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PIEDIEUAL CONCEPTIONS OF REASON AND 
THE nODES OF THOUGHT IN PIERS PLOli/WAN 

Plichasl Dauid Gulllksson Peverstt Ph.D. Thesis 1987 

ABSTRACT 

This t h e s i s i s an attempt t o shed l i g h t on the r e l a t e d questions of hou 
we should read Piers Plowman and of what k i n d of book i t s author was 
t r y i n g t o w r i t e . 

I n the f i r s t chapter i t i s argued t h a t feminine line-endings are an 
important f e a t u r e of Langland's metre^ and consideration i s given to 
how they a f f e c t our reading of the verse. I t i s suggested t h a t the verse 
demands a slow and meditative reading, and t h a t Langland's t e x t emerges 
as a l i s t of items not e a s i l y r e l a t e d t o each other; the reader i s 
challenged t o work out connexions and thus i n a sense t o compose h i s own 
poem. 

The second chapter i s an examination of the medieval conceptions and 
modes of thought t h a t are associated w i t h the word "rason". The term 
"reasonable" i s l a t e r used t o r e f e r t o these. I n the l a s t part of the 
chapter i t i s argued t h a t Langland's aim i s t o make h i s readers seek 
s a l v a t i o n , and t h a t ha i s aware of c e r t a i n d i f f i c u l t i e s w i t h the 
t r a d i t i o n a l , "reasonable" approaches of other m o r a l i s t s . His own book 
i s "unreasonable"; i t s mixture of modes of thought, and hence of the 
thought-worlds they p r o j e c t , makes n a r r a t i v e consistency and definiteness 
of argument impossible. 

I n the r e s t of the t h e s i s some of the j u x t a p o s i t i o n s between modes of 
thought are examined. Th e . t h i r d chapter deals w i t h " p o s i t i v e " 
j u x t a p o s i t i o n s , which create i n the reader's mind a sense of s a t i s f y i n g , 
but nevertheless "unreasonable", i l l u m i n a t i o n ; the speech of Wit and 
the v i s i o n of the Passion and C r u c i f i x i o n are discussed i n d e t a i l . 
The f o u r t h chapter deals w i t h "negative" j u x t a p o s i t i o n s , which provoke 
a sense of bewilderment and d i s s a t i s f a c t i o n ; discussion centres on 
Ymaginatiyf's speech i n the C t e x t . Need's speech, and the confessions 
of the Seven Deadly Sins. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Some yaars ago A.C. Spsaring made tha f o l l o w i n g observation about 
Langland c r i t i c i s m : "daspite the great q u a n t i t y of s c h o l a r l y work t h a t 
has been done on i t ( i . e . Pisrs Plowman), i t appears t h a t wa are s t i l l 
a t the stage of having t o make up our minds what kind of poem i t i s . " ' ' 
T h i s , I t h i n k , i s s t i l l t r u e . The great debates i n Piers Plowman 
c r i t i c i s m - about m u l t i p l e authorship, ths s i g n i f i c a n c e of the Three 
Do's, a x e g s t i c a l readings, or the vexed question of " u n i t y " = can a l l 
be seen as r e g i s t e r i n g u n c e r t a i n t y on p r e c i s e l y t h i s p o i n t . A f t e r Spearing 
wrote these words, the u n c e r t a i n t y took on a new form, P r i s c i l l a n a r t i n 
presented i t l i k e t h i s s 

Whatever t h e i r personal r e l i g i o u s b e l i e f s , c r i t i c s have tended to 
a l i g n themselves as orthodox or agnostic readers of Piers Plowman, 
I n c o n t r a s t , however, to the apparently crude, a n t i - C a t h o l i c 
reading of Crowley's sixteenth-century e d i t i o n , t h i s has not r e s u l t e d 
i n i d e o l o g i c a l l y simple C h r i s t i a n and non-Christian approaches. 
Rather, i t has produced c r i t i c s who see c o n f l i c t i n the poem and 
c r i t i c s who deny i t . The former argue from t h e i r impression of the 
t e x t u r e of the poem and the conduct of i t s argument - an impression 
of c onfusion, changes of d i r e c t i o n , lack of c o n t r o l l i n g form - to 
t h e o l o g i c a l u n c e r t a i n t y and vexation of s p i r i t i n the author. Tha 
l a t t e r claim u n i t y and coherence f o r the poem, usually by 
demonstrating t h a t i t can be f i t t e d i n t o the C h r i s t i a n schemes of 
f a i t h and thought of i t s period. 

Plartin's own book v i g o r o u s l y took up the "agnostic" p o s i t i o n , and P.fl, 
Kean's review i s an e q u a l l y f o r t h r i g h t defence of the " C h r i s t i a n " 

3 
p o s i t i o n . But most c r i t i c s do not l i k e t o f e e l t h a t thsy can be e a s i l y 
c a t e g o r i z e d , and since 1979 few have wished to pursua the discussion i n 
these terms, which i s not t o say t h a t i t i s resolved, Dohn Morton-Smith 

4 
has w r i t t e n the best recent book on Piers Plowman; i t i s c e r t a i n l y 
n e i t h e r "agnostic" nor " C h r i s t i a n " , but i t i s as much prsoccuoied w i t h 
Spearing's question as ever, although Norton-Smith's c o n t r i b u t i o n i s 

1. A,C. Spearing, C r i t i c i s m and Nedieval Poetry, 2nd ed, (London: Edward 
Arnold, 1972), p, 131, Tha f i r s t e d i t i o n was published i n 1964, 

2, P r i s c i l l a r - l a r t i n . Piers Plowman: The F i e l d and the Tower (London: 
n a c m i l l a n , 1979), p, 32. 

3. I t appears i n the Review of English Studies, n,s, 32 (19B1), pp. 202-04. 
4, Dohn Norton-Smith, UJilliam Langland, Medieval and Renaissance Authors, 6 

(Leiden: E.3, B r i l l , 1983). 
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e x c e p t i o n a l , as I s h a l l e x p l a i n later.'' 

I am not sure, however, t h a t Spearing expresses the problem i n the most 
u s e f u l way. I f we ask ourselves d i r e c t l y : "Well, what kind of a poem i s 
Piers Plowman?" we are l i k e l y t o s t a r t t h i n k i n g about genres, and the 
r e s u l t s are not very h e l p f u l , as Elizabeth S a l t e r , who made more progress 

2 
w i t h t h i s approach than anyone e l s e , has admitted. But we can put i t 
d i f f e r e n t l y : What was Langland t r y i n g t o do? How should we read Piers 
Plowman? I f we have an opinion on any one of these questions, we have 
committed ourselves t o opinions on the others, so I do not t h i n k t h a t 
they are r e a l l y d i s t i n c t from each other. But the re-expressions have the 
v i r t u e of disengaging a h i s t o r i c a l approach from a l i t e r a r y - c r i t i c a l 
approach. This t h e s i s i s predominantly concerned w i t h the l a t t e r , and 
hence w i t h the question about how Piers Plowman should be read, 
I must confess t h a t t h i s re-expression i s not e n t i r e l y s a t i s f a c t o r y . 
We do not u s u a l l y decide what kind of reading we s h a l l adopt before 
s i t t i n g down to a book; although Randall 3 a r r e l l had a nightmarish 
v i s i o n of someone saying " I ' d j u s t never read 'We are Seven' t i l l I got 
So-and-So's analysis of i t f o r Christmas!" I t i s not t r u e , of course, 
t h a t there i s no v a r i a t i o n i n our readings. Our r e l a t i o n s h i p w i t h a poem 
does change, i n v o l u n t a r i l y . However, i t remains recognizably the same 
poem, so there i s c o n t i n u i t y between the readings we make at d i f f e r e n t 
times. I do not t h i n k i t i s o v e r - o p t i m i s t i c t o suppose t h a t the same 
c o n t i n u i t y u n d e r l i e s the reading experiences of c r i t i c s whose expressed 
views are i n sharp c o n f l i c t . The c r i t i c a l disagreement seems to be about 
which f e a t u r e s of t h a t reading experience should be attended t o . I n the 
passage I quoted from P r i s c i l l a Martin's book, i t i s made clear t h a t 
the controversy i s about s a l i e n c e . Piers Plowman may r e f l e c t t r a d i t i o n a l 
t h i n k i n g , but does i t matter? Piers Plowman may look chaotic, but should 

3 
we make anything of i t ? 

1. Cf. below, pp. 158-53. 
2. See E l i z a b e t h S a l t e r , Fourteenth-Century English Poetry; Contexts and 

Readings (Oxford: Oxford U n i v e r s i t y Press, 1583), pp, 99-102, 
3, This argument i s borrowed from " L i t e r a t u r e i n the Reader", an essay by 

Stanley Fish f i r s t published i n 1970 and r e p r i n t e d , w i t h l a t e r a r t i c l e s , 
i n I s There a Text i n This Class? The A u t h o r i t y of I n t e r p r e t i v e 
Communities (Cambridge, r-iass,; Harvard U n i v e r s i t y Press, 1980), pp, 21-67 
(see pp. 51-52). The book charts Fish's descent i n t o r e l a t i v i s m ; h i s 
i n c r e a s i n g preoccupation w i t h l i t e r a r y theory may have made t h a t course 
i n e v i t a b l e , but I am not convinced t h a t i t i s f o r the r e s t of us. 
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What matters more than everything e l s e , I suggest, i s what happens to us 
when we read; and what happens i s a great deal more complicated than 
would appear from the few features t h a t we subsequently r e c o l l e c t and 
come t o t h i n k of as c r u c i a l . I t f o l l o w s from t h i s t h a t i f we present a 
"reading" of Piers Plowman i t ought to be as i n c l u s i v e as possible, 
thus r e f l e c t i n g a l i t t l e more accurately the reading experience t h a t 
i t p urports t o describe. The f u n c t i o n of such a "reading" i s to help 
f e l l o w - r e a d e r s t o be less s e l e c t i v e i n t h e i r meditations on t h a t 
experience; not t o help us when we read, but to help us when wa t r y to 
remember. 

Obviously a "reading" of the whole of Piers Plowman along these l i n e s 
would be impossibly l a b o r i o u s , and I have not attempted i t here. Instead, 
I have selected a very few passages, usually s h o r t , and have t r i e d t o 
give them a degree of a t t e n t i o n t h a t i s impossible when the whole t e x t 
needs t o be d e a l t w i t h . But from these passages broader conclusions do 
emerge, as w i l l become c l e a r . 

This i s hardly an o r i g i n a l way to ta c k l e a long poem; y e t , s u r p r i s i n g l y , 
i t does not seem t o have a t t r a c t e d students of Piers Plowman very o f t e n . 
Most of the great debates mentioned previously concern the poem as a 
whole. One must stand back from i t i n order t o form an opinion about 
u n i t y , about incoherent s t r u c t u r e , or about the s i g n i f i c a n c e of Dowel, 
Dobet, and Dobest. And although concentration on short passages i s , of 
course, f r e q u e n t , what concerns the w r i t e r i s u s u a l l y something other 
than the reading experience i t s e l f . Consequently I am i n the f o r t u n a t e 
p o s i t i o n of r a r e l y having t o disagree w i t h other c r i t i c s ; we do not 
seem t o be arguing about the same t h i n g s . 

Most of the t h i r d and f o u r t h chapters are devoted t o the kind of close 
a n a l y s i s t h a t has so f a r been discussed. I n the f i r s t chapter I 
reconsider Langland's metre and t r y t o draw some general conclusions 
about the kin d of reading t h a t h i s verse demands. Langland's verse has 
a very d i s t i n c t i v e f l a v o u r and i t i s w i t h aspects of t h i s "Langlandian" 
q u a l i t y t h a t I am concerned here. The second chapter i s preparatory too. 
I t i s an attempt t o convey what I mean by the term "reasonable", which I 
USB f r e e l y i n the l a t e r chapters. I t has been necessary t o develop 
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several s p e c i a l i z e d terms i n order t o present my argument; the most 
important ones are "reasonable", " j u x t a p o s i t i o n " (subdivided i n t o 
p o s i t i v e and n e g a t i v e ) , and "mode of thought". None of these terms i s 
used n a t u r a l l y ; the n a t u r a l use i s too vague. The meanings t h a t I give 
them are r e l a t i v e l y p r ecise, but not always aasy to de f i n e . "Reasonable" 
i n p a r t i c u l a r does not have a meaning t h a t can be communicated i n t h a t 
way; i t describes a c o l l e c t i o n of modes of thought - something t h a t 
our language does not cope w i t h very w a l l - and since I cannot explain 
tha term I have had t o use the slower method of f a m i l i a r i z i n g the reader 
w i t h i t . When, l a t e r on, the reader encounters the word "reasonable", 
he w i l l not be able t o define i t , but he w i l l be able to understand i t , 
i f only as "tha ki n d of t h i n g t h a t I was reading about i n Chapter Two". 

Although I concentrate on the B t e x t of Piers Plowman, I also discuss 
passages from other t e x t s . Use i s mada of the f o l l o w i n g e d i t i o n s : 

Rigg-Brewer A.G. Rigg and Charlotte Brewer, eds.. Piers Plowman: 
The Z Version (Toronto: P o n t i f i c a l I n s t i t u t e of 
riediaeval Studies, 1983). 

Kane Gaorge Kane, ed., Piers Plowman; Tha A Version 
(London: Athlone Press, 1960). 

Schmidt A.V.C. Schmidt, ed., The Vision of Piers Plowman: A 
C r i t i c a l E d i t i o n of the B-Text (London: Dent, 1978). 

Kane-Donaldson George Kane and E. Talbot Donaldson, eds.. Piers Plowman: 
The B Version (London: Athlone Press, 1975), 

Bennatt D.A.W. Bannett, ed., Lanqland: Piers Plowman. The 
Prologue and Passus I - V I I of the B Text as found i n 
Bodleian HS. Laud Rise. 531 (London: Oxford U n i v e r s i t y 
Press, 1972). 

P a a r s a l l Darek P e a r s a l l , ed,. Piers Plowman by ijJilliam Langland; 
An E d i t i o n of the C-text (London: Edward Arnold, 1978). 

Where l i n e numbers are given, they r e f e r t o Rigg-Brewer ( Z ) , Kane ( A ) , 
Schmidt ( B ) , and P e a r s a l l ( c ) . The quotations also coma from these 
a d i t i o n s , although o c c a s i o n a l l y an archetypal reading i s restored i n 
place of e d i t o r i a l c o n j e c t u r e . This i s always pointed out i n a f o o t n o t e . 

There i s a more f a r - r e a c h i n g m o d i f i c a t i o n : a l l quotations of Riddle 
English uarse are unpunctuated. As my t h e s i s i s l a r g e l y concsrned w i t h 
the reader's response t o the varse, i t saemed e s s e n t i a l to omit 
punctuation, which i s there p r e c i s e l y to guide the reader i n his response. 
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This makes the verse a l i t t l e harder to read, but a t l e a s t one can be 
c e r t a i n t h a t the response one makes i s one's own. To punctuate i s t o 
present an i n t e r p r e t a t i o n sometimes of content and always of verse 
movement; t h i s i s a l e g i t i m a t e e d i t o r i a l p r a c t i c e but i t would beg 
questions i n the present context, 

I accept the Rigg-Brewer hypothesis t h a t the Z t e x t was w r i t t e n by 
Langland and pre-dates the A, B and C t e x t s . This has been much discussed 
and cannot yet be regarded as e s t a b l i s h e d , but I s h a l l not defend i t 
here as t h i s would only mean repeating what has been said before,'' 
Those who r e j e c t the hypothesis w i l l , as a consequence, regard some 
of the statements i n t h i s t h e s i s as untrue, but they w i l l not f i n d 
t h a t the main l i n e s of argument are a f f e c t e d . Where I contrast one of 
the other t e x t s w i t h Z, they w i l l see t h i s as a c o n t r a s t between 
Langland and a s c r i b a l redactor r a t h e r than between an older Langland 
and a younger Langland; less i n t e r e s t i n g , but no less v a l i d . 

Reference i s sometimes made to these modern t r a n s l a t i o n s of the B t e x t 
of Piers Plowman; 

Goodridge 3,F, Goodridge, t r a n s , . Piers the Ploughman, Revised 
ed, (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1966), 

T i l l e r Terence T i l l e r , t r a n s , , The Vision of Piers Plowman 
(London: B r i t i s h Broadcasting Corporation, 1981). 

Chaucer references are t o F,N, Robinson, ed,, The Works of Geoffrey 
Chaucer, 2nd ed. (1957; r p t . London: Oxford U n i v e r s i t y Press, 1966). 
For the Gawain-poet I use Malcolm Andrew and Ronald Waldron, ed,. The 
Poems of the Pearl Manuscript (London: Edward Arnold, 1978). Quotations 

A l l the most t e l l i n g arguments are presented by Rigg-Brewer i n t h e i r 
e d i t i o n . These have been supplemented by Charlotte Brewer, "Z and 
the A- 3- and C-Texts of Piers Plowman," Medium AEvum» 53 (1984), 
194-219; Hugh White, "The Z-Text: A New Version of Piers Plowman?" 
Medium AEvum » 53 (1984), 290-95; A,V.C. Schmidt, "The A u t h e n t i c i t y 
of the Z-Text of Piers Plowman: A M e t r i c a l Examination," Medium 
AEvum, 53 (1984), 295-300; M.L. Samuels, "Langland's D i a l e c t , " 
Medium AEvum , 54 (1985), 232-47; Hoyt N. Duggan, "The A u t h e n t i c i t y 
of the Z-Text of Piers Plowman: Further Notes on M e t r i c a l Evidence," 
Medium AEvum , 56X1987), 25-45. George Kane argues against the 
hypothesis i n "The 'Z Version' of Piers Plowman," Speculum . 50 (1985), 
910-30. 
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are from thesa e d i t i o n s but, as notad above, a l l punctuation has bean 
removed. B i b l i c a l quotations ara taken from the Vulgate and referencas 
are t o t h i s v e r s i o n , not the King 3ames Version, 
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C h a p t e r O n e 

LANGLAND'S FERININE ENDINGS 

I 

I t was long ago observed by Dr. Rabel Day t h a t i n the Parlement of the Thre 
Ages and i n dinner and 'blaster the authors showed "a d i s t i n c t preference f o r 
feminine endings*;'' t h a t i s , f o r l i n e s t h a t end w i t h an unstressed s y l l a b l e , 
producing a r e p e t i t i v e c l o s i n g rhythm of ^ L/ or occasionally ^ \J ̂  , 

I t does not seem to have been equally recognized, or at le a s t not continuously, 
t h a t the same preference i s observable i n other a l l i t e r a t i v e poems, and t h a t 
i n a t l e a s t some ( i n c l u d i n g the various versions of Piers Plowman and, 
probably, the Rorte Arthure) a feminine ending to a l i n e can be regarded as 
r e q u i s i t e , one of the r u l e s of the metre. 

The reader who wishes to t e s t t h i s contention f o r himself w i l l no doubt t u r n 
to an e d i t i o n of Piers Plowman and examine the line-endings there presented to 
him. The evidence i s c l e a r e s t i n the Schmidt and Kane-Donaldson e d i t i o n s of 
the B t e x t , because the s c r i b e of Rs T r i n i t y College, Cambridge B.15.17 ( u ) , 
chosen by the e d i t o r s f o r h i s regular s p e l l i n g , also shows himself aware of 
the "feminine ending r u l e " and i s thus generally c a r e f u l to include the 
necessary f i n a l "-e"3 where metre demands t h a i r presence. This, admittedly, 
i s to assume what i s yet to be demonstrated; and i t should be added at once 
t h a t the scribe's s p e l l i n g h a b i t s are not very decisive f o r our purposes. He 
does indeed d i s p l a y a noticeable tendency to add a f i n a l "-e" at the end of 
a l i n e , but he does not always add i t where the r u l e requires i t : 

And though j u s t i c e s juggen h i r e to be joyned w i t h Fals 
(B I I 137; but we f i n d "False" a t 
the end of B I I 4,54,151 etc.) 

With bedeles and b a i l l i e s brought b i f o r e the Kyng 
(B I I I 2; but "Kynge" at the end of 
B I I I 170,188, B IV 93) 

Thanne weex t h a t sherewe i n wanhope and wolde han hanged hymself 
(B V 279, but "hymselve" as d i r e c t 
o b j e c t a t the end of B X I I I 312, 
"hymselven" at B XI 387). 

1. Quoted i n R.Y. Off o r d , ed.. The Parlement of the Thre Ages, EETSjO.S. 245 
(London: Oxford U n i v e r s i t y Press, 1959), p. x x i x . 



Ke also adds f i n a l "-e" where the r u l e does not require i t (because the 
preceding s y l l a b l e i s unstressed anyway): 

Of scornyng and of scoffyng and of u n s k i l f u l berynge 
(B X I I I 276) 

Ootherwise than he hsth w i t h herte or sighte shewynge 
(B X I I I 278). 

The scribe's general tendency to add "-e" at the end of a l i n e could be 
explained as mere ornamentation, a s o r t of f i n a l f l o u r i s h . So i t i s the 
words, not the s p e l l i n g , t h a t concern us. 

Some f a m i l i a r d i f f i c u l t i e s a r i s e when ua s t a r t to assess the evidence. 
I n e v i t a b l y the problem of t e x t u a l u n r e l i a b i l i t y becomes more serious as our 
s c r u t i n y of the t e x t becomes more minute. Then there i s the question of how 
many exceptions to a r u l e we s h a l l allow before deciding t h a t there i s no 
r u l e a t a l l ; f o r Langland does not seem to f i n d any r u l e so binding t h a t i t 
can never be broken. Fortunately the "feminine ending r u l e " seems to be kept 
wi t h unusual s t r i c t n e s s , so t h i s question i s not too pressing. Later I s h a l l 
give an example of where I t h i n k Langland does break the r u l e . For the 
moment I s h a l l merely draw a t t e n t i o n to some l i n e s i n which Langland seems to 
break the r u l e but does not: 

But C r i s t kyngene kyng knyghted ten 
(B I 105) 

Peter quod a Plowman and putte f o r t h h i s hed 
(B V 537) 

A Bretoner a braggere abosted Piers a l s 
(B VI 154) 

Haveth the same absolucioun t h a t sent was to Piers 
(B V I I 63). 

In a l l these cases we are f o r t u n a t e i n being able to compare the reading of 
tha Z manuscript, w r i t t e n i n a d i a l e c t remarkably close to the poet's but 
by a s c r i b e who i s not very scrupulous about the a d d i t i o n of f i n a l "—e"s 
f o r purely m e t r i c a l ( o r , i t may be, ornamental) reasons.'' I f we do t h i s . 

1. On the d i a l e c t of the Z t e x t see R.L. Samuels, "Langland's D i a l e c t , " 
Redium AEvum, 54(1985),232-247. 
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we f i n d t h a t the pronunciation of the f i n a l word should be d i s y l l a b i c i n 
a l l these l i n e s : "tene" ( Z I 5 1 ) , "heued" ( Z UI 1 3 ) , "else" ( Z V I I 1 3 8 ) , 

"Perus" ( Z U I I I 6 7 ) . 

Here the evidence from Z i s reassuring. Sometimes however we must simply 
accept what may seem the less l i k e l y s t r e s s - p a t t e r n , i f the "feminine 
ending r u l e " i s to ho l d : 

This shewynge s h r i f t quod Repentaunce shal be meryt to the 
(B V 3 7 9 ) 

Bothe foryyve and f o r y e t e and y i t bidde f o r us 
(B XVII 2 4 5 ) 

The water witnesseth t h a t he was God f o r he wente on i t 
(B X V I I I 2 4 1 ) . 

In these l i n e s the stress must, apparently, f a l l on the preposition.'' 

But the most f a r - r e a c h i n g concession we are required to make i s the 
pro n u n c i a t i o n of f i n a l "-e" at line-ends, not only where there i s 
h i s t o r i c a l precedent f o r i t but even where the pronunciation seems c l e a r l y 
a r t i f i c i a l (e.g. "hym t h a t ten mnames hadde" (B UI 2 4 2 ) ) . Modern readers 
are not much a t t r a c t e d by s p e c i a l l i n g u i s t i c conventions i n poetry, and 
I am sure t h a t many readers of Piers, i n c l u d i n g myself, have been apt to 
take advantage of Langland's apparently l i c e n t i o u s metre and to pronounce 
h i s words as nearly as possible as i f they were modern English, Hence i t 
i s tempting to conclude t h a t the evidence f o r the "feminine ending r u l e " 
i s i n d e c i s i v e , and to r e f l e c t t h a t almost any l i n e can be given a feminine 
ending i f we are permitted to add (and pronounce) "-e" whenever i t s u i t s . 

And c e r t a i n l y i f there are nio_ words or phrases w i t h which Langland could 
not end a l i n e w h i l e s t i l l keeping the r u l e , then there can be no decisive 
evidence. But conversely, i f we can i d e n t i f y common words or phrases t h a t 
cannot be so p o s i t i o n e d , decisive evidence i s close a t hand. Mow such 
i d e n t i f i c a t i o n can only come from the t e x t i t s e l f , and t h i s may seem to 
make the argument c i r c u l a r . I f I am allowed to say t h a t what I do not f i n d 
at line-ends cannot be pronounced i n the desired way, but anything I do 
f i n d a t a lin e — e n d can be so pronounced, i s there any force i n the 

1 , Compare Chaucer's rhyming of "to me" wi t h "Rome" ( C T A 6 7 1 - 7 2 ) , or " f r o 
ye" w i t h "Troye" (T C I 2 , 5 ) , 
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conclusion? The answer i s yes, because i f the "feminine ending r u l e " does 
not operate, then presumably the d i s t r i b u t i o n of common uords w i t h i n the l i n e 
ought t o shou no otherwise unaccountable v a r i a t i o n , ' ' 

But there i s such v a r i a t i o n . One instance of i t I reported i n an e a r l i e r 
paper wit h o u t then being able to e x p l a i n i t , namely the absence of "quod he" 
or "quod y" from the end of l i n e s , and the use instead of a less favoured 

2 
expression, such as "he seide", More d e c i s i v e l y we can examine the usage of 
the words " C r i s t " and "3esu(s)". Apparently Langland does not consider 
" C r i s t e " an acceptable p r o n u n c i a t i o n , and i t w i l l perhaps be conceded t h a t i f 
the monosyllabic " C r i s t " appeared a t the end of a l i n e , i t would almost 
i n e v i t a b l y be a stressed s y l l a b l e . Hence i f Langland i s indeed adhering to 
the r u l e , we shouj-d expect " C r i s t " to appear r a r e l y , i f at a l l , i n f i n a l 
p o s i t i o n . "Desu(s)" on the other hand should appear f r e q u e n t l y i n f i n a l 
p o s i t i o n . And so i t proves, " C r i s t " i s used more than a hundred times i n 
the B t e x t , but not once a t the end of a l i n e ; "Desu(s)" i s used more than 
f i f t y times, eighteen times a t the end of a l i n e . " ^ 
Again, we can examine the use of the word "God". This appears some 225 
times i n Schmidt's e d i t i o n of the B t e x t ; on three occasions only i t 
appears a t the end of a l i n e (B IX 154, B XU 393, B XVI 224). Furthermore, 
the f i r s t two of these appearances are due to modern e d i t o r i a l reconstruction 
t h a t most readers w i l l want to r e j e c t anyway (Schmidt i s one of the m i n o r i t y 
who accept the Kane-Donaldson t h e s i s t h a t Langland d i d not permit the 
a a >< a a l l i t e r a t i v e p a t t e r n , and he reconstructs a c c o r d i n g l y ) . There 
remains one r e a l l y exceptional l i n e , which I am prepared to i n t e r p r e t as 
such; a d e l i b e r a t e breaking of the r u l e f o r r h e t o r i c a l e f f e c t . I t 
concludes Abraham's account of the T r i n i t y : 

Which i s the Holy Goost of a l l e and a l l e i s but o God 
(B XUI 224). 

1. One must be very wary here. For example one must obviously avoid words 
l i k e " a t " or "and" which are hardly l i k e l y to appear often i n f i n a l 
p o s i t i o n , but w i l l be very common elsewhere. In these cases, and i n others 
t h a t are much less obvious, s t a t i s t i c a l p e c u l i a r i t i e s prove the wrong thing, 

2. "'Quod' and 'Seide' i n Piers Plowman," Neuphilolooische N i t t e i l u n o e n , 
87(1985), 117-27. Cf. p. 119. 

3. " C r i s t " appears at the end of a l i n e once i n the Z ms (V 147). This may be 
an e r r o r , since the l i n e also scans a. a_ £ £• -̂^ case A revises (or 
r e s t o r e s ) to produce regular a l l i t e r a t i o n and a feminine ending. 
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The r e a l l y strong euidence f o r the existence of the "feminine ending r u l e " 
can thus be st a t e d q u i t e b r i e f l y , but I do not believe any f u r t h e r 
s t a t i s t i c s are re q u i r e d ( n a t u r a l l y they could be m u l t i p l i e d by analysis 
of other uiords). I make no apology f o r assuming from now on t h a t Langland 
di d observe t h i s r u l e , and d i d so w i t h unusual thoroughness. I t should be 
added t h a t I have not undertaken the same s o r t of surveys f o r other 
a l l i t e r a t i v e t e x t s ; my impressions are tha t the r u l e i s operative i n 
e.g. the Plorte Arthure, r a t h e r less so i n the long l i n e s of the Gauiain-poet, 
and not a t a l l i n The De s t r u c t i o n of Troy. But these impressions do not 
amount to much. The d i f f i c u l t y i s t h a t the l i n e - s t r u c t u r e i n these poems 
i s so f o r m u l a i c t h a t i t i s hard to f i n d a way of t e s t i n g the "feminine-ending 
r u l e " t h a t i s s u f f i c i e n t l y unaffected by other f a c t o r s . For example, i n 
Gauiain and the Green Knight the word "Gauiayn" ( i n c l u d i n g a l l s p e l l i n g 
v a r i a n t s ) appears s i x times a t line-ends w i t h i n the "wheel", but none of 
i t s seventy-odd appearances i n the long l i n e s of the poem i s i n f i n a l 
p o s i t i o n . This i s c e r t a i n l y s i g n i f i c a n t of something, and could be presented 
as an argument f o r the presence of the "feminine ending r u l e " i n the poem, 
i f wa assume t h a t "Gawayn" i s always stressed on i t s second s y l l a b l e . 
Unfortunately the argument has no force at a l l , because the Gawain-poet, 
l i k e the author of the Horte Arthure, p r a c t i c a l l y never uses proper names at 
the end of long l i n e s , whatever t h e i r s t r e s s - p a t t e r n , but v i r t u a l l y always 
as a l l i t e r a t i v e stave-words. Only once does the word "Gawayn" appear as a 
n o n - a l l i t e r a t i n g word i n the a l l i t e r a t i v e sections of Gawain. This i s i n 
l i n e 1624 where "Syr Gawayn" i s used i n a l i n e a l l i t e r a t i n g on _s. I suspect 
t h a t when composing these w r i t e r s made the i n i t i a l presumption t h a t the 
human r e f e r e n t of a l i n e would be r e f e r r e d to by an a l l i t e r a t i v e stave-word, 
and decided almost simultaneously what a l l i t e r a t i n g sound to use and what 
e p i t h e t to employ ("Gawayn", "Wawen", "renk", "burne", " f r e k e " , "segge", 
e t c . ) . I t i s only i n the much f r e e r and more f l e x i b l e context of Langland's 
verse t h a t observation of the "feminine ending r u l e " i s e a s i l y d i s c e r n i b l e . 

The reader may wonder why a poet who permits himself to use,sayjthe form 
"kynge" should baulk at the form " C r i s t e " . I t seems to be merely a matter of 
personal t a s t e ; a t l e a s t there i s no e a s i l y d i s c e r n i b l e l o g i c to i t . The 
author of the Worte Arthure seems to observe the "feminine ending rule'' 
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j u s t as c a r e f u l l y as Langland does, but because he allows the form 
1 

" C r i s t e " he f r e q u e n t l y uses the word at the end of a l i n e . The word 
" l o r d e " i s an i n t e r e s t i n g case. Host a l l i t e r a t i v e poets who seem to observe 
the r u l e use the word i n f i n a l p o s i t i o n , e i t h e r to be pronounced " l o r d e " or 

2 
perhaps i n the o l d way represented by a s p e l l i n g l i k e "louerd". In the 
Z manuscript the word appears about twenty times, three times i n f i n a l 
p o s i t i o n (Z I 132, Z UI 2, Z UI 46). This suggests t h a t Langland, perhaps 
w i t h some h e s i t a t i o n , considered a d i s y l l a b i c pronunciation of " l o r d e " as 
acceptable. But l a t e r he seems to have changed h i s mind; the l a s t two of 

3 
these l i n e s are a l t e r e d , and there are no new occurrences of the word 
at the end of a l i n e , so t h a t i n the B version, while " l o r d " i s used about 
e i g h t y times, the only l i n e i n which i t appears l a s t i s the survivor from 
Z which ends Passus I : 

I may no lenger lenge thee w i t h now loke thee Dure Lord 
(B I 209). 

I suspect t h a t t h i s change may r e l a t e to Samuels' contention t h a t the 
d i a l e c t of Piers becomes noti c e a b l y less p r o v i n c i a l and more cosmopolitan 
i n the l a t e r versions. 

I I 

The r e s t of t h i s chapter w i l l be concerned w i t h how r e c o g n i t i o n of the 
"feminine ending r u l e " a f f e c t s our understanding of Langland's poetry. 
Ue s h a l l thus move clos e r to the c e n t r a l themes of t h i s t h e s i s , namely 
the d i f f i c u l t questions of how we should read Piers Plowman and of how, 
i n consequence, we should conceive of t h i s curious poem. But i t would be 

1. Lines 257, 296, 303, 320, etc . References are to Edmund Brock, ed., 
Fiorte Arthura, 2nd ed., EETS, O.S. 8 (London: Oxford U n i v e r s i t y Press, 
1871). 

2. e.g. Piorte Arthure 234, 700, 813; Cleanness 410, 489, 612; Winner and 
Waster 124, 285, 

3. Probably. The t e x t u a l h i s t o r y of the h a l f - l i n e t h a t appears f i r s t as 
"ant f r o the sepulcre of cure l o r d " (Z UI 2b) i s hard to reconstruct. 
This becomes a m i n o r i t y reading of the A mss, disappears altogether from 
the B mss, and reappears triumphantly i n some of the best mss of C. 

4. Cf, p. Q ,n. 1, 
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wrong to proceed without b r i e f l y noting the i m p l i c a t i o n s f o r e d i t o r s . 

I t has already been remarked t h a t on two occasions e d i t o r i a l r e c o n s t r u c t i o n 
has r e s u l t e d i n the word "God" appearing at the end of a l i n e , thus 
producing a l i n e t h a t i s more eccentric than the one i t i s intended to 
c o r r e c t . There are at l e a s t seven reconstructions i n the Schmidt e d i t i o n 
t h a t must be r e j e c t e d because they v i o l a t e the "feminine ending r u l e " : 

And a l f o r t h e i wroghte ayein \j.he w i l l e of GodD 
(B IX 154, Bx = "goddes w i l l e " ) ' ' 

By t h i s day s i r e doctour quod I thanne C[in Dowel be ye n o g h t j 
(B X I I I 105, Bx = "be ye noght i n Dowel") 

And we l e r e d and lewed \ l i i l e v e t h i n oon GodJ 

(B XV 393, Bx = " i n oon god b i l e v e t h " ) 

As a recchelees renk t h a t Lreccheth of no woj 
(B X U I I I 2, Bx = "of no wo reccheth") 

And r i g h t as thorugh { j i l o u r s j g i l e [ l i i g i l e d was man^] 
(B X U I I I 159, Bx = "f>oru3 g i l e man was 
b i g i l e d " ) 

Gregori the grete c l e r k and |j;he goode Jeromi 
(B XIX 272, Bx = "lerom fs goode") 

Shulle come out and Conscience and youre Cpaples two^ 
(B XIX 347, Bx = "two caples"). 

A l l of these r e c o n s t r u c t i o n s replace the pa t t e r n a. a. x. a. - or something 
even less a p p e t i z i n g - w i t h the p a t t e r n a. a_ a_ ><_, but a l l are more or less 
c e r t a i n l y i n c o r r e c t . More o f t e n than not, however, such reconstructions 
do not obviously i n f r i n g e the "feminine ending r u l e " . Nevertheless, now t h a t 
the dangerously simple procedure of re-ordering a_ a_ ><_ a_ l i n e s turns out to 
be not so simple a f t e r a l l , a general suspicion hangs over a l l r e c o n s t r u c t i o n 
t h a t i s j u s t i f i e d by nothing other than the presence of the a_ a_ x. a_ p a t t e r n . 
Perhaps, indeed, r e c o n s t r u c t i o n of the B archetype on purely m e t r i c a l 
grounds i s a l t o g e t h e r a dangerous p r a c t i c e . I should not wish to see the 
few masculine endings i n Bx removed by r e c o n s t r u c t i o n , even though I am 
sure t h a t these are exceptions to a r u l e and have no such confidence i n 

1, "Bx" readings are those imputed t o the B archetype, u s u a l l y because 
shared by a l l extant B mss. 
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the exceptional status of a_ a_ x_ a_. 1 do not believe t h a t Langland considered 
any r u l e a b s o l u t e l y unbreakable; which does not mean t h a t h i s poetry has 
no r u l e s . 

The more f a r - r e a c h i n g c o n s i d e r a t i o n f o r e d i t o r s i s whether the base 
manuscript of an e d i t i o n should be r e g u l a r i z e d i n s p e l l i n g so as to 
i n d i c a t e feminine endings t h a t would otherwise be obscured (u s u a l l y because 
a f i n a l "—e" has been omitted, but sometimes because of d i a l e c t a l v a r i a t i o n 
as i n the examples on page 8 ) . Obviously t h i s depends on the purpose of 
the e d i t i o n ; one cannot tamper w i t h manuscript readings i f i t i s the 
manuscript evidence t h a t one aims to represent. But i f the i n t e n t i o n i s 
to provide a t e x t of Piers f o r readers, then r e g u l a r i z a t i o n of the endings 
would seem an i n e v i t a b l e task; i t i s a nuisance to remember th a t one must 
say "aboute" when one reads "about", or "bothe" when one reads "both", or 
"heved" when one reads "hed". N a t u r a l l y t h i s would e n t a i l a much f u l l e r 
i n v e s t i g a t i o n of how Langland pronounced and stressed c e r t a i n words than I 
have been able to undertake here. The question also needs to be faced of 
whether the archaic or a r t i f i c i a l pronunciations required at the end of a 
l i n e are also required elsewhere, My impression, l i k e t h a t of Dr. Day with 
respect to other a l l i t e r a t i v e poems,'' i s t h a t they are not; but no doubt 
i t i s a question t h a t can be resolved more d e f i n i t e l y i f appropriate t e s t s 
can be designed. There may be advantages i n having a s p e c i a l pronunciation 
a t l i n e - e n d s , 

Langland keeps the "feminine ending r u l e " r a t h e r s t r i c t l y ; many other 
a l l i t e r a t i v e poets keep i t less s t r i c t l y or not at a l l . On the other hand 
i n comparison to other poets of the r e v i v a l Langland i s a more casual 
adherent to the p r i n c i p l e of frequent and emphatic a l l i t e r a t i o n . True, 
there are those who have argued t h a t apparently " l i g h t " l i n e s i n the 
received t e x t s of Piers must a c t u a l l y be blamed on s c r i b a l i n t e r f e r e n c e 

2 
or i n e p t i t u d e . But even i f such arguments are accepted i t must be allowed 
t h a t the nature of Langland's a l l i t e r a t i o n i s such as to encourage 
s c r i b a l f a i l u r e s . I f he i n v a r i a b l y keeps the l e t t e r of the other poets' 

1. Cf. p. 7 ,n. 1. 
2, Kane-Donaldson edn., pp. 131-40. 
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law (which I doubt), he c e r t a i n l y f l o u t s the s p i r i t of i t . 

I shal seken t r u t h e e r s t er I se Rome 
(B U 461) 

Plany tyme God hath ben met among nedy peple 
(B XI 242) 

Ac i t i s f e r n ago i n Seint Fraunceis tyme 
(B XU 231) 

That i s sooth seide Piers so i t may b i f a l l e 
(B XUI 60) 

On examination a t l e a s t two of these l i n e s a l l i t e r a t e i n the most orthodox 
manner (a.a_a_ ><), But i t could hardly be contended t h a t the a l l i t e r a t i o n , 
except i n the present context, i s at a l l s t r i k i n g . Langland's i n t e n t i o n 
seems to be (not always, but i n these cases and many others) to s l i p the 
a l l i t e r a t i o n past w i t h i t having only a r e l a t i v e l y s u b l i m i n a l e f f e c t on us, 
j u s t l i k e the sound—patterns i n other ( n o n - a l l i t e r a t i v e ) poems, which most 
readers, unless they are poets themselves, are l i k e l y to be a f f e c t e d by 
witho u t observing them d i r e c t l y . Compare t h i s : 

liJhen h i t scrypture hade scraped wyth a scrof penne 
As a c o l t o u r i n clay cerues |« forces 
|>enne h i t v a n i s t verayly and voyded of sy^t 
Bot |s l e t t r e s bileued f u l large vpon p l a s t e r 

(Cleanness 1545-49). 

