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Radix malorum est cupiditas: Greed in the 
Literature of Late Medieval England

Virginia Langum

Pride. Envy. Wrath. Greed. Sloth. Gluttony. Lust. While the seven 
deadly sins may not have changed in name since the Middle Ages, 
they have in meaning. If people think about the sins at all now, they 
tend to think of them as a theme for parties and various products or 
as an organizing principle for how-to or how-to not books. Yet in 
the Middle Ages, the sins were a serious business. They were called 
deadly, because they concerned the mortal soul. Committing these 
sins without confession and absolution meant damnation. Once 
sinners confessed their sins to the priest with contrition, the priest 
would assign a penance, such as a number of prayers to be recited or 
days of fasting, or the giving of alms (see Biller). 

A personification of the seven deadly sins in a fifteenth-century manuscript, MS. Wellcome 4; 
Wikimedia Commons.
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The seven deadly sins were extremely well-known and featured 
frequently in the literature of the period. In 1215, the Church required 
the faithful to take annual confession once a year, and priests often 
inquired into the sins of confessants through the rubric of the seven 
deadly sins. Around this period and after, there was a flowering of 
treatises on the seven deadly sins and other confessional doctrines. 
Sins appear in such treatises, in sermons, and in many literary 
works during the period (see Bloomfield). In depicting the sins, 
both religious and literary works on the sins draw upon a common 
stock of imagery and exempla, or short illustrative stories. For 
example, John Gower’s late fourteenth-century Confessio Amantis 
[The Lover’s Confession] is a confession in verse-form organized 
around each of the seven deadly sins and how each pertains to love. 
The Confessio includes a wealth of exempla about each of the sins, 
including greed. 

Greed in the Later Middle Ages
What kind of sin is greed? The sins occur in various orders in 
medieval texts, but one common arrangement places them on a scale 
from the most spiritual to the most bodily. In this formulation, pride, 
envy, and wrath take the lead; sloth, gluttony and lust take the final 
positions, with greed in the middle, straddling the spiritual and the 
bodily. The great thirteenth-century theologian Thomas Aquinas 
includes avarice (greed) among the spiritual sins in his Summa 
Theologica. As he explains, “carnal pleasures are those which are 
consummated in the carnal senses.” Examples are the pleasures 
of food and sex. Spiritual pleasures, however, are “consummated 
in the mere apprehension of the soul … the avaricious man takes 
pleasure in the consideration of himself as a possessor of riches. 
Therefore avarice is a spiritual sin.” Nonetheless, “by reason of its 
object it is a mean between purely spiritual sins, which seek spiritual 
pleasure,” that is, pride, “and purely carnal sins, which seek a purely 
bodily pleasure in respect of a bodily object” (Summa Theologica, 
II–II, Qu. 118, art. 6). The relationship between the spiritual and 
the material is a recurring theme in depictions of greed in medieval 
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literature, particularly the reduction of the spiritual into the material 
and the elevation of the material into the spiritual.

There are several words for greed in Middle English, but 
“avarice” from the Latin avaritia is most common. Although 
“greed” was not a noun yet, “greedy” in Middle English could refer 
to a rapacious desire for various things, such as knowledge, food, or 
money as it does now. However, avarice most commonly referred 
to greed for money and possessions. Covetousness or “coveitise” 
is a closely related concept. As Chaucer’s Parson explains in The 
Canterbury Tales, “Coveitise is for to coveite swiche thynges as thou 
hast nat; and Avarice is for to withholde and kepe swiche thynges 
as thou hast, withoute rightful need” (Covetousness is to covet such 
things that you do not have; and Avarice is to withhold and keep 
such things that you have but do not really need) (CT X. 744). In 
one surgical manual, the writer refers to an “auerous” stomach as 
a constipated one (Langum, Medicine and the Seven Deadly Sins, 
141). 

