tions about those animals; they also extenuate the sale of the poison.
Raychel Haugrud Reiff suggests that the reason for the addition of the
polecat is that "possibly the apothecary is not swayed by his need to kill
rats" and then concludes, "This argument is evidently persuasive, and the
young man buys the poison, adds it to the wine, and gets rid ofhis fellow
thieves."35 Similarly, Beryl Rowland contends that "the specific refer­
ence credibility to the man's request ... Chaucer shows the man get­
ting poison in a way which does not arouse suspicion."36 More recently,
Dorothy Yamamoto remarks that the character's use of vermin "readily
persuades an apothecary to sell him the deadliest poison he can find so he
can get rid ofthem."37 She adds, "We would agree with him that rats are
vermin."38 Historically, readers do seem to have agreed.

The rat has served as shorthand for villainy for long enough to be
taken for granted, both as a dangerous pest and as a conventional scape­
goat; suspicion is deflected to the recognizable villain and justifies acting
against it. 39 In fact, the rat does opportunistically consume human food­
stuffs and other materials. Its omnipresence during plague would not
have improved its reputation or attitudes toward it. Negative attitudes to
the second kind of vermin mentioned, the polecat, were also common.
It, too, was associated with barnyard depredation, as the etymology of
its name-"poule cat" or "pullet cat"-attests: Beryl Rowland writes
that "pole" derives from "poule," alluding to what she calls its "fondness
for chickens."40 As Albertus Magnus presciently noted, the polecat is of
the same genus as the weasel and the ermine,41 and likewise is predatory
and unapologetically carnivorous. To those dependent upon chickens for
food or an income, polecats would be seen as a menace.

Not surprisingly, then, it may seem that the eradication of these threats
to property would be a common and understood need. Richard Ireland
notes that "by the fourteenth century poison was readily available for
the eradication of vermin."42 There may have been concerns regarding
the selling of poison, however, because its use "was regarded within the
Middle Ages as an offence which bore a connotation of necro­
mancy, an invocation of Dark Power with all the dangers for the soul
as well as for the body which that entailed.'>43 As Ireland claims, in the
Middle Ages both the common use, to kill vermin, and its more ominous
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associations-with necromancy or poisoning human creatures-were
understood. The perceived need and practice of exterminating vermin
probably would have been more common than its use in either necro­
mancy or murder, though neither Ireland nor his sources cite any par­
ticular regulations for the selling of poison.

But the persuasiveness of the young man's explanation is a red herring
here. A widespread association between poison and necromantic murder
might provide even better reason to be suspicious of a certain type of
social creature that requested poison. For if shrews and rioters are readily
identifiable social creatures ("ye knowe wel this"), the apothecary could,
like the larger audience for the tale, recognize the type ofperson request-

the poison. This customer, resembling neither a peasant nor a house­
holder, is not the usual social type with cause to eliminate rats from grain
bins or polecats from chicken coops. Moreover, the twofold excuses this
character gives for his purchase-"Rats. Oh, and also a polecat"-par­
ody the embroidering of a lie. Yet the apothecary sells the young man a
powerful poison (VI.859-67), "strong and violent" (867), without obvi­
ous hesitation. The legitimacy of the request and the apothecary's readi­
ness to fulfill it, though, may be partly the point: Chaucer also satirizes
apothecaries for their questionable morality when it comes to profiting
from their wares. In the "General Prologue," the physician's apothecaries
"sende hym drogges and his letuaries, / For ech of hem made oother for
to wynne" (1.426-27). The implication is that the apothecary who sells
the poison, even without being tipped off as we have been, would recog­
nize his customer for what he was-a young man with suspect motives,
but one with a full purse.