The reader of t h i s passage cannot but observe how the l i n e s a l l i t e r a t e ; 
t h i s i s an a c t i v i t y inseparable from h i s sensing f i r s t the hard contact of 
chisel-pen on stone and second i t s sudden d e m a t e r i a l i z a t i o n . To put i t 
another way, the reader not only reacts to the a l l i t e r a t i o n , he also notices 
i t . And s u r e l y the same would be true i f one were a l i s t e n e r rather than 
a reader; one would i n e v i t a b l y n o tice the a l l i t e r a t i o n f i r s t on scr, then 
£, then v_, then 1_. Each l i n e would have an immediately pe r c e p t i b l e "colour", 
making i t e a s i l y d i s t i n g u i s h a b l e from those before and a f t e r ; i n e f f e c t 
the l i s t e n e r could, i f he wished, v i s u a l i z e the layout of the words on the 
page. 

By c o n t r a s t , I used to imagine t h a t a l i s t e n e r to whom Piers was being 
read would f i n d i t very d i f f i c u l t to separate one l i n e from the next. There 
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would be no time to analyse non-obvious a l l i t e r a t i o n , and Langland's 
comparatively unstereotyped s y n t a c t i c s t r u c t u r e s tend to produce 
unpredictable running on of the sense from one l i n e to another: 

Ac i f ther were any wight t h a t wolde me t e l l e 
What were Dowel and Dobet and Dobest at the l a s t e 
Wolde I never do werk but wende to h o l i chirche 
And there bidde my bedes but whan i c h ete or slepe 

(B X I I 24-27). 

These l i n e s , I b e l i e v e d , would become a continuous segment of n a t u r a l , 
prosaic conversation; and t h a t i s how I have always read them. But i f we 
take care to pronounce the f i n a l words as " t e l l e " , " l a s t e " , "chirche", 
"slepe", these repeated rhythms, generated by pronunciations t h a t are 
perhaps archaic and may sometimes be sheerly a r t i f i c i a l , s u f f i c i e n t l y 
i n d i c a t e to the l i s t e n e r where one l i n e ends and the next begins. Hence 
Langland's s t r i c t adherence t o the "feminine ending r u l e " i n t h i s respect 
compensates f o r h i s rath e r unusual a l l i t e r a t i v e p r a c t i c e . I t may of course 
be objected t h a t I am wrongly assuming t h a t i t i s a good th i n g f o r l i s t e n e r s 
to be able to i d e n t i f y each l i n e as a separate u n i t . A f t e r a l l , when we 
attend a modern production of Shakespeare we o f t e n cannot d i s t i n g u i s h the 
i n d i v i d u a l l i n e s of verse unless we already know the spoken passage very 
w e l l . Despite the remark, approvingly quoted by Dr, Dohnson i n his L i f e of 
H i l t o n , t h a t "Blank verse seems t o be verse only t o the eye", most people 
are not much t r o u b l e d by t h i s ; and we should c e r t a i n l y not imagine, because 
we are u s u a l l y readers not l i s t e n e r s , t h a t to hear poetry i s somehow a 
second-rate mode of r e c e i v i n g i t , the aim of which i s to "see" the t e x t 
w i t h the mind's eye. This I concede; nevertheless i t remains l i k e l y t h a t 
i n Piers as i n other a l l i t e r a t i v e poems the l i n e i s an important q u a n t i t a t i v e 
u n i t , i n d i c a t i n g the r a t e a t which the audience (whether reading or 
l i s t e n i n g ) may expect to encounter developments of argument or a c t i o n , 

I I I 

This suggestion w i l l be taken up l a t e r i n the chapter. But f i r s t I want 
to p o i n t out t h a t the new p i c t u r e of Langland's verse form t h a t i s emerging 
m.akes sense i n the wider medieval context. This p i c t u r e d i f f e r s from more 
t r a d i t i o n a l ones i n placing less emphasis on the keeping of a l l i t e r a t i v e 
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r u l e s and more emphasis on the staple u n i t of a long l i n e w i th a medial 
break and a feminine rhythm at the end. Seen thus, Langland's poetry 
e x e m p l i f i e s a kind of " i n t e r n a t i o n a l long l i n e " . 

S t r i c t l y speaking, I admit, t h i s term stands f o r an a b s t r a c t i o n , and i s 
perhaps best presented by i l l u s t r a t i o n . Granted t h e i r manifest differences 
from each other, the metres i n the f o l l o w i n g e x t r a c t s are s i m i l a r 
enough, i n " f e e l " more than i n d e t a i l , to give some meaning to t h i s 
n o t i o n of an " i n t e r n a t i o n a l long l i n e " : 

L i quenz Roll a n t / se j u t desuz un pin 
Envers Espaigne / en ad t u r n e t sun v i s 
De plusurs choses / a remembrer l i p r i s t 
De tantes teres / cum l i bers conquist 
De dulce France / des humes de sun l i g n 
De Carlemagne / sun seignor k»il n u r r i t 

(Chanson de Roland 2375-80) 

Do sprach der videlaere / Uolker der degen 
versm^hetez i u n i h t Hagene / sft wolds i c h mit i u pflegen 
der s c h i l t w a h t e h^nte / unz morgen fruo 
der h a l t v i l minnecl^he / dancte Uolk^re duo 

(Nibelunqenlied St, 1830) 

Fincadas son las tiendas / e parecen los alvores 
a una grand priessa / t a n i e n l o s atamores 
alegravas' Mio Cid / e dixo "Tan buen di'a es oy^ 
Hiedo a su mugier / e q u i e r e l ' quebrar e l cora^on 
a s s i fazie a l a s duenas / e a sus f i j a s amas a dos 
de l dia que nasquieran / non vieran t a l tremor 

(E l Poema de PTio Cid 1657-62) 

Annd sons anan ^BJ^ ^edenn for|» / T i l l Be|>j>leaemess chesstre 
Annd fundenn Sannte Nar^e |«er'/ Annd losaep h i r e macche 
Annd ec {»ej^ fundenn |aer ^ c h i l d / ^ e r i t t wass l e ^ ^ d i cribbe 

(Ormulum f o l . 33r, c o l s . 85-85) 

and jii s seide ^ kinge / s o r h f u l on mode 
Wa wor^e |»an monne / f>e lond haue"^e mid menske 
and b i - t a c h e t h i t i s c h i l d e / \B while fte he mai h i t walden 
f o r o f t e h i t ilimp'^ / e f t h i t him of-|dnche^ 
l\lu i c h wulle hunne faren / f o r ' ^ - r i h t e to Cornwalen 
^ernen i c h wulle raedes / to Regau mine dohter 

(Lajamon's Brut 1677-32) 
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A t r a i t o r qua|> |>is l u s t i c e / e r t o icome h e r t o 
Ic h s s e l t o r m e n t i a l p i body / fram toppa t o ̂ i n ho 
Hastou ihud atom [>an9 |>Bof / pat do|> us such ssame 
And p u l t e s t forip |?isulu8 j^ou c h e i t i f / t o de^e i n i s name 

(South English Legendary, 
"Alban" 35-3B).1 

I quote from the f o l l o w i n g e d i t i o n s ; F» Whitehead, ed,. La Chanson ds 
Roland (Oxford: B a s i l B l a c k w e l l , 1942) (p . 69); K a r l Bartsch, ed,, 
Das Nibelunqenlied, revised edn. by Helmut de Boor (Wiesbaden: F,A. 
Brockhaus, 1956) ( p . 288); Ian Michael, ed., The Poem of the Cid (1975; 
r p t , Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1984) (p, 108); G.L. Brook and R.F, L e s l i e , 
eds., La?;amon; Brut, EETS, O.S. 250, 277 (London: Oxford U n i v e r s i t y Press, 
1963, 197B) ( i , 86; I use the version e d i t e d from Bl«l l*ls. Cotton 
C a l i g u l a A. i x ) ; C h a r l o t t e D'Evelyn and Anna 3, M i l l , eds.. The South 
English Legendary, EETS, O.S, 235, 256, 244 (London: Oxford 
U n i v e r s i t y Press, 1956, 1959) ( l , 239; h e r e a f t e r r e f e r r e d t o as 
D'Evelyn and M i l l ) . The Ormulum quote i s taken from 3,A,W, Bennett 
and G.V. Smithers, ed,. Early Middle English Verse and Prose, 2nd ed. 
(London: Oxford U n i v e r s i t y Press, 1968) (pp. 178-79). 
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What these various e x t r a c t s have i n common i s , most obviously, a medial 
break and "something s p e c i a l " a t the end, whether t h i s be rhyme, 
assonance, or (as i n Langland) a rhythmic p a t t e r n . There are also 
non-universal f e a t u r e s , which a f f e c t the i n d i v i d u a l " f e e l " of each; 
f o r example the s t r i c t s y l l a b l e - c o u n t i n g of the Chanson or the Ormulum, 
as compared w i t h the relaxed ramble of the Cid, And of course the 
o r i g i n s of these e x t r a c t s are very disparate, I could have extended my 
sample yet f u r t h e r ; an important m i n o r i t y of the manuscripts of the 
Canterbury Tales ( i n c l u d i n g Ellesmere and Hengwrt) i n d i c a t e a medial 

1 
break i n Chaucer's l i n e s , Nost readers w i l l probably agree with 
A.C. Spearing's judgment t h a t Chaucer " i n h i s decasyllabic verse ... 
was s t r u g g l i n g to overcome the strong tendency of the native English 
l i n e to f a l l i n t o a p a t t e r n of two two-stress phrases separated by a 
pause"; but, as he also notes, "most of h i s English d i s c i p l e s , i n c l u d i n g 

2 
Lydgate, ... allow the n a t i v e English p a t t e r n to reassert i t s e l f . " 
Middle English a l l i t e r a t i v e poetry i n general may also be r e l a t e d to 
t h i s broader t r a d i t i o n , except t h a t we usually t h i n k of the "something 
s p e c i a l " as the a l l i t e r a t i n g staves and not the n o n - a l l i t e r a t i n g one. 
The attempt to combine a l l i t e r a t i o n w i t h rhyme occurs i n The Awntyrs 
o f f A r thure, where i t produces an e f f e c t of almost c l o y i n g ornateness; 
t h i s i s a form i n which only a very l i m i t e d range of tones i s possible. 
Langland's mixture, on the c o n t r a r y , allows the poet considerable 
freedom. 
The most important t h i n g to observe from our e x t r a c t s i s that the 
i n t e r n a t i o n a l long l i n e i s by nature an instrument f o r n a r r a t i - j s . A l l 

1. For d e t a i l s see Ian Robinson, Chaucer's Prosody; A Study of the 
n i d d l e English Verse T r a d i t i o n (Cambridge: Cambridge Uni v e r s i t y 
Press, 1971), pp. 138-40. 

2. A.C. Spearing, Medieval to Renaissance i n English Poetry (Cambridge: 
Cambridge U n i v e r s i t y Press, 1985), p. 342, 
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of the e x t r a c t s quoted are from poems that consist almost e n t i r e l y of 
pure n a r r a t i v e , granted t h a t t h i s may be "framed" i n various ways. I t 
i s i n t e r e s t i n g to r e f l e c t t h a t the bulk of n i d d l e English a l l i t e r a t i v e 
verse, sometimes characterized as moral and p h i l o s o p h i c a l i n i t s 
i n s p i r a t i o n , ' ' i s also n a r r a t i v e ; Cleanness and Patience, as w e l l as 
Sir Gawain, are mostly taken up wi t h t e l l i n g s t o r i e s . I t i s true t h a t 
the two e a r l y poems t h a t seem most l i k e l y to resemble the English poetry 
t h a t Langland knew ( i f indeed they do not form part of i t ) are 

2 
s i g n i f i c a n t l y e x c e p t i o n a l . Neither Winner and Waster nor the Parlement 
of the Thre Ages are n a r r a t i v e poems i n the sense t h a t they recount 
legendary or a c t u a l h i s t o r i e s ; instead they are dream poems. 
Cl e a r l y to describe Winner and Waster as recounting an adventure t h a t 
b e f e l l the n a r r a t o r i s to have the poem a l i t t l e out of focus. I t seems 
more apposite t o d i v i d e the poem i n t o various segments. F i r s t , a prologue 
outside the f i c t i o n , cast i n the present tense and of the nature of a 
complaint; second, a prologue outside the dream, d e s c r i p t i v e ; t h i r d , a 
prologue w i t h i n the dream, again d e s c r i p t i v e ; f o u r t h , the debate between 
Winner and Waster, culminating i n the judgment of the king . This debate 
i s , n a t u r a l l y , mostly i n the continuous present, as the f i r s t of the 
three prologues i s , and consists predominantly of a t t a c k . Hence there seem 
to be two main modes of speech i n the poem; d e s c r i p t i o n and d i a t r i b e . 
But f u r t h e r , the d i a t r i b e i s f r e q u e n t l y d e s c r i p t i v e ; Winner describes 
Waster's l i f e , then Waster describes Winner's l i f e . I t i s possible to 
take passages from a l l parts of t h i s poem, and the Parlement too, and 
to observe how s i m i l a r l y they are constructed: 

The t h r o s t i l l s f u l l t h r o l y they threpen to-gedire 
Hipped vp hesKwalles f r o h e s e l i s t y l l o t h i r e 
Barnacles w i t h thayre b i l l e s one barkes |«y roungen 

jay janglede one heghe jarmede the f o l e s 
bourne f u l l bremly rane |>e bankes by-twene 

(WW 37-41) 

1. e.g. G.T. Shepherd, "The Nature of A l l i t e r a t i v e Poetry i n Late 
nedieval England," PBA, 56 (1970), 57-76. 

2. Winner and Waster i s t r a d i t i o n a l l y dated 1352, therefore e a r l i e r 
than the Z version of Piers. The doubts rai s e d by Elizabeth Salter 
("The Timeliness of Wynnere and Wastoure," Medium AEvum , 47 (1978), 
4G-&5) do not make a l a t e r date more compelling. There i s no c e r t a i n t y 
about the date of the Parlement, although one i s n a t u r a l l y i n c l i n e d to 
date i t l a t e r rather than e a r l i e r , f o r the not p a r t i c u l a r l y good reason 
t h a t i t s author gives the impression of wanting to t r y his hand at a 
v a r i e t y of s t y l e s , which seems to require t h a t the s t y l e s are already 
e s t a b l i s h e d . 
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For here es a l l e [NB f o l k e of Fraunce ferdede be-syde 
Of Lorreyne of Lumbardye and of Lawe Spayne 
Wyes of Westwale ^ a t i n were duellen 
Of Ynglonde of Yrlonde E s t i r l y n g e s f u l l many 
l^at are s t u f f e d e i n s t e l e strokes to dele 

(WW 138-42) 

The bores hede s c h a l l be broghte with plontes appon l o f t e 
Buk-tayles f u l l brode i n brothes there be-syde 
Uenyson w i t h the frumentee and fesanttes f u l l r i c h e 
Baken mete ther-by one the burde s e t t 
Chewettes of choppede flesche charbiande f e w l i s 

(WW 332-36) 

I t i g h t e owte my trenchore and toke of the s c h o l d i r s 
Cuttede corbyns bone and keste i t a-waye 
I s l i t t e hym f u l l sleghely and slyppede i n my f i n g e r e 
Lesse the poynte scholde perche the pawnche or the guttys 
I soughte owte my sewet and semblete i t to-gedire 
And pullede oute the pawnche and p u t t i t i n an hole 

(PTA 79-84) 

For there S i r Porus the prynce i n - t o the prese thrynges 
And bare the b a t e l l e one bake and abaschede thaym swythe 
And than the bolde Bawderayne bowes to the kyng 
And brayde owte the b r i g h t e brande owt of the kynges hande 
And Florydase f u l l f r e s c h e l y foundes hym a f t i r 
And hent the helme of h i s hede and the halse crakede 

(PTA 358-73),'' 

Some of these e x t r a c t s are i n f a c t n a r r a t i v e ; but i t w i l l be seen t h a t 
a l l of them f a l l i n t o a more general category t h a t we can describe as 
"accumulative". The method of progression i s to l i s t r e l a t e d items, 
whether these be a s e r i e s of features e x i s t i n g simultaneously 
( d e s c r i p t i o n ) or a s e r i e s of events, one f o l l o w i n g the other ( n a r r a t i v e ) , 
I t i s t h i s more general concept of "accumulation", rather than 
" n a r r a t i v e " , t h a t most accurately characterizes the content of those 
w r i t e r s who employ v a r i a t i o n s on the i n t e r n a t i o n a l long l i n e . Hence 
Winner and Waster and the Parlement are not r e a l l y so exceptional as 
they may a t f i r s t appear; i t i s tru e t h a t the authors are not so 
u n i f o r m l y i n t e n t on n a r r a t i v e as some of t h e i r predecessors, but the 

1. A l l quotations are from S i r I . Gollancz, ed., A Good Short Debate 
between Winner and Waster: An A l l i t e r a t i v e Poem on Social and 
Economic Problems i n England i n the Year 1352, Select Early English 
Poems i n A l l i t e r a t i v e Verse, No. 3 (London: Oxford U n i v e r s i t y Press, 
1930); and from O f f o r d , The Parlement of the Thre Aoes (Thornton t e x t ) . 
Punctuation has been omi t t e d , and Gollancz's emendations have normally 
been replaced by the ms. reading. 
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content of t h e i r poems i s s t i l l predominantly a series of l i s t s . Reading 
w i t h t h i s i n mind, one can almost sense the poet jumping as q u i c k l y as 
possible from one l i s t to the next. Once i n t o h i s l i s t , however, the 
pace slows and the poet becomes expansive; f o r the reader the i n t e r e s t 
l i e s i n the inventiveness by which the accumulation i s prolonged. Winner's 
tremendous d e s c r i p t i o n of Waster's dinner p a r t i e s bast displays the kind 
of entertainment t h a t i s on o f f e r . ( l s h a l l continue to use the term " l i s t " 
to d escribe, i n general, the c h a r a c t e r i s t i c product of "a-;u.-:iuiative" 
v e r s i f y i n g ; i n my terminology a sequsncs of actions or events - t h a t i s , 
n a r r a t i v e - i s a kind of l i s t . ) 

Above a l l i t i s the increase i n pace th a t immediately d i f f e r e n t i a t e s 
Langland's verse from t h a t of h i s contemporaries. 

And now are j'aire b r y d e l l s vp-brayde and bown one f a i r e wayes ... 

This l i n e i s i n f a c t from Winner and Waster (208), but taken out of 
context (not otherwise) i t looks Langlandian. Why? Plainly, I t h i n k , 
because of the s l i g h t l y e l l i p t i c a l syntax, because the reader has to 
i n f e r t h a t the subject of "bown" i s the r i d e r s and not the b r i d l e s . 
The "Langlandian" r a p i d i t y i s not a matter of short s y l l a b l e s and single 
consonants; i t i s an i l l u s i o n created i n the reader's mind by the 
greater amount of work t h a t i s required of him i f he i s to make sense 
of the l i n e s . Syntactic s h o r t - c u t s , as here, are a very simple means of 
generating t h i s sensation of speed: we f e e l t h a t there i s not enough 
time, or only j u s t enough time, to cope w i t h the words as they a r r i v e . 
Gollancz thought t h a t a s cribe had missed out a "they" before "bown" 
and t h a t i s q u i t e l i k e l y ; i n Winner and Waster the l i n e i s u n t y p i c a l . 
I n Piers Plowman, however, s y n t a c t i c a l e l l i p s i s i s one of a number of 
f e a t u r e s w i t h t h i s e f f e c t , and cannot usually be ascribed to f a u l t y 
copying. Langland's tendency i s to escape from the " l i s t " framework, or 
else t o r e t a i n i t and f i l l i t up with elements whose r e l a t i o n s h i p i s 
somewhat less than s e l f - e v i d e n t . For the reader the same questions are 
always a r i s i n g : "Why do I f e e l t h a t t h i s element does not q u i t e f i t w i t h 
t h a t element?" Or even, "What on earth does t h i s element have to do with 
the l a s t one?" These half-conscious questions are c e n t r a l to our 
experience of Piers; i n many ways they replace other kinds of i n t e r e s t . 
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such as the f a s c i n a t i o n of watching a story develop or of watching a 
scene being depicted, and we are induced to read on p r i m a r i l y i n the 
hope of i n t e l l e c t u a l enlightenment. This i s not, of course, to say 
th a t the poem i s a mere puzzle; but the other good things i n Piers, 
the comedy and s u b l i m i t y and s a t i r i c p r e c i s i o n , are a l l of them 
i n t e r m i t t e n t and so do not supply a continued motive f o r reading on. 
Readers who admire only these splendid features are apt to remark on 
t h e i r d i f f i c u l t y i n maintaining t h i s impetus; Professor Norton-Smith has 
memorably described the c e n t r a l part of the B t e x t as "a depressing 
sequence of f a l s e t u r n i n g s , cul-de-sacs, and miles of boot-sucking mud.""* 

Let us t u r n to a passage from the e a r l i e s t version of the poem, s t i l l 
w i t h these themes of " n a r r a t i v e " and "accumulation" i n mind, and observe 
Langland's method at f i r s t hand. Here i s how Holy Church deals with the 
f a l l of L u c i f e r : 

L u c i f e r wyth legyounes lerned h i t i n heuene 
Ant was the louelokest of l y g h t a f t e r oure l o r d syluen 
Ty l he brak boxumnesse torw bost of hemsylfe 
Thenne f u l l e he wyth ys felawscipe ant fendes bycome 
Out of heue i n t o h e l l e hobeled they f a s t e 
Somme i n eyr somme i n herthe somme i n h e l l e depe 
Ac L u c i f e r lowest l y t h of hem a l l e 
For pruyde t h a t hym p u l t e out ys peyne hath non ende 
Ant apostate of t h a t place ant pelour of h e l l e . 

(Z I 57-65). 

The e l l i p t i c a l syntax discussed above recurs i n the l a s t l i n e of t h i s 
passage. The impression i n general i s t h a t Holy Church has too much on 
her mind to l i n g e r over t h i s cataclysmic event; there i s an obvious 
c o n t r a s t w i t h the account i n Cleanness (205-34). But t h i s lack of i n t e r e s t 
i n the f u l l n a r r a t i v e treatment i s the source of the passage's st r e n g t h . 
There i s no s i n g l e word i n i t t h a t i s there merely to paint a p i c t u r e ; 
even "depe" i n l i n e 62 turns out to be making a po i n t about where 
L u c i f e r comes to r e s t . Nevertheless, every reader f e e l s that t h i s i s 
no mere i n e r t reference to legendary h i s t o r y . Nor i s i t , but not because 
(as i n Cleanness) we are caught up i n a v i s i o n a r y re-enactment. Instead 

1, 3ohn Norton-Smith, William Lanqland, riedieval and Renaissance Authors, 
6 (Leiden: E,3, B r i l l , 1983), p, 23, 
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of presenting one r i c h and c o n s i s t e n t scene, Langland has implied 
three scenes i n the most concise manner possible; t h i s i s an example 
of what I mean by the compilation of s l i g h t l y discordant elements i n t o 
a l i s t . The f i r s t i s the obvious p i c t u r e of the angels f a l l i n g downwards 
i n v o l u n t a r i l y ; as i t i s so obvious, only the word " f u l l e " i n l i n e 60 i s 
necessary to evoke i t . The second i s a close-up p i c t u r e of the fiends 
hobbling i n t o h e l l . This i s more l i k e the way the a c t i o n would have 
been portrayed i n a mystery play; the s i g n i f i c a n c e may be cosmic but 
the a c t i o n i s comic. In Middle English ( j u s t as i n Modern English) 
hobbling i m p l i e s a wavering, i n d i r e c t movement, roughly h o r i z o n t a l 
i n tendency, d i r e c t l y opposed to the image of a s t r a i g h t plunge. 
The t h i r d p i c t u r e shows the fiends at r e s t , suspended i n various regions 
of the universe. Again there i s e l l i p s i s here, so t h a t f o r a moment one 
might take l i n e 62 as c o n t i n u i n g to q u a l i f y "hobeled" i n l i n e 61; but 
i t r a p i d l y emerges t h a t the true verb i s i m p l i c i t and must be simply 
"arn" or perhaps " l y e n " . This t h i r d p i c t u r e i n f a c t blanks out the notion 
of movement a l t o g e t h e r ; That could be harmonized w i t h the f i r s t p i c t u r e by 
i n f e r r i n g t h a t i t represents a l a t e r s t a t e , but I doubt i f such 
r a t i o n a l i z a t i o n i s ap p r o p r i a t e . I t h i n k Langland intended to suggest an 
instantaneous f a l l , a f t e r which the angels suddenly found themselves, 
by the power of God, i n these various spots. 

In t r u t h Langland i s not concerned w i t h what the f a l l of the angels 
looked l i k e , but w i t h the moral s i g n i f i c a n c e of the a c t i o n , and 
e s p e c i a l l y the question of agency. They "became f i e n d s " , he says, an 
amusingly naive-sounding expression which could mean e i t h e r t h a t God 
made them so, or t h a t they made themselves so, or t h a t there i s no 
change at a l l but i n terminology — we make them fiends because when an 
angel goes down to h e l l wa c a l l him a f i e n d . A l l these i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s 
are d e f ensible i n t h e i r own ways, so there i s a po i n t to the 
u n c e r t a i n t y . S i m i l a r l y , the c o n t r a d i c t o r y p i c t u r e s I have described 
suggest both the agency of L u c i f e r himself and of God, f o r we hear t h a t 
the f i e n d s hobble i n t o h e l l , which sounds l i k e voluntary (but hampered) 
movement, and we also hear t h a t they f e l l and t h a t L u c i f e r l i a s i n 
the deepest region of the e a r t h , verbs t h a t suggest an inv o l u n t a r y 
surrender to the motive power of GodJ Hence we perceive the ac t i o n as 

1. "Lyth" does not necessarily imply l y i n g prone, but i t c e r t a i n l y implies 
i n a c t i v i t y , probably enforced, as to l i e i n prison (OED L i e , v,, 3; 
MED l i e n , v, ( 1 ) , 4b), 
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i l l u s t r a t i v e both of L u c i f e r ' s f r e e w i l l and of God's omnipotence. 
This m u l t i p l e way of looking at the matter has i t s e f f e c t on the st a t u r e 
of the si n n e r : i s he an ass, comically hobbling i n t o h e l l , or i s he 
as awesome i n h i s degradation as he once was i n h i s g l o r y , supreme a t 
l e a s t i n being f i r s t and worst? Some of these speculations probably owe 
more to Paradise Lost and to Shelley than to Langland; but his l i n e s 
admit them. They even admit the p o s s i b i l i t y of seeing the punishment 
as nothing other than the s i n i t s e l f i n metaphorical terms; a modern 
theologian's i n t e r p r e t a t i o n of h e l l , Langland himself cannot, I suppose, 
have seen t h i n g s i n ex a c t l y t h a t l i g h t . 

The d e t a i l s of the passage are very t r a d i t i o n a l , so tha t i n d i f f e r e n t 
treatments we f i n d the same images reproduced almost as a r i t u a l 
duty. Line 62 i n our passage, f o r example, equates to 

And b i >e eorj>e we f l e o > aboute and b i |>-e l i f t also 
(South English Legendary, 
"Brendan" 201)'' 

i~^n f e l l \>ai depe or lasse or mare 
Sum i n le a i r sum i n the l i f t 

(Cursor Mundi 494-95).^ 

And Langland's moral concerns are l i k e w i s e t r a d i t i o n a l ; the author of 
the Cursor Plundi takes pains to inform us t h a t L u c i f e r w i l l not receive 
mercy because he w i l l not ask f o r i t (477-90). He too, i n other words, 
i s preoccupied w i t h the question of agency and moral r e s p o n s i b i l i t y . 
But to observe t h i s i s only to underline the d i f f e r e n c e i n treatment. 
The b r e v i t y of Langland's e x p o s i t i o n , as I have suggested, i s the r e s u l t 
of jumping very s w i f t l y from one idea or image to the next, leaving gaps 
which perplex and challenge the reader. There i s no such i n t e l l e c t u a l 
pressure when we read the account i n the Cursor Hundi (411-510); i t s 
author t e l l s us a great deal, but i f some of h i s explanation had been 
omitted we should hardly f e e l the lack of i t , and while he may be 

1. D'Evelyn and M i l l , I , 186. 
2. I quote the version from B r i t i s h Museum Ms. Cotton Vespasian A i i i , 

i n Richard M o r r i s , ed.. Cursor Mundi. EETS, O.S. 57, 59, 62, 66, 68 
(London: Oxford U n i v e r s i t y Press, 1874, 1875, 1876, 1877, 1878) ( I , 
3 6 ) . 
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preoccupied w i t h agency and r e s p o n s i b i l i t y i t cannot be claimed t h a t 
the reader i s . But the form of Langland's uerse, and the " l i s t " 
framework (a simple-looking chain of "ant", "thenne", "ac", etc,)> 
mislead us i n t o imagining t h a t what ue are reading ought to be a 
steady, e a s i l y d i g e s t i b l e accumulation of m a t e r i a l s . When these 
connectives i n f a c t lead to s l i g h t l y unexpected developments, when 
the verse never s e t t l e s down to the gradual c o n s t r u c t i o n of a scene 
as we f i n d i t i n liJinner and Uaster, the pressure mounts to make f o r 
ourselves the best we can of i t . We are being prodded i n t o composing 
our own poetry about the f a l l of L u c i f e r , or at l e a s t i n t o composing 
our own thoughts. 

There i s a t h i r d pressure on us to "make sense" of the passage, and 
t h a t i s i t s l o c a t i o n w i t h i n a sermon. Holy Church's t h e o r e t i c a l p r e t e x t 
f o r the mention of L u c i f e r seems to be as an i l l u s t r a t i o n of the 
downfal l of knights who f a i l to "serue t r e w t h " (Z I 4 4 f f . ) . This 
p r e t e x t i s not indeed e x p l i c i t , although i t i s the conclusion we are 
l i k e l y to draw from the unexplained s h i f t of subject at l i n e 51, and 
t h i s i s confirmed by the reference to "apostata" i n the l a s t l i n e of 
our passage (a l i n e t h a t i s subsequently removed), which seems to 
r e f e r back to the e a r l i e r use of the word at l i n e 50. I t can hardly be 
said t h a t the i l l u s t r a t i o n i s a necessary one; on the contr a r y , i f a l l 
we are t a l k i n g about i s knighthood then Langland seems to be explaining 
the commonplace by reference to the unknowable. But of course t h i s 
q u a s i - l o g i c a l s e t t i n g _is a p r e t e x t ; Langland's i n t e n t i o n i s not to 
w r i t e a r e a l sermon, but something more l i k e an i d e a l sermon. Holy 
Church's discourse d i f f e r s from r e a l sermons i n having no l i m i t e d 
and exclusive theme; f o r as to t r u t h being the best treasure, t h a t i s 
n e i t h e r demonstrated nor even, i f we are s t i c k l e r s f o r p r e c i s i o n , 
d e f i n e d . I t stands i n a general way f o r a l l themes, and Deus c a r i t a s 
( l i n e 31) f o r a l l t e x t s , and the sermon f o r a l l sermons. To 
exaggerate the po i n t once more, the reader i s ca j o l e d i n t o reading 
out h i s own sermon from t h i s r i c h c o l l e c t i o n of sermon-like statements, 
i l l u s t r a t i o n s and images. Later, i n the B t e x t , Langland w i l l add some 
famous l i n e s on the " f a l l " of Ch r i s t a t the In c a r n a t i o n , but 

wi t h o u t d i r e c t i n g us - t h i s i s c h a r a c t e r i s t i c - to r e l a t e the new 



_ 9^ 

passage to ths one about L u c i f e r . 

I haue begun by i d e n t i f y i n g the passage as "not r e a l l y n a r r a t i v e " 
and ended by seeing i t as "not r e a l l y exemplum". I t f a i l s to bring 
before us the d e t a i l e d and consistent p i c t u r e t h a t ue expect from 
"accumulative" n a r r a t i v e ; instead i t has the b r e v i t y of an exemplum. 
But on the other hand i t has a power of suggestion t h a t q u i t e supersedes 
any simple i l l u s t r a t i v e f u n c t i o n t h a t we might suppose Holy Church 
intends i t to perform. 

This t w i l i t world between f u l l y f i c t i v e presentation and i l l u s t r a t i v e 
exemplum i s one t h a t Langland's poetry very f r e q u e n t l y , i f not 
predominantly, i n h a b i t s . The l i n e s about the f a l l of L u c i f e r are part 
of a speech - W i l l i s only being t o l d about i t - but soon, with the 
appearance of rieed, discourse becomes v i s i o n ( j u s t as l a t e r , i n the B 
t e x t . W i l l a c t u a l l y witnesses the c r u c i f i x i o n ) . In a dream world, 
however, a c t u a l i t y i s a r e l a t i v e term; and Holy Church seems u n w i l l i n g 
to surrender c o n t r o l of the v i s i o n . Despite her a s s e r t i o n t h a t "Y may 
no IsnoL-r Isnge the wyth" (Z I 132), she l i n g e r s a while yet, as i f 
i n order to ensure t h a t W i l l takes the meaning of h i s v i s i o n - or to 
ensure t h a t we do. The i m p l i c a t i o n i s t h a t i t w i l l have a reasonably 
s t r a i g h t f o r w a r d " p o i n t " , l i k e a t r u e exemplum, and i n Z the poet 
confirms t h i s : 

Yf ye wyl weten of Wrong Y wyl yow fayre schewe 
Bothe of Fauel ant Falsede t h a t myche f o l k apeyreth 

(Z I I 2-3). 

These l i n e s are cancelled i n l a t e r versions, "presumably", as the e d i t o r s 
of Z suggest, "because they are unnecessarily i n t r u s i v e " ; although I am 
not sure they would appear so i n any other medieval poem. There are 
q u i t e a few s t r u c t u r a l p o i n t e r s of t h i s kind i n the Z t e x t , but l a t e r 
Langland seems to have decided not to be so h e l p f u l , and some of these 

2 
are removed. Surely the e d i t o r s ' sense of int r u s i v e n e s s i s due to 

1. Cf. Derek P e a r s a l l , John Lydoate, Poets of the Later P'iiddle Ages 
(London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1970), p. 128. 

2. Cf. also Z I I 163-70, Z U I I 230-32, and the reference to "apostata" i n 
Z I 65, discussed above. 
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t h e i r coming to the Z version from l a t e r versions, which are notably 
l a c k i n g i n aids to the reader. Passages l i k e the one quoted are not 
e s p e c i a l l y rare i n Z, but as the poem expands they shrink i n numbers 
so t h a t those few t h a t there are, l i k e 3 I 1-2 and the unexpected 
B X 117 (which f a l l s i n the middle of a speech), look c u r i o u s l y 
un-Langlandian. True, there are at l e a s t two n a r r a t o r i a l voices, t h a t 
of W i l l , garrulous and f a r from omniscient, and another a u t h o r i t a t i v e 
preaching voice t h a t appears at i n t e r v a l s , u s u a l l y to address "ye lordes" 
or "ye p r e l a t e s " d i r e c t l y . As a r u l e the f i r s t of these voices i s to 
be regarded as sound only when recounting h i s experiences, but the 
second i s to be taken s e r i o u s l y when speaking i m p e r a t i v e l y too. (No 
doubt the s i t u a t i o n i s a c t u a l l y less c l e a r - c u t than t h i s , as i t always 
i s once we s t a r t to d i f f e r e n t i a t e between voices.) Unfortunately no 
n a r r a t o r i a l voice i s p a r t i c u l a r l y good at e x p l a i n i n g the form of the 
poem. W i l l i s i n t e r e s t e d i n t e l l i n g h i s s t o r y , but seems unable to 
i n t e r p r e t i t ; the preaching voice has a u t h o r i t y , but i s focussed on 
matters outside the poem, on fourteenth—century s o c i e t y . T y p i c a l l y t h i s 
voice does not r e f e r to any person or event w i t h i n the f i c t i o n a l 
framework. 

The p o i n t I am making i s t h a t although most of Piers Plowman i s 
composed of verse t h a t seems a l i t t l e l i k e p l a i n n a r r a t i v e , but t h a t 
also seems to r e q u i r e i n t e r p r e t a t i o n , Langland i s remarkably r e t i c e n t 
about p r o v i d i n g any i n t e r p r e t a t i o n himself. Holy Church t e l l s us t h a t 
the need episode i s t o be an extended exemplum, and so too does the 
poet ( i n Z), but a f t e r Holy Church has disappeared, never to r e t u r n , 
the exemplum proves to be a good deal more formidable than we were led 
to expect. Indeed i t changes as i t goes along, so t h a t what seams at 
f i r s t to be an elaborate but s t a t i c a l l e g o r i c a l analysis (a b i t l i k e 
those of D e g u i l e v i l l e , only incomparably more v i v i d ) threatens 
unexpectedly to t u r n i n t o a novel of manners ("Lady Heed at Westminster") 
and then becomes a rambling debate. Meanwhile i t emerges that although 

1. One reason why the ruminations at the end of the Pardon scene (B U I I 
144-201) have been found so i r r i t a t i n g l y u n h e l pful i s t h a t the two 
n a r r a t o r i a l voices are here mixed. The speaker r e f e r s to his dream and 
to people w i t h i n i t (as " W i l l " does), but he also addresses "yow renkes 
t h a t r i c h e ben ... ye maistres, meires and jugges" (as the "preaching 
voice" does). This makes i t impossible to decide what a u t h o r i t y we are 
to accord to h i s words. 
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Meed's b e t r o t h a l to False i s apparently i n i q u i t o u s , the marriage of 
Heed and Conscience would be equally insupportable. This at l e a s t i s 
the p o s i t i o n we s h a l l a r r i v e at i f we attempt to i n t e r p r e t the episode 
as a s i n g l e s e l f - c o n s i s t e n t a l l e g o r y ; but probably we should l e a r n from 
the poet's r e t i c e n c e , and not t r y to draw conclusions about the a c t i o n 
i n one passus from the way things were i n a former passus, 

Langland's r e t i c e n c e , when i t comes to d i r e c t guidance or commentary 
on the poem's content, can be i l l u s t r a t e d i n other ways, a reassuring 
i n d i c a t i o n t h a t i t represents a deep-seated reluctance to be d e f i n i t e 
and i s not a simple matter of i n e p t craftsmanship. There i s , f o r 
instance, the question of W i l l ' s thoughts about his own dreams. Not 
a l l w r i t e r s of dream—poems are i n t e r e s t e d i n the dreamer's r e a c t i o n 
a f t e r waking, and i n some, l i k t t h e Roman de l a Rose, the poem j u s t ends 
when the dream ends, so t h a t we have no idea of what the r e c i p i e n t of 
t h i s enormous communication might have f e l t about i t . Other dreamers 
have a more concrete waking existence but t h e i r reactions are q u i t e 
c l e a r and unproblematic. "Geoffrey", f o r example, simply returns to h i s 
books or s t a r t s w r i t i n g , as i n the Legend of Good Women or the Sook 
of the Duchess; 

Thoghte I thys ys so queynt a sweven 
That I wol be processe of tyme 
Fonde to put t h i s sweven i n ryme 
As I kan best and t h a t anoon 
This was my sweven now h i t ys doon 

(BD 1330-34). 

W i l l , c h a r a c t e r i s t i c a l l y no doubt, i s not always so uncomplicatedly 
spurred to a c t i o n , although he i s sometimes - at B X V I I I 42Bff., and 
a t 3 X I X 485 where ( l i k e "Geoffrey") he sets about w r i t i n g up h is 
dream experience. But at other times he ponders and worries ( B U I I 144ff, 
3 X I I I 1 -^), wishes he had dreamt more ( B U 3-4), becomes reckless and 
d i s t r a c t e d i n h i s w i t s ( B X U 1-9, 3 X U I I I 1-5). There i s no doubt t h a t 
W i l l i s obsessed w i t h h i s dreams; e v i d e n t l y he considers t h a t they 
contain matter of great import, and e v i d e n t l y , too, he does not f i n d 
i t easy to decide what t h a t matter of great import i s . This n a t u r a l l y 
c o n s t i t u t e s a challenge to our powers of i n t e r p r e t a t i o n ; but i t i s 
no guide to an i n t e r p r e t a t i o n . 
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Even w i t h o u t these u n i l l u m i n a t i n g epilogues, the dreams would be 
c h a l l e n g i n g . Because a dream i s separate from the waking world, the 
question a r i s e s of how the dream r e l a t e s to i t . Langland m u l t i p l i e s 
such questions by m u l t i p l y i n g dreams, f o r t h a t creates the.problem 
of how one dream r e l a t e s to another; and t h i s i s not a merely t h e o r e t i c a l 
problem, f o r personages who recur i n more than one dream (notably 
P i e r s ) u s u a l l y t u r n out to have changed i n the i n t e r i m . To go s t i l l 
f u r t h e r , the v a r i e t y of l i t e r a r y modes w i t h i n a s i n g l e v i s i o n leads us 
to ask how d i f f e r e n t parts of one dream are r e l a t e d to each other ( i t 
w i l l be r e c a l l e d t h a t Langland t r i e s h i s hand at dreams w i t h i n dreams 
t o o ) . C l e a r l y we could narrow our focus progressively u n t i l we a r r i v e 
back a t the p o i n t where I s t a r t e d , the r e l a t i o n of one item i n a l i s t 
to the next; once we r e a l i z e t h i s , the whole poem can be i d e n t i f i e d as 
a massive accumulation, not a r t i c u l a t e d but cemented together by 
p a r a t a x i s on the grand scale. 