Representations of Greed
While all of the sins are often compared to various diseases in 
medieval texts, the sin of greed is overwhelmingly associated 
with the condition of dropsy or what is now called edema or water 
retention (Langum, Medicine and the Seven Deadly Sins, 133-144). 
Whereas water retention is presently considered a symptom, in 
the Middle Ages it was its own disease. Older medical ideals held 
that the thirst caused by dropsy was only increased by drinking. 
It, therefore, made a useful symbol for greed: a thirst that is never 
quenched. In Dante’s Inferno, for example, a notorious counterfeiter 
is punished with dropsy. Although his body is so full of liquid that 
his skin is stretched tautly, his lips are still parted in unending thirst 
(see Newhauser, “The Love of Money,” 315-326). In numerous 
sermons, exempla and literary works, the greedy are punished with 
dropsy. 

The image of Avarice below from the Middle English 
translation of The Pilgrimage of the Life of Man includes other 
common images of avarice. Money bags are a frequent part of the 
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avarice’s iconography (Little, Religious Poverty, 35ff). Likewise, the 
avaricious are commonly recognized by the tricks they use to cheat 
people out of money, such as false weighing of goods, also depicted 
in the image below. Avarice wears an idol, or a “mawmet,” on her 
head. Idolatry was a common charge laid against the avaricious for 
making money their god. As Chaucer’s Parson writes, “every florin 
in his cofre is his mawmet” (every coin in his money box is his idol) 
and “thus is an avaricious man, that loveth his tresor biforn God, 
an ydolastre” (therefore an avaricious man who loves his treasures 
more than God is an idolater) (X.748, 750). Furthermore, Avarice 
has six hands, signifying the excessive acquisitiveness of avarice. 

Image of “Couatyse” from an anonymous Middle English prose translation of Guillaume 
Deguileville, Pèlerinage de la vie humaine and Pèlerinage de l’ame.  

State Library Victoria, Melbourne RARES 096 G94, f. 63.
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A contemporary of Geoffrey Chaucer, William Langland 
includes a portrayal of the seven deadly sins in Piers Plowman. In 
a series of dreams, dreams-within-dreams [comma] and waking 
moments, the poem describes the quest of narrator, “Wil [comma]” 
to learn how to live a good Christian life. As he progresses through 
the poem and his own life passus by passus (meaning both “step” 
and in the context of the poem “book”) he meets and sees several 
allegorical figures, including the seven deadly sins. The seven deadly 
sins “confess” themselves to “Repentaunce,” offering an account 
of their actions and dispositions, which the poet supplements with 
physical descriptions. In this section, Coveitise (Covetousness) is 
one of the most wickedly detailed of the seven deadly sins:

And thane cam Coveitise, I kan hymn augh discryve—
So hungrily and holwe Sire Hervy hym loked. 
He was bitelbrowed and baberlipped, with two blered eighen;
And as a lethern purs lolled his chekes—
Wel sidder than his chyn thei chyveled for elde;
And as a bondeman of his bacon his berd was bedraveled;
With an hood on his heed, a lousy hat above,
In a torn tabard of twelf wynter age;
But if a lous couthe lepe the bettre,
She sholde noght wander on that Welche, so was it thredbare! (V.186-
196)

(And then came Covetousness; no words can describe him, he looked 
so hungry and hollow, such a crafty old codger! He had beetling 
brows and thick, puffy lips, and his eyes were as bleary as a blind, old 
hag’s. His baggy cheeks sagged down below his chin, flapping about 
like a leather wallet, and trembling with old age. His beard was all 
besplattered with grease, like a serf’s with bacon fat. He wore a hood 
on his head with a lousy cap on top, and a dirty-brown smock at least 
a dozen years old, torn and filthy and crawling with lice. It was so 
threadbare that even a louse would have preferred to hop elsewhere). 
(Goodridge, 105)

Here Coveitise embodies many of the tropes of avarice, such as 
insatiable hunger—he looks “hungry and hallow” despite having a 
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beard dripping with bacon grease. Furthermore, he is old, his cheeks 
hanging like a purse, and wears old, tattered clothes. 