Classification

When the youngest character explains why he needs the poison he wants
to buy, he makes assumptions about how humans traditionally have
responded to rats and weasel-like animals. In this sense, his explanation
to the apothecary takes for granted the relations between humans and
these animals. One source for understanding such relations in the Middle
Ages is the bestiary. Yamamoto is correct in her claim that the bestiary is
"a key text for exploring how the relations between humans and animals
were construed'>44; it is also, therefore, important for appreciating inter­
relationships as they were then understood. The bestiary's period-specific
taxonomy offers an organizational scheme for cataloging and character­
izing animals and humans and their interconnectedness in the Middle
Ages. As Susan Crane has convincingly shown in her examination of



58 SANDY FEINSTEIN AND NEAL WOODMAN

second-family bestiaries,

they examine the animal realm for its material, social, and spiritual impor­
tance by tracing how humans and other animals are related to and different
from each other. Taxonomy offers an attractive way into the second­
family bestiaries' project, redirecting attention away from the dichotomy
between each animal and its moralization, and towards the complex inter­
relations ofall God's creatures. 4S

The claims Crane makes for the bestiary taxonomy are important for
understanding how shrews, rats, and polecats might be classified together
and reveal "the complex interrelations ofall God's creatures.'>46

The immediate relationships among these so-called vermin may seem
straightforward: the rats and the polecat are shrews, or companions, that
the youngest plans to poison. In the exchange between the would-be
murderer and the apothecary, the category of"vermin" implicitly includes
human shrews, based on how the reference functions both as a metaphor
for the tale's conspiring characters whom the poison will kill and as a
literal reference to the threatening animals that the poison is said to be
purchased to kill. Considering the three shrews in this context, however,
makes "real" animals, specifically the so-called vermin conventionally
represented and constructed as negative, morally superior to them. As the
teller of their tale, the Pardoner is the progenitor of the shrews; as such,
his confession of this poisonous production could be seen as making him
the shrew ofshrews. The other creatures incorporated in the tale, namely
rats and polecat, are part of the production, too.

The tale within "The Pardoner's Tale" reinforces how all creation
suffers at the hands-and mouth-of false speaking that is born of evil
intention and sin. While the Pardoner and the youngest shrew ofhis tale
take for granted the reputation ofvermill-llo matter who or what those
vermin actually mean to them-their choice of scapegoat is significant.
In the Middle Ages, rats and polecats were perceived as sharing a kind
of family history with the animal shrew. In the Bodleian Bestiary these
three animals, which today we assign to distinct families and orders of
mammals (figure 3.1), are similarly classified and taxonomically related.
Apparently, the creatures were recognized for sharing certain superfi­
cial physical and behavioral characteristics. All three have long, slender
furry bodies, pointed noses, and slender tails; move rapidly; and seem
voracious, a trait that in humans would be associated with gluttony. All
three also smell "bad," in our parlance. In addition to these shared physi­
cal and behavioral characteristics, the three animals all signify death or
rapaciousness in the context of medieval metaphor and iconography, a
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PRIMATES
(human)

Dermoptera

···c
Scandentia

RODENTIA
(rat and mouse)

Lagomorpha

Afrotheria

SORICOMORPHA
(shrew)

Xenarthra

Manidae

Metatheria

Chiroptera

Cetartiodactyla

- Perissodactyla

CARNIVORA
(polecat)

Monotremata

Figure 3.1 Simplified phylogenetic tree illustrating a modern understanding
ofevolutionary relationships among taxonomic orders ofmammals. A taxonomy
based on these relationships yields broad distinctions among Polecat, Rat, and
Shrew.

Source: Adapted from Olaf R. P. Bininda-Emonds, Marcel Cardillo, Kate E. Jooes, Ross D. E.
MacPhee. Robin M. D. Beck, Richard Grenyer, SamanthaA. Price, Rutger A. Vos,Joho L. Gitrlemao,
and Andy PurvIS, "The delayed rise of present-day mammals," Nature 224 (2007): 507-12.

context perhaps originating in common observation and experience. In
the Middle Ages, these three animals-rat, polecat, and shrew-were
recognized as distinct beasts, yet they were considered related as well.
All three could, in elTect, be categorized as varieties of mice.