At f i r s t i t may have occurred to the reader t h a t the feminine endings 
to Langland's l i n e s would make the verse seem more formal, and therefore 
more r e a s s u r i n g , than we have come to suppose i t . In t h i s section I have 
t r i e d to show t h a t although there may be a promise of straightforwardness 
held out by the steady sequence of l i n e s w i t h the same c l o s i n g 
rhythms, t h i s promise i s not kept. The e f f e c t i s the opposite of 
r e a s s u r i n g ; i n s t e a d , i t i s to provoke us i n t o a p e c u l i a r l y a c t i v e kind 
of r eading. We ourselves must e x t r a c t (or make) the sense t h a t we are 
persuaded the poem makes. 

l\l 

I suggested e a r l i e r t h a t exception would be taken to the way i n which 
a t t e n d i n g to the feminine endings i n our reading seems to break up the 
n a t u r a l , c onversational flow t h a t we have become accustomed to f i n d i n g 
i n Langland's verse. To begin w i t h the e f f e c t may w e l l seem s t i f f e r 
and more d i s t a n t than we are used t o . In t h i s s e c t i o n I s h a l l argue 
t h a t although r e c o g n i t i o n of the feminine endings does have important 
i m p l i c a t i o n s f o r readers ( t o be discussed i n Section V/), they are not 
q u i t e so c a t a s t r o p h i c as they may i n i t i a l l y appear to be. 
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Hy f i r s t p o i n t i s the obvious one t h a t at f i r s t we s h a l l i n e v i t a b l y 
overstress the f i n a l rhythm of each l i n e , because i t i s not yet 
automatic f o r us and the extra emphasis i s necessary to p r o t e c t us 
from s l i p p i n g back i n t o f a m i l i a r reading h a b i t s . Indeed at f i r s t one 
w i l l probably experience the phenomenon of being unable to concentrate 
both on the semantic content of a l i n e and on i t s c o r r e c t enunciation; 
j u s t as when, f o r example, one f i r s t t r i e s to read c l a s s i c a l L a t i n 
verse. Even when t h i s stage has been passed, there may s t i l l be a 
r e s i d u a l tendency to f e e l t h a t the l a s t word i n the l i n e i s the most 
important; p l a i n l y an over-reaction against the more usual habit of 
t a k i n g the stave—words as the most important. For while i t i s wrong 
to imagine t h a t Langland t y p i c a l l y does a l l the work i n the f i r s t h a l f 
of a l i n e (an observation tru e enough of some of h i s contemporaries), 
i t w i l l nevertheless be c l e a r upon examination t h a t the l a s t word or 
phrase i n Langland's l i n e s i s o f t e n stereotyped and hence presumably 
not very s i g n i f i c a n t . The f o l l o w i n g are examples: "nevere" ( f r e q u e n t l y 
used where "noght" would have served), "bothe", "-selve", "oother", 
" a f t e r " (or " t h a r a f t e r " ) , " t h e r i n n i " , "thanne", " a l i a " , " b e t t r e " , "one" 
( o n l y ) , " o f t i " , " t o g i d e r e s " , "at the l a s t e " , "as I leve", "so me God 
helpe". Small wonder t h a t the sense gets l o s t i f one's enunciation 
throws such words i n t o an unaccustomed prominencel 

This i s an understandable tendency t h a t w i l l be overcome i n time. I 
also suspect t h a t i n general we are too apt to emphasize the formal 
endings of l i n e s i n medieval verse (the "something s p e c i a l " mentioned 
e a r l i e r , e.g. rhyme, assonance, repeated rhythm). I t i s n a t u r a l t h a t 
we should do so, w i t h our reading habits nurtured by the heroic couplet 
( i n which the rhyme—words us u a l l y do carry weight) and blank verse 
( i n which there i s no "something s p e c i a l " , thus encouraging us to mark 
i t s appearance elsewhere w i t h a s p e c i a l emphasis). But to overstress 
the formal endings i s to b u i l d up high expectations about the 
execution of the poet's self-imposed task. A glance at the supposed 
assonantal endings i n the passage quoted from the Cid (p. 17) should 
warn us against expecting p e r f e c t i o n i n t h i s case, hence against 
s t r e s s i n g the endings too much; and although the repeated assonance 
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i n the Chanson de Roland i s e f f e c t i v e , t h i s seems to be connected 
w i t h the r e l a t i vely l i g h t s t ress of the language. What works i n 
Old French does not work so w e l l i n Modern English, as i s revealed 
by Dorothy Sayers' t r a n s l a t i o n i n the Penguin Classics; the assonance 
becomes tiresome and d i s t r a c t i n g because we cannot help placing f u l l 
s t r e ss upon i t . 

As f o r rhyme, i n post-medieval poetry i t has seemed to receive an 
ever-increasing amount of s t r e s s . Expectations have r i s e n accordingly, 
and they are m a g n i f i c e n t l y s a t i s f i e d i n Pope, f o r example: 

Rufa, whose eye quick glancing o'er the park 
A t t r a c t s each l i g h t gay meteor of a spark, 
Agrees as i l l w i t h Rufa studying Locke, 
As Sappho's diamonds w i t h her d i r t y smock; 
Or Sappho at her t o i l e t ' s greasy task, 
With Sappho f r a g r a n t at an evening mask: 
So morning i n s e c t s , t h a t i n muck begun. 
Shine, buzz, and f l y - b l o w i n the s e t t i n g sun. 

( n o r a l Essays I I 21-28). 

I f our expectations of rhyme are such, we s h a l l be disappointed even 
by Chaucer. True, one can f i n d occasional couplets w i t h t h i s s o r t of 
crispness and unexpectedness ( f o r one of the things we expect i s the 
unexpected), f o r example i n t h a t most concrete of h i s poems, the 
M i l l e r ' s Tale: 

Wynsynge she was as i s a j o l y c o l t 
Long as a mast and u p r i g h t as a b o l t 

(CT A 3253-54) 

To clymben by the ronges and the stalkes 
Unto the tubbes hangynge i n the balkes 

(CT A 3525-26). 

But these are exceptions. Rhyme i n Chaucer i s usually unexciting 
even where i t obeys Popeian r u l e s ; and o f t e n i t does not, unless the 
reader i s prepared to d i s t o r t Chaucer's language. Most modern 
readers have assumed t h a t Chaucer, l i k e l a t e r w r i t e r s of heroic couplets, 
di d not allow t r o c h a i c i n v e r s i o n of the f i f t h " f o o t " ; but t h i s 
assumption compels the reader to wrench words out of t h e i r n a t u r a l 
s t r e s s — p a t t e r n : 
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Al were i t so she were of smal degree ^ 
D u f f i s e t h hym h i r you/the and h i r beautee 

(CT E 1525-26) 

I hat yow shal l e t t e of youre savacion 
So t h a t ye use as s k i l e i s and reson 

(CT E 1577-78). 

Such l i n e s are very common i n Chaucer, and sometimes Chaucer's normal 
accentuation of the f i n a l word i s genuinely i n doubt; words of recent 
French o r i g i n such as "envye" or "fraunchise" may i n i t i a l l y have 
r e t a i n e d a French s t r e s s . But t h i s argument does not apply i n the cases 
I quote, and i n f a c t we know from t h e i r appearances elsewhere t h a t 
Chaucer's normal accentuation of "beautee" and "reson" was with the stress 

1 
on the f i r s t s y l l a b l e , as ours i s . The n a t u r a l conclusion t h a t Chaucer 
i n f a c t allowed i n v e r t e d stress a t the end of a l i n e (which, i f one 
could but accept'^makes Chaucer sound a good deal less quaint and 
naive) i s opposed only by the great d i f f i c u l t y we have i n accepting 
f i f t h — f o o t i n v e r s i o n as m e t r i c a l . But i f we make the e f f o r t to read 
Chaucer w i t h less s t r o n g l y marked stresses i n general, and e s p e c i a l l y 
w i t h a l e s s r u t h l e s s emphasis on the s y l l a b l e s t h a t carry the rhyme, even 
where they are stressed, the t r o c h a i c i n v e r s i o n becomes much less 
j a r r i n g . There are other b e n e f i t s too. We no longer have to 
exaggerate the value of f i n a l s y l l a b l e s i n "weak" l i n e s : 

The l u s t e s of youre wyf attemprely 
And t h a t ye plese h i r e nat to amorously 

(CT E 1579-80). 

(The modern reader's temptation here i s to lengthen the l a s t s y l l a b l e , 
presuming t h a t Chaucer intended an a r t i f i c i a l l y emphatic pronunciation.) 
Again, we may never be able to recapture the taste f o r homonymous 
rhyme: 

But a f t e r mete as soone as evere I may 
I wol myself v i s i t e hym and eek Hay 

(CT E 1913-14). 

But an attempt to reduce one's stress on rhyme s y l l a b l e s does at l e a s t 
soften the j a r r i n g a n t i c l i m a x t h a t we conscientiously t r y not to f e e l . 

1. For f u l l discussion see Ian Robinson, Chaucer's Prosody, pp. 109-31, 
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Attempt t o remove emphasis on rhyme can also ease the d i f f i c u l t task 
of making sense of l a t e medieval English metre. 

A l l w o r l d l y welth f o r hym to l y t e l l was 
And now with o u t measure he shal have hunger and colde 
Lo syrs thus I handell them a l l 
I counsayle them beware of adversyte 
I vysyte them somtyme wi t h blaynes and w i t h sores 
With botches and carbuckyls i n care I them knyt 
And from t h a t they love best some I devorse 
Some w i t h the marmoll to h a l t e I them make 
Of some I wrynge of the necke lyke a wyre 
And some I make i n a rope to t o t t e r and waiter 
And some I vysyte w i t h batayle warre and murther 
An a l l i s f o r theyr ungracyous l y f e 

These l i n e s are selected; I quote one l i n e from each successive 
1 

couplet i n a passage from Skelton's Magnificence (1892-1915), Rhyme 
being absent, there does not seem to be any r e a l d i f f i c u l t y w i th the 
metre; we take v a r i a t i o n i n our s t r i d e , dropping n a t u r a l l y i n t o a 
rhythm r a t h e r l i k e t h a t of much a l l i t e r a t i v e verse, w i t h medial breaks 
separating h a l f - l i n e s w i t h ( u s u a l l y ) two points of main s t r e s s . But i f 
the missing l i n e s are r e s t o r e d , we are apt to be i n d i f f i c u l t i e s 
again, I t h i n k because we place a too heavy stress on the rhyme-words, 
are conscious c f the p a r a l l e l i s m , and mistakenly t r y also to discern 
a p a r a l l e l rhythm i n the l i n e s . 

Although most English rhymed verse between Chaucer and Wyatt i s 
d i f f i c u l t f o r us to read, the d i f f i c u l t i e s are not the same throughout. 
Magnificence comes from the end of the period, when there r e a l l y does 
seem to be a m e t r i c a l c r i s i s ; metre becomes i r r e g u l a r and l i c e n t i o u s 
because the poets are unable to perceive a f i x e d p a t t e r n i n the work 
of t h e i r predecessors. No doubt the reason i s a change i n the English 
language, a change f a r more fundamental than "loss of f i n a l -s". 
Chaucer's immediate successors, however, seem to be w r i t i n g regular 
metre; the d i f f i c u l t y f o r us (and, I suspect, f o r Skelton too) i s 
deciding how the l i n e s are supposed to be read. I n Hoccleve's verse, 
f o r example, we can nearly always count ten s y l l a b l e s ( i g n o r i n g , as 
i n modern verse, the second s y l l a b l e of a feminine rhyme). But i t i s 
f a t a l to t r y and read l i n e s such as the f o l l o w i n g as English iambs; 

1. R s f e r s n c s s a re t o Dohn S c a t t e r g o o d , ed,, John S k s l t o n : The Complete 
E n g l i s h Poems (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1983). 
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there i s a l i m i t to the number of s t r e s s - i n v e r s i o n s the iambic 
pentameter can take: 

Than y t was a lewde occupacion 

To dido t h a t queen of Cartage was 

With holsum hete of the Sonnes warmnesse"* 

The existence of a regular metre can be deduced by s y l l a b l e — c o u n t i n g ; 
but knowing t h a t there i s a regular metre, i f we are unable to hear i t , 
i s no help towards reading. I t would seem t h a t Hoccleve's l i n e s could 
only work i f i t does not matter at a l l where the stressed s y l l a b l e s 
appear i n the l i n e ; but we cannot make ourselves believe t h a t i t does 
not matter. The obvious s o l u t i o n i s t h a t i n Hoccleve's English, as i n 
French, the d i s t i n c t i o n between a stressed s y l l a b l e and an unstressed 
s y l l a b l e i s much smaller than i t i s i n Modern English. 

This s u p p o s i t i o n i s confirmed by Lydgate's metre. Lydgate's l i n e s are 
i f anything even more d i f f i c u l t to read than Hoccleve's, because 
Lydgate v a r i e s the number of s y l l a b l e s between nine and eleven. His 
p r a c t i c e i s nevertheless governed by rules and i t i s easy enough to 

2 
analyse what type of l i n e we have j u s t read once we have read i t . 
Having made the i d e n t i f i c a t i o n , we can then retrace our steps and 
read the l i n e again w i t h an acceptable s t r e s s - p a t t e r n ; but by then, of 
course, i t i s too l a t e . I t i s i n t o l e r a b l e to have to read every l i n e 
twice - e s p e c i a l l y when the poet i s Lydgate. Evidently h i s 
contemporary readers cannot have needed to know i n advance which of 
Lydgate's l i n e - t y p e s they were about to read; which implies i n t u r n t h a t 
the a l l o c a t i o n of stress was not a f f e c t e d by i t . So the stress must 
have f a l l e n n a t u r a l l y , as i f the words were not poetry but prose. To 
put i t another way, there i s v i r t u a l l y no formal s t r e s s - p a t t e r n i n 
Lydgate's verse, nor i n Hoccleve's; which seems an i n c r e d i b l e state of 
a f f a i r s unless stress i n general was considerably less emphatic i n 
t h e i r language than i n ours. Upon r e f l e c t i o n i t i s hard to see how these 
poets could have ignored the comparative r e g u l a r i t y of the s t r e s s - p a t t e r n 
i n Chaucer's verse, from which they copied so much else, unless t h i s 

1, L e t t e r of Cupid, 11. 282, 311; Balads and Roundel to Waster Somar, 1. 34, 
References are t o F.D, F u r n i v a l l and !• Gollancz, eds,, Hoccleve's Works; 
The Winor Poems, rvsd. ed. by Derome H i t c h e l l and A , I , Doyle, EETS, E,S, 
61, 73 (London: Oxford U n i v e r s i t y Press, 1970) (pp. 83, 85, 60), 

2. For d e t a i l s see Derek P e a r s a l l , John Lydqate, pp. 60-61, 
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was so. 

This specul a t i o n has considerable i n t e r e s t f o r the reader of Langland 
(there i s a suggestive analogy between the i r r e g u l a r s t r e s s - p a t t e r n i n 
the post-Chaucerians and the separation of stress from stave-word t h a t 
i s a d i s t i n g u i s h i n g mark cf Langland's a l l i t e r a t i v e p r a c t i c e ) . I am 
content to l i m i t the conclusion of t h i s section to the statement t h a t 
the feminine endings to Langland's l i n e s should not be over-accentuated; 
the r e p e t i t i o n of rhythm was probably only j u s t p e r c e p t i b l e . Hence, 
no doubt, the f a i l u r e of some scribes to notice i t i s there at a l l , and 
the consequent loss of f i n a l "-e"s. 

U 

Having said a l l t h i s , i t may appear as i f I am arguing that observance 
of the feminine endings should not make any d i s c e r n i b l e d i f f e r e n c e to 
our reading, except to make i t more d i f f i c u l t ; as i f we have to make 
the sounds, but q u i e t l y , and then pretend we have not heard them. In 
f a c t I am only anxious t h a t they should not make the wrong kind of 
d i f f e r e n c e ; they do not t u r n Piers Plowman i n t o a rhythmic chant. 
Obviously the changed sound does make a d i f f e r e n c e , a di f f e r e n c e s p e c i f i c 
to each l i n e , about which there cannot be much usef u l g e n e r a l i z a t i o n . 
However there i s one aspect about which we can generalize. 

The n a t u r a l e f f e c t of any kind of formal ending to a l i n e i s to encourage 
a pause i n reading. When, as i n Pier s , the l i n e ends w i t h an unstressed 
s y l l a b l e (and e s p e c i a l l y i f the f o l l o w i n g l i n e begins w i t h a c l u s t e r of 
unstressed s y l l a b l e s too) t h i s pause i s almost i n e v i t a b l e . Sometimes, when 
he wants to run on the sense without a break, Langland deadens the 
e f f e c t by beginning the f o l l o w i n g l i n e w i t h a stressed s y l l a b l e : 

He eet manye sondry metes mortrews and puddynges 
Wombe cloutes and wilde brawen and egges yfryed with grece 

(B X I I I 61-52) 

I t i s noght foure dayes t h a t t h i s freke b i f o r e the deen of Poules 
Preched of penaunces t h a t Paul the Apostle suffrede 

(3 X I I I 64-65). 
Here one can p i c t u r e the emphatic speed of W i l l ' s c r i t i q u e , and the 
sequence of "p"-sounds beginning i n l i n e 64 characterizes the angry 
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contempt i n W i l l ' s voice. No doubt the Doctor deserves t h i s treatment; 
but a few l i n e s l a t e r on we meet the more usual end-of-line pause, 
provoked by unstressed s y l l a b l e s a t the beginnings of l i n e s : 

Ac t h i s Goddes glo t o n quod I with his grete chekes 
Hath no p i t e on us povere he parfourneth yvele 
That he precheth he preveth noght to Patience I tolde 

(3 X I I I 77-79). 

Here W i l l i s much less convincing, and the pauses caused by the 
unstressed s y l l a b l e s a t changes of l i n e play a p a r t i n betraying him 
and making him sound defensive. 

In general a t t e n t i o n to Langland's pauses encourages close a t t e n t i o n 
to the s t r i c t l y temporal aspect of the reading experience, a s i m i l a r 
approach to t h a t pioneered by Stanley Fish i n h i s books on 
seventeenth-century l i t e r a t u r e . Thus we can pause to examine our 
responses and expectations i n j u s t the places where Langland's d e l i v e r y 
pauses. I am by no means convinced t h a t a l l the evanescent impressions 
discovered by Fish i n mid-sentence are i n f a c t r e a l i z e d i n the reader's 
experience, but here the approach seems j u s t i f i e d , and the more so 
because what we f i n d k n i t s w e l l w i t h other aspects of the t e x t . 

Let us pause 'then at the end of the f i r s t l i n e quoted: 

Ac t h i s Goddes glo t o n quod I w i t h h i s grete chekes ... 

This i s p o w e r f u l l y abusive, but i t i s a l l subject and no predicate, 
and f o r i t to be j u s t i f i e d some equally powerful accusation ought to 
f o l l o w , probably one t h a t picks up on the physical d e t a i l of the "grete 
chekes" and gives i t a symbolic f u n c t i o n . We have seen t h a t kind of 
t h i n g o f t e n enough i n the poem, notably i n Dame Study's speech: 

Thus t h e i dryvele at h i r deys the deitee to knowe 
And gnawen God w i t h the gorge whanne h i r guttes f u l l e n 

(B X 55-57). 

I t i s t r u e t h a t the Doctor's f a t face i s i n i t s e l f evidence of g l u t t o n y , 
of course, but t h a t alone i s not a s u f f i c i e n t basis f o r W i l l ' s 

1. Stanley E. F i s h , Surprised by Sin: The Reader i n Paradise Lost 
(Mew York: Tiacmillan, 1967); and Self-Consuming A r t i f a c t s : The 
Experience of Seventeenth-Century L i t e r a t u r e (Berkeley: U n i v e r s i t y 
of C a l i f o r n i a Press, 1972). 
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intemperate o u t b u r s t ; i t i s the wrong kind of s i n f o r t h i s kind of 
r e a c t i o n . Our expectation i s therefore of some r e a l l y crushing charge, 
c o l o u r f u l l y expressed. But a f t e r the pause we get only t h i s : 

Hath no p i t e e on us povere ... 

This i s t r e b l y inadequate. F i r s t , i t f a i l s to make any symbolic use of 
the d e t a i l i n the previous l i n e , and so i d e n t i f i e s t h a t d e t a i l as 
merely s p l e n e t i c , the uncontrolled f l a i l i n g of anger rather than the 
precise stab of c r i t i c i s m . Second, i t i s a negative accusation. To 
"leave undone" i s no doubt f u l l y as deserving of rebuke as to do the 
wrong t h i n g , but i t has the defect i n poetry of evoking no convincing 
image of wrongdoing. I t sounds l i k e a whine, i n d e f a u l t of any concrete 
accusation. F i n a l l y , the expression "us povere" seems to betray an 
a t t i t u d e very u n l i k e the lowly h u m i l i t y espoused by Patience; instead 
i t resembles the grumbling, embattled a t t i t u d e of Haukyn, a man 
competing unsuccessfully i n the world rather than one who has abandoned 
the world's values. One doubts whether Patience would thump a tub 
f o r "us povere". 

Another pause, i n m i d - l i n e , i s in d i c a t e d by the syntax, and then 
we have: 

he parfourneth yvele ... 

These three words could be l i n k e d e i t h e r w i t h the beginning of the 
next l i n e or w i t h the previous three of t h i s one. I t i s only i n the 
context of the whole passage t h a t we see they must stand alone; 
s y n t a c t i c u n c e r t a i n t y , along w i t h the m u l t i p l i c i t y of pauses, conspires 
to give the impression t h a t W i l l i s speaking more to r e l i e v e h i s 
f e e l i n g s than because he has anything much to say. The threadbare 
nature of the accusation t h a t "he parfourneth yvele" i s obvious. So 
long as W i l l remains at t h i s l e v e l of g e n e r a l i t y , h i s c r i t i c i s m s are 
(as a l o g i c a l p o s i t i v i s t would say) u n f a l s i f i a b l e and thus quite 
i n s u b s t a n t i a l . Another s y n t a c t i c break, and a c l u s t e r of unstressed 
s y l l a b l e s , i n d i c a t e another pause before the next l i n e : 

That he precheth he preveth noght to Pacience I tolde ... 
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Granted t h a t t h i s i s a serious .r.'nargs, i t s t i l l lacks the e x e m p l i f i c a t i o n 
t h a t we would l i k e . Tne word " t o l d e " i n Pliddle English appears to share 
much the same connotations as " t o l d " i n Modern English; i t d i r e c t s 
a t t e n t i o n to the i n f o r m a t i v e content of what i s said rather than to the 
mere words. Thus i n Modern English 

" I t ' s over th e r e , " I said to him 

" I t ' s over th e r e , " I t o l d him 

" G r r - r - r l " I said t o him 

are a l l acceptable, i f d u l l . But 

" G r r - r - r l " I t o l d him 

looks odd, d i r e c t i n g a t t e n t i o n to the paucity of f a c t u a l content i n the 
speech. So too i n the l i n e we are considering, the use of the word 
emphasizes the f a c t t h a t W i l l has a c t u a l l y conveyed very l i t t l e i n the 
way of i n f o r m a t i o n to Patience — not much more than i f he had said 
" G r r - r - r l " 

In t h i s passage, then, a t t e n t i o n to the feminine endings and consequent 
pauses can underline c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s of the l i n e s t h a t seam i n t e n t i o n a l 
because other f a c t o r s p o i n t i n the same d i r e c t i o n . The n a t u r a l , prosaic 
s t y l e of reading would not here be disastrous; i t would only make the 
d r i f t of the passage a l i t t l e harder to d i s c e r n , not a l t e r i t s course. 
I now t u r n to another b r i e f excerpt, i n which the " n a t u r a l " reading 
almost conceals the i n t e r e s t of the l i n e s ; a t t e n d i n g to the feminine 
endings, on the other hand, improves the verse. 

I were noght w o r t h i woot God quod Haukyn to werien any clothes 
Ne n e i t h e r sherte ne shoon save f o r shame one 
To covere my careyne quod he and c r i d e mercy f a s t e 
And wepte and wailede and t h e r w i t h I awakede 

(3 XIV 329-32). 

"Improvement" may seem a paradoxical t h i n g to claim, since the pauses 
consequent upon the endings run clean counter to how we imagine the 
sentence should go. At f i r s t glance i t looks as though Haukyn's 
statement ought not to have any pauses i n i t , and i f we read p r o s a i c a l l y 
we s h a l l not provide them. The verse movement, however, causes a 
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fragmentation i n t o h a l f - l i n e s : 

to werien any clothes 
ne n e i t h e r sherte ne shoon 
save f o r shame one 
to covere my careyne 

Read l i k e t h i s , the words cease to c o n s t i t u t e a statement; instead they 
dramatize an experience. No longer do we hear Haukyn volubly and e a s i l y 
e l a b o r a t i n g on the c o r r e c t approach to c l o t h i n g . Instead each phrase 
comes out as a weary a f t e r t h o u g h t , the mind continuing to ponder a f t e r 
the sentence was due to conclude. I t i s as i f Haukyn f i r s t , i n an agony 
of repentance, wants to tear o f f a l l h i s c l o t h e s , then p a i n f u l l y r e c a l l s 
t h a t even i n misery there i s no p e r f e c t freedom, f o r he i s s t i l l bound 
to the laws of decency and, i n e f f e c t , must continue to l i v e i n the world. 
This surely i s the reading t h a t makes the b e t t e r sense, esp e c i a l l y i n 
a context t h a t commentators nave seen as r a t h e r unexpectedly 
miserable. I t i s i n s t r u c t i v e t h a t i n t h i s case the supposedly less 
n a t u r a l d e l i v e r y produces the more v i v i d and dramatic reading, perhaps 
too the more unorthodox one ( i t i s obviously at the other extreme from 
those i n which Haukyn's tears are purely " r e l i g i o u s " and must be 
understood as p r i m a r i l y f i g u r a t i v e ) . This should warn us against 
t h e o r i z i n g too q u i c k l y about the e f f e c t of the feminine ending i n 
general; l i k e every other p o e t i c f e a t u r e , i t can be e x p l o i t e d i n a wide 
v a r i e t y of ways. 

This i s not to say, however, t h a t there i s nothing t h a t can u s e f u l l y be 
said about how i g n o r i n g t h i s f e a t u r e - and reading p r o s a i c a l l y - i s 
l i k e l y to d i s t o r t our experience of Piers Plowman, But we are not e n t i t l e d 
to claim t h a t t h i s general statement w i l l have no exceptions, and i f 
there are very few exceptions t h a t w i l l l i k e l y be a v i c t o r y gained at 
the expense of presenting a statement t h a t lacks s p e c i f i c i t y or 
excitement. At a f i r s t venture, I should say t h a t observation of the 
feminine endings, by slowing down and breaking up the flow of the 
language, d i r e c t s a closer a t t e n t i o n to the i n d i v i d u a l fragments, 
provoking us to dwell upon the separate character of each. The question 

1. Cf. P r i s c i l l a M a r t i n , Piers Plowman:-The F i e l d and the Tower 
(London: Macmillan, 1979), p. 31. 
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of how one l i n e or h a l f - l i n e r e l a t e s to the l a s t w i l l be l i k e l y to 
preoccupy us. D i f f i c u l t i e s t h a t can be s l i d over and f o r g o t t e n , i f 
we read n a t u r a l i s t i c a l l y and c o n v e r s a t i o n a l l y , w i l l become much harder 
to ignore. 

I s h a l l take as my example a passage from a l i t t l e e a r l i e r i n the 
c o n f r o n t a t i o n between Haukyn and Patience. Patience, i t w i l l be r e c a l l e d , 
has much to say about the c o n t r a s t between riches and "pacient poverte"; 
and h i s s p e c i a l emphasis i s on the n e a r - i n e v i t a b i l i t y of the r i c h man 
f a l l i n g i n t o s i n , and the s p e c i a l powers of resistance to s i n t h a t he 
a t t r i b u t e s to p a t i e n t poverty. In order to demonstrate the l a t t e r . 
Patience has recourse to the scheme of the Seven Deadly Sins, which 
he presents one by one as being p r a c t i c a l l y i r r e l e v a n t to the p a t i e n t 
poor ( B X I U 201-72). The passage I want to focus on comes from t h i s 
sequence. 

And though Coveitise wolde cacche the poore t h e i may noght 
come togideres 

And by the nekke namely h i r noon may hente oother 
For men knowen wel t h a t Coveitise i s of a kene w i l l e 
And hath hondes and armes of a long lengthe 
And Poverte nys but a p e t i t thyng apereth noght to his navele 
And l o v e l y layk was i t nevere bitwene the longe and the shorte 
And though Avarice wolde angre the poore he hath but l i t e l 

myghte 
For Poverte hath but pokes to putten i n hise goodes 
Ther Avarice hath almaries and yren—bounden cofres 
And wheither be l i g h t e r to breke lasse boost i t maketh 
A beggeris bagge than an yren—bounde cofre 

( B X I U 238-48). 

I t i s the w r e s t l i n g match between Coveitise and Poverte t h a t w i l l be 
the subject of my discussion, but I have extended the quotation f o r the 
sake of the context; and i n f a c t we s h a l l need to t r a v e l a good deal 
f u r t h e r a f i e l d s t i l l . 

I t w i l l be observed t h a t t h i s passage i s one of those, quite frequent 
i n P i e r s , where a series of successive l i n e s begin w i t h a simple 
connective such as "and", "ac", or " f o r " . I s h a l l have more to say 
about t h i s device i n l a t e r chapters, but f o r the moment I merely want 
to r e i t e r a t e the p o i n t t h a t i f the reader does not stress the 
connecting word, he w i l l need to pause between l i n e s . He does indeed 
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have the opt i o n of an a l t e r n a t i v e s t r a t e g y ; he could give a special 
s t r e s s to the words "And" and "For" i n our passage. 3ut whichever of 
these methods i s chosen, whether a pause i s introduced or the 
connective thrown i n t o prominence, the r e s u l t i s to draw a t t e n t i o n 
towards the f a c t of the two l i n e s being placed together by the poet. 
Ue s h a l l f i n d ourselves c r i t i c a l l y s c r u t i n i z i n g the l i n e s to see f o r 
ourselves what connexion there should be, or how the second l i n e can 
prop e r l y be said to r e l a t e to the f i r s t . Hence, instead of cantering 
headlong through the l i n e s , n o t i n g only the s u r p r i s i n g vividness and 
warmth i n so very moral a s e t t i n g , we are drawn i n t o dwelling on the 
d e t a i l s of Patience's argument. When we do so, we can see tha t i t i s 
not very easy to make sense o f . Like the b e t r o t h a l s i n the Meed episode, 
the w r e s t l i n g match i s not an a l l e g o r i c a l f i g u r e t h a t can be e a s i l y 
t r a n s l a t e d i n t o a l i t e r a l statement. 

" C o v e i t i s e " and "Avarice" might be two ways of saying the same t h i n g , 
but i t i s a p p r o p r i a t e , as Pearsall noted (C XUI 85n.), to apply the 
d i s t i n c t i o n made by Chaucer i n the Parson's Tale: 

And the d i f f e r e n c e betwixe Avarice and Coueitise i s t h i s : 
C o v eitise i s f o r to coveite swiche thynges as thou hast net; 
and Avarice i s f o r to withholde and kepe swiche thynges as 
thou hast, withoute r i g h t f u l nede, 

(CT I 744). 

With t h i s d i s t i n c t i o n i n mind, Patience's p o i n t about Avarice i s qu i t e 
easy to understand. I t i s not of course true to say tha t one needs to 
be wealthy i f one i s to be a hoarder, although t h a t argument i s 
tempting. Patience takes a more s u b t l e , psychological l i n e . For him 
the a v a r i c i o u s a t t i t u d e i s one of l u x u r i a t i n g i n the consciousness of 
possession, and i n the f e e l i n g t h a t s e c u r i t y i n one's possessions i s 
poss i b l e . To be able to experience t h i s f e e l i n g , i t i s a p r e r e q u i s i t e 
t h a t one has "almaries and yren-bounden co f r e s " (246); poverty, on the 
other hand, i s l i k e l y to preclude i t . 

This argument seems to be a good one, s i g n i f i c a n t l y d i f f e r e n t i a t i n g 
the purely m a t e r i a l states of wealth and poverty. Patience's treatment 
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of some of the other s i n s , f o r instance Pride, Lechery and Gluttony, 
takes a s i m i l a r form. These s i n s , as understood by Patience, are less 
l i k e l y to a f f l i c t the poor, who have less reason or opportunity to 
indulge i n them. But e q u a l l y , ue may r e f l e c t t h a t some other s i n s , 
and notably Envy and " C o v e i t i s e " , are more l i k e l y to a f f l i c t the poor 
than the r i c h . Perhaps Patience i s being disingenuous, d i s c r e e t l y 
o m i t t i n g Envy from h i s l i s t and dropping i n t o a l l e g o r y i n a desperate 
attempt to s l i p past us the improbable contention t h a t the poor w i l l 
not e a s i l y be e n t h r a l l e d by Coveitise. 

I f uje read the l i n e s on Coveitise i n a f l c u i n g , conversational manner, 
ue s h a l l p ossibly conclude t h a t the deception i s rather successful; 
f o r the l i n e s about the w r e s t l i n g match do carry c o n v i c t i o n - they are the 
most memorable l i n e s i n the whole sequence - and i t i s easy to leave 
the basis of t h a t c o n v i c t i o n unexamined. 3ut i f , on the other hand, we 
read more slo w l y , as the pauses created by the feminine endings d i r e c t 
us to do, we s h a l l have to say t h a t the deception does not work; we 
cannot help t r y i n g to make a v a l i d sense out of what we read. In f a c t 
I b elieve t h a t there i s no attempt at deception and tha t t h i s way of 
i n t e r p r e t i n g Patience's argument i s fundamentally misconceived. 

F i r s t , a p o i n t about Envy. I f by t h i s i s meant, i n general, desire f o r 
other people's good t h i n g s , t h e i r honours, riches and bedfellows, t h i s 
would c e r t a i n l y make Envy a s i n to which the poor might be e s p e c i a l l y 
prone; and i t would also be hard to d i s t i n g u i s h i n t e r e s t i n g l y from 
C o v e i t i s e . But normally i n medieval accounts of the sins Envy i s nothing 
so r a t i o n a l . Instead i t i s seen as a p e r s i s t i n g psychological s t a t e i n 
which the fo r t u n e s of others have a q u i t e i n e x p l i c a b l e e f f e c t on the 
emotions of the s u f f e r e r ; i n e x p l i c a b l a , t h a t i s , because the r e j o i c i n g 
f o r which he sorrows, or the sorrow f o r which he r e j o i c e s , need have no 
m a t e r i a l bearing a t a l l on h i s own fortunes. In t h a t sense Envy i s 
as u n s e l f c e n t r e d as sympathy, Langland's p o r t r a y a l (B \1 75-132) i s 
e x p l i c i t on t h i s p o i n t . Envy f i n d s other people's misfortune more 
dele c t a b l e to contemplate than h i s own fortune (3 U 91-92). He longs 
f o r Heyne's coat, but only so Heyne should not have i t ; Heyne's l o s s , 
no matter how, i s what he dreams of (S U 108-112). The d i s t i n c t i o n I 
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am making i s turned to comic e f f e c t i n the Confessio Amantis, where 
Genius defines Envy i n t h i s s t r i c t sense, but the l o v e r ' s confession 
reveals only desire to possess his lady (3ook I I , 1-78 etc.).'' 
Langland, understanding Envy i n the s t r i c t sense, need not have 
found himself e s p e c i a l l y embarrassed by the need to d i s s o c i a t e t h i s 
s i n from poverty; although I admit I have no other explanation f o r 
i t s absence from the sequence. 

Patience's treatment of Sloth i s a clue to the deeper understanding 
of h i s procedure. Nothing would have been easier than to argue that 
Sloth i s a s i n by which the m a t e r i a l l y poor are u n l i k e l y to be 
t r o u b l e d ; the need to work f o r subsistence would see to t h a t . 3ut 
Patience takes q u i t e a d i f f e r e n t l i n e (3 XIV 253-40). He i s concerned 
e x c l u s i v e l y w i t h t h a t most-discussed branch of S l o t h , despair of 
s a l v a t i o n . He argues t h a t consciousness of poverty should give a man 
added confidence i n s a l v a t i o n , and, more i n t e r e s t i n g l y , t h a t misfortune 
w i l l teach him to develop a s p e c i a l f a i t h i n God as " h i s g r e t t e s t 
help" (255). The a s s e r t i o n t h a t "Meschief" i s the adversary of despair 
i s a t f i r s t glance paradoxical. 

However, i t makes more sense when we r e c a l l t h a t Patience's "poverte" 
i s also s p e c i f i e d as "poverte ther pacience i s " (S XIU 217). Indeed 
t h i s conception of p a t i e n t poverty i s e v i d e n t l y the key to the whole 
passage, and w i l l help us not only here but i n the section about 
C o v e i t i s e . But what does Patience mean by p a t i e n t poverty? A 
psychological s t a t e r a t h e r than a m a t e r i a l one, assuredly, but not, 
I t h i n k , simply a state of v i r t u e . I f t h a t were so i t would n a t u r a l l y 
be t r u e t h a t i t i s a f i n e defence against a l l manner of s i n , but that 
would hardly be worth saying. Anyway i t i s clear r.'.at the people whom 
Patience has i n mind do s i n ; they nay f a l l i n t o Gluttony (231-34) or 
f a i l i n t h e i r duty to God (253). Likewise, the w r e s t l i n g image 
introduced to i l l u s t r a t e encounters with Wrath and Coveitise suggests 
t h a t the p a t i e n t poor w i l l not be allowed to remain i n s a i n t l y aloofness 
from these s i n s . They are, i n f a c t , q u i t e ordinary people, l i k e 
Haukyn; and i t i s Haukyn's way of l i f e , as i t has been presented to 
us i n 3 Passus X I I I , not t h a t of the r i c h , which provides the most 
r e l e v a n t c o n t r a s t to p a t i e n t poverty. I f we are to e x p l i c a t e the l i n e s 

1. References are t o G.C. nacaulay, ed., The English Works of 3ohn Gower, 
EETS, E.S. 81, 82 (London: Oxford U n i v e r s i t y Press, 1900) ( I , 130-32). 
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on C o v e i t i s e , we cannot leave Haukyn ( t o whom they are addressed) out 
of account. 

Haukyn appears to be something of a shape-shifter, as i s appropriate 
to h i s a l l e g o r i c a l f u n c t i o n as Active Uita ( 3 X I I I 2 2 4 ) , the exemplar 
of o r d i n a r y secular l i f e ; although i t may be t h a t Langland i s p o r t r a y i n g 
a genuine mode of fourteenth—century l i f e t h a t i s hard to categorize i n 
t r a d i t i o n a l terms. At f i r s t Haukyn appears as "a mynstral" ( i . e . a 
f u n c t i o n a r y ) and "a wafrer" ( 2 2 4 , 2 2 5 ) , but l a t e r he i s seen as an 
entrepreneur w i t h s u b s t a n t i a l concerns abroad ( 3 9 1 - 9 3 ) . At another p o i n t 
we hear t h a t he i s poor, although he t r i e s to give the impression t h a t 
he i s not; and t h i s i s e v i d e n t l y "impatient poverty": 

Povere of possession i n purs and i n cofre 
And as a lyoun on to loke and l o r d l i c h of speche 
Boldest of beggeris a bostere t h a t noght hath 

( B X I I I 3 0 0 - 0 2 ) . ' ' 

Haukyn's d e f i a n t l y i n f l a t e d sense of his own p o s i t i o n comes over i n the 
easy terms i n which he speaks of the pope, f o r whose d i f f i c u l t p o s i t i o n 
he has some sympathy ( 2 5 5 - 5 9 ) . Contrary to the simple view t h a t poverty 
and p r i d e do not go together, i t appears t h a t they may w e l l do so where 
consciousness of s o c i a l p o s i t i o n i s a f a c t o r , notably among attendants 
on the r i c h (Patience i n the l a t e r section t e l l s us t h a t pride may 
dwell "or i n the maister or i n the man" (B X I U 2 1 5 ) ) . 

Haukyn's un c e r t a i n income does not prevent him from f a l l i n g i n t o most 
of the deadly s i n s ; we see h i s pride here, l a t e r h i s lechery, f i n a l l y 
h i s s l o t h . His coat, a l s o , 

Was colomy thorugh c o v e i t i s e and unkynde desiryng 
Fioore to good than to God the gome his love caste 

( B X I I I 3 5 5 - 5 5 ) . 

In subsequent l i n e s we f i n d a l i s t of grabbing t r i c k s to match those 
of S i r Hervy i n the e a r l i e r account of the Sins. 

Haukyn i s hasty and energetic, and hates idleness: 

Al ydel i c h h a t i e f o r of A c t i f i s my name 
( B X I I I 2 3 8 ) 

1 . Wote the feminine ending i n l i n e 3 0 2 , w i t h the stress on "noght", 
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And thanns wold I be prest to the peple paast f o r to make 
And buxom and busy aboute breed and drynke 

(B X I I I 25C-51) 

Quod Actyf tho a l angryliche and arguinoe as h i t were 
(C XUI 114). 