In the case of Coveitise, he boasts rather than confesses his 
misdeeds. He claims to have mastered his “Donet,” which for most 
learned medieval people referred to a schoolroom grammatical text 
but for Coveitise means the basic tricks for fooling people out of 
their money. With the purse stamped upon his face, Covetousness 
displays how the sin has absorbed his body and perspective (Langum, 
“Langland’s Diseased Vision,” 43-44). This is evident in his failure 
to understand the term “restitution.” The priest asks whether he has 
made restitution for his sins, by which he means amends. Coveitise, 
however, misinterprets restitution and tells the tale of how he rifled 
through the bags of some sleeping traders. He responds to the 
priest’s outrage by saying that he thought restitution meant “rifling” 
and claims that he does not know French and cannot read books. 
However, this claim to modesty is disingenuous. He is highly skilled 
in deception as he boasts throughout in stories of cheating, and this 
art of deception helps him to dodge the priest’s questions. In reducing 
the spiritual meaning of restitution to a worldlier understanding, he 
is able to duck the priest’s questions in the short term, but ultimately 
damns himself with a lack of complete confession. 

Greed in The Canterbury Tales
Although separated from us by 600 years, Chaucer’s pilgrims come 
alive on the page with their vibrant descriptions and back stories. 
We meet them in the General Prologue, where they are en route 
to Canterbury Cathedral, which houses the shrine of Saint Thomas 
Becket, when they happen to stop at Harry Bailly’s tavern outside 
of London. Ostensibly driven by the desire to do penance for sins, 
medieval pilgrims often had a variety of motivations for embarking 
on their journeys, which might have included holiday-making 
(Webb). Furthermore, pilgrimage was also a big business in the 
Middle Ages. Pilgrims left offerings and bought pilgrim badges at 
the pilgrimage sites, as well as buying food, drink and lodging along 
the way, from which entrepreneurs such as the fictional Harry Bailly 
benefited. Thus, even in the very frame of the Canterbury Tales, the 
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mingling of spiritual and secular is apparent. From their clothing, 
we can tell that many of the pilgrims are quite well-off. We see, for 
example, the Prioresss with her elegant cloak and “brooch of gold” 
(I.160), the Wife of Bath with her delicate linen headscarf and “fyn 
scarlet reed” (fine scarlet red) pantyhose (I.456), and the Physician 
draped in red and blue silks. Pilgrimage was also something of a 
social occasion, as Chaucer’s party demonstrates. Harry Bailly finds 
the other pilgrims to be fine company and decides to join them. He 
even proposes that they each tell two stories: one on the way there 
and one on the way back. Chaucer died in the midst of writing the 
Tales, so we do not know what the final text would look like, but he 
left us with twenty-four tales, some unfinished. 

St. Thomas Becket Pilgrimage badge dating from the fourteenth century. Procured at the 
pilgrimage destination, pilgrim badges were proof of a completed pilgrimage,  

Walters Art Museum.
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In The Canterbury Tales, Chaucer is generally less didactic 
than Langland is in Piers Plowman. Nevertheless, greed plays a role 
in several of the The Canterbury Tales. The Summoner’s Tale, for 
example, depicts a greedy friar who complains that he must share 
anything he earns from begging with his brothers. He is rewarded 
with a fart that he must divide in twelve. The earnest Parson 
deliberates upon the sin at length, as well as the other six, in his 
Tale. However, for the lengthiest exposition on avarice, we turn to 
the Pardoner.

Last among the pilgrims, yet perhaps the most vivid, is the 
Pardoner. Pardoners were responsible for selling indulgences 
on behalf of the Church. Indulgences relieved the faithful from 
a period of time in Purgatory, the waiting room before reaching 
Heaven. The principle of indulgences worked on the idea that the 
Church kept a “treasury of grace” from which it could dispense 
portions to the penitents. The Church employed Pardoners to sell 
indulgences to raise money for repairs, as well as other projects, 
such as the founding of hospitals (see Swanson). Corruption in such 
a system was rife, and Pardoners are often condemned in sermons 
and satirized in medieval literature. Langland, in Piers Plowman, 
for example, accuses pardoners of robbing the “lewed” (unlearned 
people). 