Centuries after the Bodleian Bestiary associated shrew, or "sorex,"

with "mus" (mouse),47 Edward Topsell also remarked on the resemblances
among shrews, mice, and weasels. He cites the ancient Greek Aetius, "who
writeth that it [the shrew] is called Mygale, because in quantity it exceedeth
not a Mouse, and yet in colour it resembleth a Weesil, and therefore it is
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compounded of two words, Mys, a Mouse, and Galee, a Weesil.'>48 He
notes the confused assumption ofanother ancient Greek writer, Amyntas,
who he says "is of opinion, that it is so called, because it is begot betwixt
a Mouse and a Weesil.'>49 In the past, then, these animals were thought to
be more than just related physically and behaviorally, they were imagined
to breed with one another and produce hybrid offspring.

Two other classical names for the shrew-the Latin musaraneus (or, mus
araneus)50 and Greek Migale (,uvyaAv)-etymologically relate the animal to

a "field mouse." Following the classical writers, Albertus Magnus classified
the shrew as a form of mouse, describing "a very small, red genus, with
a short tail and high-pitched voice. It is properly called the sorex [shrew]
and is poisonous. It is therefore not caught by cats."51 Both Albertus and
Bartholomaeus Anglicus state that Mygale is a small, poisonous type of
weasel.52 Albertus specifically identifies the polecat, referred to by him
as putorius (stinking), as of the same kind as a weasel, which he as well as
many bestiaries describe as "mus longus," "a long mouse.,,53 As for the rat,
Albertus considers this "a large genus" ofmouse.54 Thus it follows that the
shrew could be a field mouse or a weasel; the polecat, being of the same
"genus" as the weasel, becomes a long mouse; and the mouse is just a small
rat. (These relationships are illustrated diagrammatically in figure 3.2.)

All three words, "rat," "polecat," and "shrew," were used negatively in
the Middle Ages, as they are in the present, to describe human behavior.
Chaucer alludes to the common knowledge of the time, based on certain
apprehensible facts as well as misconceptions that are consistent with their
earliest descriptions by classical natural philosophers. There is an under­
standing of the distinctiveness of each of the named animals, yet their

RAT
(ratus)

Figure 3.2 Simplified diagram of medieval relationships among Polecat, Rat,
and Shrew, illustrating how all three beasts might be classified as forms ofmice.
Soure" This diagram is based on information derived from the writings of Albertus Magnus,
BarthoIomaeus Anglicus, Isidore ofSeville, and the Bodleian Bestiary.

,

http:wease1.52


SHREWS, RATS, AND A POLECAT 61

shared characteristics allow for a sense of interchangeability, especially as
pests or vermin.

The representation of these animals is important for what was known
about them and what was ascribed to them. What was-and is-known,
assumed, and constructed comes to take the place ofthe animal itself, even
when the animal is present, To their detriment, material shrews, rats,
and polecats can hardly be recognized beside the familiar fictions cre­
ated about them and around them, as Chaucer demonstrates. In "The
Pardoner's Tale," the usual vermin-rats and polecat-are innocent of
willful action or any action at all. Their alleged crimes are a convenient
fiction used to serve a murderous motive, just as "The Pardoner's Tale,"
as its teller admits, is used to serve his avaricious interests, and by Chaucer
to expose this type that "ye knowe weL"

In addition to murder, avarice, and gluttony, this tale reveals the com­
mission ofanother sin, one against God's smaller, typically unappreciated
creatures who are falsely accused, as ironic as the particular sin of bear­
ing false witness may seem in this context. These animals cannot refute
the charges and few would speak for them; but, in this case, at least, they
don't suffer the ultimate consequence-death-for the crimes of human
vermin or for being anathema as a species. The intended sin for which
the poison is purchased-premeditated murder of one's own kind-far
exceeds any destructive actions attributed to these creatures or those
material rats or polecats upon which such behavior could be based. The
symbolic loop is thus cut. For the poison is in the very soul of the shrews,
as it is in the spiritually bankrupt teller of their tale.55
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