Some readers have taken a h i n t from the f i r s t of these quotations 
and i n t e r p r e t e d t h i s c h a r a c t e r i s t i c as merely emblematic of Haukyn's 
a l l e g o r i c a l f u n c t i o n , hence having nothing to do w i t h psychological 
v e r i s i m i l i t u d e ( c f . P e a r s a l l , C XUI 144n.). But i t makes sense i n 
psychological terms too. Ule have seen t h a t Haukyn i s ever d i s s a t i s f i e d , 
f r e t f u l l y poor, and t h i s s t a t e of mind i s l i k e l y to r e s u l t i n 
exceptional busyness. In Haukyn's case the energy i s expended both i n 
hi s outer l i f e and i n h i s inner l i f e , f o r Haukyn i s an a c t i v e 
f a n t a s i s t , presenting a highly-coloured view of himself to the world 
(no doubt to himself t o o ) , f u l l of advice t h a t w i l l never be given 
and dreams t h a t w i l l never be r e a l i z e d . The absurd scenario i n which he 
sees himself w r i t i n g to the pope f o r a miraculous blessing and then 
using i t to h a l t the Black Death i s worthy of Oblomov, 

Haukyn's covetousness partakes of both kinds of restlessness. I t i s of 
course a matter of a c t i v e a c q u i s i t i v e n e s s , but p r i o r to the deed there 
i s the s t a t e of mind t h a t p r e c i p i t a t e s the deed, an imaginary fantasy 
about owning the desired good. The long limbs of Coveitise i n the 
w r e s t l i n g match express both aspects of the s i n , both the longing and 
the grasping. This i s to understand by "Coveitise" the s i n f u l a c t i v i t y 
r a t h e r than the tempting agent t h a t reaches out to grasp i t s human 
v i c t i m s . While the l a t t e r i n t e r p r e t a t i o n might at f i r s t seem more l o g i c a l , 
the former i s , I t h i n k , c o r r e c t . 

For men knowen wel t h a t Coveitise i s of a kene w i l l e 
And hath hondes and armss of a long lengthe 

(B XIU 240-41). 

I f " C o v e i t i s e " stands merely f o r the temptation, t h i s i s only a way 
of saying i n p e r s o n i f i e d terms t h a t i t i s extremely tempting. But 
i f " C o v e i t i s e " stands f o r the sinner, we can see t h i s as an acute 
expression of the nature of covetousness, i t s i n g e n u i t y , energy, and 
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tendency to encroach upon other people's space both im a g i n a t i v e l y and 
a c t u a l l y . In f a c t we can see the l i n e s as describing someone very l i k e 
Haukyn. Against t h i s there i s the argument t h a t i t makes more sense to 
i n t e r p r e t the w r e s t l i n g match as a c o n f l i c t between the poor man and 
temptation than as a c o n f l i c t between the poor man and the covetous man. 
However t h i s sensible i n t e r p r e t a t i o n has serious weaknesses. Even granted 
t h a t a long reach i s conceivably a disadvantage i n a w r e s t l i n g match, 
and granted t h a t i t may not be spe c i a l pleading to se l e c t w r e s t l i n g f o r 
one's analogy ( r a t h e r than, say, a swor d - f i g h t , which would tend to 
favour the long-limbed), i t i s surely r i d i c u l o u s to argue t h a t the "kene 
w i l l e " of one of the adversaries i s l i k e l y to prove a defect. Furthermore, 
i f the w r e s t l i n g i s an image of temptation, Patience ought to argue t h a t 
C o v e i t i s e would lose. But t h i s i s not claimed; a l l he says i s t h a t 

l o v e l y layk was i t nevere bitwene the longe and the shorte 
(3 XIU 243). 

"Good s p o r t " , as Schmidt glosses i t . The contest would be inharmonious 
i n an u n s a t i s f a c t o r y way f o r the spectator. Patience's image i n f a c t 
expresses i n c o m p a t i b i l i t y , an unhappy marriage. That should make us t u r n 
back to the a l t e r n a t i v e i n t e r p r e t a t i o n of Coveitise as a sinner and not 
a temptation. The w r e s t l i n g match would then i l l u s t r a t e w i th some 
p r e c i s i o n the fundamental i n c o m p a t i b i l i t y of two kinds of temperament: 
t h a t of the p a t i e n t poor, and t h a t of Haukyn. I r e a l i z e t h a t i n saying 
t h i s I have wantonly extended the a p p l i c a t i o n of the metaphor, which i s 
s p e c i f i c a l l y t i e d to C o v e i t i s e . Ply excuse i s t h a t , as I pointed out 
e a r l i e r , these are the most memorable l i n e s i n the sequence, and they 
represent an escape from concrete p a r t i c u l a r s i n t o a l l e g o r y . Rather than 
a t t r i b u t e t h i s change of mode to evasiveness, I pr e f e r t o see i t as 
amounting to an encapsulation of the whole p o i n t of the episode, namely 
the c r u c i a l c o n t r a s t between Haukyn's way of l i f e and the new way of l i f e 
t h a t Patience recommends to him. But we have yet to lay bare the heart of 
t h i s c o n t r a s t . 

Haukyn i s i n t e r e s t e d i n a cure f o r the plague, and s i g n i f i c a n t l y so, 
f o r he s u f f e r s from a moral plague himself. Indeed the r e l a t i o n s h i p 
between p h y s i c a l sickness and moral sickness i s always a close one i n the 
middle ages, and hence we f i n d t h a t Haukyn's s t a t e of mind a c t u a l l y 
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makes him i l l : 

And whan I may noght have the m a i s t r i e swich malencolie I take 
That I cacche the crampe the car d i a c l e som tyme 
Or an ague i n swich an angre and some tyme a fevere 

(B X I I I 333-35).'' 

I am not about to argue t h a t Haukyn a c t u a l l y has the plague. Nevertheless, 
there i s a nightmarish analogy to be drawn. In a world without e f f e c t i v e 
medicine, the f i r s t sign of the plague i s an i n e v i t a b l e promise of more 
to come. Likewise Haukyn's coat, which cannot be kept clean f o r even an 
hour, demonstrates an i n e v i t a b i l i t y b u i l t i n to Haukyn's way of l i f e . 
From t h a t f i r s t spot f o l l o w s a m u l t i p l i c i t y of others, and Haukyn believes 
t h a t t h i s i s a s t a t e of a f f a i r s from which he cannot escape. In our own 
c u l t u r e the s t a t e of the a d d i c t o f f e r s another p a r a l l e l , 

Langland's presentation of Haukyn m i r r o r s t h i s f r i g h t e n i n g descent i n t o 
s i n . At f i r s t we only hear him speak (3 X I I I 2 2 4 f f . ) . Haukyn i s 
anecdotal and opinionated, and "wafreres" had a poor re p u t a t i o n ( c f . 
P e a r s a l l , C U I I 285n. and C XV 199n.), but he could almost be mistaken 
f o r a l e g i t i m a t e c o n t r i b u t o r to the c o l l e c t i o n of sound teaching t h a t 
W i l l receives throughout the poem. A f t e r a l l , Dame Study i s anecdotal 
and opinionated t o o , and i t i s not immediately t h a t we can d i s t i n g u i s h 
such a passage as the f o l l o w i n g from much t h a t we have heard before: 

Ac i f myght of myracle hym f a i l l e i t i s f o r men ben noght w o r t h i 
To have the grace of God and no g i l t of the Pope 
For may no blessynge doon us boote but i f we w i l e amende 
f\le mannes masse make pees among Cristene peple 
T i l pride be p u r e l i c h e fordo and t h a t thorugh payn defaute 

(B X I I I 255-59). 

A f t e r some f i f t y l i n e s we are t o l d t h a t W i l l and Conscience have been 
observing Haukyn's coat (3 X I I I 2 7 3 f f . ) . Presumably t h i s has been going 
on a l l the time, but as the reader's experience i s sequential he 
receives the impression t h a t W i l l takes a while to notice the betray a l 
of Haukyn's moral s t a t e t h a t i s displayed there. Even so, he does not 
yet see i t f u l l y . I t i s another f i f t y l i n e s before Haukyn turns around 
to r e v e a l t h a t 

1. Cf. also the s i n of Envy discussed e a r l i e r . This resembles a disease 
both i n i s s u i n g i n i r r a t i o n a l f e e l i n g s and i n being a sin tha t the 
sinner does not enjoy committing. See B \1 75-34, 117-27. 
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I t was f o u l e r b i f e l s f o l d than i t f i r s t semed 
(B X I I I 319). . 

The account of Haukyn's s i n f u l n e s s becomes i n c r e a s i n g l y intense, f o r 
so f a r we have only seen h i s p r i d e , and while Pride may be the deadliest 
s i n , i t i s also the most widespread, l e a s t c r i m i n a l and most s o c i a l l y 
acceptable. Now, as sins p r o l i f e r a t e , each one seems more s i n i s t e r 
because i t i s seen as forming p a r t of an ever-growing f a m i l y . W i l l 
and Patience are so overwhelmed t h a t they seem to be unable to take 
i n e v e r y t h i n g at once: 

I waitede wisloker and thanne was i t s o i l l e d 
With l i k y n g e of l e c h e r i e as by l o k i n g of h i s eighe 

(3 X I I I 342-43) 

Thanne Pacience parceyved of pointes h i s cote 
Was colomy thorugh c o v e i t i s e and unkynde desiryng 

(3 X I I I 354-55) 

Yet t h a t glotoun w i t h grete othes his garnement hadde s o i l e d 
And f o u l e beflobered i t as w i t h f a l s speche 

(B X I I I 399-400). 

This a l a r m i n g l y extended accumulation of d e t a i l i s , i f you w i l l , merely 
the i n e v i t a b l e consequence of being unable to say more than one t h i n g 
at once. But i t suggests too the gradual c l e a r i n g of W i l l ' s v i s i o n ; 
and a l s o , I t h i n k , the way i n which Haukyn's disease spreads. The 
f i n a l t r a n s i t i o n to Sloth i s not presented as something newly perceived 
but as something t h a t f o l l o w s from Haukyn's other f a i l u r e s . Langland 
has by now a t t a i n e d such a c c e l e r a t i o n t h a t uie have no option but t o 
quote from half—way through a sentence: 

Swoor therby swithe o f t e and a l biswatte h i s cote 
And moore mete eet and dronk than kynde myghte defie 
And kaughte siknesse somtyme f o r my surfetes o f t e 
And thanne I dradde to deye i n dedlich synne 
That i n t o wanhope he worth and wende noght to be saved 
The whiche i s sleuthe so slow t h a t may no s l e i g h t e s helpe i t 
f\ie no mercy amenden the m.an t h a t so deieth 

(B X I I I 402-08). 
For Haukyn, s i n leads to more s i n ; and t h a t i s the c r i t i c a l d i f f e r e n c e 
between h i s s t a t e of existence and p a t i e n t poverty. 
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For as I have already noted, the subjects of Patience's praise do s i n , 
but when they do, they recover themselves. They are i n a state of stable 
e q u i l i b r i u m , and i f they are knocked s l i g h t l y askew, a counter-movement 
re s t o r e s them to v i r t u e . But Haukyn i s l i k e a book balanced on i t s 
corner; the s l i g h t e s t movement must q u i c k l y lead to t o t a l collapse, and 
i n f a c t he has no chance of staying u p r i g h t at a l l . 

These are the c o n t r a s t i n g modes of existence t h a t cannot come together 
even i n a w r e s t l i n g match. Despite the length of my a n a l y s i s , I have 
l e f t untouched many important issues, not l e a s t of which i s the question 
of how Haukyn i s to a l t e r h i s behaviour; can nothing e f f e c t the change 
but sheer miraculous grace? A f u l l treatment ought also to take account 
of the important c o n t r a s t between the provisions t h a t Haukyn r e t a i l s 
and those o f f e r e d t o him by Patience, a contrast we can see to be 
i n t e n t i o n a l from the abbreviated version of the episode i n C ( c f , 
C XV/ 233-37), But I have pursued the po i n t f a r enough f o r my present 
purpose, which i s to show t h a t there i s reason to pause over the passages 
t h a t our slower s t y l e of reading present to us as problematic, and th a t 
the r e s u l t s w i l l not necessarily be f r u i t l e s s , Langland's image of the 
u n s a t i s f a c t o r y t u s s l e between Coveitise and Poverte, i n which neither 
adversary can r e a l l y come to g r i p s w i t h the other, c r y s t a l l i z e s the 
idea of u t t e r i n c o m p a t i b i l i t y between the psychological states t h a t the 
adversaries denote. For Haukyn, t h i s i s a reassurance t h a t i f he could 
only become " p a t i e n t " , there would be no i n c l i n a t i o n to f a l l back i n t o 
the o l d s p i r a l of d i s a s t e r - Haukyn's nightmare. But then, since he i s 
not p a t i e n t , t h i s reassurance may make redemption i n the f i r s t place 
seem more inconceivable than ever. I t i s not s u r p r i s i n g t h a t W i l l ' s 
dream ends i n the passionate and equivocal way discussed e a r l i e r . 

UI 

Two important p o i n t s about Langland's verse have emerged during the 
course of t h i s chapter. 

The f i r s t i s t h a t Langland's s t y l e i s a development of the "accumulative" 
s t y l e . We noted t h a t Langland i s q u i t e capable of breaking f r e e 
a l t o g e t h e r from the tendency to compile l i s t s . But even when Langland's 
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format i s t r a d i t i o n a l , h i s l i s t s are f u l l of s u r p r i s i n g leaps of 
thought and r a p i d switches of focus; often the materials t h a t Langland 
yokes together are not uniform enough to compose a single l o c a l i z e d 
p i c t u r e , a s i n g l e h i s t o r i c a l chain of events, or even perhaps a si n g l e 
w e l l - d e f i n e d argument. The r e s u l t i s , I suggested, a poem i n which the 
reader f i n d s himself doing much of the work. The question of why Langland 
might have wanted t h i s w i l l be taken up i n Chapter I I I . 

The second p o i n t i s t h a t Langland'3 feminine endings usually have the 
e f f e c t of inducing a pause between l i n e s . In t h i s , as i n other ways, they 
could be regarded as lending to the verse a c e r t a i n f o r m a l i t y or even 
s t i f f n e s s which impedes what readers have taken to be the a t t r a c t i v e l y 
natural—sounding garrulousness of the poet. But more imp o r t a n t l y , they 
cause us to dwell upon d i f f i c u l t i e s i n Langland's l i n e s which are apt to 
be shrugged o f f i f we ignore t h i s aspect of the metre. 

Placed thus side by s i d e , these two observations are c l e a r l y r e l a t e d . 
According to the f i r s t , close examination of Piers Plowman reveals a 
myriad of d i f f e r e n t modes of thought and language mingled together i n 
successive l i n e s ; and according to the second, we are intended to 
not i c e t h i s and to concentrate our a t t e n t i o n on these puzzling d e t a i l s . 
Hence as readers we s h a l l n e i t h e r career onwards without n o t i c i n g 
anything t h a t happens, emerging at the end only w i t h some general notions 
of what ought to have happened - l i k e P r i s c i l l a Hartin's " C h r i s t i a n s " ; 
nor s h a l l we career onwards sensing only some unexamined confusion i n 
our own minds, which we s h a l l l a t e r o b j e c t i f y as Langland's r e f l e c t i o n 
of a century i n c r i s i s - l i k e the "Agnostics", I am being u n f a i r , of 
course; but a l l the same i t i s reasonable to suppose th a t i f too much 
twe n t i e t h - c e n t u r y c r i t i c i s m has r e s u l t e d i n p o r t r a i t s of the poet t h a t 
cancel each other out, the cause i s l i k e l y to be q u i t e fundamental, a 
matter of going wrong before we have read a page through. This i s merely 
to repeat Spearing's a s s e r t i o n t h a t we have yet to decide what kind of 
poem we are dealing w i t h ; which i s the same t h i n g as saying that we have 
yet to s e t t l e w i t h confidence upon a way of reading t h a t seems to 
produce the r i g h t s o r t of r e s u l t s . f-Jaturally my own contentions can only 
be v e r i f i e d (and then w i t h no c e r t a i n t y ) by t r y i n g them out i n 
p r a c t i c e . This challenge w i l l be taken up f u r t h e r i n l a t e r chapters. 
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F i r s t , however, I inten d to make a major d e v i a t i o n . In the f o l l o w i n g 
chapter I s h a l l become immersed i n t h a t dangerously escapist study, 
"medieval background". Fiore even than most other e x p l o r a t i o n s of the k i n d , 
i t may not i n f r e q u e n t l y appear to be of dubious relevance. C e r t a i n l y the 
ob j e c t I pursue i s nothing so concrete as a l i t e r a r y source, or even a 
group of recondite ideas w i t h which Langland might be supposed to be 
f a m i l i a r . There i s , on the co n t r a r y , nothing recondite about my subject 
a t a l l ; i t c o n s i s t s simply of c e r t a i n r e l a t e d h a b i t s of thought t h a t 
Langland's poem both exemplifies and, i n various ways, supersedes ( f o r 
Piers Plowman i s an abundant source of j u s t the mat e r i a l s we require i n 
order t o h i g h l i g h t , by c o n t r a s t , the p r e v a i l i n g d r i f t of the poem). 
Every m e d i e v a l i s t i s b a s i c a l l y f a m i l i a r w ith these "habits of thought"; 
nevertheless i t seems worthwhile to attempt a r e l a t i v e l y d e l i b e r a t e 
engagement w i t h the issues. Even supposing my subject a dead one, i t 
would s t i l l r e q u i r e formal presentation. U l t i m a t e l y I want to suggest 
something of what Langland i s r e j e c t i n g by h i s unique m o d i f i c a t i o n of the 
"accumulative" s t y l e . Rather than s t a r t w ith t h i s question, however, I 
begin simply by considering the word "reson". This term, although i t 
provides a l a b e l f o r the chapter, does not define the scope of my 
su b j e c t ; I could perhaps have begun f r o m , say, "kynde", and a r r i v e d 
i n much the same place, although from a d i f f e r e n t d i r e c t i o n . However, 
"reson" (as i t i s conceived by medieval people) i s an obviously i n v i t i n g 
t o p i c f o r our s c r u t i n y . 
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C h a p t e r T w o 

REASON 

The OED f i r s t records the word "reason" i n the Ancrene Riwle, w r i t t e n 
about 1200. I t s d i r e c t r e l a t i o n s ara " r a i s o n " i n Old French and "razon" 
i n Provencal; behind these l i e s the L a t i n " r a t i o " . The word seems always 
to have had many senses, and these senses can be said t o form a n a t u r a l 
group. I t i s not q u i t e a s t a t i c group; d i f f e r e n t senses are uppermost 
at d i f f e r e n t times. I n e a r l y Provencal and Old French t e x t s the most 
common uses of the word are those t h a t approximate t o "speech" or 
"speech content". This group of senses made i t s way i n t o English 
along w i t h a l l tha oth e r s , but by tha year 1200 senses associated w i t h 
argument and the reasoning p a r t of tha mind had bscome mora c e n t r a l . ^ 
This i s a gradual change of emphasis; one or other sense may become more 
popular and mors a c t i v e as tima passes but a l l remain a l i v e , perhaps 
because of the i n t e r n a t i o n a l i n f l u e n c e of " r a t i o " (whose senses ara almost 
innumerable i n medieval L a t i n ) . Besides, the various senses are not 
unconnected. Thus, "reason" s i g n i f i e s c e r t a i n p r i n c i p l e s or r u l e s 
enabling the mind t o acquire t r u t h ; hence i t i s tha psychological f a c u l t y 
t h a t employs these p r i n c i p l e s ; hence, a l s o , the word can stand f o r the 
class of t r u t h s t h a t are acquired by ona who attends to these reasonable 
p r i n c i p l e s {these three senses correspond t o OED Reason, sb., 10 and 11). 
To reason i s t h e r e f o r e t o employ the aforementioned f a c u l t y , e i t h e r 
i n t e r n a l l y , by t h i n k i n g , or i n p u b l i c , by argument ( c f . OED Reason, sb., 

1. Cf. La Chanson de Sainte Toy de Conques (Provencal, e a r l y t w e l f t h 
c e n t u r y ) , 1. 558: "Con f o ant l u i , mes I'a razon"; and La Chanson de 
Roland (Old French, l a t e eleventh c e n t u r y ) , 1. 193: " L i empereres out 
sa r a i s u n f e n i e . " References are t o E. Hoepffner, ed.. La Chanson de 
Sainte Foy; Tome Premier, P u b l i c a t i o n s de l a Faculte de l e t t r e s de 
I ' u n i v e r s i t i de Strasbourg, 32 ( P a r i s : Societe d ' E d i t i o n , 1926) (p. 331); 
and Cesare Segre, ed.. La Chanson de Roland, Documenti d i F i l o l o g i a , 16 
( M i l a n : Riccardo R i c c i a r d i E d i t o r e , 1971) ( p . 34). 

2, La Chanson de Guillaume ( p o s s i b l y from the f i r s t h a l f of the t w e l f t h 
c e n t u r y ) three times contains the l i n e "Core as d»enfant, e raiCun as 
de bar" ( 1 1 , 1481, 1639, 1980), Tobler-Lomatzsch record t h i s as the 
f i r s t use of the Old French word i n the sense of a mental f a c u l t y or 
q u a l i t y . References are t o Hermann Suchier, ed,, La Chanj:un de Guillelme, 
B i b l i o t e c a Normannica, U I I I ( H a l l e : Niemeyer, 1911) (pp, 59, 65, 76). 
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19, and Reason, vb,, i n g e n e r a l ) , Various l i n g u i s t i c a c t i v i t i e s may 
thus be c a l l e d reasons: arguments, explanations, discourses or statements 
(OED Reason, sb,, 1 t o 4 ) , To e x p l a i n or account f o r something i s t o 
provide a ground or cause f o r i t ; so "reason" can also mean a ground or 
cause (OED Reason, sb., 5 t o 9 ) , 

1, Cf. also riED resoun, n, ( 2 ) , where the d e f i n i t i o n s are arranged r a t h e r 
d i f f e r e n t l y . 
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In t h i s way ( t h a t i s , i n a q u a s i - l o g i c a l fashion) i t i s possible to l i n k 
together a l l the main senses of the word; no doubt by j u g g l i n g the elements 
i n t h i s progression we could come up with several other ways of doing the 
same t h i n g . These progressions are not attempts to explain why the word 
developed as i t d i d , but only to show tha t the various senses are harmoniously 
r e l a t e d . Indeed my poi n t i s p r e c i s e l y t h a t i f we have the word at a l l , we 
s h a l l have a l l or most of the senses; they become possible simultaneously. 
C e r t a i n l y the author of the Ancrene Riwle, although he does not use the word 
very o f t e n , nevertheless provides the e a r l i e s t example cf "reason" i n a 

1 
number of senses. These verbal acrobatics suggest t h a t even i f a l i s t e n e r 
were not very f a m i l i a r w i t h the word he would have no d i f f i c u l t y perceiving 
how each meaning was an extension of the others; or i n other words he, not 
being a student of language, would not have noticed the semantic s h i f t s at 
a l l . 

A c e r t a i n i n e v i t a b i l i t y i n t h i s group of senses i s also suggested by t h e i r 
being shared almost exactly w i t h the word " s k i l l e " . Like "reason", t h i s 
probably entered the English language proper at soma time during the f i r s t 

2 
100 years a f t e r Hastings. I t too can be used i n a l l the senses noted above, 
which f o r b r e v i t y ' s sake I s h a l l l a b e l " f a c u l t y " ( l ) , " p r i n c i p l e " ( 2 ) , 
"something perceived by reason" ( 3 ) , "statement"(4), "argument" ( 5 ) , and 
"cause" ( 6 ) . " S k i l l e " never has the exalted bearing t h a t "reason" sometimes 
adopts, but was p l a i n l y regarded as being e f f e c t i v e l y synonymous w i t h i t . 
I t would be unwise to seek a d i s t i n c t i o n i n the elegant v a r i a t i o n of 
Chaucer's Parson: 

I woct wel ther i s degree above d s g r s B , as reson i s ; and s k i l e i s 
t h a t men do h i r devoir ther as i t i s due. 

(CT I 754) 

"Reson" and " s k i l e " e v i d e n t l y have a common meaning. I t i s not very easy 
to say e x a c t l y what the common meaning i s , or even whether we ought to 
i n t e r p r e t these words as a d j e c t i v e s or nouns; t a k i n g the sentence as a 

1. Cf. GED e n t r i e s f o r Reason sb., 1, 2, 5 and 10. 
2. E r i c Bjorkman, Scandinavian Loan-words i n Fiiddle English, Part I ( H a l l e : 

Niemeyer, 1900), pp. 125-27; and see also the general comments on pp. 3-7 
of the same work. 
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whola, however, i t i s cle a r t h a t the preacher i s i d e n t i f y i n g these 
p r o p o s i t i o n s as members of the whole body of true things t h a t are, or 
ought to be, discerned by tha f a c u l t y of reason. Therefore ws should 
see t h i s sentence as exemplifying the t h i r d of the s i x senses l i s t e d 
above. 

But we can be sure t h a t Chaucer himself never t r i e d to make t h i s choice. 
These d e f i n i t i o n s are the f r u i t of a detached analysis t h a t does not 
much resemble the thought-process t h a t accompanies the act of speech. 
I t i s always dangerous to take a s i n g l e word out of i t s context i n a 
sentence and i n s i s t on i t y i e l d i n g paraphrassable content, e s p e c i a l l y 
when i t i s f i r m l y embedded i n a common phrase ("as reson i s " ) . I f we 
do, we s h a l l get i n t o t r o u b l e w i t h the words of another prsacner: 

And ^ a t wa are bondon to goye here i n ^ i s world and not to reste 
but to t r a v e y l l , I may shewe yowe by s k i l l e and reson.'' 

Does " s k i l l e and reson" r e f a r to the powers of reasoning (ssnse 1), or 
the p r i n c i p l e s of reasoning (sense 2 ) , or t h e i r embodiment i n verbal 
argument (sense 5)? I t seems a f r u i t l e s s question f o r three reasons. 
F i r s t , we can be sura t h a t the preacher had no si n g l e one of these 
notions i n h i s m.ind to the exclusion of the others. Second, a decision 
hare ( i f a decision i s p o s s i b l e ) would not a f f e c t the o v e r a l l meaning or 
" g i s t " of the sentence. T h i r d , i t leaves untouched the r e a l problem, 
which i s p r e c i s e l y the o v e r a l l meaning. 

I t i s easy to conclude too q u i c k l y t h a t wa have grasped t h i s . "He means 
j u s t what he says; he means t h a t he w i l l show by reason t h a t we are 
bound to walk and not to r e s t , e t c . " No doubt; but my a b i l i t y to recast 
the sentence doss not prove t h a t I know what i t means. Perhaps I am l i k e 
Hobbes' d i v i n e s , who " t h i n k they understand ... when they do but repeat 
tha words s o f t l y , or con them i n t h e i r mind."2 j f yg tjere set to t r a n s l a t e 
the passage i n t o a genuine modern idiom, we might choose "by r a t i o n a l 
argument" as an appropriate equivalent f o r ths phrase we are i n t e r e s t e d 
i n ; i t i s c e r t a i n l y what might be said i n an equivalent context today. 3ut 

1. Woodburn 0. Ross, ed. , Riddle English Sermons: Edited from B r i t i s h 
Museum r i s . Royal 13 3. x x i i i , LETS, D.3. 239 (London: Oxford U n i v e r s i t y 
Press, 1940), Sermon No. 14, p. 74, 1 1 . 1G-12. 

2. C.B, Clacpherson, ed,, Thomas Hobbes; Leviathan (Harmondsuorth: Penguin, 
1968), p, 109 (Part I , Chapter 4 ) , 
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what i s the preacher's argument? "Walk as c h i l d r e n of l i g h t , says St 
Paul: t h e r e f o r e we must walk." Obviously i f we preface t h i s by promising 
" r a t i o n a l argument" we s h a l l arouse f a l s e expectations and end by 
drawing the reader's a t t e n t i o n to those expectations not being f u l f i l l e d . 
Yet we cannot say t h a t the preacher i s i l l o g i c a l , given his premisses. 
I f we f e e l , nevertheless, t h a t t h i s s o r t of t h i n g ought not to be described 
as " r a t i o n a l argument", i t must be because the modern phrase promises 
other things i n a d d i t i o n to l o g i c a l i t y . I t says something, also, about 
the nature of the assumptions; i t even p a r t i a l l y s p e c i f i e s the subject 
of debate. 

In other words, we have a c e r t a i n conception of r a t i o n a l argument. 
N a t u r a l l y there i s some v a r i a t i o n i n our i n d i v i d u a l ideas, but i t i s not 
senseless to t a l k about a s i n g l e conception to which i n d i v i d u a l ideas 
mors or less approximate, j u s t as i t i s not senseless to compile a l i s t 
c f standard d e f i n i t i o n s i n t o a d i c t i o n a r y although i n d i v i d u a l l y a l l 
speakers of a language speak more or less e c c e n t r i c a l l y . 

" S k i l l e and rsson", a l s o , stand f o r a conception shared by the preacher 
and h i s audience t h a t harmonizes with the argument t h a t f o l l o w s , as our 
conception of " r a t i o n a l argument" does not. Unfortunately i t cannot be 
s t a t e d d e f i n i t i v e l y . This conception i s not to be i d e n t i f i e d with any or 
w i t h a l l of a word's d e f i n i t i o n s ; d i c t i o n a r y d e f i n i t i o n s are intended to 
i s o l a t e l o g i c a l l y d i s t i n c t meanings, but a conception ( i n the sense I 
am developing here) has no s p e c i f i c l o g i c a l s tatus and indeed no absolute 
s t a b i l i t y . Every w r i t e r knows t h a t the conception t h a t i s evoksd i n a 
reader's mind when a p a r t i c u l a r word i s used can be a l t e r e d by the context 
of t h a t word; a s k i l f u l w r i t e r can purge a word of c e r t a i n associations 
i t might t y p i c a l l y suggest, or fores an association i n t o prominence when 
i t would.normally be submerged and unregistered. And i f words do not 
i n v a r i a b l y c a l l f o r t h a stable idea, i t i s even more obviously true t h a t 
our ideas are independent of s p e c i f i c terminology. Wot perhaps th a t i t i s 
wise to say t h a t one idea may be evoked by d i f f e r e n t words, because i t 
seems u n l i k e l y t h a t a d i s t i n g u i s h a b l e mental event ever recurs e x a c t l y ; 
so when I t a l k about "one" idea t h i s i s r e a l l y a conveniently inaccurate 
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way o f i n d i c a t i n g a r e c o g n i z a b l s group o f m s n t a l h a b i t s . I f I spsak i n 
t h i s c h a p t e r o f a c o n c e p t i o n o f " r e a s o n " , t h i s i s n o t i n t s n d a d t o l i m i t 
i t s s u b j e c t e i t h e r t o a s i n g l e word ( a t the l i n g u i s t i c l e v e l ) , or t o 
a s i n g l e n o t i o n , s t i l l l e s s a s i n g l e t r a n s i e n t e x p e r i e n c e ( a t the mental 
l e u e l ) . I t i s i n t e n d e d o n l y t o suggest the a p p r oximate l o c a t i o n , n o t 
t h e e x t e n t , o f t h e ground c o v e r e d . 

" I d e a " , i f i t i s used t o s i g n i f y something t h a t has a c o n t i n u e d r e s i d e n c e 

i n t h e mind, i s an a d m i t t e d l y suspicious-looking uord, use of i t i s 
o n l y a l i t t l e more p r e c i s e than t h a t o f o l d - f a s h i o n e d w r i t e r s who speak 
o f a p e ople caught up by a " f i x e d i d e a " , or o f a man w i t h a " v i s i o n " . 
Such terms d e f y a n a l y s i s and are thus e s p e c i a l l y prone t o be c h a l l e n g e d , 
t h e e x i s t e n c e o f t h e i r r e f e r e n t s q u e s t i o n e d . But what i s opaque t o 
a n a l y s i s and nebulous when we t r y t o i s o l a t e i t need not be obscure or 
i m p e r c e p t i b l e t o those who r e c o g n i z e i t . T h i s , however, c o n s t i t u t e s an 
a p p e a l t o p e r s o n a l e x p e r i e n c e - as d i d my a s s e r t i o n t h a t the p r e a c h e r ' s 
d i s c o u r s e does n o t f i t c o m f o r t a b l y w i t h our c o n c e p t i o n o f r a t i o n a l 
argument — and t h a t k i n d c f appeal has a poor r e p u t a t i o n as a p r o o f 
because t h e grounds i t adduces are a d m i t t e d t o be e x t e r n a l t o i t s sense 
and are t h u s i n s c r u t a b l e t o l i n g u i s t i c a n a l y s i s ; a l s o i t may seem t o 
browbeat t h e r e a d e r i n t o c o n f e s s i n g the e x i s t e n c e o f something w h i c h , he 
i s p ersuaded, p r o b a b l y must e x i s t , the q u e s t i o n h a v i n g been so c o n f i d e n t l y 
posed. 

A l l t h i s must be conceded; and y e t t h i s form o f d e m o n s t r a t i o n i s 
u n a v o i d a b l e . I n d e e d , t h e o n l y reason f o r t a k i n g an example from modern 
E n g l i s h ( " r a t i o n a l argument") i s i n o r d e r t o be a b l e t o make t h i s a p p e a l , 
an a p p e a l t h a t c annot be made when the s u b j e c t i s m e d i e v a l . 

Gur d i f f i c u l t y here i s analogous t o the well-known m e t a p h y s i c a l problem 
o f " o t h e r minds". I f I examine human beh a v i o u r from o u t s i d e , I can see 
n o t h i n g which l o o k s as though i t c o u l d n o t be e x p l a i n e d by a m e c h a n i s t i c 
t h e o r y o f s t i m u l u s and response. I f I r e f u s e t o t a k e i n t o account my 
own e x p e r i e n c e , t h e r e i s n o t h i n g t o make me doubt the c o n c l u s i o n t h a t 
human b e i n g s are compact and s o p h i s t i c a t e d computers. I t i s a s u p e r f l u o u s 
h y p o t h e s i s t h a t t h e se mechanisms are s e l f - c o n s c i o u s or s e n t i e n t . 
W e v s r t h e l e s s I know, a t l e a s t as r e g a r d s my own case, t h a t the c o n c l u s i o n 



- 57 -

i s f a l s e ; a p h i l o s o p h i c a l problem a r i s e s because t h i s i n s i d e inr'cr.Tiation 
i s non-communicable. I t does n o t f o l l o w from any l i n e o f r e a s o n i n g or 
any r e c o r d o f e x p e r i m e n t a t i o n t h a t I c o u l d p r e s e n t t o p u b l i c s c r u t i n y ; i t 
i s t h e r e f o r e u n f a l s i f i a b l e and n o t , w i t h o u t a p o l o g y , t o be a d m i t t e d as 
e v i d e n c e i n s c i e n t i f i c papers. T a k i n g modern E n g l i s h as our s u b j e c t , and 
h a v i n g d e t e r m i n e d t o i g n o r e our s p e c i a l s t a t u s as speakers o f the 
l a n g u a g e , hie c o u l d a t t e m p t a s i m i l a r s o r t o f e x a m i n a t i o n t o t h a t which I 
s h a l l a t t e m p t i n t h i s c h a p t e r , and we s h o u l d no doubt f i n d . t h a t " r a t i o n a l 
argument", f o r i n s t a n c e , i s l i m i t e d i n i t s a p p l i c a t i o n ; i n one c l a s s of 
c i r c u m s t a n c e s i t w i l l appear al m o s t a u t o m a t i c a l l y , i n another i t w i l l 
always be a v o i d e d . I n f a c t we c o u l d e s t a b l i s h i t s usage - but no more. 
To a s s e r t f u r t h e r t h a t speakers o f modern E n g l i s h would respond t o a 
m i s a p p l i c a t i o n o f t h e phrase n o t j u s t by i d e n t i f y i n g t h i s as abnormal 
l i n g u i s t i c b e h a v i o u r b u t by s a y i n g t h a t t h e e x p r e s s i o n does not r e a l l y 
mean what i t i s b e i n g used t o mean; t h a t would be w h o l l y u n j u s t i f i a b l e , 
b u t f o r t h e f a c t t h a t , as we are speakers o f modern E n g l i s h , we know i t 
i s t r u e . 

I n o r d e r t o make c l e a r e r t h e r e l a t i o n between the "usage" of a word and 
what i t " r e a l l y means", l e t us t a k e as s i m p l e m a t e r i a l the a d j e c t i v e 
" o l i v e " . T h i s i s d e f i n e d by t h e OEO as "a d u l l , somewhat y e l l o w i s h 
g r e e n " . But someone who knew o n l y t h a t (and who had never heard of o l i v e s ) 
would be l i k e l y t o t r a n s g r e s s E n g l i s h usage. For example, many • 
w i n e - b o t t l e s are made o f g l a s s t h a t i s c e r t a i n l y o l i v e i n c o l o u r ; y e t 
i t i s n o t q u i t e n a t u r a l t o r e f e r t o them as " o l i v e " w i t h o u t q u a l i f i c a t i o n . 
A g a i n , t h e r e are some t y p e s o f k h a k i t h a t are o l i v e - c o l o u r e d , b u t we do 
n o t c a l l them " o l i v e " ; wa c a l l them " k h a k i " . On t h e o t h e r hand " o l i v e " 
may a p p r o p r i a t e l y be a p p l i e d t o , among o t h e r t h i n g s , the bark of c e r t a i n 
t r e e s , o r t h e upper plumage o f many b i r d s ; and E n g l i s h w r i t e r s f r e q u e n t l y 
r e f e r t o c e r t a i n s k i n complexions as " o l i v e " , a l t h o u g h no-one has green 
s k i n ( t h e OED p r o v i d e s a s e p a r a t e d e f i n i t i o n o f t h e word t o account f o r 
t h i s p e c u l i a r i t y ) . So much f o r E n g l i s h usage; now f o r the " r a a l meaning", 
about w h i c h I s h o u l d v e n t u r e t o say t h i s : t h a t a l t h o u g h " o l i v e " i s a 
c o l o u r — w o r d , i t a l s o has t h e power t o evoke, i n a l e s s e r degree, o t h e r 
a s p e c t s o f t h e u n r i p e f r u i t from whose name th e a d j e c t i v e i s d e r i v e d -
smoothness, roundness, homogeneity, l a c k o f g l o s s , o p a c i t y . Tiore 
s p e c i f i c a l l y , i t i s the s k i n o f the o l i v e which p r o v i d e s us w i t h t h e 
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t e r m , and I am sure t h a t when we read of an o r i e n t a l h e r o i n e ' s o l i v e 
c o m p l e x i o n , t h e w r i t e r means t o evoke not o n l y the c o l o u r b u t the 
roundness and smoothness o f her f a c e ; i n s h o r t , a c e r t a i n k i n d o f 
be a u t y . I n o t h e r c o n t e x t s a l a t e n t a s s o c i a t i o n w i t h o l i v e o i l can 
be a c t i v a t e d ; f o r some w r i t e r s o l i v e s k i n i s a n a t u r a l symbol o f f o r e i g n 
v i l l a i n y . 3y m u l t i p l y i n g such o b s e r v a t i o n s we c o u l d approach the " r e a l 
meaning" o f " o l i v e " , and perhaps r e c o g n i z e a degree o f j u s t i c e i n our 
account ( f o r I am c o n t e n d i n g t h a t speakers o f E n g l i s h do know t h e " r e a l 
m e aning"). Of course a l l o f t h i s i s too s u b j e c t i v e ; I am u n w i l l i n g t o 
c o m p i l e a c a r e f u l s t a t i s t i c a l s u rvey of E n g l i s h usage and I doubt whether 
i t would be g r a t e f u l l y r e c e i v e d . N e v e r t h e l e s s such a survey i s a p r a c t i c a l 
p o s s i b i l i t y , and r e s u l t s c o u l d be o b t a i n e d which resemble mine i n k i n d 
i f n o t i n c o n t e n t . 

I t w i l l be observed t h a t " r e a l meaning" and "usage" are very c l o s e l y 
r e l a t e d . I t would h a r d l y be e x c e s s i v e t o say t h a t my own c o n c e p t i o n o f 
" o l i v s " i s d e r i v e d from n o t h i n g b u t i t s usage; y e t i t would be d i f f i c u l t 
t o deny t h a t a word's usage t a k e s t h e form i t does because i n d i v i d u a l 
speakers have had a p a r t i c u l a r c o n c e p t i o n o f i t s meaning. I s h o u l d p r e f e r 
t o say, w i t h o u t a s s i g n i n g any p r i o r i t y , t h a t language and m e n t a l i t y 
r e f l e c t each o t h e r . 

"Reason" i n t h e m i d d l e ages i s a much l a r g e r s u b j e c t than " o l i v e " i n 
p r e s e n t - d a y E n g l i s h , and the c o n c e p t i o n t h a t we s h a l l examine i s one 
t h a t , f o r t h e most p a r t , we must approach by the e x t e r n a l r o u t e , t a k i n g 
usage as e v i d e n c e w i t h o u t b e i n g a b l e t o check our r e s u l t s a g a i n s t 
d i r e c t knowledge. But t h i s m a t e r i a l i s not e n t i r e l y a l i e n , e s p e c i a l l y t o 
r e a d e r s o f o l d l i t e r a t u r e , and perhaps the g r e a t e s t d i f f i c u l t y comes 
n o t f r o m b e i n g t o o f a r away from medieval people b u t from b e i n g 
d a n g e r o u s l y c l o s e and so t e n d i n g , as I suggested e a r l i e r , t o assume 
too q u i c k l y t h a t we u n d e r s t a n d . 