Fitting to type, Chaucer’s Pardoner is also controversial. 
When we first meet him among his fellow pilgrims, the Pardoner is 
singing a love song. Furthermore, his hair “yelow as wex” (yellow 
as wax) hangs to his shoulders, uncut as a cleric’s should be, and 
he is beardless, through which the narrator potentially hints at his 
homosexuality—“I trowe he were geldyng or a mare” (I believed 
he was a eunuch or a mare) (I.691). The Pardoner is concerned 
with his appearance, which he considers to be “of the newe jet” 
(the new fashion) (I.681). Furthermore, he has a load of dubious 
relics. Relics are sacred objects, often the remains of saints and holy 
persons, thought to have special healing powers (see Malo). For the 
Pardoner, relics have a professional use:
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For in his male he hadde a pilwe-beer,
Which that he seyde was Oure Lady veyl;
He seyde he hadde a gobet of the seyl
That Seint Peter hadde, whan that he wente
Upon the see, till Jhesu Crist hym hente.  
He hadde a croys of latoun ful of stones, 
And in a glas he hadde pigges bones. 
But with thise relikes, whan he fond
A povre person dwellynge upon lond, 
Upon a day he gat hym moore moneye 
Than that the person gat in monthes tweye;
And thus, with feyned flaterye and japes, 
He made the person and the peple his apes. 
But trewely to tellen atte laste, 
He was in chirche a noble ecclesiaste. 
Wel koude he rede a lessoun or a storie, 
But alderbest he song an offertorie;
For wel he wiste, whan that song was songe, 
He moste preche and wel affile his tonge
To wynne silver, as he ful wel koude;
Therefore he song the murierly and loude. (I.694-714)

(For in his pouch he had a pillow-case which he said was Mary’s veil; 
He said he had a piece of the sail that Saint Peter used before Jesus 
took him. He had a brass cross full of stones, and a jar of pig bones. 
But with these relics, he earned more money than a parson in two 
months. And thus, with feigned flattery and jokes, he made the parson 
and the people into fools. But truly, he was a noble ecclesiastic. He 
could read the liturgy, but best of all, he sang the offertory hymn. 
For well he knew when the song was sung, he must preach with his 
smooth tongue as best he could to earn money. Therefore, he sang 
more merrily and loud.)

The relics for the Pardoner are mere props to his task of tricking 
people to give him their money. The comparison to what the Pardoner 
can earn in relation to the poor local priest demonstrates the abuses 
inherent in the system. 
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Illustration of Chaucer’s Pardoner from the early fifteenth century Ellesmere manuscript 
of the Canterbury Tales; Wikimedia.

The Host asks the Pardoner to tell a tale after the Physician 
has upset him with his tragic tale of poor Virginia, killed by her 
father to protect her honour. The other pilgrims immediately object, 
assuming from his appearance that he will tell “ribaudye” (ribaldry) 
instead asking him to tell them “som moral thing” (VI.324-5). So 
the Pardoner pauses at the tavern for a “draughte of corny ale” while 
he tells his tale. 
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Yet the Pardoner is not content to simply tell his tale. Like 
Langland’s Coveitise, Chaucer’s Pardoner also boasts about his skills 
in tricking people out of their money. While he himself is driven by 
avarice, the theme of his sermon is always the same: “radix malorum 
est Cupiditas” (VI. 334) or “the love of money is the root of all evil.” 
Before sharing the tale with the pilgrims, he lets them into the tricks 
of his trade. He details how he shows his wares to the faithful, his 
papal bulls and his “relics” that we already have reason to suspect 
from his description in the General Prologue. Then he details his 
rhetorical skills: “And in Latyn I speke a words fewe, / To saffron 
with my predicacioun, / And for to stire hem to devocioun” (VI.344-
6). (And I speak a few words in Latin, to flavour my preaching and 
to stir them to devotion). He even describes his physical movements: 
“Thanne peyne I me to strecche forth the nekke, / And est and west 
upon the peple I bekke, / As dooth a dowve sittynge on a berne” 
(Then I stretch my neck, nodding at the people east and west as a 
dove sitting on a barn) (VI.394-6). 

He makes it clear that he preaches only for his own gain with 
no care at all for the souls of those who trust him for their salvation:

Of avarice and of swich cursednesse
Is al my prechyng, for to make hem free
To yeven hir pens, and namely unto me. 
For myn entente is nat but for to wynne,
And nothyng for correccioun of synne.
I rekke nevere, whan that they been beryed,
Though that hir soules goon a-blakeberyed! (VI.400-406)

(My preaching is all about avarice and such cursedness to make them 
free to give their penance, and namely to me. For my intent is only 
to make money, and nothing about the correction of sin. I do not care 
once they are dead whether their souls go black-berry picking!)

Driven himself by avarice, his theme in preaching is against avarice. 
Indeed, one of the key challenges posed by the tale is the Pardoner’s 
insistence “For though myself be a ful vicious man, / A moral tale 
yet I yow telle kan” (VI.459-60). 
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The Pardoner here raises a significant medieval debate 
concerning the office of the priest: whether, indeed, a sinful priest 
can be effective in his office (Minnis)—that is, whether the pardons 
and absolution he peddles are valid.

The Pardoner’s tale itself is an extended exemplum against 
the sin of greed. Chaucer, through the Pardoner, elaborates upon a 
popular tale of reckless young people blinded by their desires. The 
lifestyle of the three young Flemish revellers allows the Pardoner to 
indulge in a tangential tirade against “sins of the tavern,” a popular 
theme among medieval priests. 

They been enemys of Cristes croys, 
Of whiche the ende is deeth; wombe is hir god!
O Wombe! O bely! O stynkyng cod, 
Fulfilled of dong and of corrupcioun!
At either ende of thee foul is the soun. 
How greet labour and cost is thee to fynde!
Thise cookes, how they stampe, and streyne, and grynde,
And turnen substaunce into accident
To fufille al thy likerous talent! (VI.533-40)

(They are the enemies of Christ’s cross, of which the end is death; 
the stomach is their God! O gut! O belly! O stinking bag, filled with 
dung and corruption! At either end of you, the sound is foul. What 
labour and cost it is to nourish you. These cooks how they pound, 
and strain, and grind, and turn substance into accident to satisfy your 
greedy desire!) 

Although not ostensibly on the theme of avarice, this passage is 
worth lingering over as it gives some insight into how we make sense 
of the Pardoner and ultimately the theme of avarice in the tale and 
his characterization. First, we will remember that he is delivering 
these lines while he is himself at the tavern having a drink with 
his fellow pilgrims. The reference to the substance and accident is 
telling. It refers in one sense to the sacrament of Eucharist, whereby 
the accidents (the external physical characteristics) of the bread and 
wine remain but the substance (the internal essence) changes to the 
body and blood and Christ. The cooks are, in fact, performing the 
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opposite of the Eucharist by turning substance into accident: they 
are taking something sacred and making it profane. However, the 
concepts of substance and accident are apt for thinking about the 
Pardoner’s art. He takes complex ideas and reduces them to the 
mundane and the physical, the accidents (Cooper 269). 