The main d i f f i c u l t y i s , however, u n a f f e c t e d by c u l t u r a l d i s t a n c e . T h i s 
i s t h e u n f o r t u n a t e m a t t e r o f never q u i t e b e i n g a b l e t o d e f i n e the very 
t h i n g we a r e t a l k i n g a b o u t . The " r e a l meaning" o f " o l i v e " can never be 
s e t down p r e c i s e l y , u n l e s s we r e s o r t t o the sim p l e e x p e d i e n t o f r e p e a t i n g 
t h e word " o l i v e " . I d i d make some a t t e m p t t o a v o i d t h i s , m a i n l y by 
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f o c u s s i n g n o t d i r e c t l y on the i d e a r e p r e s e n t e d by " o l i v e " but on i t s 
l i n k s o r a s s o c i a t i o n s w i t h o t h e r i d e a s (smoothness, o p a c i t y , e t c . ) ; 
and t h a t , mora e x t e n s i v e l y , w i l l be my method o f a p p r o a c h i n g a l a t e 
m e d i e v a l c o n c e p t i o n o f " r e a s o n " . Thus, i n t h e n e x t s e c t i o n , I s h a l l 
b e g i n by c o n s i d e r i n g the r e l a t i o n o f t h i s i d e a t o t h a t o f moral 
r e c t i t u d e : How can reason be p e r c e i v e d as v i r t u o u s ? And how can goodness 
be p e r c e i v e d as r e a s o n a b l e ? What k i n d o f r e a s o n , o r what k i n d o f goodness, 
do such p e r c e p t i o n s e n t a i l ? As we proceed, the network w i l l become more 
i n t r i c a t e ; j u s t i c e , o r d e r , good manners and t r a d i t i o n w i l l g r a d u a l l y be 
b r o u g h t i n t o a r e l a t i o n s h i p w i t h " r e a s o n " ( t h e i n v e r t e d commas now b e i n g 
necessary t o d i s t i n g u i s h the medieval c o n c e p t i o n t h a t , s l o w l y , w i l l 
d i v e r g e from any modern e q u i v a l e n t ) . I am n o t t r y i n g t o " l o c a t e " the 
o b j e c t o f t h e search by t h i s method; t h a t would i m p l y a m i s l e a d i n g l y 
s p a t i a l a n a l o g y . The s t r u c t u r e o f t h e mind i s n o t l i k e a chemist's model 
of m o l e c u l a r s t r u c t u r e made o u t o f s t r a w s and p o l y s t y r e n e b a l l s , i n 
which i d e a s are suspended i n space by t h e i r " l i n k s " . We have a l r e a d y 
seen t h a t c o n c e p t i o n s do n o t have t h e r e q u i r e d s t a b i l i t y or s i n g l e n e s s 
f c r t h i s k i n d o f image t o be a p p r o p r i a t e . " L o c a t i o n " i s a n o t h e r 
( m e t a p h o r i c a l ) way o f s a y i n g " d e f i n i t i o n " , which has a l r e a d y been 
r e j e c t e d . But i f l i n g e r i n g on t h e a s s o c i a t i o n s o f our s u b j e c t i s n o t a 
way o f a c h i e v i n g d e f i n i t i o n , i t i s a t l e a s t a way o f t a l k i n g about i t , 
and I t h i n k i t i s p o s s i b l e t o make o u r s e l v e s u n d e r s t a n d by t h i s 
r e i t e r a t i v e p r o c e s s , j u s t as c h i l d r e n l e a r n t h e i r own language by 
l i s t e n i n g t o people use i t . U/e do n o t r e f u s e t o t a l k t o c h i l d r e n because 
t h e y a r e l e s s t h a n f l u e n t ; we pay them the compliment o f assuming a 
knowledge t h a t t h e y do n o t y e t possess i n o r d e r t o pass i t on t o them. 
And e v e r y s t u d e n t of m e d i e v a l l i t e r a t u r e 'teaches h i m s e l f by the same 
method; he reads o l d books i n o r d e r t o become, one day, a good reader o f 
them. The n e x t s e c t i o n c o n s i s t s , i n e f f e c t , o f a c o l l e c t i o n of b r i e f 
r e a d i n g s . 

At t h e end o f t h e p r e v i o u s c h a p t e r I noted t h a t t o d i s c u s s "reason", as 
a means o f p r o v i d i n g a background f o r my d i s c u s s i o n o f Langland, was 
o n l y one o f s e v e r a l o p t i o n s . But g i v e n the i n i t i a l c h o i c e , the d i r e c t i o n 
f rom w h i c h I approach " r e a s o n " i s n o t a f u r t h e r p i e c e of a r b i t r a r i n e s s . 
The narrowness o f my d i s c u s s i o n i s a consequence o f the s p e c i f i c i t y o f 
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i t s purpose. Lanoland's own concern w i t h " r eason" i s o v e r w h e l m i n g l y a 
moral one, l i k e h i s concern w i t h e v e r y t h i n g e l s e . We may i n f e r t h a t he 
c a r e s about t r u t h ( t r u t h i n t h e modern sense) b u t t o p l a c e the p r i m a r y 
emphasis here i s t o m i s r e p r e s e n t Langland's own view o f h i s program; h i s 
expressed concern i s w i t h s a l v a t i o n , a m o r a l l y j u s t s a l v a t i o n ( Langland 
never f o r g e t s t h a t God i s g o o d ) . Hence i t i s o b v i o u s l y a p p r o p r i a t e t o 
b e g i n w i t h t h e moral dimension o f "reason" r a t h e r t h a n w i t h i t s 
r e l a t i o n s h i p t o g e o m e t r i c a l c o n c e p t i o n s o f s t r a i g h t n s s s o r r e g u l a r i t y , 

1 
o r w i t h a r i t h m e t i c a l c a l c u l a t i o n . 

To examine " r e a s o n " from t h e moral p o i n t o f view i s n a t u r a l l y t o s t r e s s 
t h e embodiment o f " r e a s o n " i n " r e a s o n a b l e " people and " r e a s o n a b l e " 
b e h a v i o u r . That t o o i s a p p r o p r i a t e when our aim i s t o shed l i g h t on 
P i e r s Plowman. W i l l i s always p o r t r a y e d as an o u t s i d e r t o the w o r l d o f 
" r e a s o n " ; he meets people who r e p r e s e n t "reason" i n v a r i o u s ways, b u t he 
i s n o t r e p r e s e n t e d as t h e i r e q u a l , and when he reasons f o r h i m s e l f the 
r e s u l t s a re a m a t e u r i s h and even absurd ( f o r i n s t a n c e , the r i d i c u l o u s 
argument about s t a v e s a t 3 X U I I 3-3-48). The e f f e c t i s t h a t "reason" i n 
P i e r s Plowman becomes as much a s u b j e c t under debate as a method by which 
debate proceeds, yhenevsr one o f y i l l ' s t e a c h e r s i s s p e a k i n g , no m a t t e r 
how u n e x c e p t i o n e b l y , t h e r e a d e r remains aware o f W i l i ' s eager, s c e p t i c a l 
o b s e r v a t i o n , h i s d e s i r e ( o f t e n , a l a s , i l l - c o n s i d e r e d ) t o p a r t i c i p a t e , 
h i s r e a d i n e s s t o judge r a t h e r t h a n t o s u b m i t . U l i l l i s n o t Langland, b u t 
I t h i n k here he r e f l e c t s h i s c r e a t o r , f o r w h i l e Langland i s o f course the 
t r u e a u t h o r o f a l l t h e sermons and d i s c o u r s e s i n t h e poem, he i s n o t 
e x a c t l y t h e a u t h o r o f a r e a s o n a b l e book. Reasoning t h e r e i s i n abundance, 
much o f i t borrowed and n o t a l i t t l e of i t i n v e n t e d , b u t the whole 
c o l l e c t i o n i s n o t a r t i c u l a t e d i n t o a s t r u c t u r e d p r o g r e s s i o n of t h o u g h t . 
Langland seems t o reason n o t i n o r d e r t o c o n s t r u c t b u t i n o r d e r t o see 
what happens; he m a i n t a i n s a p h i l o s o p h i c a l disengagement from the 
b u s i n e s s o f r e a s o n i n g , l i k e someone who i s too i n t e r e s t e d i n the a c t i v i t y 
o f c o n s t r u c t i o n ever t o b u i l d a n y t h i n g s u b s t a n t i a l h i m s e l f . A l s o , h i s 

Cf. Alexander H u r r a y , Reason and S o c i e t y i n t h e R i d d l e Ages, ( O x f o r d : 
Oxford U n i v e r s i t y Press, 1978), p. 205: " I n the metropolis of medieval 
r e c k o n i n g , I t a l y , from t h e t h i r t e e n t h c e n t u r y on, the word r a q i o n e was 
n o r m a l l y used, o u t s i d e the s t u d y , t o mean 'account'. Ragicnare meant ' t o 
c a l c u l a t e ' ; and L i b r o d e l l a Ragione n o t '3ook o f L o g i c ' , b u t 'Ledger'." 
E n g l i s h d i c t i o n a r i e s , r e l i a n t on w r i t t e n (and indeed " l i t e r a r y " ) s ources, 
p o s s i b l y cause us t o u n d e r r a t e the s t r e n g t h o f t h i s a s s o c i a t i o n ( i n P i e r s 
Plowman i t i s v a r i o u s l y r e l e v a n t a t 3 I 22, B l U 157, 3 V 271, 3 X I 131, 
3 X l ' I I 251-52, and C x i l l 3 4 ) . 
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undoubted f a s c i n a t i o n s p r i n g s from v e r y mixed f e e l i n g s . I n P i e r s Plowman 
Langland p r a i s e s Reason b u t has much t o say a g a i n s t l e a r n e d men, which 
i s n o t i n c o n s i s t e n t i n i t s e l f ; o b v i o u s l y the l i t t e r a t i who s p e c u l a t e 
about c o n f l i c t w i t h i n the T r i n i t y ( B X 51-55) are n o t t r u l y " r e a s o n a b l e " 
a t a l l , e m p h a t i c a l l y n o t so i n t h e medieval sense o f the word, even i f 
t h e y are r e a s o n e r s . But i n t h e t h i r d s e c t i o n o f t h i s c h a p t e r I s h a l l 
suggest t h a t Langland was a l s o u n e a s i l y aware o f v a l i d o b j e c t i o n s he 
c o u l d make t o t h e c a t e g o r y o f " r e a s o n a b l e " d i s c o u r s e as a whole. 

I I 

T h at o kyng cam w i t h Reson covered under sense 
The seconde kyng s i t h t h e s o o t h l i c h e o f f r e d e 
R i g h t w i s n e s s e under reed g o l d Resones f e l a w e 
Gold i s l i k n e d t o Leautee t h a t l a s t e s h a l evere 
And Reson t o r i c h e l s t o r i g h t and t o t r u t h e 

(B XIX S5-90). 
The g i f t s t h a t t h e t h r e e k i n g s b r i n g s t o 3esus are used, as Derek P e a r s a l l 
n o t e s , t o s y m b o l i z e a t t r i b u t e s o f C h r i s t (C XXI 63n. ) . Fiore s p e c i f i c a l l y 
t h e y r e p r e s e n t t h e n a t u r a l , human strengths t h a t Conscience a s s o c i a t e s 
w i t h t h e name " j e s u s " - Jesus the k i n g of the Dews, not " C h r i s t " the 
t r a n s c e n d e n t c o n q u e r o r . The N a g i , i n whom r e s i d e s " a l the w i t o f the 
w o r l d " ( 8 2 ) , are i n e f f e c t p r o f f e r i n g t h e i r own h i g h a t t r i b u t e s , the 
sum o f n a t u r a l p e r f e c t i o n : "Reson and R i g h t w i s n e s s e and Ruthe", t h a t i s ( B 3 ) , 
I n t h i s p a r t i c u l a r f o r m u l a t i o n Langland t i e s a l l t h r e e o f h i s terms 
t o g e t h e r w i t h a l l i t e r a t i o n ; i n t h e more e x t e n s i v e passage t h a t f a l l o w s , 
f i o w e v s r , "Ruthe" becomes " P i t e e " and i s somewhat s e t a p a r t , whereas 
th e o t h e r two are t r e a t e d ( i n t h e l i n e s quoted above) not s u c c e s s i v e l y 
b u t s i m u l t a n e o u s l y . They a r e " f e l a w e s " , as Conscience remarks. Readers 
of l i n e 90 i n Skeat's t e x t , d e n i e d the i n g e n i o u s c o n j e c t u r e o f " r i c h e l s " 
f o r " r y c h a g o l d e " t h a t i s adopted by both Schmidt and P e a r s a l l i n t h e i r 
e d i t i o n s , would have fou n d t h e d i s t i n c t i o n between reason and r i g h t e o u s n e s s 
b r e a k i n g down a l t o g e t h e r . Even as i t s t a n d s , the s y n t a x s u p p o r t i n g " r i g h t " 
and " t r u t h e " i n t h e second h a l f o f the l i n e i s so u n c e r t a i n t h a t I can 
f e e l no c o n f i d e n c e i n i d e n t i f y i n g " r i g h t " w i t h " R i g h t w i s n e s s e " and 
" t r u t h e " w i t h "Reson". Both " r i g h t " and " t r u t h " c r o s s the boundary 
between r a t i o n a l and m o r a l so i n e v i t a b l y t h a t here i t h a r d l y seems 
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w o r t h w h i l e t o i n s i s t on c o n f i n i n g them t o one s i d e or t h e o t h e r . " T r u t h " 
i n P i e r s Plowman, when i t s i g n i f i e s a human q u a l i t y , g e n e r a l l y t r a n s l a t e s 
b e t t e r as l o y a l t y or perseverance than as a c c u r a c y ; i t i s a l s o one o f 
Langland's words f o r God, b u t t h e f u r t h e r a s s o c i a t i o n between v i r t u e and 
h o l i n e s s i s so i n g r a i n e d i n Western t r a d i t i o n t h a t t h i s c a l l s f o r no 
a d d i t i o n a l comment, except perhaps t o r e i t e r a t e t h a t i n P i e r s i t i s 
never q u e s t i o n e d . As f o r " r i g h t " , even i n modern E n g l i s h we can t a l k 
e q u a l l y i d o m a t i c a l l y o f " g e t t i n g a sum r i g h t " and o f b e i n g u n c e r t a i n 
whether a proposed course o f a c t i o n "can be r i g h t " ( t h e c o n t e x t making 
i t p l a i n t h a t t h i s i s moral u n c e r t a i n t y ) . I t would n o t be d i f f i c u l t t o 
f i n d t h e word used ( i n p o l i t i c a l e d i t o r i a l s , p erhaps) i n a way t h a t we 
c a n n o t f i r m l y d e f i n e as e i t h e r " r a t i o n a l " or "moral"; t o the 
u n s y m p a t h e t i c r e a d e r t h e ambiguous sense appears d e l i b e r a t e , c a l c u l a t e d 
t o ensnare b o t h p r a g m a t i s t s and i d e a l i s t s . 

Kow Langland h a n d l e s h i s account o f the t h r e e g i f t s i s o f course the 
r e s u l t o f an a r t i s t i c c h o i c e . But Conscience, t h e speaker h e r e , i s n o t 
t y p i c a l l y one o f Langland's most i n n o v a t i v e s p eakers; h i s b i g speeches, 
here and i n t h e debate about r'leed, are o r t h o d o x i n every sense. I want 
t o make o n l y two p o i n t s about t h i s passage. F i r s t and most r e l e v a n t l y , 
t h e b a s i c a s s o c i a t i o n o f reason and r i g h t e o u s n e s s ; second, the tendency 
f o r r e ason t o s i d e more w i t h j u s t i c e t h a n mercy — or i n t h i s case, more 
w i t h " R i g h t w i s n a s s e " than " P i t e e " . 

"An eye f o r an eye" i s a t h o r o u g h l y r e a s o n a b l e d i c t u m ; i t "makes sense". 
Uhen God s m i t e s t h e wicked k i n g A n t i o c h u s w i t h an " i n v i s i b l e wounde" 
i n t h e g u t s , Chaucer's I^ionk comments: 

And c e r t e i n l y the wreche was r e s o n a b l e 
For many a mannes g u t t e s a i d e he peyne 

(CT B 3792-9<i). 
"Ureche" means "revenge", which i s j u s t i c e when e x e r c i s e d by God. 
Uangeance a t t h e human l e v e l i s wrong; y e t u n l i k e o t h e r s i n s i t i s 
u s u a l l y f e l t t o be r i g h t by t h e man who c o n t e m p l a t e s i t , and t h e r e i s 
no d i f f i c u l t y i n d e f e n d i n g i t s r e a s o n a b l e n e s s , as Fielibeus does: 

For r i g h t as they han venged hem on me and doon me wrong r i g h t so 
s h a l I venae me upon hem and doon hem wronge ... 

(CT 3 2471 ) . 
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But i n t h i s t a l e t h e b e s t arguments are g i v e n t o Dame Prudence: 

Thanne l e t us c o n s i d e r e a l s o i f the c o n s e i l l y n g o f hem t h a t 
c o n s e i l l e d e n yow t o t a k e n sodeyn vengeaunce, w h e i t h e r i t accorde 
t o r e s o u n . And c e r t a s , ye knowe wel 'nay'. For, as by r i g h t and 
r e s o u n , t h e r may no man t a k e n vengeance on no w i g h t b u t the juge 
t h a t h a t h t h e j u r i s d i c c i o u n o f i t , whan i t i s g r a u n t e d hym t o 
t a k e t h i l k e vengeance h a s t i l y or a t t s m p r e l y , as the lawe r e q u i r e t h . 

(CT B 2557-70) 
The f a s c i n a t i o n o f f l e l i b e e , so f a r as we are a b l e t o r e c a p t u r e i t , 
l i e s i n i t s h e r o i n e ' s i r r e s i s t i b l e t r i u m p h , u s i n g no o t h e r weapon than 
reason i t s e l f , over t h e weaker and c r u d e r "reasons" t h a t we are a t f i r s t 
d i s p o s e d t o a c c e p t as t h e l o g i c o f the s t o r y , e x p e c t i n g i t t o be a t a l e 
o f v i o l e n c e f o l l o w i n g v i o l e n c e . Prudence i n t e r r u p t s the s t o r y i n more ways 
t h a n one, i n s i s t i n g t h a t her husband pause, d e l i b e r a t e , and a l l o w hard 
argument i n t o t h e f o r e g r o u n d . 

The r e s u l t , as everyone knows, i s t h a t n e l i b e e i s n e t much of a s t o r y ; 
b u t t h e r e i s something r e f r e s h i n g about t h i s s p e c t a c u l a r e x h i b i t i o n of 
good sense. "Good sense" i s perhaps i n s u f f i c i e n t l y s p e c i f i c , f o r i t 
would a l s o be good sense t o c r y o u t a g a i n s t murder and s e d i t i o n , t o 
a d v i s e t h e i d l e t o l a b o u r and t h e p a s s i o n a t e t o marry. That i s reason 
a g a i n s t f o l l y , and i t t o o can be p l e a s u r a b l e t o c o n t e m p l a t e , b u t Prudence 
b e g i n s where t h i s reason s t o p s , and a l l o w s the reader t o w i t n e s s and 
e n j o y i t s development. The i m p l i e d c o n t r a s t here i s n o t w i t h obvious 
f o l l y b u t w i t h what passes as r e a s o n a b l e ; and Welibee i s t h e r e f o r e a 
f r u i t f u l t e x t f o r i n q u i r e r s i n t o what may pass as r e a s o n a b l e , vengeance 
i n the p r e s e n t i n s t a n c e . 

'dJe c o u l d p u t i t t h i s way: t h e r e i s a n a t u r a l a t t r a c t i o n o f reason 
towards j u s t i c e and even vengeance, but a n a t u r a l r e v u l s i o n o f reason 
from p i t y . Reason e x e m p l i f i e s what a l / i c t o r i a n w r i t e r would d e s c r i b e as 
t h e m a s c u l i n e v i r t u e s . I n P i e r s Plowman we f i n d 

Reed me noght quod Reson no r u t h a t o have 
(3 lU 113) 

and a l i t t l e l a t e r 

Ac Reson shal rekene w i t h you; i f I regne any while 
And deme you b i t h i s day as ye ban deserved 

(B l y 177-7S). 
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I t i s t r u e t n a t Langland's p r e s e n t a t i o n c f " p i t e e " i s n o t o v e r l y 
s e n t i m e n t a l (we da n o t hear o f how i t " r e n n e t h soone i n g e n t i l h e r t e " ) 
b u t s p e c i a l p l e a d i n g i s s t i l l r e q u i r a d t o make the a l l i a n c e o f " p i t e a " 
w i t h reason seem n a t u r a l and n o t j u s t a c l e v e r paradox. T h i s i s a c h a l l e n g e 
t o which Langland r i s e s i n 3 Passus X U I I I . When he does so, s i g n i f i c a n t l y , 
i t i s n o t by d i s m i s s i n g t h e Old Law as senseless (a p o s s i b l e argument 
today b u t s u r e l y an u n i m a g i n a b l e one i n the f o u r t e e n t h c e n t u r y ) . I n s t e a d 
he makes an i n g e n i o u s use o f i t . C h r i s t e x p l a i n s : 

t h e Olde Lawe g r a u n t e t h 
That g i l o u r s be b i g i l s d and t h a t i s good reson 
Qentem pro dente a t oculum pro o c u l o 
Ergo s o u l e s h a l s o u l e q u y t a and synne t o synne wende 
And a l t h a t man h a t h mysdo I man wole amende i t 
Piembre f o r membre by t h e Olde Lawe was amendes 
And l i f f o r l i f a l s o and by t h a t lawe I clayme 
Adam and a l h i s i s s u e a t my w i l l e h e r a f t e r 
And t h a t d e eth i n ham f o r d i d e my daeth s h a l r e l e v e 
And br.the quyke and q u y t e t h a t queynt was t h o r u g h synna 
And t h a t grace g i l a d a s t r u y e good f e i t h i t a s k e t h 
So l e v e i t noght L u c i f e r a y e i n the lawe I feccha hem 
But by r i g h t and by reson raunsone here my l i g e s 
Non v e n i s o l v e r e legem s e t a d i m o l e r e 

(3 X U I I I 359-50a).'' 
So even t h i s t o u r da f o r c e i n a way t e s t i f i e s t o the n a t u r a l tendency 
of r eason t o s i d e w i t h j u s t i c e . To b r i n g reason t o bear a t a l l , Langland 
has t o argue t h a t what seems mercy i s r e a l l y j u s t i c e , which i s why 
( c o n s i d e r e d as t h e o l o g y and n o t as p o a t r y ) h i s t r e a t m e n t o f t h e Atonement 
i s u n s a t i s f a c t o r y ; i t comes c l o s e t o denying t h a t man ever m e r i t e d 
damnation i n t h e f i r s t p l a c e . But a l l l o g i c a l t r e a t m e n t s o f the 

2 
Atonement f a i l . 

The D e s t r u c t i o n o f Troy g i v e s us many examples o f "an eye f o r an eye" 
i n a c t i o n . A j e x makes t h a a p p r o p r i a t e comment when he addresses P a r i s , 
from whose arrow ha i s h i m s e l f d y i n g , b e f o r e s l a y i n g him: 

H i t i s reason'and r i g h t f o r 5 i Rsnke l o u e 
^ a t j^ou p a r t now w i t h pyne f r o |>i p r i s e Elan 
j e t i s cause o f ?is ca r e and t h i s c o l d angur 
And mony doghty ban dede o f Dukes & K n i g h t e s 

(10715-18).'^ 

1. I have r e s t o r e d t h e 3x r e a d i n g o f l i n e 343, 
2. I am making t h e g e n e r a l assumption t h a t "mercy", " p i t a s " and " r u t h e " are 

synonymous t e r m s . They would appear t o be i n t e r c h a n g e a b l e i n the passage 
fr o m 3 Passus XIX ( c f . 83, 92, 9 3 ) , and are o b v i o u s l y c l o s e l y r e l a t e d . 

3. References a r a t o George A. Panton and David Donaldson, ads.. The "Gest 
H y s t o r i a l e " o f t h e D e s t r u c t i o n of Tr o y , EET5, C.S. 35, 55 (London: 
O x f o r d U n i v e r s i t y Press, 1869, 1B7i:. 



55 

Ue m i g h t t r a n s l a t e the opening phrase as " i t i s j u s t " , or " i t i s f i t t i n g " , 
or " i t s t a n d s t o reason". T h i s l a s t e x p r e s s i o n i s a reminder t h a t we have 
no t w h o l l y emancipated o u r s e l v e s from the o l d a s s o c i a t i o n between reason 
and j u s t i c e . I n modern E n g l i s h " i t stands t o re a s o n " may w i t h equal 
ease b o l s t e r a p u r e l y r a t i o n a l s t a t e m e n t ( " I f you touch the pan you 
w i l l b u r n y o u r s e l f " ) or a judgment ( " I f you to u c h t h e pan you deserve 
t o b u r n y o u r s e l f " ) . T h i s i s a c l e a r case o f usage r e f l e c t i n g t he shape 
o f our t h o u g h t s . 

There a r e o t h e r passages i n t h i s poem t h a t show how i r r e s i s t i b l e t he 
p a i r i n g o f " r e a s o n " and " r i g h t " was t o a l l i t e r a t i v e p o e t s . I t i s t h u s , 
f o r example, t h a t Agamemnon o f f e r s h i s r e s i g n a t i o n : 

Syn h i t i s Reason & r i g h t >at renkes so mony 
Noght ay obaye t o on buerne ne h i s bone kepe 
{>at a r e so mony & m i g h t y a more o f a s t a t e 
Now i s tyme i n t h i s t r u o r any t o i l e r i s e 
To d i s c h a r g e me as c h e f t a i n & chaunge my l i f 
T hat have maintenede w i t h monhode mony ye r e p a s t 

(3935-40) 
(as t h i s i s p o l i t i c s , and "Syn h i t i s Reason & r i g h t " means l i t t l e more 
t h a n " s i n c e we are a l l agreed", we can see some c o n t i n u i t y between t h i s 
speech and t h o s e modern newspaper e d i t o r i a l s ) . L a t e r , the a u t h o r c h i d e s 
Homer f o r h i s p a r t i a l i t y towards A c h i l l e s : 

How be reason or r i g h t or r e w l e may |»ou preue 
To deme hym so doghty i n d e d i s o f armys 

(10315- 1 7 ) . 
I n P i e r s Plowman, t o o , we f i n d t h e a u t o m a t i c use o f t h i s a l l i t e r a t i v e 
p a i r i n g . The second verse o f Psalm 14 i s 

Qui i n g r e d i t u r s i n e macula a t o p e r a t u r j u s t i t i a m . 

Tho t h a t e n t r e n o f o c o l o u r and o f one w i l l a 
And han ywroght werkes w i t h r i g h t and w i t h reson 

(3 I I I 23S-39). 
I t would o b v i o u s l y be a m i s t a k e t o seek f o r much d i s t i n c t i o n between 
" r i g h t " and "r e a s o n " h e r e : t h e poet i s s i m p l y f i l l i n g up a l i n e . The 
same can be s a i d o f t h e i r reappearance i n a passage from the l a t e s t 
and most t e c h n i c a l v e r s i o n o f the soeech: 
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I'lede many tymes men j-^eueth b i f o r a |>e doynge 
And =at i s n o t h e r rs'soun ne r y h t a ne i n no rewme lawe 
That any man made t o k e b u t ha h i t myhte dasarua 

(C I I I 292-94). 
I do n o t f i n d t h i s t h e most c o n v i n c i n g of Conscience's c r i t i c i s m s o f 

Fieed. Even i f t h e v a l i d i t y o f h i s a t t a c k on advance payment i s g r a n t e d , 

which i s d o u b t f u l , i t s r e l e v a n c e i s s u s p e c t ; need i s a s l i p p e r y c o n c e p t , 

b u t I cannot b e l i e v e t h a t Conscience i s g e t t i n g t o the h e a r t o f t h e m a t t e r 

when he makes i t a q u e s t i o n o f t i m i n g . I n f a c t t h i s l i n e o f argument 

soon l o s e s i t s way i n a crowd o f e x c e p t i o n s and q u a l i f i c a t i o n s so numerous 

as t o make us doubt whether t h e r e i s a n y t h i n g l e f t o f tha o r i g i n a l 

p r o p o s i t i o n ( 3 1 4 - 3 1 ) ; a f i t t i n g and f o r a c o n t e n t i o n t h a t depends upon 

th e undefended c o n t r a d i c t i o n t h a t one ought n o t t o pay f o r work t h a t 

m i g h t never be dona (302-03) b u t ought t o work f o r a wage t h a t might 

never be p a i d ( 2 9 5 - 9 7 ) . 

I am n o t commending t h i s as a good way of r e a d i n g Langland i n g e n e r a l ; 
t o t h i n k o n l y o f how we would shout him down i f anyone were so f o o l i s h 
as t o say t n a same t h i n g t o day i s t h e e a s i e s t and l e a s t r e w a r d i n g 
approach t o any m e d i e v a l t e x t . But i t i s w o r t h s t e p p i n g o u t s i d e the 
f o u r t e e n t h c e n t u r y f o r a moment, and r e f l e c t i n g t h a t i n t h i s case t h e 
c o n t e n t i o n p r a i s e d as r e a s o n a b l e and r i g h t i s i n f a c t n e i t h e r ; i t s o n l y 
d e f e n d e r i s t r a d i t i o n (hence Conscience's appeal t o tha laws o f a l l 
r a a l m s ) . The word " r e a s o n " may ba a c o n v e n i e n t s u b s t i t u t e f o r r e a s o n i n g , 
and t h a t i s how i t i s used h e r e ; t h e p o i n t i s w o r t h making i n the 
p r e s e n t c o n t e x t because, a l t h o u g h "reason" s t i l l has t h i s use to d a y , 
i t s power as a r h e t o r i c a l i n s t r u m e n t i s c l e a r l y enhanced i f i t c a r r i e s 
e x a l t e d c o n n o t a t i o n s o f m o r a l goodness and r e l i g i o u s o r t h o d o x y as w e l l 
as mera r a t i o n a l i t y . I t i s h a r d n o t t o be swayed by such a p o t e n t 
m i x t u r e . 

As I suggested a t t h e and o f t h e p r e v i o u s s e c t i o n , t h e r e i s another 
argument f o r r e a d i n g s l i g h t l y a g a i n s t t h e g r a i n h e r e , which does n o t 
a p p l y t o t h a passages t h a t I quoted from the D e s t r u c t i o n of Troy. Tnese 
l i n e s , l i k e those w i t h which I began t h i s s e c t i o n , are spoken by 
Conscienca, and t h a t i s more t h a n c o i n c i d e n c e . He i s n o t r s a l l y an 
i n d i v i d u a l i z e d c h a r a c t e r , b u t t h e r e i s a c o n s i s t e n c y i n h i s v i e w p o i n t . 
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one a s p e c t of w h i c h i s h i s u n t r o u b l e d assumption t h a t reason and r i g h t 
go t o g e t h e r . I would n o t wish t o argue t h a t Langland does n o t mean 
what Conscience says, b u t t h e c o r r e l a t i o n between a p a r t i c u l a r speaker 
and t h e most o v e r t e x p r e s s i o n s o f a p a r t i c u l a r w o r l d v i e w does suggest 
t h a t t h e a u t h o r i s aware o f i t as_ a u o r l d v i e w , no m a t t e r how h i g h l y he 
may r e g a r d i t . I n o t h e r words Langland i s n o t always u s i n g Conscience's 
v i s i o n t o see w i t h ; sometimes i t i s i t s e l f t h e o b j e c t o f h i s s c r u t i n y , 
as i t i s t h e o b j e c t o f o u r s i n t h i s s e c t i o n . Langland too had t h e 
c a p a c i t y t o s t e p o u t s i d e o f f o u r t e e n t h - c e n t u r y t h o u g h t - f o r m s , a t l e a s t 
t h o s e e x e m p l i f i e d by Conscience. 

Conscience's e t h i c s are l e g a l i s t i c ; the p i c t u r e i s o f a man fenced 
around by a s e r i e s o f i n j u n c t i o n s . Bad men t r a n s g r e s s them; good men do 
n o t . I t sounds severe when Conscience p r e s e n t s i t t o us, b u t t h a t i s n o t 
i n e v i t a b l y t h e case. I t c o u l d be t a k e n t o i m p l y t h a t men are capable o f 
l i v i n g c a l m l y w i t h i n t h e f r o n t i e r s o f the moral law, as f o r the most p a r t 
t h e y keep w i t h i n t h e c i v i l l aw, and t h a t i f t h e y do so t h e law need n o t 
t r o u b l e them; so l o n g as what you do i s n o t p o s i t i v e l y wrong, you may do 
as you p l e a s e . 

That i s c e r t a i n l y t h e i n f e r e n c e t h a t Haukyn makes; i t i s presupposed i n 
t h e q u e s t i o n he asks P a t i e n c e : 

W h e i t h e r p a c i e n t e p o v e r t e quod Kaukyn be moore p l e s a u n t t o Dure 
D r i g h t e 

Than r i c h e s s e r i g h t f u l l i c h e wonne and r e s o n a b l y despended 
(B XIU 101-02). 

I n t h i s case " r i g h t f u l l i c h e " and " r e s o n a b l y " are n o t t o be taken as 
synonymous, a l t h o u g h t h e i r appearance t o g e t h e r i s s t i l l s i g n i f i c a n t . 

1 
" R i g h t f u l l i c h e " e v i d e n t l y means something l i k e " h o n e s t l y " ; t h a t i s t o 
say, t h e r i c h e s are gained w i t h o u t t r a n s g r e s s i o n o f the law. But laws 
t y p i c a l l y r e l a t e more t o how money i s coma by than t o how i t i s s p e n t , 
and " r e s o n a b l y " suggests e x p e n d i t u r e t h a t i s r e c o g n i z a b l y proper and 
moderate, n o t , f o r example, d i r e c t e d towards the " s y n f u l c o s t l e w e a r r a y 

2 
o f c l o t h i n g " t h a t Chaucer's Parson i s so b i t t e r a g a i n s t , b u t perhaps 
towards t h e adequate r e m u n e r a t i o n of poor c l e r k s ( n o t a random example. 
1. As i t i s r e n d e r e d i n Goodridge's t r a n s l a t i o n and Schmidt's g l o s s . 

2. CT I 412-31. 
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as w i l l appear s h o r t l y ) , Haukyn i n f a c t i m a g i n e s , l i k e the c o n f i d a n t 
young man i n [ l a t t h e w 19:16-22, t h a t i f our l i v e s a re l a w - a b i d i n g and 
do n o t f l o u t r e c e i v e d i d e a s o f p r o p r i e t y , n o t h i n g mora i s r e q u i r e d o f 
us. 3 u t P a t i e n c e , l i k e j e s u s i n t h e Gospel passage, denies t h a t t h e r e 
i s ever a p o i n t a t which we can t r u l y say t h a t God's c l a i m s upon us 
hava baen a d e q u a t e l y s a t i s f i e d . Desus responds: 

S i v i s p e r f e c t u s esse, vada, vande quae habes e t da p a u p e r i b u s , 
e t h a b e b i s thesaurum i n c a e l o ; a t v a n i , sequere me. 

([••latthew 19:21) 
The i m p l i c a t i o n i s t h a t we cannot i n f a c t r e s t s h o r t o f p e r f e c t i o n , 
a l t h o u g h p e r f e c t i o n i s a p p a r e n t l y u n a t t a i n a b l e ; t h e obedience t o one 
m o r a l i m p e r a t i v e o n l y i n d u c es new i m p e r a t i v e s t o p r e s e n t themselves t o 
us, e i t h e r t o be g r a p p l e d w i t h or t o be c o n s c i o u s l y d e f i e d . Hence 
P a t i e n c e r e p l i e s : 

I w i s t e nevere renk t h a t r i c h e was t h a t whan he rekana sholde 
yhan he drogh t o h i s deeth day t h a t he ne dredde hym soore 
And t h a t a t the rekenyng i n a r r a r a g e f e i r a t h e r than out of dette 

(B XIU 105-07). 
For P a t i e n c e t h e moral l i f e cannot be u n d e r s t o o d as a f i x e d s t a t e 
d e t e r m i n e d by i t s obedience t o a l i m i t e d number o f s t a b l e p r e c e p t s . 
I n s t e a d , i t i s a p r o c e s s ; i n t h e words o f t h a preacher quoted e a r l i e r , 
" I say j>at we s h a l l goyna, f o r here t o stonde i s t o vs i n p o s s i b l e " . 
But t h e c l o s e a s s o c i a t i o n between reason and m o r a l i t y tends t o evoke 
the s t a t i c p i c t u r e t h a t P a t i a n c e r e j e c t s . I t suggests a s e d u c t i v e 
a n a l o g y between t h e l i f e o f a good C h r i s t i a n , which obeys the p r e c e p t s 
of reason i n i t s e t h i c a l a s p e c t , and the immutable v a l i d i t y c f a 
s o l u t i o n i n mathematics t h a t obeys the p r e c e p t s o f reason i n i t s l o g i c a l 
a s p e c t . 

The dynamic view of v i r t u e p r e s e n t e d by Oesus and P a t i e n c e a l s o has a 
tendency t o c o n t r a d i c t the n o t i o n t h a t v i r t u e i s something moderate, a 
n o t i o n t h a t seem.s i n p r a c t i c e t o accompany the s t a t i c view ( m o d e r a t i o n 
was ona o f t h e i d e a s i n Haukyn's m i n d ) . Langland expresses t h i s c o n f l i c t 
when, e a r l i e r i n t h e poem, he quotes the Gospel passage we have been 
d i s c u s s i n c : 

1. See above, p. 54, 
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A l t h o u g h Salomon s e i d e as f o l k s eeth i n the B i b l e 
D i v i c i a s nec p a u p e r t a t e s &c 
Wiser t h a n Salomon was b e r e t h w i t n e s s e and t a u g h t e 
T h a t p a r f i t p o v e r t e was no possession t o have 
And l i f moost l i k y n g e t o God as Luc bereth uitnessa 
S i v i s o e r f a c t u s esse vade e t vende &c 

(3 XI 2S8-72a). 
P u r s u i n g t h e p o i n t , Langland'' a r r i v e s a t t h i s a p p a r e n t l y uncompromising 

p o s i t i o n : 

I f p r e e s t e s ueren wise t h a i wolde no s i l v e r t a k e 
For masses ne f o r matyns noght h i r mete o f u s u r e r e s 
Ne n e i t h e r k i r t e l ne c o t e t h e i g h t h e i f o r c o l d sholda deye 
And t h e i h i r d e v o i r a i d e as David s e i t h i n the Sauter 
l u d i c a ma Deus e t d i s c e r n e causam meam 
Spera i n Deo speketh o f p r e e s t e s t h a t have no spendyng s i l v e r 
T hat i f t h e i t r a v a i l l e t r u w e l i c h e and t r u s t e i n God almyghty 
Hem s h o l d e l a k k e no l i f l o d e n e y t h e r l y n n a n ne w o l l e n 

( a XI 281-87). 
3ut here Langland seems on the p o i n t o f c o n t r a d i c t i n g h i m s e l f a m u s i n g l y , 
t h a t i s i f we t a k e t h e defence o f h i s l i f e i n t h e C t e x t as a u t o b i o g r a p h i c a l 
and s e r i o u s l y i n t e n d e d . I n t h a t passage U i l l sees n o t h i n g wrong i n 
a c c e p t i n g some s o r t o f payment. C l e r k s , he t h i n k s , s h o u l d 

synge masses or s i t t e n and w r y t e n 
Redon and resceyuen ^ t resoun ouhte t o spene 

(C I' 5 8 - 5 9 ) . 
I n f a c t t h e r e i s no a b s o l u t e c o n t r a d i c t i o n . F i r s t l y , i t i s e v i d e n t 
t h a t L a ngland has i n mind two r a t h e r d i f f e r e n t groups o f men; W i l l i s 
a c l e r k o f s o r t s , b u t n o t a p a r i s h p r i e s t . Secondly, "spene" i n the C 
passage does n o t n e c e s s a r i l y i m p l y f i n a n c i a l o u t l a y , and perhaps means 
no more t h a n t h e p r o v i s i o n o f f o o d , which i s a p p a r e n t l y a l l t h a t W i l l 
r e c e i v e s (C 1/ 4 3 - 5 2 ) . F i n a l l y , i t emerges t h a t i n t h e passage about 
p r i e s t s Langland i s n o t a t t a c k i n g payment as such b u t t h e acceptance, 
and no doubt t h e encouragement, o f g i f t s t h a t are over and above the 
s t i p e n d t h a t i s p r o v i d e d , or ought t o be p r o v i d e d , by the b i s h o p . The 
two p i c t u r e s a re t h e r e f o r e somewhat d i f f e r e n t : the one o f a poor c l e r k 
meekly a c c e p t i n g alms, the o t h e r o f an a c q u i s i t i v e p r i e s t . I t i s n o t so 
c l e a r t h a t t h e r e i s a s i g n i f i c a n t l o g i c a l d i s t i n c t i o n , and one may 
l e g i t i m a t e l y f e e l t h a t Langland i s u s i n g t h e more moderate and " r e a s o n a b l e " 

1. I t i s n o t c l e a r whether t h e s e c t i o n from which these l i n e s are taken 
i s t o 09 t h o u g h t o f as a u t h o r i a l comment or as spoken by one o f the 
c h a r a c t e r s , e.g. T r a j a n or Lewtee. 
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e t h i c when he wants t o defend the c o n t i n u a t i o n of cu r r e n t behaviour 
( f o r t h i s i s a " s t a t i c " v i e w ) , but he f i n d s the e x t r e m i s t , "dynamic" 
e t h i c a mors powerful and dramatic instrument when he i s advocating a 
change i n c u r r e n t behaviour. 