Although exempla were commonly employed to enliven 
sermons, they were not without controversy. Some churchmen 
warned that they were distracting from the serious message of 
the sermon. In Chaucer’s day, exempla were particularly objected 
to by religious reformers such as the Lollards. So the impact of 
the exemplum upon the pilgrims is telling. As for the Pardoner’s 
exemplum itself, it has several analogues that Chaucer might have 
known and expanded upon (Cooper 264). The bones of the story 
are these: while at drink and dice, the three Flemish revellers see a 
corpse passing. When they enquire about the corpse and the cause 
of its condition, they learn of a sly thief called “Death” who has 
been killing people around the country. Drunk and reckless, they 
leave the tavern to murder Death. On the way they meet an old man 
who instructs them where Death is to be found: up a crooked path 
and under a tree. What they find is eight bushels “of floryns fine 
of gold.” They make a plan to sneak the money out after dark. To 
that end, two decide to guard the treasure while the other secures 
provisions. Meanwhile, the two left behind decide how much more 
the money would be split between two and decide to murder their 
fellow when he returns. And the one sent to town decides to poison 
his two fellows. After the murder of their friend, the two remaining 
revellers drink the poison in celebration, and everyone dies. The 
three have, indeed, found death in their avarice. 

Greed in the Literature of Late Medieval England
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Fifteenth century chest depicting the murder scene in the “Pardoner’s Tale” held at the 
Museum of London.

The Pardoner concludes his sermon as if “by rote” (VI.332) as 
he would under normal circumstances, warning the company against 
the sin of avarice and offering his “hooly pardoun” in exchange for 
their money or jewellery. He invites the Host up first to “kisse the 
relikes everychon / Ye, for a grote! Unbokele anon thy purs” (I.944-
5) (kiss each of the relics / For a silver coin! Open your wallet). 

However, unsurprisingly, the Host is not sold and rebukes the 
Pardoner:

“Lat be, quod he, “it shal nat be, so theech!
Thou woldest make me kisse thyn olde breech, 
And swere it were a relyk of a seint,
Though it were with thy fundement depeint!
But, by the croys which that Seint Eleyn fond, 
I wolde I hadde thy coillons in myn hond
In stide of relikes or of seintuarie. 
Lat kutte hem of, I wol thee helpe hem carie;
They shul be shryned in an hogges toord!” (VI.947-55)

(“Let it be,” he said, “it shall not be so, as I may prosper! You would 
have me kiss your old underpants, and swear it were a saint’s relic, 
although they be stained with your excrement! But by the cross that 
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Saint Helen found, I would I had your testicles in my hand instead 
of relics or a container for relics. I would cut them off and help you 
carry them enshrined in hog’s turd!)

The Host’s reaction, while crude and violent, is in line with the 
Pardoner’s own description of false relics that he gave in the 
introduction to his tale. 

The Pardoner reacts violently to the Host’s reduction of his tale. 
He is so “wroth” (angry) that “no worde wolde he seye” (VI.957). 
To this interaction, the other pilgrims “lough” (laugh) (VI.961) until 
the Knight intervenes to make peace. Why is the Pardoner so angry? 
Can it be that he forgot what he told them at the outset of his tale? 
Does he imagine that they would be so moved so as to forget? No 
one seems particularly moved by the tale. The rest of the pilgrims 
have not been led to any great moral truth by the revelation of his 
viciousness nor the morality of his tale. They do not express shock; 
instead they “laugh” at him much like the rioters laugh at each other. 
Rather than contemplate the implications of the Pardoner’s lifestyle 
and the perhaps implied materialism and empty formalism of their 
own pilgrimage, they choose to laugh at scatological jokes about the 
Pardoner’s genitals being enshrined in hog’s turds. 

Much like the relics he displays, the Pardoner’s confession is 
the accident without the substance, confession without contrition 
or genuine sorrow and will to amend himself. The efficacy of the 
exemplum’s moral message against avarice seems marred by the 
avaricious “ensaumple” of the Pardoner himself. We remember that 
the Parson will later state that for the avaricious “every florin in 
his cofre is his mawmet” (X.748), and money is certainly the god 
that the Pardoner serves. He has converted riches into something 
greater than their spiritual value and converted the riches of wisdom 
to something mundane. Through his tale and the reaction to it, the 
Pardoner represents one of the key understandings of medieval 
avarice: the reduction of the spiritual or what should be spiritual 
into the material and the elevation of the material to the level of the 
spiritual. 
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