Mention of moderation i n an e t h i c a l context i s l i k e l y t o bri n g A r i s t o t l e 
t o mind. I n f a c t John Norton-Smith has shown t h a t , i f Chaucer had an 
adequate understanding of A r i s t o t l e ' s d o c t r i n e , he was about the only 
person i n the middle ages who d i d . S t r i c t l y speaking, A r i s t o t l e ' s use 
of the mean as a t o o l of e t h i c a l a nalysis does not imply t h a t v i r t u e i s 
anything s h o r t of p e r f e c t i o n : "from the po i n t of view of i t s essence and 
the d e f i n i t i o n of i t s r e a l n ature, v i r t u e i s a mean; but i n respect of 

2 

what i s r i g h t and best, i t i s an extreme". Furthermore, what i s good i s 
not defined by general laws, but i s dependent e n t i r e l y on s p e c i f i c 
circumstances: "every knowledgeable person avoids excess and d e f i c i e n c y , 
but looks f o r the mean and chooses i t - not the mean of the t h i n g , but 

3 
the mean r e l a t i v e t o us," A r i s t o t l e ' s mean i s not an easy t a r g e t to h i t . 
Ha quotes w i t h approval from an unknown author: 

4 
For men ara bad i n countless ways, but good i n only one. 

I n general, the f a c t t h a t A r i s t o t l e uses the concept of the "mean" as a 
way of analysing the essence of v i r t u e does not necessarily i n d i c a t e t h a t 
he has a p a r t i c u l a r v i s i o n of the good l i f e as, say, moderate, sober, 
r e s t r a i n e d or commonsensible. But the precise meaning of A r i s t o t l e ' s 
arguments, although c l e a r enough t o an Aquinas, are not of much 
s i g n i f i c a n c e t o us, Ockham, who seems t o have thought of himself as an 
expounder of the t r u e A r i s t o t l e , was i n t h i s respect more representative 

1. 3ohn Norton-Smith, Geoffrey Chaucer, Medieval Authors (London: 
Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1974), pp. 226-60. 

2. Ethics 1107a7. T r a n s l a t i o n s are from 3,A.K. Thomson, t r a n s , . The Ethics 
of A r i s t o t l e , r v s d , ed, by Hugh Tredennick (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1976), 

3. 1106b6. 
4. 1106b35, 
5. Cf. Summa Theoloqica I - I I q, 64 a r t s , 1-3, References are t o T. Gilby 

e t a l . , eds,, St Thomas Aquinas: Summa Theoloqiae, 61 v o l s . (London: 
Eyre and Spottiswoode, 1964-1980) ( I I , 50-55| h e r e a f t e r r e f e r r e d t o as 
the B l a c k f r i a r s edn.). 
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of medieval t h i n k e r s as a wholej he borrows A r i s t o t e l i a n notions such 
as the v i r t u e s or " r i g h t reason" ("for r i g h t reason i s included i n the 
d e f i n i t i o n of v i r t u e i n the second book of the E t h i c s " ) , but proposes 
a moral philosophy t h a t i s wholly d i f f e r e n t i n s p i r i t from t h a t of h i s 
master.^ This i s the s o r t of way i n which A r i s t o t l e i s used i n less 
t e c h n i c a l w r i t i n g s ; 

And He t h a t was kyng of Hauene, of eyr, of erthsy of see, and of 
a l l e thinges t h a t ben conteyned i n hem, wolde a l l e only be cleped 
kyng of t h a t lond whan he seyde, Rex sum ludeorum, t h a t i s t o 
seyne, I am kyng of lewes. And t h a t lond He chees before a l l e 
other londes as the beste and most w o r t h i lond and the most 
vertuouse lond of a l i a the w o r l d , f o r i t i s the herte and the 
myddes of a l l the w o r l d j wytnessynge the philosophere t h a t seyth 
thus, V/irtus rerum i n medio c o n s i s t i t , t h a t i s t o seye, The vertue 
of thinges i s i n the myddes.2 

Derusalera, of course, i s s i t u a t e d a t the centre of medieval mappae 
mundi. I t i s t h i s kind of idea, not p r e c i s e l y s p e c i f i e d and thus very 
widely a p p l i c a b l e , t h a t concerns us: "the best i s i n the middle". 

Uhen i t i s q u a n t i t y and not p o s i t i o n t h a t i s a t issue, t h i s i s transmuted 
i n t o "not too much not too l i t t l e " , which i s e v i d e n t l y what the Water 
M i l l e r means by "reasonable" i n these l i n e s from the sixteenth-century 

1. Quaestiones Variae, no. 7,, formerly r e f e r r e d t o as Commentary on the 
Sentences I I I q. 12, a f t e r the Lyon e d i t i o n of 1494-1496, Hy references 
are t o Gedeon G^l e t a l , , ads,, G u i l l e l m i de Qckham Opera Philosophica 
e t Theoloqica, Editiones I n s t i t u t i F r a n c i s c a n i , 15 v o l s , ( S t , Bonaventure, 
N.Y.: S t . Bonaventure U n i v e r s i t y , 1967-1984) (Opera Tneologica V I I , p. 
362). Gckham seems t o be r e f e r r i n g t o Ethics 1107a1, On " r i g h t reason" 
i n Ockham see Frederick Copleston, A H i s t o r y of Philosophy, Volume I I I 
("Ockham t o Suarez") (London: Burns Oates and Washbourne, 1953), pp, 
105-09, from which I quotej and Danet Coleman, English L i t e r a t u r e i n 
H i s t o r y 1350-1400; Medieval Readers and W r i t e r s (London; Hutchinson. 
1981), pp, 245-47, where she argues t h a t the notion i s relevant t o 
Langland's Reason, 

2. n,C. Seymour, ed,, Wandeville's Travels (London; Oxford U n i v e r s i t y 
Press, 1967), p, 1, Compare C,S, Lewis' remarks on the " p h i l o s o p h i c a l l y 
h u m i l i a t i n g " c o n t r i b u t i o n s of Plato and A r i s t o t l e t o the medieval model 
i n The Discarded Image; An I n t r o d u c t i o n t o Medieval and Renaissance 
L i t e r a t u r e (Cambridge; Cambridge U n i v e r s i t y Press, 1964). p, 19. 
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author 3ohn Heywood's i n t e r l u d e , the Play of the Wethers 

I f rayne come reasonable as I requyre y t 
Wa sholde of your uyndemylles haus nede no whyt 

(708-09),'' 
Holy Church makes a s i m i l a r use of "reson" heras 

And drynke uhan thow d r i e s t ac do noght out of reson 
That thou uiorthe the uers uhan thou uerche sholdest 
Fissure i s medicine though thou muchel yerne 

(B I 25-26, 35). 
But i t i s also possible t o d i s t i n g u i s h another kind of moderation here, 
f o r uhich the uord " s o b r i e t y " i n e v i t a b l y suggests i t s e l f . I t i s easiest 
t o i l l u s t r a t e by i t s opposite, uhich i n t h i s case i s t y p i f i e d by Lot's 
r e l a t i o n s w i t h h i s daughters (27-33), This i s drunken behaviour; i t also 
f a l l s i n t o a l a r g e r class of behaviour t h a t i s insane, u i l d and u i t h o u t 
r e s t r a i n t , a t t r i b u t e s of the bad l i f e t h a t ue can f i n d as e a r l y as St 
Paul, or St Augustine, uho connects them u i t h heterodoxy, the "deadly 
madness of i m p i e t y " . I n the A t e x t Langland t e l l s us t h a t drunkards 
are "uantoun & u i l d a ui>outB any resoun", and "ben braynuood as b e s t i s " , 
"Thanne", he continues, "ha|> ^e pouk pouer s i r e princeps huius mundi 

1o References are t o Peter Happe, ed,, Tudor I n t e r l u d e s (Harmondsuorth: 
Penguin, 1972) ( p . 163), 

2, De C i v i t a t e Dei XI 4. References are t o B. Dorabart and A, Kalb, eds,, 
S a n c t i A u r e l i i A u q u s t i n i ; De C i v i t a t e Dei, Corpus Christianorum, 
s e r i e s l a t i n a , XLVII-XLVIII (Turnhout: Brepols, 1955) ( X L U I I I , 504-505). 
T r a n s l a t i o n s are taken from Henry Bettenson, t r a n s , , Augustine; 
Concerning the C i t y of God against the Pagans (Harmondsuorth: Penguin, 
1972) ( p . 432). 
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Ouer such maner of man mi^t i n here s o u l i s " (A X 55-63), So, i n the 
e a r l i e r passage about Lot, we read t h a t he "Dide by hise doughtres 
t h a t the devel l i k e d " (B I 28). Malory, u i t h o u t the same depth of moral 
d i s a p p r o v a l , speaks of the overexcited Sir Gareth i n s i m i l a r terms; 
"And the more he loked on her, the more he brenned i n l o v e , t h a t ha passed 
hymself f a r r e i n h i s reson,"'' The s p a t i a l analogy suggested by t h i s 
expression, and s t i l l c u r r e n t i n such modern ones as "keeping t o the 
s t r a i g h t and narrow" or "being l e d a s t r a y " , i s a l l but i r r e s i s t i b l e ; 
and the most powerful of a l l images of t h i s kind of immoderation i s i n 
f a c t a journey i n space, the "mad f l i g h t " of Ulysses beyond the bounds 

2 
set by Hercules. I t i s , i r o n i c a l l y , a journey t h a t Ulysses commends to 
h i s men on the f o l l o w i n g grounds: 

1. Eugene Vinaver, ed., Halory; Uorks, 2nd ed. (London: Oxford U n i v e r s i t y 
Press, 1971), p. 204, 11. 23-24, See p, 341, 1, 41, f o r another 
example of f l a l o r y ' s moral n e u t r a l i t y , Morgan l e Fay i s a bad character, 
but "she made grete sorow oute of reson" merely means t h a t she grieved 
b i t t e r l y , j u s t as anyone else would do i n the same circumstances, 

2, I n f e r n o XXUI 90-142. References are t o Natalino Sapegno, ed., Dante 
A l i g h i e r i : La Divina Commedia, 2nd ed., 3 v o l s , (Florence: "La Nuova 
I t a l i a " E d i t r i c e , 1968) ( I , 292-95), Dante's i n n o v a t i v e extension of 
the Ulysses s t o r y i s a v a r i a n t on the myth of the Tower of Babel 
(Genesis 11:1-9), The designs of Nimrod and h i s f o l l o w e r s were "a 
f o l a c o n s e i l " according t o the Cursor Mundi (2219), an act of arrogant 
i m p i e t y according t o Augustine, who r a t i o n a l i z e s tha s t o r y by presuming 
t h a t t h e i r d e l i b e r a t e aim was t o challenge God (Pe C i v i t a t e Dei XUI 4 ) , 
I n any case the desire t o b u i l d a tower t o the sky i s another graphic 
image, i n s p a t i a l terms, of the transgression of imposed l i m i t s . 
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f a t t i non f o s t a a u i u e r coma b r u t i , 
ma par s a g u i r v i r t u t a a conoscenza. 

( I n f e r n o XXUI 119-20) 
3ut i t appears t h a t Ulysses l a c k s the " r e a s o n a b l e " sense o f v i r t u e and 
knouledge as r s s t r a i n e d by l i m i t s beyond which one s h o u l d n o t pass. He 
has t h i s much i n common w i t h Desus and P a t i e n c e , as d i s c u s s e d e a r l i e r : 
h i s v i s i o n i s a dynamic one, e x p r e s s i n g i t s e l f i n an a c t i o n as q u i x o t i c 
i n i t s own way as those t h a t Jesus suggests t o the young man. 

Ua have e n c o u n t e r e d b e a s t s t w i c e i n t h e p r e c e d i n g p a r a g r a p h . For Wit i n 
A Passus X t h e y t y p i f y f o l l y ; U l y s ses, on t h a o t h e r hand, presumably 
a l l u d e s t o t h e i r u n e n t e r p r i s i n g c o n f o r m i t y t o h a b i t . Elsewhere i n P i e r s 
t h e s e somewhat c o n t r a d i c t o r y ways o f i n t e r p r e t i n g t h e behaviour o f 
a n i m a l s a r e d u p l i c a t e d , e x c e p t t h a t h J i l l admiras what Ulyssas d s s p i s e s . 
He o b s e r v e s t h s i r o r d e r e d , r e p e t i t i v e , temperate ways of l i f e : 

Reson I s s i g h s o o t h l y sewsn a i l e beastas 
I n e t y n g e i n drynkynga and i n engandrynge o f kynde 
And a f t e r c o u r s o f concepcion noon took kepe of oother 
As whan t h a i hadde ryde i n r o t e y tyms a n o o n r i g h t t h e r a f t e r 
r i a l e s drowen hem t o males amornynge by hamsalve 
And f a m e l l e s t o f e m e l l e s f e r d e d and orows 

(3 XI 334-39). 
T h i s n a t u r a l m o d e r a t i o n i s i n s t a r k c o n t r a s t t o man's b e h a v i o u r : 

Y se ncn so o f t e s o r f e t e n s o t h l y so mankynde 
I n mete o u t o f mesure and mony tymas i n drynke 
I n wommen i n wedes and i n wordes bothe 
They ouerdoen h i t day and n y h t a and so d o t h n a t o^ar bestes 
They r a u l a ham a l by resoun ac renkes f u l fewe 

(C X I I I 185-90). 
But Anima b a t r a y s a q u i t e d i f f e r e n t view: 

Hethen i s t o mana a f t e r heeth and u n t i l e d e r t h e 
As i n w i l d e w i l d e r n e s s e wexeth w i l d a baastes 
Rude and u n r e s o n a b l e rennynge w i t h o u t e n keperes 

(3 Xy 457-59). 
Tha complex r e l a t i o n s h i p o f reason and n a t u r e does n o t concern us h e r a . 
'Jhat i s r e l e v a n t i s t h e c o n c e p t i o n of reason t h a t I J i l l and Anima s h a r e , 
i n s p i t e o f t h e i r d isagraement about a n i m a l s . For Anima, unreasonableness 
i s e x p r e s s e d by a f r e n z y o f u n d i r e c t e d movements; f o r y i l l , reasonableness 
i s e x p r e s s e d by a s e r e n e , o r d e r e d p r o c e s s i o n , above a l l a slow one. 
His v i s i o n a p p a r e n t l y t a k e s i n a l l tha seasons a t once, and ha focusses 
n o t on t h e i n d i v i d u a l r u n n i n g s and jumpings o f beasts b u t on the 
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g r a d u a l r a g r o u p i n g s of uihole p o p u l a t i o n s ( c f . 8 X I 338-39). I t i s a l s o 
an e > x e e d i n D l y q u i s t p i c t u r e , one of the few Middle English 
d e s c r i p t i o n s o f n a t u r e t o make no r e f e r e n c e t o the s i n g i n g o f b i r d s . 
T h i s p e a c e f u l n e s s c o n s t i t u t e s a r e p r o o f t o the immoderate speech o f men 
(C X I I I 1 8 8 ) ; a r a t h e r u n f a i r one, s i n c e beasts cannot speak. 

T h i s b r i n g s us t o a f i n a l , p s y c h o l o g i c a l m a n i f e s t a t i o n o f the moderate, 
namely t h e calm a t t i t u d e o f a mind unswayed by e m o t i o n a l t u m u l t . Hay, i n 
th e Merchant's T a l e , uses t h e word " r e s o u n " i n t h i s c o n nexion: 

And she answerede s i r e what e y l e t h yow 
Have pacience and resoun i n youre mynde 

(CT E 2358-59). 
T h i s momentary a d o p t i o n o f t h a s t y l e o f Dame Prudence i s o f course used 
as t h e p r e l u d e t o a monstrous d e c e i t , and i t i s f o r s i m i l a r t a c t i c a l 
reasons t h a t t h e Wife o f Bath pays t h i s compliment t o one of her f i r s t 
t h r e e husbands, t h e ones t h a t were o l d and r i c h : 

Don of us two moste bowen d o u t e l e e s 
And s i t h a man i s moore r e s o n a b l e 
Than womman i s ye moste been s u f f r a b l e 

(CT D 440-42). 
" S k i l l e " , which so o f t e n shadows " r e a s o n " , can a l s o be used t o s i g n i f y 
an u n r u f f l e d a t t i t u d e . One o f t h e a t t r i b u t e s o f th e man who eats the 
seed o f S p i r i t u s Temperancie i s 

We s h o l d e no s c o r n a r e o u t o f s k i l e hym brynge 
(3 XIX 2S6). 

The a s s o c i a t i o n between reason and good temper i s o b v i o u s l y not 
a r b i t r a r y ; i t i s a me d i e v a l t r u i s m , and almost a modern one, t h a t we 
are most l i k e l y t o be r a t i o n a l when we are u n a f f e c t e d by p o w e r f u l 
f e e l i n g s . T h i s i s one p o i n t where t h a spheres o f reason and v i r t u e 
n a t u r a l l y t o u c h . Thanks i n l a r g e p a r t t o the r e g r e t t a b l e i n f l u e n c e o f 
S t o i c i s m , m e d i s u a l m o r a l i s t s had a s i m i l a r a n t i p a t h y t o emotion. L i k e 
Rarcus A u r e l i u s , t h e y t h o u g h t a t once o f mean emotions - anger, 
c o n c u p i s c e n c e , envy, v i o l e n c e — n o t the generous emotions o f p i t y , 
k i n d n e s s , or h a t r e d of i n j u s t i c e . Such passions d i d o f course e x i s t , 
and were approved, b u t t h e y were n o t u s u a l l y c a l l e d p a s s i o n s . They 
would be c a t e g o r i z e d under the c o o l headings of t h e C a r d i n a l U i r t u e s ; 
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j u s t i c e . F o r t i t u d e , Temperance, Prudence. I t i s the Sins t h a t hava the 
p a s s i o n a t a - s o u n d i n g names; U r a t h or A v a r i c e , f o r example. G l u t t o n y 
and S l o t h ara immoderate i n t h e more obvious sense o f r e f e r r i n g t o 
e x c e s s i v e i n d u l g e n c e i n a c t i v i t i e s t h a t are otherwise blameless.'' 

I n i t s v a r i o u s f o r m s , t h e r e f o r e , m o d e r a t i o n i s t o be commended on moral 
grounds. But m o d e r a t i o n i s a l s o d e s i r a b l e f o r o t h e r reasons. I f i t 
means c o n f o r m i t y t o normal b e h a v i o u r , i t i n c r e a s e s our chances o f b e i n g 
a c c e p t e d by s o c i e t y and l e s s e n s those of being r i d i c u l e d or c a s t o u t . 
A l s o , m o d e r a t i o n i s o f t e n common sense, i f we v a l u e h e a l t h or f i n a n c i a l 
s e c u r i t y . Holy Church's o b s a r v a t i o n t h a t b e i n g drunk w i l l a f f e c t your 
work i s one t h a t cannot be l i g h t l y d i s r e g a r d e d even by those who do n o t 
care about t h e i r d u t y t o s o c i e t y . I t may be d i f f i c u l t , t h e r e f o r e , t o 
decide whether t h e r e a s o n a b l e n e s s of an a c t i o n i s meant t o i n d i c a t e 
c o n f o r m i t y w i t h v i r t u e , c o n v e n t i o n , or s e l f - i n t e r e s t . Even whan we can 
30 d e c i d e , t h e f a c t t h a t t h e same word i s b e i n g used i n a l l these 
connexions suggests t h a t d i f f e r e n t i a t i o n between them was n o t an 
a u t o m a t i c p r o c e s s . 

To some e x t e n t t h e same b r e a d t h o f r e f e r e n c e can be d i s c a r n e d i n modern 
usage, as C.5. Lewis p o i n t s o u t : " I t i s t r u e t h a t we s t i l l have i n our 
modern use o f ' r e a s o n a b l e ' a s u r v i v a l o f t h e o l d sense ( i . e . t he e t h i c a l 
s e n s e ) , f o r when we c o m p l a i n t h a t a s e l f i s h man i s unreasonable we do 
n o t mean t h a t he i s g u i l t y o f a non s e q u i t u r or an u n d i s t r i b u t e d m i d d l e , " 
But, he goes on t o say, t h i s s u r v i v a l " i s f a r t o o humdrum and j e j u n e t o 

2 
r e c a l l much o f t h a o l d a s s o c i a t i o n , " ivo doubt t h a t i s t r u e i f we compare 
i t w i t h t h e Reason o f t h e p o e t s t h a t Lewis d i s i n t e r s so s p l e n d i d l y ; b u t 
many of the appearances o f " r e a s o n " w i t h which t h i s c h a p t e r d e a l s are 
themselves f a i r l y humdrum. I-je v e r t h a l e s s , t h e r e i s a d i f f e r e n c e even a t 
the mora mundane l a v e l ; i t i s n o t s i m p l y tha case t h a t the summit has 
been erode d . 

1. These crude d e f i n i t i o n s a re o f course f r e q u e n t l y e l a b o r a t e d by e x t e n s i o n 
and a n a l o g y , or r e f i n e d by m e d i t a t i n g upon t h a p s y c h o l o g i c a l s t a t e o f 
one whose b e h a v i o u r t y p i c a l l y m a n i f e s t s i t s e l f i n e a t i n g or s l e e p i n g 
to o much. P u r g a t o r i o and t h e Parson's T a l e , i n t h e i r d i f f e r e n t ways, 
p r o v i d e s u b s t a n t i a l examples o f t h i s k i n d o f development; and see 
a l s o t h e d i s c u s s i o n o f Envy i n the p r e v i o u s c h a p t e r (pp. 42-43), 

2. L e w i s , The D i s c a r d e d Image, p. 151. 
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For example: 

The tyme cam t h a t resoun was t o r y s e ... 
(CT E 1758). 

I s t h i s an a p p e a l t o c o n v e n t i o n a l s t a n d a r d s , or t o pragmatism, or even 
t o m o r a l v a l u e s ? The l a t t e r i s c e r t a i n l y p o s s i b l e ; t h e Parson c o n s i d e r s 
t h e q u e s t i o n o f l i n g e r i n g ouer meals, s p e c i f i c a l l y i n connexion w i t h 
f a s t i n g , b u t he s u r e l y i m p l i e s t h a t b o t h t h e l e n g t h and t i m i n g o f meals 
( " r e s o n a b l e hours f o r t o e t e " ) are m a t t e r s t h a t ought t o be taken 
s e r i o u s l y i n every season.'' 

The speaker i s t h e Merchant, and t h e scene i s January's w e d d i n g - f e a s t , 
w h i c h , l i k e t h e ceremony i t s e l f , i s very p r o p e r , a l t h o u g h t h e un i o n i t 
s e a l s i s a c t u a l l y ( i f n o t t e c h n i c a l l y ) v e r y i m p r o p e r — "For we han l e v a 
t o p l e y e us by t h e lawe." The whole passage r e f l e c t s January's d e s i r e 
t o b e l i e v e h i m s e l f a c t i n g i n accordance w i t h r e a son; h i s s u s c e p t i b i l i t y 
t o t h a magic word i s e x p l o i t e d l a t e r by Nay, as we have seen, and no 
doubt D u s t i n u s ' assurance ( a l t h o u g h s a r c a s t i c a l l y i n t e n d e d ) t h a t January 
need be i n no f e a r o f h i s s a l v a t i o n 

So t h a t ye use as s k i l e i s and reson 
The l u s t e s o f youre wyf a t t e m p r e l y 

(CT E 1678-79) 

speaks s t r a i g h t t o h i s h e a r t . 

The H e r c h a n t , on t h e c o n t r a r y , i s d i s g u s t e d by t h e e v e n t , as we a r e , b u t 
he has a s u s p i c i o u s tendency t o adopt the h e a r t y p a r t i c i p a t o r y stance 
t r a d i t i o n a l t o m e d i e v a l n a r r a t o r s , o n l y o c c a s i o n a l l y i n t e r r u p t e d by a 
sharp w i t h d r a w a l o f c o n s e n t ; r a t h e r as i f he en j o y e d r e v o l t i n g h i m s e l f . 
The l i n e t h a t we are examining comes from one o f h i s moments o f empathy; 
e i t h e r w i t h t h e gue s t s themselves or w i t h January, who i s eager t o get the 
f o r m a l b u s i n e s s over and i s d o i n g a l l he can t o i m p l a n t " i n s u b t i l wyss" 
t h e r e f l e c t i o n t h a t i t might n o t be a bad i d e a t o move on t o the next 
s t a g e i n t h e p r o c e e d i n g s . 

T h i s r e f l e c t i o n i s one t h a t i s j u s t as l i k e l y t o occur t o modern 
d i n n e r - g u e s t s as t o m e d i e v a l ones, and would v e r y n a t u r a l l y be expressed 

1. CT I 1051. 
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i n t h e words I have used. F u r t h e r m o r e , the modern guest might be as 
no n p l u s s e d as t h e m e d i e v a l one i f asked t o s p e c i f y t h e s t a n d a r d by 
which r i s i n g from the t a b l e was judged t o be " n o t a bad i d e a " . I n the 
end he m i g h t r e p l y t h a t ha was o n l y r e s p o n d i n g t o e a r l y s i g n s c f 
r e s t l e s s n e s s whether cbserved i n n i m s e l f c r i n f e r r e d from the 
b e h a v i o u r o f o t h e r s . He would h a r d l y expect t o oa p i c k e d up on t n i s 
p o i n t . 3 u t i f someone today were t o announce t h a t " i t would be reasonable 
t o l e a v e the t a b l e now", the q u e s t i o n o f why i t would be reasonable 
would i n s t a n t l y occur t o everyone p r e s e n t . I t i s n o t a t a l l a n a t u r a l 
i d i o m , a l t h o u g h i t c o u l d perhaps be e x p l a i n e d . Are we, f o r example, i n 
a crowded r e s t a u r a n t where o t h e r people are w a i t i n g t o dine? The word 
" r e a s o n a b l e " , i n f a c t , r e f e r s us t o something t h a t we ought t o do, as a 
mo r a l d u t y , or had b e t t e r do, as a m a t t e r o f expediency. There i s , i n d e e d , 
a n o t h e r k i n d o f s e t t i n g f o r the sentence: the speaker and h i s companions 
have been i m p a t i e n t t o l e a v e f o r some t i m e p a s t b u t have been p r e v e n t e d 
f r o m d o i n g so (perhaps i t would n o t have been good manners). Wow, i t i s 
s u g g e s t e d , t h e y a re a t l a s t f r e e t o l e a v e ; t h a t would no l o n g e r be 
" u n r e a s o n a b l e " . I n t h e f i r s t o f these two s c e n a r i o s , " r e a s o n a b l e " has a 
c o m p u l s i v e f o r c e , w h i l e i n the second i t has a p e r m i s s i v e f o r c e ; i n b o t h , 
however, t h e s t a t e m e n t i s about i n f l u e n c e s on our conduct t h a t may c o n f l i c t 
w i t h our e m o t i o n s , e i t h e r b i n d i n g us or r e l e a s i n g us t o r i s e from t h a 
t a b l e . I t does n o t mean merely t h a t we want t o , a l t h o u g h t o obey the 
p r o m p t i n g s o f d e s i r e i s , o t h e r t h i n g s b e i n g e q u a l , r e a s o n a b l e ; t h a t , 
q u i t e l i t e r a l l y , goes w i t h o u t s a y i n g . 

The scene i n t h e Merchant's T a l e i s d i f f e r e n t f rom e i t h e r of the two I 
have o u t l i n e d . The guests a re n o t i m p a t i e n t t o d e p a r t ( i t i s January 
who i s i m p a t i e n t ) and they do n o t have a d u t y t o do so, n o t a t any r a t e 
one t h a t i s o b v i o u s t o us. ue must t r y , t h e r e f o r e , t o imagine a way o f 
c o n c e i v i n g t h e w o r l d t h a t c o u l d r e s u l t i n t h i s s l i g h t l y d i f f e r e n t way o f 
s p e a k i n g . I t would appear t o be e i t h e r t he case t h a t "reason" had an 
a d d i t i o n a l meaning i n n i d d l e E n g l i s h , so t h a t t o d e s c r i b e an a c t i o n as 
r e a s o n a b l e c o u l d s i m p l y mean t h a t we want t o do i t , or t h a t medieval 
people were c o n s c i o u s of c e r t a i n f a c t o r s , which we no l o n g e r r e c o g n i z e , 
d i c t a t i n g t h e p r o p e r d u r a t i o n o f a meal. E i t h e r t h e y used the word 
" r e a s o n " d i f f e r e n t l y , or t h e y t h o u g h t d i f f e r e n t l y . But usage and t h o u g h t 
r e f l e c t each o t h e r , as was not e d e a r l i e r , and t h e l i k e l i h o o d i s t h e r e f o r e 
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t h a t b o t h a r e s l i g h t l y d i f f e r e n t . I cannot i n f a c t imagine a w o r l d i n 
which t h e same word i s o f t e n used t o mean both "what we want t o do" and 
"what we don't want t o do, b u t had b e t t e r do". Nor can I imagine a w o r l d 
i n which t h e d i s a g r e e a b l e s p e c t r e o f Compulsion was c o m p l a i s a n t l y 
i n v i t e d t o dinner.- The t r u t h m.ust l i e somewhere i n between; t h a t i s , 
m e d i e v a l p e o p l e d i d f e e l some s o r t o f c o n t i n u i t y between, l e t us say, 
a t t e n d i n g c h u r c h and n o t i d l i n g over a f e a s t , b u t they must a l s o have 
f e l t t h e s e o b l i g a t i o n s as somewhat l e s s i n t o l e r a b l e t h an we are a p t t o 
i m a g i n e . Dur own sense o f t h e d i f f e r e n c e between what we are o b l i g e d t o 
do and what we want t o do i s , i t would seem, e x c e p t i o n a l l y a c u t e . 

I t may o f course be t h e case t h a t t h i s o t h e r w o r l d t h a t I f i n d a t 
January's w e d d i n g - f e a s t never e x i s t e d o u t s i d e o l d m a n u s c r i p t s ; i n o t h e r 
words, t h a t i t i s an i d e a l i z e d w o r l d , the l i t e r a r y c r e a t i o n o f w r i t e r s 
who, j u s t because t h e y were w r i t e r s , cannot i n any case be s a i d t o 
c o n s t i t u t e a r e p r e s e n t a t i v e c r o s s - s e c t i o n o f t h e i r s o c i e t y . The t h e o r y 
i s d i f f i c u l t t o argue a b o u t , s i n c e most o f our evidence f o r "what i t was 
r e a l l y l i k e " i s l i t e r a r y , and i f we deny ouselves the use of any o f i t 
(on t h e grounds t h a t t h i s would be begging the q u e s t i o n ) we do not have 
v e r y much t o d i s c u s s . N e v e r t h e l e s s t h e t h e o r y i s p r o b a b l y t r u e t o an 
e x t e n t ; t o p a i n t an i d e a l p i c t u r e as i f i t were n o t i d e a l , b u t merely 
t y p i c a l , i s a good way o f e n c o u r a g i n g r e a d e r s t o b r i n g t h s i r l i v e s i n t o 
l i n e w i t h what t h e y r e a d . T h i s i s indeed h a r d l y a r e l e v a n t s p e c u l a t i o n 
as r e g a r d s t h e Merchant's T a l e ; b u t perhaps even here t h e r e i s a c e r t a i n 
i d e a l i s t i c c o l o u r i n g p r e s e n t n o t because i n t e n d e d by a u t h o r or n a r r a t o r 
b u t because i t i s assumed t o be e n t a i l e d by the v e r y a c t o f s t o r y t e l l i n g , 
l i k e a c e r t a i n tone o f v o i c e or p h y s i c a l p o s t u r e . Undoubtedly t h i s 
ceremonious v i s i o n o f t e n c o n f l i c t e d w i t h f o u r t e e n t h - c e n t u r y r e a l i t i e s , 
as Langland shows us. riaybe i t never e x i s t e d ; i n which case t h i s c h a p t e r 
i s about a m e d i e v a l dream r a t h e r t han about o r d i n a r y medieval l i f e . The 
d i s t i n c t i o n i s c r i t i c a l f o r t h e h i s t o r i a n , b u t i t does not m a t t e r v e r y 
much f o r t h e s t u d e n t o f P i e r s Plowman, who i s concerned w i t h the shape 
o f i t s a u t h o r ' s t h o u g h t s and n o t d i r e c t l y w i t h t h e i r correspondence t o 
some p a s t g o l d e n age. I n g e n e r a l I s h a l l speak as i f t h a t golden age 
d i d e x i s t , n e t because I b e l i e v e i n i t b u t because i t i s e a s i e r t o say 
t h a t X was t r u e t h a n i t i s t o say t h a t some medieval t e x t p r e s e n t s us 
w i t h a v i s i o n o f X as t r u e which suggests a u t h o r i a l b e l i e f i n X h a v i n g 
once been t r u e a l t h o u g h I do n o t know i f i t ever was. S t r i c t l y s p e a k i n g , 
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however, i t i s t h e more c o n v o l u t e d statement t h a t 1 intend.'' 

The Fierchant's words, t h e n , suggest a c o n t i n u i t y between the most 
p r o f o u n d t r u t h s o f r e l i g i o n o r m o r a l i t y and t h e most t r i f l i n g m a t t e r s 
( t h i s b e i n g a modern judgment) o f s o c i a l c o n d u c t ; and we should add t h a t 
t h i s c o n t i n u u m a l s o i n c l u d e s r a t i o n a l t r u t h , t o which the modern use c f 
" r e a s o n " , a t l e a s t i n academic d i s c o u r s e , i s g e n e r a l l y r e s t r i c t e d . For 
us i t i s v i r t u a l l y a u t o m a t i c t o d i s t i n g u i s l i a t l e a s t f o u r s e p a r a t e k i n d s 
of e x c e l l e n c e here ( i t i s s i g n i f i c a n t l y d i f f i c u l t t o f i n d a term t h a t 
n a t u r a l l y a p p l i e s t o a l l f o u r ) : r e l i g i o u s o r t h o d o x y , moral u p r i g h t n e s s , 
good manners, and v a l i d i t y o f argument. We d i s c e r n a d i f f e r e n c e between 
t h e k i n d s o f t r u t h a v a i l a b l e , v a r y i n g from t h e p u r e l y r e l a t i v e ( i n the 
t h i r d c a s e ) t o t h e demonstrably u n a s s a i l a b l e ( i n t h e f o u r t h ) . Lack o f 
t h i s d i s c e r n m e n t has the e f f e c t , of co u r s e , o f d i s s i p a t i n g t h e s c e p t i c i s m 
a g a i n s t which m o r a l i s t s and preac h e r s o f t e n have t o contend t o d a y ; b u t i t 
can a l s o s u p p o r t s c e p t i c i s m about t h e c l a i m s o f t h e " p h i l o s o p h r e " . 

2 
i-la t h e m a t i c s , i n d e e d , was r e c o g n i z e d as h a v i n g a s p e c i a l l o g i c a l s t a t u s ; 
b u t t h e same was n o t p e r c e i v e d as a p p l y i n g t o n a t u r a l s c i e n c e s . I n 
g e n e r a l " o h i l o s o p h r e s " n e i t h e r sought nor expected t o a t t a i n a degrsa 
o f c o n v i c t i o n beyond t h a t aimed f o r by t h e i r c o n t a m p o r a r i e s i n what we 
what we would c o n s i d e r l e s s e x a c t d i s c i p l i n e s . 

The word " p r e v e " does n o t have t h e b i n d i n g f o r c e t h a t we are accustomed 
t o g i v e t o t h e word " p r o v e " . I n the mid d l e ages t o "prove" something 
o f t e n appears t o mean r e d u c i n g t h e audience t o s i l e n c e , as False-Semblant 
does i n t h e Fiamaunt o f t h e Rose: 

False-Semblant so p r o u e t h t h i s t hyng 
That he ( i . e . wicked-Tonge) canne none an s w e r i n g 

(7555-55).-^ 

1. Cf. Stephen T i e d c a l f , "On Reading Books from a H a l f - a l i e n C u l t u r e " , 
i n The C o n t e x t o f E n g l i s h L i t e r a t u r e : The L a t e r F i i d d l e Ages, ed. 
Stephen r i e d c a l f (London: [ l e t h u e n , 1981), pp. 1-55: "Us e a s i l y suppose 
t h a t , because some person or c u l t u r e i s f i r m l y persuaded t h a t a t h i n g 
i s o r ought t o be so, t h e r e f o r e i t was so. Yet an i d e a l i s o f t e n 
a s s e r t e d w i t h p a r t i c u l a r vehemence j u s t because i t i s not much f u l f i l l e d : 
t h a t i s , i t i s a s s e r t e d i n a compensatory s p i r i t " ( p . 2 8 ) . 

2. Cf. A l e x a n d e r H u r r a y , Reason and S o c i e t y i n the F'-iddls Ages, p. 204. 
3. References a re t o Ronald S u t h e r l a n d , The Romaunt o f the Rosa and Le 

Roman de l a Rose: A P a r a l l e l - T e x t E d i t i o n ( O x f o r d : B a s i l S l a c k w e l l , 
1967). 
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NO doubt False-Ssmblant i s p e r f e c t l y s a t i s f i e d by Uicked-Tonge's 
r e p l y : 

S i r i t maye wel be 
Semblant a good manne semen ye 

(7 6 5 9 - 7 0 ) . 
To us, however, " i t may w e l l be" seems an in a d e q u a t e assent t o a p r o o f ; 
we c o u l d n o t f e e l t h a t we had succeeded u n t i l we e x t o r t e d the admission 
t h a t " i t must be". But Falss-Semblant's argument i s , t o say the l e a s t o f 
i t , n o t a p r o o f i n t h e modern sense. Nor, i n the House o f Fame, i s the 
e a g l e ' s " p r o o f " t h a t Fame hears e v e r y t h i n g ; b u t i t i s , I t h i n k , i n t e n d e d 
t o be ove r w h e l m i n g , and I doubt whether t h i s speaker was s q u a l l y c o n t e n t 
w i t h Chaucer's response: 

A good p e r s u a s i o n 
Quod I h y t i s and l y k t o be 
Ryght so as thou h a s t preved me 

( 8 7 2 - 7 4 ) . 

A " p e r s u a s i o n " , t h e n , i s a l l t h a t t h i s i m p r e s s i v e d i s p l a y amounts t o . 
The e a g l e has p e r s i s t e n t l y commended i t t o us i n the most f o r t h r i g h t 
t e r m s : 

Oh y i s y i s 
Quod he t o me t h a t kan I preve 
Be reson w o r t h y f o r t o l e v e 
So t h a t t h o u yeve t h y n a d v e r t e n c e 
To understonde my sentence 

(705-10) 
Wow herkene wel f o r - u h y I u i l l e 
T e l l e n t h e a p r o p r e s k i l l s 
And a w o r t h y d e m o n s t r a c i o n 
I n myn ymaginacion 

(725-28)'' 

The word " w o r t h y " , which appears i n t h i s q u o t a t i o n and i n the one 
p r e c e d i n g i t , i s w o r t h p a u s i n g on. We, who have s p l i t up the medieval 
continuum i n t o d i s c r e t e r e g i o n s , have a l s o tended t o c o n f i n e w i t h i n 
t h e s e r e g i o n s words t h a t once ranged f r e e l y . I n modern E n g l i s h " w o r t h y " 
i s used ( a ) i n a s p o r t i n g c o n t e x t , as o f a "w o r t h y winner l a s t time o u t " 
or o f " w o r t h y o p p o s i t i o n " ; ( b ) when t r y i n g t o sound Dohnsonian, as when 
we wonder a l o u d i f something i s "worthy o f p e r u s a l " , "worthy o f our 
a t t e n t i o n " , " worthy o f b e i n g e x p l i c i t l y r e f u t e d " ; ( c ) t o d e s c r i b e someone 
or something as a c h i e v i n g a h i g h r e a d i n g on a moral s c a l e t h a t (we 
i m p l y ) i s a r c h a i c , u n r e a l i s t i c , i r r e l e v a n t or i n s e n s i t i v e . I n sum, i t 
r e f e r s t o moral ( o r q u a s i - m o r a l ) a p p r a i s a l o f human ( o r quasi-human 
i . e . e q u i n e ) f e a t s . I t would n o t be n a t u r a l f o r us t o apply i t , as 
Chaucer does, t o r a t i o n a l argument, f o r which we r e s e r v e such terms as 
"sound" or " v a l i d " , i n r e c o g n i t i o n of i t s independence from tne r e g i o n 
i n w hich p r a i s e or blame i s a p o r o p r i a t e l y a s c r i b e d . 



- 81 -

Ana wnoso s e y t h of t r o u t h e I uarya 
Bid hym proven the c o n t r a r y e 

( 5 0 7 - 0 8 ) . 

For a l l t h i s , however, he can e x p e c t no more t h a n p r o v i s i o n a l a s s e n t ; 
he m i g h t i n d e e d e x p e c t more t h a n Chaucer's r a t h e r u n e n t h u s i a s t i c 
s u r r e n d e r , b u t t h e most he can ask f o r i s b e l i e f ( c f . " l e v a " i n l i n e 
7 0 3 ) , w hich a d m i t s o f degrees, n o t the c e r t a i n t y t h a t we express as 
" s e e i n g " t h a t something i s t r u e . The l a c k o f any sense o f a b s o l u t e n e s s 
i n p r o o f i s b e t r a y e d by t h e form of the e a g l e ' s argument, l e a v i n g h i s 
audience a s i d e . Ue, who have t h a t sense, see l i t t l e p o i n t i n the 
m u l t i p l i c a t i o n o f arguments; i f an argument i s v a l i d , and the p r o o f 
e s t a b l i s h e d , a n y t h i n g more i s s u p e r f l u o u s . But t h e e a g l e , as i f d o u b t i n g 
t h e p o s s i b i l i t y o f t h a t k i n d o f argument ( b u t more p r o b a b l y never 
c o n s i d e r i n g i t ) , o f f e r s a d a z z l i n g v a r i e t y o f " s k i l l e s " — n o t so much 
f u l l y - f l e d g e d arguments as " p o i n t s " . E v e r y t h i n g draws toward i t s " p r o p r e 
mansyon", he says, f o r t i f y i n g t h e e d i f i c e he i s b u i l d i n g w i t h numerous 
examples and a u t h o r i t i e s : 

Loo t h i s sentence i s knowen k o u t h 
Cf e v e r y p n i l o s o p h r e s mouth 
As A r i s t o t l e and daun P l a t o n 
And o t h e r c l s r k y s many oon 

( 7 5 7 - 6 0 ) . 

T h i s makes f o r c o l o u r f u l p o e t r y , a " l i s t " i n the sense d e f i n e d i n t h e 
p r e v i o u s c h a p t e r ( p p . 20-21 ) ; b u t no amount o f t h i s k i n d o f a c c u m u l a t i o n 
c o u l d add up t o t h e k i n d o f p r o o f i n which geometers d e a l . Even a f t e r 
G e o f f r e y ' s s u b m i s s i o n , t h e e a g l e ' s l a c k o f a b s o l u t e s e c u r i t y p r e v e n t s 
him f r o m l e t t i n g t h e s u b j e c t go, A f u r t h e r p r o o f i s promised: 

e b od quod he and as I l e v a 
Thou s h a l t have y e t or h i t be eve 
Of e v e r y word of t h i s sentence 
A preve by e x p e r i e n c e 
And w i t h thyne eres heren wel 
Top and t a y l and a v e r y d e l 
That every word t h a t spoken ys 
Cometh i n t o Fames Hous ywys 
As I have seyd what w i l t t h o u more 

( 8 7 5 - 8 3 ) . 
I f t h i s were n o t a dream, t h e answer would o f course be " [ • j o t h i n g " . 3y 
e x p e r i e n c e G e o f f r e y can see t h a t the eagle's c o n t e n t i o n i s t r u e , n o t 
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m e t a p h o r i c a l l y b u t l i t e r a l l y . 3ut the p o s s i b i l i t y t h a t L i i = re iTi 

a n o t h e r k i n d of s e e i n g , as sure i n i t s own way as the s e n s i b l e v a r i e t y , 
i s n o t c o n s i d e r e d . 

T h i s o b s e r v a t i o n needs a l s o t o be borne i n mind i f we are t o understand 
Roger Bacon's defence o f e x p e r i m e n t a l s c i e n c e . I t i s necessary t o quote 
a t l e n g t h , 

... t h e r e are two modes o f a c q u i r i n g knowledge, namely, by 
r e a s o n i n g and e x p e r i e n c e . Reasoning draws a c o n c l u s i o n and makes 
us g r a n t t h e c o n c l u s i o n , b u t does n o t make the c o n c l u s i o n c e r t a i n , 
nor does i t remove doubt so t h a t t he mind may r e s t on the 
i n t u i t i o n o f t r u t h , u n l e s s the mind d i s c o v e r s i t by the path of 
e x p e r i e n c e ; s i n c e many have t h e arguments r e l a t i n g t o what can 
be known, b u t because t h e y l a c k e x p e r i e n c e t h e y n e g l e c t the 
arguments, and n e i t h e r a v o i d what i s h a r m f u l nor f o l l o w what i s 
good. For i f a man who has never seen f i r e s h o u l d prove by 
adequate r e a s o n i n g t h a t f i r e burns and i n j u r e s t h i n g s and d e s t r o y s 
them, h i s mind would n o t be s a t i s f i e d t h e r e b y , nor would ne a v o i d 
f i r e , u n t i l he p l a c e d h i s hand or some c o m b u s t i b l e substance i n 
the f i r s , so t h a t he mi g h t prove oy e x p e r i e n c e t h a t which 
r e a s o n i n g t a u g h t . But when he has had a c t u a l e x p e r i e n c e of 
combustion h i s mind i s made c e r t a i n and r e s t s i n the f u l l l i g h t 
o f t r u t h . T h e r e f o r e r e a s o n i n g does n o t s u f f i c e , but experience 
does, ' 

At f i r s t g l a n c e t h i s i s a s t r a n g e argument. I t i s s u r e l y f a l s e t o a s s e r t 
(as Bacon s u b s e q u e n t l y does) -that ue cannot w h o l e h e a r t e d l y c r e d i t a 
p r o o f i n geometry - say, t h a t a t r i a n g l e i n a s e m i c i r c l e i s r i g h t - a n g l e d 
u n t i l we have seen i t drawn o u t . On t h e c o n t r a r y , no m a t t e r how many 
t i m e s we c o n s t r u c t e d such t r i a n g l e s , t h i s would amount t o no more than 
s t e a d y c o n f i r m a t i o n o f t h e l i k e l i h o o d o f t h e i r b e i n g i n v a r i a b l y 
r i g h t — a n g l e d . Only when we grasp the p r o o f do we know beyond any doubt 
t h a t t h e y must be so. Indeed i t i s ob v i o u s t h a t no g e n e r a l t r u t h ( t h a t 
i s , one a p p l y i n g t o a l l the members o f an i n f i n i t e g roup) can ever ba 
known from t h e e x p e r i e n c e o f t h e senses, s i n c e i t i s i m p o s s i b l e t o 
examine e v e r y member o f the group. Bacon's v e n t u r e i n t o mathematics 
i s t h e r e f o r e i l l - j u d g e d , and h i s p r e c e d i n g example o f the f i r e i s p o o r l y 
e x p r e s s e d ; t h e a s s e r t i o n t h a t a man who has proved "by adequate 
r e a s o n i n o " t h a t f i r e i s d e s t r u c t i v e would n e v e r t h e l e s s n o t a v o i d c o n t a c t 

1, GDUS r'.ejus y i 1. T r a n s l a t i o n t a k e n from R, Burke, t r a n s . , The Oous 
r i a j u s o f Rooer Bacon, 2 v o l s , ( P h i l a d e l p h i a : U n i v e r s i t y of 
P e n n s y l v a n i a , 1923), 
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w i t h i t appears somewhat o f an o v e r s t a t e m e n t . H is p o i n t i s a good one, 
however, i f t h e k i n d o f r e a s o n i n g he has i n mind i s t h a t e x e m p l i f i e d 
by t h e e a g l e ' s l e c t u r e (and n o t t h a t e x e m . p l i f i e d by a p r o o f i n ge o m e t r y ) . 
Tnere a re a number o f i n d i c a t i o n s i n the quoted passage t h a t t h i s i s 
tn s case. Ue may n o t e , f o r example, t h a t t h e man who s u r r e n d e r s t o the 
argument i s a p p a r e n t l y c o m p e l l e d t o do so d e s p i t e h a v i n g r e s e r v a t i o n s ; 
he i s " p r e v e d " i n t h e sense, suggested e a r l i e r , o f b e i n g reduced t o 
s i l e n c e . ^ I t i s a l s o s i g n i f i c a n t t h a t Bacon speaks o f " h a v i n g the 
arguments r e l a t i n g t o what can be known", s u g g e s t i n g t h a t these arguments 
are n o t newly o r i g i n a t e d b u t c o n s t i t u t e a s o r t o f common t r e a s u r y t h a t 
has e x i s t e d f o r a l o n g tim.e; i n o t h e r words, t h e y come from a u t h o r i t y . 
S u b s e q u e n t l y Bacon s t r o n g l y c r i t i c i z e s r e l i a n c e on the stat e m e n t s o f 
p a s t w r i t e r s , and he g i v e s s e v e r a l examples o f r e c e i v e d o p i n i o n s t h a t 
have e i t h e r been m i s i n t e r p r e t e d or are f a l s e s i m i p l i c i t e r . I n g e n e r a l i t 
seems t h a t what Bacon c a l l s r e a s o n i n g , w i t h o u t q u a l i f i c a t i o n , i s what 
we s h o u l d d e s c r i b e as an abuse o f r e a s o n i n g , or a c r e d u l o u s s u b s t i t u t e 
f o r i t . 

Perhaps i t would be k i n d e r t o see i t as a c e l e b r a t i o n o f t r u t h a l r e a d y 
a g r e e d . C e r t a i n l y t h i s t y p e o f r e a s o n i n g c o u l d p l a y a p a r t i n 
f e s t i v i t i e s : 

On h o l y days t h e masters o f t h e s c h o o l s assemble t h e i r s c h o l a r s 
a t t h e churches whose f e a s t - d a y i t i s . The s c h o l a r s d i s p u t e , 
some i n d e m o n s t r a t i v e r h e t o r i c , o t h e r s i n d i a l e c t i c . Some " h u r t l e 
enthymemes," o t h e r s w i t h g r e a t e r s k i l l employ p e r f e c t s y l l o g i s m s . 
Some a r e e x e r c i s e d i n d i s p u t a t i o n f o r t h e purpose of d i s p l a y , 
w h i c h i s b u t a w r e s t l i n g bout o f w i t , b u t o t h e r s t h a t they may 
e s t a b l i s h t h e t r u t h f o r t h e sake o f p e r f e c t i o n . S o p h i s t s who 
produce f i c t i t i o u s arguments a re accounted happy i n the p r o f u s i o n 
and d eluge o f t h e i r words; o t h e r s seek t o t r i c k t h e i r opponents 
by t h e use o f f a l l a c i e s . Some o r a t o r s from t i m e t o time i n 
r h e t o r i c a l harangues seek t o c a r r y p e r s u a s i o n , t a k i n g p a i n s t o 
observe t h e p r e c e p t s o f t h e i r a r t and t o o m i t naught t h a t a p p e r t a i n s 
t h e r e t o . Boys o f d i f f e r e n t s c h o o l s s t r i v e one a o a i n s t a n o t h e r 

1. Cf. Adeimantus' c o m p l a i n t i n t h e R e p u b l i c : "Of course no one can deny 
what you have s a i d , S o c r a t e s . But whenever people hear you t a l k i n g l i k e 
t h i s ... they f e e l your arguments are l i k e a gams o f drau g h t s i n which 
t h e u n s k i l l e d p l a y e r i s always i n t h e end hemmed i n and l e f t w i t h o u t a 
move by t h e e x p e r t . L i k e him they f e e l hemmed i n and l e f t w i t h o u t a n y t h i n g 
t o say, though t h e y are n o t i n the l e a s t c o n v i n c e d by the c o n c l u s i o n 
reached i n tr;:: ^loves you have miade i n t h e game you p l a y w i t h words" 
( 4 S 7 b - c ) . T r a n s l a t i o n s are from Desmond Lee, t r a n s . . P l a t o ; The R e p u b l i c , 
2nd ed. ( h a r n o n d s w o r t h : '^'snguin, 197i^;). 
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i n v e r s e or contend c o n c e r n i n o the o r i n c i o l e s o f the a r t of 
grammar o r the r u l e s g o v e r n i n g t h e use o f p a s t or f u t u r e . 

I t sounds an e n j o y a b l e d i s p l a y , b u t one suspects t h a t new t r u t h s are as 
u n l i k e l y t o be e s t a b l i s h e d i n t h i s c o n t e x t as i n a modern d e b a t i n g 
s o c i e t y . 

To "prove by r e a s o n " , w h i l e i t may be a l e s s h i g h - s p i r i t e d a c t i v i t y than 
t h a t i n d u l g e d i n by these London c l e r k s , i s u s u a l l y j u s t as i n c o n c l u s i v e . 
Another o f Chaucer's b i r d s , t h e t e r c e l e t i n the Perlement o f Fowls, says 
b l u n t l y : 

F u l h a r d were i t t o preve by resoun 
Who l o v e t h b e s t t h i s g e n t i l f o r m a l heere 
For e v e r y c h h a t h swich r e p l i c a c i o u n 
That non by s k i l l e s may be b r o u g h t adoun 
I can n o t se t h a t argumsntes a v a y l e 

( 5 3 4 - 3 8 ) , 
Mere t h e s i t u a t i o n has a r i s e n where no one i s reduced t o s i l e n c e , so 
t h e r e i s no c o n c l u s i o n . Where s t r i c t d a m o n s t r a t i c n i s n o t a t t e m p t e d , i t 
i s always l i k e l y t h a t arguments w i l l rumble on i n t e r m i n a b l y , u n l e s s seme 
o t h e r k i n d o f a u t h o r i t y l e n d s w e i g h t t o one s i d e . 

I have a l r e a d y quoted from t h e debate o f the two m i l l e r s i n The Play o f 
Wether, Here t h e two opponents employ the f o r m a l manner and t e c h n i c a l 
terms o f c l e r k s t o argue f o r the s u p e r i o r i t y , or i n f e r i o r i t y , of water t o 
w i n d and w a t e r m i l l s t o w i n d m i l l s . T h i s debate i s o f f e r e d as p u b l i c 
e n t e r t a i n m e n t t o o , b u t i t i s meant t o e x c i t e r i d i c u l e r a t h e r than 
a d m i r a t i o n . I t i s e v e n t u a l l y t e r m i n a t e d when Rery Reporta (a s o r t o f 
l i c e n s e d j e s t e r who a c t s as Q u p i t e r ' s doorman) i n t e r v e n e s : 

Stop f o l y s h knaves f o r youre reasonynge i s suche 
That ye have reasoned even ynough and t o much 

(71Q-11). 
He p o i n t s o u t ( w i t h t h e h e l p o f a s c u r r i l o u s p r o o f from e x p e r i e n c e ) 
t h a t t h e argument i s p r o f i t l e s s , s i n c e 

both m y l l y s may serve i n p l a c e 

1. From W i l l i a m F i t z s t e p h s n ' s d e s c r i p t i o n o f London i n h i s b i o g r a p h y 
Gf Thomas a Backet ( c . 1 1 7 5 ) , T r a n s l a t i o n from Jeanne K r o c h a l i s and 
Edward P e t e r s , eds,. The World o f P i e r s Plowman (IQphiladelphiaJ: 
U n i v e r s i t y of Pennsylvania Press, 1975)o 
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Setwane w a t e r and wynde t h e r e i s no suche 1 s t 
But eche m y l l miay nave tyme t o use h i s f e t 

(715-17).'' 
The o b v i o u s n e s s o f t h i s p o i n t t e s t i f i e s t o the m i l l e r s ' s t u p i d i t y , 
b u t t h e r e i s a more f u n d a m e n t a l o b j e c t i o n t o t h e i r argument, and t h i s 
i s t h a f a c t t h a t i t t a k e s an o u t s i d e r t o n o t i c e the senselessness o f 
t h a argument. The combatants themselves ara too busy f i g h t i n g t o pause 
and examine t h e b a s i s o f t h e i r disagreement; b u t g r a n t e d i t s weakness, 
what can be gained? y i c t o r y , c e r t a i n l y , y i e l d e d o u t of e x h a u s t i o n or 
l a c k o f i n v e n t i o n ; and t h a t m i g h t be a " p r o o f " i n the o l d e r sense. 
But p l a i n l y no p r o o f i n t h e modern sense, or a n y t h i n g l i k e i t , i s 
a t t a i n a b l e - b o t h s t a n d p o i n t s are e q u a l l y absurd - and the debata i n 
which t h e m i l l e r s have engaged, i n t e n d e d as a means of e s t a b l i s h i n g 
t h e t r u t h , i s i n f a c t l i k e l y t o p r e v e n t i t from b e i n g observed. The 
a u t h o r o f t h i s p l a y , John Heywood, who i s an urbane and h u m a n i s t i c 
w r i t e r a s s o c i a t e d w i t h f i o r e ' s c i r c l e , i s b e g i n n i n g t o r e v e a l the 
i m p a t i e n c e w i t h o l d - f a s h i o n e d s t y l e s o f " r e a s o n i n g " t h a t F r a n c i s Eacon 
w i l l l a t e r f o r m a l i z e i n h i s a t t a c k s on the s y l l o g i s m . The i n c r e a s i n g 
s p e c i f i c i t y o f these c r i t i q u e s r e f l e c t s the i n c r e a s i n g e m a n c i p a t i o n of 
the a u t h o r s f r o m t h e modes of t h o u g h t they c r i t i c i z e . 

"Preve" i s a word w i t h c o n f u s i n g l y v a r i o u s a p p l i c a t i o n s i n r l i d d l e E n g l i s h , 
We have a l r e a d y e n c o u n t e r e d t h e " p r e e f " by reason and the " p r e e f " by 
e x p e r i e n c e o r e x p e r i m e n t . A l t h o u g h the former i s more c h a r a c t e r i s t i c a l l y 
a s s o c i a t e d w i t h m e d i e v a l t h o u g h t , i t does not f o l l o w " t h a t the l a t t e r i s 
an uncommon e x t e n s i o n o f t h e language; on the c o n t r a r y , o t h e r meanings 
of t h e word ("out t o t h e t e s t " , " t a s t e " , " r e v e a l t o e x a m i n a t i o n " , e t c . ) 
suggest t h a t t h e a s s o c i a t i o n w i t h sense e x p e r i e n c e i s , i f a n y t h i n g , the 
miost n a t u r a l one. I n P i e r s Plowman C l e r c i s t e l l s us t h a t 

hadde nevere f r e k e f y n w i t the f e i t h t o d i s p u t e 
;'e man hadde no m e r i t s myght i t ben yprevsd 
F i d e s non habet meritum, u b i humane r a c i o p r e b e t exoerimentum 

(B X 247-4Ba). 
The f i r s t o f these l i n e s seems t o i n d i c a t e t h a t C l e r c i e i s t h i n k i n g 
o f t h e k i n d o f r e a s o n i n g t h a t Bacon opposed t c e x p e r i m e n t . But 
perhaps C l e r g i e i s n o t r e a l l y c o n s c i o u s of t h i s d i s t i n c t i o n , because 
i t i s p l a i n from Gregory's L a t i n t h a t i n t h e second l i n e C l e r g i e means 

1, Peter Happe, ed,, Tudor I n t e r l u d e s , pp, 163-64, 
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t o say t h a t C h r i s t i a n t r u t h i s not discoverable by experience; we 
cannot deduce the existence of C h r i s t from a survey of the n i g h t sky. 
Presumably i t i s the same p o i n t t h a t i s made by t h i s fourteenth-century 
preacher: 

I t happed a t >at tyme |»at Barnabas >e apostle preched i n Rome: 
and >e hethen p h i l o s o f r e s skorned hym, f o r our fey>the may not 
be preved by reson; and >ei, ̂ e p h i l o s o f r e s , grante^ no »inge 
but >at resone enformei> hem.'' 

I f t h a t i s so, t o "preve by reson" here means almost the opposite of 
2 

what i t has been used t o mean i n passages discussed e a r l i e r . When, 
as i n t h i s case, the i m p l i c i t c o n t r a s t i s between reason and r e v e l a t i o n , 
reason s i g n i f i e s something down-to-earth, sense-orientated, c e r t a i n but 
l i m i t e d i n i t s range. Yet when Roger Bacon con t r a s t s reason w i t h 
experience, he means something t h e o r e t i c a l , f a n c i f u l , never c e r t a i n and 
o f t e n w i l d l y mistaken; i n s h o r t , a secular equivalent t o r e v e l a t i o n , 
hallowed by convention and t r a d i t i o n r a t h e r than by the church. 
But these are cases where the meanings are unusually s p e c i f i c ; Bacon 
was an e x c e p t i o n a l t h i n k e r , and the c o n s t r u c t i o n I have placed on the 
preacher's words i s admittedly imported from what I take to be the 
u l t i m a t e source of his statement, namely i n p a t r i s t i c t r a d i t i o n . I t i s 
by no means so c e r t a i n t h a t the preacher himself meant anything so exact; 

1, Ross, Middle English Sermons, Sermon No, 1, p. 6, 11. 19-23. 
2. Cf, House of Fame 707-08 (above, p. 80) and Parlement of Fowls 534 

(above, p. 84). 
3, Cf. Gregory, as quoted on the previous page by Langland (from the 26th 

Homily on tha Gospels):- 3.P. Migne, ed., Patrolooiae Cursus Completus. 
s e r i e s l a t i n a , 221 v o l s . ( P a r i s : 3.P. Migne, 1844-1890) (LXXVI, c o l . 1197); 
Aquinas, Ex p o s i t i o i n Symbolum Apostolorum, a.1 - references are to 
D i v i Thomae A q u i n i t a t i s Opera. 28 v o l s . (Venice: Simon Occhi, 1775-1788) 
( V I I I , 50-54); and see Pearsall's note t o C XI 160a. 
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and nor, i n general, d i d most medieval speakers, otherwise the extreme 
meanings t h a t I have j u s t described could hardly c o - e x i s t . 

I t i s easy t o complicate the issue even f u r t h e r , as I s h a l l show by 
three f u r t h e r examples, Ymaginatif repeats the arguments we have j u s t 
bean d i s c u s s i n g : 

Olda l y v e r i s t o f o r n us useden t o marke 
The selkouthes t h a t t h a i seighen h i r sones t o teche 
And helden i t a heigh science h i r w i t t e s t o knows 
Ac thorugh h i r science soothly was nevers no soula ysavad 
Ne broght by h i r bokes t o b l i s s e ne t o joye 

(B X I I 131-35). 
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I n o t h e r words, t h a y a c t e d i n t h e way co-rnrr.anded by Roger Bacon, but 
Y m a g i n a t i f d e n i e s t h a t t h a y a c h i e v e d c e r t a i n knowledge: 

Ac kynde w i t cometh o f a l i a kynnas s i g h t a s 
Of b r i d d a s and o f beestas o f b l i s s e and o f sorwa 
Of t a s t e s of t r u t h a and o f t o f d e c e i t e s 

( 3 X I I 128-30). 

Hy second example, which comas from anothar sermon, a l s o r e f e r s t o the 

wise h e a t h e n . Tha pr e a c h e r t a l i s us t h a t 

by rason a man s h u l d chase uertew abouan a l l e r t h l y sinoe. And 
so a l l »9 c h e f e p h i l o s o p h r e s t a u j t a us,'' 

A f t e r q u o t i n g A u g u s t i n e on the S t o i c s , P e r i p a t e t i c s and P l a t o n i s t s , he 

c o n c l u d e s : 

T h i s e wera most r e s o n a b l e man fet man s h a l l rede o f i n o l d tyme, 
and |>isa a l l tau^^the t o wurchippa and l o u e uertawa. And he ^ t 
doj> c|>ur ways d o t h a^ens r e s o n . 

fiy t h i r d example i s p r o b a b l y by t h e same a u t h o r as the second. Here he 

i s d i s c u s s i n g t h a b i r t h o f C h r i s t : 

H i s ennombrad wisdom was shewed i n -.•at, ^ a t ha shewed a s t a r s , 
>at i s an v n r e s o n a b l a c r e a t u r e , t o men or unresonable f e y ^ t h , t c 
Daynyms, as >isa kyngas wera: h o t t o be shepardas, lawas, Kat 
ware r a s o n a b l a o f b a l e u e , he o r d e y n t a n g e l s , ^a wiche >at ben 
r e s o n a b l e , t o t e l l ham o f i s b u r t h e and o f i s goodnes.'^ 

The s u b j e c t o f t h e pagan p h i l o s o p h e r s , l i k e t he s u b j e c t of vengeance 
d i s c u s s e d e a r l i e r , was much debated; i n both cases t h a r s i s a problem 
because reason appears d i v i d e d a g a i n s t i t s e l f . I n the f o r m e r , the 
i n s i d i o u s r e a s o n a b l e n e s s o f vengeanca c o n f l i c t s w i t h t h e b e l i e f t h a t 
vengeance i s wrong (and t h e r e f o r e u n r e a s o n a b l e ) , (vow we are faced w i t h 
tha d i f f i c u l t y t h a t a l t h o u g h t h e o l d p h i l o s o p h e r s i n many ways 
e p i t o m i z a r a a s o n , t h a y were n o t C h r i s t i a n ; and because of the s t r o n g 
a s s o c i a t i o n between r e a s o n , v i r t u e and t r u a r a l i g i o n , t o d i v o r c e reason 
f r o m C h r i s u i s n i t y i s u n t h i n k a b l e . The c o l l a c t i o n o f views I hava quoted 
i s i n v i t i n g m a t e r i a l f o r t n e s y n t h s s i s t ; a t tha h i g h e s t l e v e l , Aquinas' 

1. noss, M i d d l e E n c l i s h Sermons, Sermon No. 42, p. 267, 1 1 . 17-19. 

2. I b i d . , 1 1 . 22-25. 
3. I b i d . , Sermon Wo. 2?, p. 225, 1. 35 t o p, 226, 1. 5. 
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problem. But i t i s t h s problem, n e t the s o l u t i o n , t h a t concerns us. 
I n b r i e f , t h e m i d d l e E Q B S i n h e r i t e d a S e m i t i c r e l i g i o n and a c l a s s i c a l 
c u l t u r e : t h e y c o u l d n o t always be e a s i l y r e c o n c i l e d , and even when t h a t 
was n o t o b v i o u s , t h e f a c t o f t h i s t w i n i n h e r i t a n c e c o u l d be emba r r a s s i n g . 
W a t u r a l l y t h e b e n e f i t s outweighed t h e d e f e c t s , however, and d i f f i c u l t i e s 
c o u l d sometimes be o u t t o good use. The o u t s t a n d i n g achievements o f 
the pagans, which n e v e r t h e l e s s f a i l e d t o earn them s a l v a t i o n , c o u l d 
p r o v i d e a s a l u t a r y r e p r o o f t o those who pla c e d e x c e s s i v e t r u s t i n 
l e a r n i n g . A g a i n , when pagan p h i l o s o p h e r s d i d a c c o r d w i t h C h r i s t i a n i t y , 
f o r example by commending v i r t u o u s b e h a v i o u r , t h e i r t e s t i m o n y might 
p a c i f y s o p h i s t i c a t e d s c e p t i c s whose easy acquiescence w i t h r e v e a l e d 
t r u t h , a t l e a s t as t r a d i t i o n a l l y i n t e r p r e t e d , was i n doubt. 

T h i s c o n s i d e r a t i o n i s r e l e v a n t t o t h e second and t h i r d o f t h e e x t r a c t s 

g i v e n i n t h e p r e v i o u s p a r a g r a p h . A l t h o u g h n e i t h e r t h e a u t h o r nor the 
s e t t i n g o f t h i s group o f sermons i s known, we are e v i d e n t l y d e a l i n g 

w i t h an a c c o m p l i s h e d p e r f o r m e r and e x c e p t i o n a l audiences; i n one o f 
the s e sermons t h e k i n g i s s t a t e d t o be p r e s e n t . Both c o n t e n t and 
p r e s e n t a t i o n a r e d i s t i n c t i v e . iiJe hear, f o r example, about i n t e l l e c t u a l 
p r e s u m p t i o n , t h e wickedness o f wars between C h r i s t i a n s , and t h s 
w o r t h i n e s s o f t h e p r i e s t h o o d ; n o t m a t t e r s t h a t have much p r a c t i c a l 

2 
i m p o r t f o r an o r d i n a r y p a r i s h c o n q r e g a t i o n . Even on more f a m i l i a r 
ground t h e examples r e l a t e s p e c i f i c a l l y t o those w i t h a c o n s i d e r a b l e 
degree o f w o r l d l y success: 

I sey >3 prowde man l o k e s f a r r e from hym d e s i r o u s v n - t o w o r l d l y 
w o r s h i p p e s , n o t o n l y c o n t e n t t o l o k e v n - t c h i s on c i t e s and 
l o r d s h i p p e s , b u t i n - t o dyvers kyngedoms he d e s i r e ^ b e s e l y t o 
be p r e f e r r e d . 2 

T h i s m o r a l t e a c h i n g - v e r y p o l i t e , i n g e n e r a l - i s surrounded by a 

1. Ross, n i d d l e E n g l i s h Sermons, Sermon rJo, 39, p. 224, ihe group 
r e f e r r e d t o i s K'os. 39-42. 

2. Sermon l i o . 39, pp. 220-24; Sermon Wo. 4 1 , p. 255; Sermon (\!o. 42, 
pp. 2BG-83. 

3. Sermon i\'o. 42, p. 253, 1 1 . 29-32. 
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d e l e c t a b l e v a r i e t y o f i l l u s t r a t i v e d e v i c e s . B i b l i c a l a u t h o r i t i e s are 
o f c o u r s e numerous, as are g l e a n i n g s from tha c h u r c h f a t h e r s ( w i t h 
u n t r a n s l a t e d q u o t a t i o n s i n L a t i n and r e f e r s n c e s t o works c i t e d ) ; but 

1 
wa a l s o f i n d Horace, A r i s t o t l e , Saneca and Uar r o . The a u t h o r d i s p l a y s 

2 
h i s knowledge o f church h i s t o r y , p l a n e t a r y movement, and tha b e s t i a r y ; 
h i s a n a l o g i e s and exe g e s i s are i n v a r i a b l y f r e s h and f a n c i f u l ( h i s 
p o i n t a bout t h a s t a r and t h e ange l s i s a t y p i c a l example). I t i s as i f 
t h e c r e d i b i l i t y o f t h e church r a t h e r t h a n t h a h e a r t o f t h e s i n n e r i s 
on t r i a l . T h i s , I t h i n k , i s why t h e preacher s t r e s s e s t he reasonableness 
o f t h a C h r i s t i a n f a i t h . He i s n o t i n t e n d i n g t o d i s p a r a g e t h e pagan 
p h i l o s o p h e r s , b u t he i s an x i o u s t o i m p l y t h a t r e s p e c t f o r them i s 
n a t u r a l l y accompanied by an even g r e a t e r r a s p e c t f o r o r t h o d o x y . 

T h i s p r e a c h e r ' s audiance was both p o w e r f u l and l e a r n e d , l i k e " t h a noble 
and w i s e kynge Salomon" who i s one of h i s f a v o u r e d b i b l i c a l a u t h o r i t i e s , ' ^ 
I n many ways Solomon, a l t h o u g h a b i b l i c a l a u t h o r , can be compared w i t h 
A r i s t o t l e and P l a t o . Some o f th e works a t t r i b u t e d t o him - the "wisdom 
l i t e r a t u r e " o f t h e Old Testament — a r e more c l o s e l y a k i n t o tha w r i t i n g s 
o f c l a s s i c a l m o r a l i s t s than i s a n y t h i n g el.se i n t h e b i b l e ; o r oarhaps 
we s h o u l d say t h a t i n the mid d l e ages t h e c l a s s i c a l h e r i t a g e was 
t r e a t e d r a t h e r as i f i t was an extended book o f p r o v e r b s t o be used 
p i e c a m e a l by such as Dame Prudance. Langland i s r a t h e r unsympathetic 
t o t h i s m a t e r i a l . Ha i s n o t a f r a i d o f c r i t i c i z i n g Solomon, j u s t as he 
c r i t i c i z e s Cato, by r e f e r e n c e t o mora C h r i s t i a n t e a c h e r s ; and ha i s 
i n t e r e s t e d i n t h e t h e o r y t h a t Solomon, l i k e A r i s t o t l e , i s i n h e l l , which 

5 

c o u l d ba j u s t i f i e d from t ne account c f Solomon's apostasy i n 3 Kings 1 1 . 

One o f t h a r e c u r r e n t thames i n P i e r s Plowman i s t h a t i n t e l l i g a n c a i s 
a p o s s e s s i o n , l i k e m a t e r i a l w e a l t h . The possessor has s p e c i a l 

1 o Ross, r l i d d l e L n o l i s h Sarmons, Sermon i'io. 39, p, 2 2 4 ; Sermion ivio. 40, 
p . 229; Sermon [jo . 42, p. 26S; Sermon f-Jo, 4 2 , p, 279, 

2, Sermon fvc, 4 1 , pp. 2 5 2 - 5 4 ; Sermon ['Jo, 4 1 , pp. 2 4 9 - 5 0 ; Sermon No, 4 0 , 

p, 2 3 8 and Sermon rjo. 4 2 , pp. 2 6 2 - 6 3 , 
3 , Quoted from Sermon 'fc, 4 2 , p. 2 6 1 , 1, 3 1 , 

4 , 3 X I 2 S S - 7 2 a ( q u o t e d above, p.69 ) ; 3 U I l 71-79. 

5 o B X 3 7 6 - 9 3 ; C I I I 3 2 3 - 2 7 , 
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1 r e s p o n s i b i l i t i e s and s p e c i a l t e m p t a t i o n s ; Solomon's le g e n d a r y w e a l t h 
and wisdom make him a c o n v e n i e n t exemplum of the c o r r u p t i o n t h a t a l l 
t o o o f t e n r e s u l t s . I n g e n e r a l , however, i t i s Solomon's l i f e and n o t 
h i s w r i t i n g s t h a t Langland d i s p a r a g e s . 3anet Coleman notes t h a t Robert 
H o l c o t ' s commentaries on t h e Old Testament wisdom l i t e r a t u r e , i n which 
he p r e s e n t s an Ockhamist m o r a l p h i l o s o p h y , were a p p a r e n t l y b e s t s e l l e r s , 
and more g e n e r a l l y she adds t h a t " t h e 'Jisdom l i t e r a t u r e had ... come 
i n t o vogue as t h e source f o r h o m i l i e s and sermons i n the l a t e r t h i r t e e n t h 

2 
c e n t u r y " . 3ut t h r o u g h o u t t h e m i d d l e ages these books ware much more 
p o p u l a r t h a n t h e y are t o d a y , f-io doubt our d i m i n i s h e d t a s t a f o r p l a i n 
d i d a c t i c i s m i s one cause; and t h e r e f o r m e r s banished Wisdom and 
E c c l e s i a s t i c u s t o t h e Apocrypha, and so from o r d i n a r y r e a d e r s ; b u t I 
t h i n k t h e r e i s a n o t h e r a s p e c t o f t h i s l i t e r a t u r e t h a t made i t e s p e c i a l l y 
c o n g e n i a l t o t h e m i d d l e ages. 

P l a t o proposed, as a b a s i s f o r h i s i d e a l s o c i e t y , a community o f 
p h i l o s o p h e r s . T h i s s o c i e t y i s t o e x e m p l i f y the c a r d i n a l v i r t u e s o f 
wisdom, courage, s e l f - d i s c i p l i n e and j u s t i c e , a l l o f which proceed 
d i r e c t l y or i n d i r e c t l y from t h e p h i l o s o p h e r r u l e r s . They are themselves 
w i s e ; t h e y w i l l educate t h e armed f o r c e s so t h a t they possess " t h e 
power t o judge ... what and what s o r t of t h i n g s are t o be f e a r e d " , which 
i s c o u r a g e ; s e l f — d i s c i p l i n e w i l l be imposed on a l l by t h e dominance o f 
t h e p h i l o s o p h e r s , f o r t h e y have " s i m p l e and moderate d e s i r e s , guided 
by reason and r i g h t judgement and r e f l e c t i o n " ; and j u s t i c e too w i l l be 
a d m i n i s t e r e d by them, f o r t h e y w i l l i n e v i t a b l y f o l l o w j u s t p r i n c i p l e s . ' ^ 
I n s h o r t , t h e p h i l o s o p h e r s are themselves good men and w i l l propagate 
v i r t u s i n s o c i e t y i f t h e y are i n power. P l a t o i n f a c t draws no c l e a r 
d i s t i n c t i o n between knowledge and goodness. The word "wisdom" perhaps 
suggests something o f t h e s o r t o f u n i t y he must have taken f o r g r a n t e d , 
i j e c o u l d d e s c r i b e an e v i l man as i n t e l l i g e n t or knowledgeable but 

1. I n a d d i t i o n t o the passages t h a t r e f e r t o Solomon, o f . B X I I 5=i-5B and 
3 X U I I 261-71. 

2. Janet Coleman, E n g l i s h L i t e r a t u r e i n H i s t o r y 1350-140P: Medieval Reader 
and i j j r i t e r s , pp. 263—67. 

3. I am summarizing from R e p u b l i c 427d-34d. Q u o t a t i o n s are from Lea's 
t r a n s l a t i o n , as b e f o r e . 
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h a r d l y as w i s e . For a man t o be a p h i l o s o p h e r , i t appears t h a t he 
r e q u i r e s such q u a l i t i e s as t r u t h f u l n e s s , i n d i f f e r e n c e t o p h y s i c a l 
p l e a s u r e s , and g r e a t n e s s o f mind; he must be " n e i t h e r mean nor 
ungenerous nor b o a s t f u l nor c o w a r d l y " . And t h e t r u e p h i l o s o p h e r 
i n e v i t a b l y a c t s j u s t l y , as we have seen: ha c a n n o t , f o r example, 
r e f u s e t h e burdensome b u t j u s t demand t h a t i s t o be made of him t o 

2 
t a k e a p a r t i n education and government, liie ought not t o ask 
whether P l a t o imagines t h a t i t i s p o s s i b l e t o ba good w i t h o u t b e i n g w i s e , 
or w i s e w i t h o u t b e i n g good; these q u e s t i o n s presuppose a d i s t i n c t i o n 
t h a t P l a t o would n o t have r e c o g n i z e d . At any r a t e P l a t o does not 
c o n s i d e r t h a p o s s i b i l i t y . He c o n c e i v e s on the one hand o f a group o f 
people who are j u s t , t e m p e r a t e , i n t e l l i g e n t and g r a c e f u l ; on the o t h a r , 
o f a l a r g e r group who are e n s l a v e d by i g n o r a n c e and tha l i m i t l e s s d e s i r e 
f o r i l l u s o r y p l e a s u r e s such as w e a l t h and p h y s i c a l g r a t i f i c a t i o n . D e s p i t e 
v a r i a t i o n i n d e t a i l , we can d i s c e r n t h e same c o n c a p t i o n i n A r i s t o t l e and 
i n "lOst o f t h a subsequent c l a s s i c a l s c h o o l s . 

And g r a n t e d d i f f e r e n c e s i n 
r e c t i t u d e t h a t a r a p r a s a n t e d t o us, i t i s a s i m i l a r c o n c e p t i o n t h a t 
g r e e t s us i n t h e wisdom l i t e r a t u r e o f the Old Testament, I n Proverbs 4 
wa r e a d o f t h a path o f wisdom ( v i a s a p i e n t i a e ) ; i t i s opposed not t o 
t h a p a t h o f f o l l y b u t t o t h e p a t h o f wickedness ( v i a malorum). The 
f o l l o w i n g v e r s e s a l l r e f e r t o t h e same two c l a s s e s o f tha p o p u l a t i o n : 

Egastas a Domino i n domo i m p i i ; 
h a b i t a c u l a autem j u s t o r u m b e n e d i c e n t u r , 

I p s e d e l u d e t i l l u s o r e s , 
e t mansuetis d e b i t g r a t i a m , 

G l o r i a m s a p i e n t e s p o s s i d e b u n t ; 
s t u l t o r u m e x a l t a t i o i g n o m i n i a , 

( P r o v e r b s 3:33-35) 
A g a i n , wa s h o u l d n o t s e e k a d i s t i n c t i o n between knowers and doers i n 
t h i s v e r s e : 

S a p i e n t i a , e t d i s c i p l i n a , e t s c i e n t i a l e g i s apud Deum, 
D i l e c t i o e t v i a e bonorum apud ipsum. 

( E c c l a s i a s t i c u s 11:15) 

1, R e p u b l i c 4B4a-487a. 
2, R e p u b l i c 519e-520e. 



True wisdom i s . d i s t i n g u i s h e d by s t u d y of the law. 

Beatus v i r q u i i n s a p i e n t i a m o r a b i t u r , 
e t q u i i n j u s t i t i a sua m e d i t a b i t u r , 
e t i n sensu c o g i t a b i t circumspecionem Dei ... 

( E c c l e s i a s t i c u s 14:22). 
When t h e wise man's a c t i v i t e s are as e d i f y i n g as t h i s , t h e r e i s perhaps 
n o t h i n g v e r y s u r p r i s i n g i n the i d e n t i f i c a t i o n o f wisdom w i t h v i r t u e . Tne 
m a t e r i a l o f h i s s t u d i e s comes fr o m God, and i s t h e r e f o r e good and n o l y . 
I'vore d i r e c t l y , i t comes from h i s e l d e r s : 

Conserve, f i l i m i , p r a e c e p t a p a t r i s t u i , 
e t ne d i m i t t a s legem m a t r i s t u a e . 

( P r o v e r b s 5:20) 
P l a t o ' s p h i l o s o p h e r s were n o t engaged i n c o n s e r v i n g the p a s t ; on the 
c o n t r a r y , S o c r a t e s was a r e b e l a g a i n s t t r a d i t i o n , and P l a t o h i m s e l f has 
l i t t l e r e s p e c t f o r the t r a d i t i o n a l l o r e t h a t i s p r e s e r v e d i n the words 
of t h e p o e t s . But a l t h o u g h t h i s i s an i m p o r t a n t d i f f e r e n c e between 
P l a t o ' s v i s i o n o f t h e wise and t h a t found i n t h e Old Testament, i t 
s h o u l d a l s o be n o t e d t h a t t h e c l a s s i c a l t r a d i t i o n becomes more r e s p e c t f u l 
o f t h s p a s t as t i m e goes by, f o r t h e obvious reason t h a t P l a t o and 
A r i s t o t l e come themselves t o be v e n e r a t e d as p a t r i a r c h s . To people i n 
t h e m i d d l e ages, t h i n k i n g o f t h a o l d p h i l o s o p h e r s p r i m a r i l y as men who 
t a u g h t v i r t u e r a t h s r t h a n f r e e t h o u g h t , t h e y must have seemed r a t h e r 
l i k e t h e wise men o f t h e Old Testament or the d o c t o r s o f the c h u r c h , 
symbols o f t h a t t r a d i t i o n a l t e a c h i n g i n the l i g h t o f which men s h o u l d 
l i v e . 

T h i s i s t o a n t i c i p a t e my n e x t p o i n t , which i s t h a t Christendom i n the 
m i d d l e ages i n many ways resembled the community o f tha wise t h a t i s 
v a r i o u s l y p o r t r a y e d by the c l a s s i c a l p h i l o s o p h e r s and i n Solomon's 
books; f o r m a l l y , a t l e a s t . I n a l m o s t a l l m e d i e v a l w r i t i n g we can d i s c e r n 
a n a i v e i d e a l , a u n i t y between r e l i g i o n , v i r t u e , l e a r n i n g and n o b i l i t y -
as i n t h e exemplary f i g u r e o f . S a i n t C a t h e r i n e . 5o f a r as r e a l i t y i s 
c o n c e r n e d , t h e d e t a i l e d p i c t u r e i s a d m i t t e d l y complex and c o n s t a n t l y 
c h a n g i n g . I t can be examined i n Alexander Piurray's Reason and S o c i e t y 
i n t h e r l i d d l e Aqes ( t o which I make frequent reference i n t h i s c h a p t e r ) , 
t h e theme o f which i s t h e g r o w t h , from t h s e l e v e n t h c e n t u r y onwards, of 
a c l a s s who r e p r e s e n t r a t i o n a l i s m and i n t e l l e c t u a l i s m w i t h i n medieval 



- 93 -

s o c i e t y . T h i s c l a s s , o f t e n b o u r g e o i s i n i t s o r i g i n s , t y p i f i e d by such 
man as Dean da rlaun, i s f r o m a modern p o i n t o f view more o b v i o u s l y 
r e p r a s e n t a t i v e o f " r e a s o n " than tha monastic wing of the c h u r c h , or 
the n o b i l i t y ; b u t t h a t i s n o t so c l e a r i f one i s an o u t s i d e r t o the 
c o n t r o v e r s i e s (as most m e d i e v a l people w e r a ) , nor i f "reason" i s t a k e n 
i n a more m e d i e v a l sense, tha sansa being debatad i n t h i s c h a p t e r . 
B e sides, t h e r e i s much b l u r r i n g o f the d i v i s i o n s and r e d r a w i n g of 
f r o n t i e r s as t i m e goss by. ] n the group of sermons mentioned e a r l i e r 
we g l i m p s e a p o r t e n t o u s d i s u n i t y ; r e l i g i o n and v i r t u e ara i n f e a r o f 
b e i n g d a s e r t a d by l e a r n i n g and n o b i l i t y . E a r l i e r on, bourgeois 
i n t e l l e c t u a l s ware as o f t e n as n o t i n i d e o l o g i c a l c o n f l i c t w i t h a 
p r o u d l y i g n o r a n t n o b i l i t y . But Hurray shows t h a t , u n e x p e c t e d l y , t h e 
l i n k between n o b i l i t y and devout p i e t y has soma h i s t o r i c a l v a l i d i t y as 
w a l l as b e i n g an i m a g i n a r y i d e a l (see e s p e c i a l l y pp. 3 3 1 - 4 9 ) . To o r d i n a r y 
people t h e r e l a t i o n s h i p o f i d e a l t o a c t u a l i t y must nave appeared q u i t e 
c l o s e , f o r a l l t h e d i v e r g e n c e i n d e t a i l . Compared t o h i s i l l i t e r a t e 
f l o c k , t h e o r d i n a r y m e d i e v a l churchman would, i n g e n e r a l , have appeared 
t o e x c e l i n v i r t u e and wisdom. The n o b i l i t y were b e t t e r educated than 
s e r f s , a t l e a s t i n f o u r t e a n t h - c e n t u r y England i f not i n a l a v a n t h - c e n t u r y 
Germany. 

o u t even t h e s o c i a l l y i n f e r i o r , s e c u l a r C h r i s t i a n c o u l d i n some sensa 
t h i n k o f h i m s e l f as b e l o n g i n g t o t h e community o f t h e w i s e . I n comparison 
w i t h t h e heathen or t h a r e p r o b a t e , ha c o u l d d e r i v e a c e r t a i n s a t i s f a c t i o n 
f rom h i s s u p e r i o r wisdom. To be a good churchgoer a degrea o f knowledge 
i s r e q u i s i t e : 

S e i n t e H a r i e day i n L e i n t e among o >er dawas gode 
R i ^ t i s f o r t o h o l d a h e i ^ e wo so him vnderstooe 

(South E n g l i s h Legendary, 
"The A n n u n c i a t i o n " 1 - 2 ) . 

The good C h r i s t i a n c o u l d a l s o c o n g r a t u l a t e h i m s e l f on h i s prudence, 

1 o Tha sarmons da t e from t h a e a r l y f i f t e e n t h c e n t u r y . See y.O, Ross, 
[•liddle E n g l i s h Sarmons, pp. x x x v i - x x x u i i . 

2a D'Evelyn and H i l l , I , 127, 
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which i s a k i n d of wisdom,'' He was, f o r example, t a k i n g i n t o account 
the imminent judgment of his s o u l , With such a prospect i n mind, to lead 
a v i r t u o u s l i f e i s the merest common sensej indeed i t may seem t h a t i f a 
man's b e l i e f i n the judgment was s u f f i c i e n t l y f i r m and l i t e r a l , there 
would be nothing very v i r t u o u s about a c t i n g v i r t u o u s l y . Sub specie 
a e t e r n i t a t i s , Saint Martin p a r t i n g h i s coat or Saint J u l i a n bearing the 
leper across ths stream are models of p o l i c y . Yet these acts were, 
c o r r e c t l y of course, perceived as heroic (although some versions of Saint 
Martin's l i f e emphasize t h a t he was not yet baptised a t the time of h i s 

2 
famous deed, as i f t o underline h i s pure self l e s s n e s s ) , Accounts of 
s u f f e r i n g i n h e l l or joy i n heaven are preeminently examples of what 
cannot be "seen" to be t r u e ; Roger Bacon's observation t h a t "many have 
the arguments r e l a t i n g t o what can be known, but because they lack 
experience they neglect the arguments, and n e i t h e r avoid what i s harmful 
nor f o l l o u ; what i s good""^ applies a f o r t i o r i t o the present subject. This 
knowledge i s not c e r t a i n . I f i t was, we should not f i n d any comedy, and 
s t i l l l e s s anything admirable, i n the brewer's dismi s s a l of the Cardinal 
V i r t u e s : 

Ye baw quod a brewere I wol noght be r u l e d 
By 33SU f o r a l youre janglynge w i t h S p i r i t u s l u s t i c i e 
Ne a f t e r Conscience by C r i s t while I kan s e l l e 
Bothe dregges and draf and draws a t oon hole 
Thikke ale and thynne ale t h a t i s my kynde 
And noght hakke a f t e r holynesse hold t h i tonge Conscience 
Of S p i r i t u s l u s t i c i e thow spekest muche on ydel 

(B XIX 399-405), 
This could only be i n t e r p r e t e d as disastrous tomfoolery, and we should 
have t o regard Conscience's response as a crushing reproof: 

But thow lyve by loore of S p i r i t u s l u s t i c i e 
The c h i e f seed t h a t Piers sew ysaved worstow nevere 

(B XIX 408-09). 

1, Cf, W i l l i a m Lecky, H i s t o r y of European Plorals from Augustus to 
Charlemagne, 2 v o l s . (London: Longmans, Green, and Co., 1869), I , 34: 
"The terms honour, j u s t i c e , r e c t i t u d e or v i r t u e , and t h e i r equivalents 
i n every language, present to the mind ideas e s s e n t i a l l y and broadly 
d i f f e r i n g from the terms prudence, sagacity, or i n t e r e s t " . But i n the 
middle ages the meaning of "prudence" can vary between both extremes and 
there must have been a considerable tendency to a s s i m i l a t e these 
apparently disparate ideas. Cf. Murray, Reason and Society i n the Middle 
Ages, pp. 132-36, 

2, Cf, South English Legendary, "M a r t i n " , 1, 22, where tha Lord e x u l t s : 
" M a r t i n |>at i s he^ene ̂ u t hermid me ha|> biweued" (D'Evelyn and M i l l , I I , 483 

3, Cf, above, p, 82, 
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zi- u z z n a I-i s c e r t a i n l y n e t our n a t u r a l way of r e a d i n g the exchange; 
t o us Conscience sounds d e s p e r a t e , n o t a u t h o r i t a t i v e , and the brewer's 
v o i c e seams t o us t o have a c o n f i d e n t r i n g t h a t does n o t encourage us 
t o p i t y him. I su s p e c t t h a t a f o u r t e e n t h - c e n t u r y reader would n o t have 
responded v e r y d i f f e r e n t l y f r o m o u r s e l v e s . "Thanna i s many leode l o s t " , 
t h e "lewad v i c o r y " remarks t o Conscience (412), the word "thanne" meaning " i n 
t h a t case", or " i f what you say i s t r u e " ; perhaps t h e r e i s even an 
i m p l i c a t i o n t h a t t ha e x t r e m i t y of t h a consequences forms a good argument f o r 
the p r o p o s i t i o n n o t b e i n g t r u e . I n o t h e r words, Ccnsciance's s t a t e m e n t , 
a l t h o u g h i t i s o r t h o d o x and f a m i l i a r , and would be t a c i t l y a f f i r m e d by 
a l l C h r i s t i a n s , does n o t r e a l l y have t h e s t a t u s o f a t r u i s m . For most 
people a t most t i m e s i t was f e l t merely as a c u r r a n t i n t e l l e c t u a l 
p o s i t i o n , an i n t r i g u i n g s u b j e c t upon which t o s p e c u l a t e . f\!o dcubt y i l l ' s 
h i s t o r y was r e c o g n i z a b l y t y p i c a l t h en as i t i s among t r a d i t i o n a l C h r i s t i a n s 
t o d a y ; f o r y e a r s on end t h e u n c e r t a i n d e s t i n y o f b i l l ' s s o u l i s f o r g o t t e n 
and u n c o n s i d e r e d ; o n l y o c c a s i o n a l l y , and m o m e n t a r i l y , does s c r i p t u r e o r 
sermon b r e a t h e l i f e i n t o t he d o c t r i n e , so t h a t 

A l f o r tene o f h i r t e x t t r e m b l e d myn h e r t e 
And i n a wasr gan I wexa and w i t h m y s e l f t o d i s p u t e 
' J h s i t h e r I were chose or noght chose ,.„ 

(3 XI 115-17) 

A s i g n i f i c a n t , b u t no doubt extreme, c o n t r a s t t o t h i s a g o n i z i n g 
f o r e s i g h t may be found i n t h e Prologue t o the Legend o f Good iiJomen, 
where Chaucer's b e l i e f i n any c o n c r e t e i d e a o f heaven or h e l l 
i s i m p l i e d t o be o f much t h e same k i n d as h i s b e l i e f i n , f o r example, 
the s t e l l i f i c a t i o n o f A l c e s t i s . ' ' 

[••lost m e d i e v a l C h r i s t i a n s m i g h t n o t go so f a r as t h i s , b u t a degree of 
u n c e r t a i n t y , p r e v e n t i n g t h e i r b e l i e f from aver q u i t a becoming knouledge, 
i s i n e v i t a b l e . And p r e c i s e l y because v i r t u e can never q u i t e be "seen" 
as r e a s o n a b l e , t h e r e s s o n a b l a n e s s o f v i r t u e i s e n d l e s s l y r e i t e r a t e d i n 
m e d i e v a l sermons, r a t h e r as t h e eagla was compelled t o argue h i s 
p o i n t r e p e a t e d l y , because a b s o l u t e p r o o f was u n a t t a i n a b l e . The 
u n p l e a s a n t n e s s o f h e l l i s j u s t one o f s i x reasons t h a t Chaucer's Parson 
o f f e r s i n o r d e r t o move us t o c o n t r i t i o n (CT_ I 133-290) , although i t i s , 
a d m i t t e d l y , the one he has most t o say about (CT I 157-230). The good 

1. Lines 1-9, 517-26 (F v e r s i o n ) . 
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C h r i s t i a n c o u l d r e g a r d h i m s e l f , t h e r e f o r e , as e n r o l l e d i n the community 
of the wise s i m p l y because he i s good.'' 

F u r t h e r m o r e , as has a l r e a d y been p o i n t e d o u t , v i r t u o u s b e h a v i o u r i s 
2 

f r e q u e n t l y wise i n t h e miost o b v i o u s ways. The Person t e l l s us t h a t 
" t h e havene i s yeven t o hem t h a t u o i l a b o u r n , and n a t t o y d e l f o l k " 
(CT I 7 1 5 ) ; b u t i t i s n o t o n l y heaven t h a t eludes t h e i d l e , as t h s 
Second Nun p o i n t s o u t : 

And though men dradoen nsvere f o r t o dye 
Yet seen men w s l by rssoun d o u t e l e e s 
That y d e l n e s s e i s r o t s n s l o g a r d i e 
Of which t h e r nevsre coomth no good n'encrees 

(CT G 15-18), 

But i s C h r i s t i a n m o r a l i t y r e a l l y reasonable? A c c o r d i n g t o the Parson 

i t i s : 

i f i t were r s s o n t h a t man sholde haten h i s enemy, f o r sothe God 
n o l d e n a t receyven us t o h i s love t h a t been h i s enemys, 

(CT I 523). 

T h i s argument must o f course s t a n d i f reasonable b e h a v i o u r means merely 
how God behaves. But s u r e l y h a t i n g one's enemies c o u l d w i t h l e s s e f f o r t 
be a d m i t t s d t o be v e r y r e a s o n a b l e ; as we saw a t the b e g i n n i n g o f t h i s 
s e c t i o n , reason has a tendency t o s i d e w i t h j u s t i c e , and t h s j u s t and 
e q u i t a b l e response t o an enemy's m a l i c e i s presumably m a l i c e i n r e t u r n . 

Here i s one a s p e c t o f the s u b t l e disharmony between the " r e a s o n a b l e " 
m o r a l i t y o u t l i n e d i n t h i s s e c t i o n and the C h r i s t i a n m o r a l i t y o f the 
K'ew Testament. I have suggested t h a t the image o f the "community of the 
w i s e " t h a t can be d i s c e r n e d b o t h i n Solomon and i n P l a t o was one w i t h 
which m e d i e v a l Christendom found i t s e l f much a t home. But the i\'ew 
Testament p r e s e n t s a d i f f e r e n t and c o n t r a d i c t o r y image. B r i e f l y , i n the 
Old Testamisnt we see g o d l y , r i g h t e o u s , wise o l d men, and s e t a g a i n s t 
them t h e f o o l i s h , t h e a r r o g a n t , the wicked: i n t h e [\'ew Testament we see 
the r i c h , t h e r e s p e c t e d , t h e h y p o c r i t e s , the h o l i e r - t h a n - t h o u , and s e t 
a g a i n s t them t h e poor, t h e i n n o c e n t , the c h i l d r e n , the o u t c a s t s , those 
who speak by t h e S p i r i t . I n s t e a d c f the p a t e r n a l i s m o f the Old Testament 

1, For f u r t h e r d i s c u s s i o n o f a p e r v a s i v e ( t h o u g h p a r t i a l ) " r a t i o n a l i s m " 
i n t h e m i d d l e ages, and i t s m a n i f e s t a t i o n i n e.g. s c e p t i c i s m about 
m i r a c l e s , sea Alexander Murray, Reason and S o c i e t y i n the i-'iddle Ages, 
pp. 5-13. 

o. 75 , 
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we sea t h e f l o u t i n g o f f a m i l y t i e s : 

S i q u i s v e n i t so me, e t non e d i t patrem suum, e t matram, e t 
uxorem, e t f i l i o s , e t f r a t r e s , e t s o r o r e s , adhuc autem e t animam 
suam, non p o t e s t meus esse d i s c i p u l u s , 

(Luke i4:2&) 

The e a r l i e s t r e c o r d e d a c t i o n o f Desus h i m s e l f , when he d i s a p p e a r s t o 
the t e m ple i n Derusalem, shows s c a n t r e g a r d f o r p a r e n t a l a u t h o r i t y 
(Luke 2:41-51): i t a l s o shows, s i g n i f i c a n t l y , t h e i n t e l l e c t u a l might 
o f t h e d o c t o r s b e i n g overwhelmed by a c h i l d , ' ' L a t e r Oesus e x u l t s : 

C c n f i t e o r t i b i . P a t e r , Oomine c a e l i e t t e r r a e , q u i a a b s c o n d i s t i 
."laec a s a p i e n t i b u s e t o r u d e n t i b u s , e t r s v e l a s t i ea p a r v u l i s , 

(Matthew 11 :25) 

i'lucn c f h i s own t e a c h i n g i s s t r i k i n g i n i t s unreasonableness; t h a t i s , 
i n i t s p e r v e r s e commendations o f beh a v i o u r t h a t by most st a n d a r d s i s 
u n n a t u r a l and u n j u s t . He compares t h e kingdom o f heaven t o a vinsyard 
i n w h i c h t h e c a l c u l a t i o n o f payment i s based n e i t h e r on p r o d u c t i v i t y 

2 
nor on hours worked; h i s p r e f e r e n c e f o r i^lary r a t h e r t han Nartha has 
of t a n seamed m o n s t r o u s l y u n f a i r ; he f o r g i v e s s i n s f o r which no r e s t i t u t i o n 
has been made ( t h e c o n t e x t o f redde quod debes, Langland's f a v o u r i t e 
t a g i n t h i s c o n n e x i o n , i s a s u r p r i s i n g o n e ) , ijjhen t h e d i s c i p l e s are 
f i l l e d w i t h t he Holy S p i r i t i n t h e second c h a p t e r o f A c t s , t h e i r 
b e h a v i o u r i s f a r from b e i n g sober or moderate - Quia musto p l e n i sunt 
i s t i . Paul i s f u l l y i n accordance w i t h t h e s p i r i t o f h i s master's 
t e a c h i n g when he g l o r i e s n o t i n wisdom b u t i n f o o l i s h n e s s : 

S c r i p t u m a s t enim: Perdam s a p i e n t i a m s a p i e n t i u m , e t prude n t i e m 
p r u d e n t i u m r e p r o b a b o . ... Quoniam e t Oudaei s i g n a p e t u n t , e t 
G r a e c i s a p i e n t i a m o u a e r u n t : nos autam praedicamus Christum 
c r u c i f i x u m , Oudaeis quidem scandalum, g e n t i b u s autem s t u l t i t i a m ... 

(1 C o r i n t h i a n s 1:19, 22-23). 

Paul i s b e i n g s a r c a s t i c ; he does n o t r e a l l y t h i n k h i s p r e a c h i n g i s 
f o o l i s h n e s s , [•.jevarthsless, i t i s not a mode o f e x p r e s s i o n t h a t we see 
much c f i n t h e m i d d l e agas; n o t , t h a t i s , u n t i l Langland's t i m e . I n 

ne aub hor o f t h e Ludus C o v e n t r i a e p o r t r a y s t h a d o c t o r s as l e a r n e d i n 
s d i s v a l u n i v e r s i t y s u b j e c t s , b u t i g n o r a n t compared t o t h a c h i l d 

Oesus, who e x p l a i n s the T r i n i t y and the I n c a r n a t i o n t o them. See 
K.5, S l o c k , ed,, Ludus C o v e n t r i a e or The P l a i e c a l l e d Corpus C h r i s t i , 
EET5, E.S. 120 (London: O x f o r d U n i v e r s i t y Press, 1922), pp. 178-37. 

The dreamer i n P e a r l responds t o t h i s s t o r y by s a y i n g "Pis >ynk \>y tale 
v n r e s o u n a b l e " and q u o t i n g Psalm 51 i n s u p p o r t o f t h i s judgment (590-600), 
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3wm an f o o l i s h n e s s as a vi r r - u e nas r e t u r n e d t r i u m p h a n t l y ; 

F r e r e s f o l w s d e t h a t f e n d f o r he gaf hem copes 
And r e l i g i o u s r e v e r e n c e d hym and rongen h i r b e l l e s 
And a l t h e c o v e n t cam t o welcome t h a t t y r a u n t 
And a l i a h i s e as wel as hym save o o n l y f o o l e s 
i j h i c h f o o l e s were wel g l e d d e r e t o daye 
Than t o l y v e l e n g e r s i t h Leute was so rebuked 
And a f a l s f e n d A n t e c r i s t over a l l e f o l k regnede 

(8 XX 58-64), 

Langland's p o e t r y c o i n c i d e s i n time w i t h the appearance o f the d e v o t i o 
moderna, w i t h i t s emphasis on t h e a f f e c t i o n a t e h e a r t r a t h e r than t h e 
i l l u m i n a t e d i n t e l l e c t . H is p a r a d i g m a t i c C h r i s t i a n i s not a c l e r k or a 
k i n g b u t a ploughman. His p r i e s t s and d o c t o r s f r e q u e n t l y bear a c l o s e r 
rasemblance t o t h e s c r i b e s and p h a r i s e s s o f t h e f'.'ew Testament than t o 
the "community o f t h e w i s e " . Of course i t would be a mist a k e t o see o n l y 
the a s p e c t s o f P i e r s t h a t a n t i c i p a t e Blake or Dickens; c o e x i s t e n t w i t h 
them i s much t h a t i l l u s t r a t e s and aporovas t h e image o f s o c i e t y zhai 

was d e s c r i b e d above, and much - from Conscience, f o r example - i n 
defence o f t h e o l d u . i i t y between reason and r i g h t e o u s n e s s . Even i n the 
passage j u s t q u o t e d , Langland's mention of "Leute" suggests a l o n g i n g 
f o r t h e s o b r i e t y and decorum o f t h e " r e a s o n a b l e " w o r l d , the s t a b l e , 
l e g a l i s t i c e t h i c d i s c u s s e d e a r l i e r . But I would argue t h a t tha 
m u l t i p l i c i t y o f v i e w p o i n t s expressed i n the poem, i t s d i s o r d e r l y 
v a r i e t y ( l i k e a s y n t h e s i s i n r e v e r s e ) , i s i t s e l f " u n r e a sonable", even 
i f most o f t h s v i e w p o i n t s p u r p o r t t o be, each i n i t s own way, "re a s o n a b l e " , 
T h i s l e a d s us i n t o t he n e x t s e c t i o n . 

I l l 

I s a i d t h a t t h i s s e c t i o n was about the shortcomings of "-' 
c o u l d be r e f e r r i n g t o q u i t e a number of d i f f e r e n t k i n d s of d e f e c t , f j o t 
a l l o f them are e q u a l l y r e l e v a n t t o P i e r s Plowman, b u t t o a s u r o r i s i n g 
e x t e n t even t h e l e s s s i g n i f i c a n t o b j e c t i o n s t o "reason", or those of 
•j,-ioh Langland h i m s e l f was l e s s c o n s c i o u s , can be d i s c e r n e d as c r i t i c i s m s 
l a t e n t w i t h i n t h s t e x t ; l a t e n t because I suspect t h a t the poet had a 
f r u s t r a t i n g sense of d i s s a t i s f a c t i o n w i t h "reason" t h a t went f u r t h e r 
t h a n t hose s h o r t c o m i n g s t h a t ha had tna a n a l y t i c a l power t o i s o l a t e or 
d e f i n e . I t i s o b v i o u s l y much h a r d e r t o sup p l y a c r i t i q u e o f "r e a s o n " 
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than t o f e e l discontented w i t h i t ; the former r e q u i r e s one t o ba 
o b j e c t i v e about assumptions t h a t themselves form the basis of one's 
own h a b i t s of speech and thought, i n other words to c u l t i v a t e the kind 
of o b j e c t i v i t y t h a t modern philosophers favour. I s h a l l not attempt to 
demonstrate the existence of t h a t kind of f u l l y conscious c r i t i q u e i n 
P i e r s ; the shortcomings of "reason" are f e l t , and the pressure of them 
i s communicated to the reader, but they are not examined. Indeed t h a t 
was n e i t h e r possible nor p a r t of Langland's program, as I s h a l l show l a t e r . 
For the moment I s h a l l concentrate on summarizing these shortcomings, 
adducing Piers whenever a p p r o p r i a t e , I w i l l begin w i t h "what reason 
argues f o r " and then move r a p i d l y on to the more important question of 
"the way i n which reason argues". 

The f i r s t of these subjects may appear impossibly wide and dependent 
e n t i r e l y on whatever matter i s being debated, When we are t h i n k i n g of 
Piers Plowman, however, there i s one kind of "reasonable" discourse t h a t 
preoccupies us almost e x c l u s i v e l y , namely t h a t which deals w i t h matters 
of r e l i g i o n and m o r a l i t y , Whether i t i s thought of as spoken (a sermon) 
or w r i t t e n (an e t h i c a l t r e a t i s e i n the widest sense) i s not an important 
d i s t i n c t i o n ; indeed what i s spoken w i t h i n the poem i s w r i t t e n so f a r as 
the reader i s concerned. In the area of m o r a l i t y c e r t a i n predominant 
tendencies have already been i n d i c a t e d . For example, "reason" has a 
c h a r a c t e r i s t i c d r i f t i n the d i r e c t i o n of "common-sense" j u s t i c e or 
" f a i r n e s s " . But t h i s d r i f t causes i t to c o l l i d e w i t h revealed t r u t h i n 
a v a r i e t y of ways. Hence some of the most elaborate and intense exercises 
i n medieval reasoning are i n f a c t attempts to elude conclusions t h a t 
"reason" i n i t s n a t u r a l s t a t e seems l i k e l y t o a r r i v e a t . We have already 
seen one example i n the Tale of n e l i b e e , where the argument i s d i r e c t e d 

2 
ag a i n s t the apparently reasonable course of v i o l e n t r e t r i b u t i o n . Then 
there i s the question of s a l v a t i o n f o r those who die i n infancy. Reason 
might here p o i n t t o a v a r i e t y of answers unaided; discussions appear i n 
Pearl (409-744) and i n Canto XXXII of Paradise (40-84),'^ Closely a l l i e d 
to t h i s i s the problem of the v i r t u o u s heathen (Paradise XIX 40-90; 
Piers Plowman B XI 140-58, B X I I 266-95), The Summa Theoloqica i s 

1. Cf. below, p . 156, 
2. Cf. above, pp. 62-63, 
3. Sapegno ed.. I l l , 403-06. 
4. Sapegno ed.. I l l , 239-42. 
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presented as a massive sequence of a r b i t r a t i o n s between d i f f e r e n t 
arguments; and Aquinas c o n s t r u c t s h i s a r t i c u l i so t h a t "reason" u s u a l l y 
appears a t f i r s t glance to favour the p r o p o s i t i o n against which he w i l l 
subsequently pronounce. 

In t h i s l a s t case the author's p a r t i c i p a t i o n i n such controversies 
o f t e n has a c l a r i f y i n g e f f e c t ; but Langland had never read the Summa. 
He f e a r s t h a t controversy i s vain and cannot i n f a c t provide the 
knowledge t h a t God d i d not see f i t to reveal d i r e c t l y : 

A l l e the clerkes under C r i s t ne kouthe the s k i l e a s s o i l l e 
(B X I I 216), 

This i s obviously t r u e when a p p l i e d (as i t i s ) t o the question of why 
one of tha two thieves y i e l d e d to s a l v a t i o n while the other did not. 
But Langland means i t to have a wider a p p l i c a t i o n . Such questioning i s 
vain not only because the answer i s obviously undiscoverable. I t reveals 
an a t t i t u d e t h a t i s morally dubious. I t i s presented as reasoning 
against Reason and i s associated, i n the C t e x t , w i t h the t h i r d of 
Saint John's temptations, "pruyde or presompcioun of thy p a r f i t lyuynge" 
(C X I I I 229), I t i s c l e a r t h a t Reason w i t h a c a p i t a l R stands i n f a c t 
f o r the body of revealed or otherwise a u t h o r i t a t i v e t r u t h t h a t one ought 
simply t o accept. In f a c t to adduce t h i s personage i s a s u b s t i t u t e f o r 

2 
reasoning and an i m p l i c i t rebuke to any who would indulge i n i t . 

P o i n t i n g out these views does not show Langland to advantage; he appears 
narrowly orthodox and a f r a i d of the power of f e a r l e s s c r i t i c a l enquiry. 
At l e a s t he would i f W i l l were not such an u n i n t e l l i g e n t c r i t i c . For i f 
Langland here makes Saint Thomas seem progressive, t h a t i s not because 
he i s a f r a i d of the power of a n a l y t i c a l reasoning, but rather because he 
does not know about the power of a n a l y t i c a l reasoning. He thinks 
reasoning i s f u t i l e ; and there i s some j u s t i f i c a t i o n f o r t h a t view i f 
we consider the s o r t of r e p o s i t o r i e s of "reason" w i t h which Langland 
would have bean f a m i l i a r ; sermons and f l o r i l e g i a , f o r instance. 

To modern eyes there are three areas where medieval reasoning - say, i n 

1, Cf, 1 John 2:16, 
2, Cf, above, p, 66, 
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a sermon - appears open to c r i t i c i s m . They are, f i r s t , excessive use 
of argument from analogy; second, u n c r i t i c a l r e l i a n c e on a u t h o r i t y ; 
t h i r d , the attempt to apply reasoning to subjects w i t h which even at 
i t s best i t cannot r e a l l y cope (e.g. the meaning of the Atonement, the 
u l t i m a t e f a t e of those who die i n i n f a n c y , e t c . ) . C e r t a i n l y these are 
the causes of much bad reasoning but they can a l s o , I t h i n k , be seen 
as symptoms of the lack of any more f o o l p r o o f method of a r r i v i n g a t 
the t r u t h . As f o r the i n a p p r o p r i a t e subject-matter, i t f o l l o w s t h a t i f 
one's powers of reasoning are no more equipped to deal w i t h any one 
area than any o t h e r , one w i l l g r a v i t a t e towards the l a r g e s t and most 
i n t e r e s t i n g questions, those t h a t n a t u r a l l y preoccupy human beings. 
There i s no c o u n t e r - f o r c e , no discouraging r e f l e c t i o n t h a t on 
such-and—such a matter we s h a l l not get very f a r . Or r a t h e r , t h a t 
discouraging r e f l e c t i o n a r i s e s w i t h the same degree of i n s i s t e n c e out 
of a l l c o n t e x t s . As f o r the second-rate methods, i t must be admitted 
t h a t i n d e f a u l t of anything else a u t h o r i t y and analogy have a c e r t a i n 
persuasive f o r c e . Even today, when a s c i e n t i s t forms guesses about some 
question t h a t t e m p o r a r i l y r e s i s t s experimental a n a l y s i s , h i s guesses w i l l 
be e s s e n t i a l l y s u p e r s t i t i o u s notions derived from an a u t h o r i t y or 
analogy whose relevance cannot presently be demonstrated; the d i f f e r e n c e , 
of course, i s t h a t he u s u a l l y recognizes t h a t h i s guesses are only 
s u p p o s i t i o n s . But f o r o r d i n a r y medieval t h i n k e r s there i s no chance of 
guesses ever being v e r i f i e d i n the way t h a t our s c i e n t i s t sees to be 
necessary; t h e i r f a i t h i n analogy and a u t h o r i t y i s thus needed, 
regardless of whether i t can be considered j u s t i f i e d , because without i t 
the a c t i v i t y of groping towards understanding could not proceed at a l l . 
That i s a s l i g h t l y d i f f e r e n t t h i n g from t h i n k i n g a n a l o g i c a l argument 
stronger than i t r e a l l y i s . Whether to judge something as weak or to 
misjudge something as strong one must have an independent measure of 
s t r e n g t h , such as i s provided i n t h i s case by the r e c o l l e c t i o n of more 
recent and more exact exercises i n reasoning. I t i s tru e t h a t medieval 

1. The same argument has r e c e n t l y been proposed as a means of j u s t i f y i n g 
i n d u c t i v e reasoning. We must accept i n d u c t i v e reasoning as v a l i d 
regardless of whether i t r e a l l y works or not, as without i t we could 
not generate any determinate hypotheses a t a l l (George N. Schlesinger, 
Hetaphysics; Methods and Problems (Oxford; B a s i l Blackwell, 1983), 
pp. 230-45 ) , 
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people d i d have the standard of everyday inference from i n d u c t i o n , 
which was then, as i t always i s , the unquestioned basis upon which 
most o r d i n a r y judgments were formed. But to assume t h a t what "reasonable" 
discourse provided had t h a t kind of i r r e s i s t i b l e f o r c e would surely 
have been a psychological i m p o s s i b i l i t y , Wa should not overrate the 
i n f l u e n c e of possibly deluded b e l i e f s i n , f o r example, the i n f a l l i b i l i t y 
of s c r i p t u r e , or the existence of p a t t e r n i n g i n the created universe 
such as would support the v a l i d i t y of argument from analogy. Neither 
those b e l i e f s nor any of the m u l t i t u d e t h a t seam t o depend on them can 
be held w i t h the same kind of c e r t a i n t y t h a t ws have about i t r a i n i n g 
outside when we hear the sound of raindrops. 

Besides, Langland himself shows us how r i c k e t y the c o n s t r u c t i o n of 
arguments from s c r i p t u r e can be. Everyone remembers Meed's use of 
s c r i p t u r e t o r n from i t s context so i n s e n s i t i v e l y t h a t i t s meaning i s 
a l l but reversed (B I I I 330-53), This abuse, because i t i s p l a i n l y 
i l l e g i t i m a t e does not r e a l l y cast doubt on the worth of support from 
s c r i p t u r e . But more s e r i o u s l y , s c r i p t u r e can be honestly deployed i n 
support of c o n t r a d i c t o r y views. Thus, on a subject very relevant to 
t h i s chapter, W i l l says; 

And yet have I f o r g e t e f e r t h e r of fyve w i t t e s techyng 
That Clergia of C r i s t e s mouth comended was i t nevers 
For ha seide t o Seint Peter and to swiche as he lovede 
Dum s t e t e r i t l s ante reges e t presides &c 
Though ye come b i f o r e kynges and clerkes of the lawe 
Beth noght -abasshed f o r I shal be i n youre mouthes 
And yyve yow w i t at w i l l e w i t h konnyng to conclude hem 
A l l s t h a t ayeins yow of Cristendom disputen 

(B X 439-45), 
But against t h i s Ymaginatif says; 

Ac yet i s c l e r g i e t o comende and kynde w i t bothe 
And namely c l e r g i e f o r C r i s t e s love t h a t of c l e r g i e i s roote 

(B X I I 70-71). 
This was shown when C h r i s t saved the woman taken i n a d u l t e r y from her 
punishers; 

A womman as we fynden was g i l t y of t h a t dede 
Ac C r i s t of h i s c u r t e i s i e thorugh c l e r g i e h i r saved 
For thorugh caractes t h a t C r i s t wroot the Oewes knewe hemselve 
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G i l t i e r as afore God and g r e t t e r i n synne 
Than the uiomman t h a t there uas and uenten awey f o r shame 
The c l e r g i e t h a t there was conforted the u/omman 

(B X I I 76-81). 
nost readers w i l l agree t h a t we are expected t o endorse Ymaginatif's 
argument and t h a t p o e t i c a l l y i t i s the more convincing. Yet so f a r as 
the use of s c r i p t u r e i s concerned W i l l ' s reference to i t i s equally 
u a l i d and probably more apposite. 

S c r i p t u r e , t h e r e f o r e , does not r e a l l y help to make "reasonable" discourse 
achieve c e r t a i n t y . I t provides m a t e r i a l to be heaped up i n the cause 
of persuasiveness, along w i t h c l a s s i c a l quotations, t r a d i t i o n a l 
etymologies, b e s t i a r y l o r e and famous h i s t o r i c a l a c t s . But the opponent 
to an argument does not u s u a l l y t u r n a c r i t i c a l gaze on i t s supports. 
Conscience can do t h a t t o Reed because her case i s so t r a n s p a r e n t l y 
f a u l t y , but i n general medieval powers of analysis are i n s u f f i c i e n t l y 
developed ( t h e answers to o b j e c t i o n s i n the Summa Theologica are a sign 
of Aquinas* tremendous confidence; he can a f f o r d t o t a c k l e opposing 
views d i r e c t l y ) . The more common approach i s to r e p l y by presenting 
an even more imposing c o l l e c t i o n of points i n one's own favour. 
E s s e n t i a l l y t h a t i s how Ymaginatif answers W i l l . I n B Passus X U I I I the 
debate between the Four Daughters of God proceeds i n the same way. 
Again, both sides of t h i s debate can f i n d support from the s c r i p t u r e s 
(B X V I I I 149-49a; 185-86). 

So f a r i n my discussion of the l i m i t a t i o n s of "reasonable" discourse as 
Langland knew i t , I have concentrated on l i m i t a t i o n s from a modern 
view. I n p a r t i c u l a r , I have emphasized t h a t i t i s not a very precise 
or e f f i c i e n t instrument f o r e s t a b l i s h i n g the t r u t h about something. 
But w h i l e I have t r i e d t o show t h a t an awareness of such shortcomings 
i s d i s c e r n i b l e i n Piers Plowman, i t i s questionable whether Langland 
was p r i m a r i l y i n t e r e s t e d i n t h a t kind of t r u t h . The search f o r Saint 
Truth i n t h i s poem i s a f t e r a l l a search f o r the s a l v a t i o n of s o c i e t y 
r a t h e r than f o r i n t e l l e c t u a l enlightenment. Langland's i d e a l s are not 
those of the l i t t e r a t i . I n the previous section I quoted William 
Fitzstephen's d e s c r i p t i o n of the competing students who dispute among 
themselves, some merely " f o r the purpose of d i s p l a y " , but others " t h a t 
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they may e s t a b l i s h the t r u t h f o r the sake of p e r f e c t i o n " . ^ This was 
two c e n t u r i e s before Langland wrote, but i f we imagine him transported 
back i n time t o these f e s t i v i t i e s , we can f e e l a t once how he would 
have scorned the speakers and t h e i r aims. He would hava regarded t h e i r 
higher aim as meaningless and argued t h a t only the lower aim was 
o p e r a t i v e . D i s i n t e r e s t e d p u r s u i t of t r u t h i n a purely i n t e l l e c t u a l 
sense i s a conception t h a t Langland e i t h e r does not grasp or else 
regards as a sham. 

The term " s a l v a t i o n " remains the obvious d e s c r i p t i o n f o r what Langland 
was l o o k i n g f o r , p a r t i c u l a r l y as i t s vagueness permits us t o extend i t 
as r e q u i r e d . I t s o r i g i n i s i n the e a r l y , emphatic request: 

Teche ma t o no t r e s o r but t e l me t h i s i l k a 
How I may save my soule t h a t s e i n t a r t yholden 

(B I 83-84), 
In the o r i g i n a l context the reference i s c l e a r l y t o i n d i v i d u a l 
s a l v a t i o n . Whether t h i s r e a l l y i n d i c a t e s a program t h a t we can sea 
c a r r i e d out i n the r e s t of the poem i s d o u b t f u l . Since W i l l does not 
die i n h i s dreams ( u n l i k e the dreamer i n D e g u i l e v i l l e ' s poems) we 
cannot r e a l l y t e l l i f he can be said to have gained s a l v a t i o n or not, 
and i t i s perhaps making too much of W i l l ' s seemingly less unregenerate 
behaviour i n l a t e r waking episodes to i n f e r t h a t anything akin to a 
conversion experience has taken place. That W i l l continues to be 
oppressed by a need f o r something i s cle a r enough, but the nature of 
t h a t something i s l e f t u n s p e c i f i c and i t i s h i n t e d t h a t there i s 
considerable d i s p a r i t y between what W i l l t h i n k s ha wants and what he 
needs. Nevertheless, W i l l ' s search does provide the means by which the 
poet explores what preoccupies him, and " s a l v a t i o n " i s a good word f o r 
t h a t . I f we i d e n t i f y i t w i t h "doing w e l l " , t a k i n g a h i n t from the t e x t 
of the Pardon, we are then able t o use the same term to cover both 
i n d i v i d u a l s a l v a t i o n and the regeneration of s o c i e t y , since Langland 
p l a i n l y sees the l a t t e r as determined by nothing other than the 
we l l - d o i n g of i n d i v i d u a l members. By the term " s a l v a t i o n " , t h e r e f o r e , I 
s h a l l r e f e r both t o the reformation of the i n d i v i d u a l and to the 

1, Cf, above, pp, 83-84, 
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r e f o r m a t i o n of s o c i e t y . 

What p a r t has "reasonable" discourse t o play i n t h i s desirable p r o j e c t ? 
Presumably every m o r a l i s t who w r i t e s or preaches imagines t h a t i t has 
some b e n e f i c i a l e f f e c t . Ymaginatif puts the common-sense cases the aim 
i s t o provide the r e q u i s i t e knowledge f o r informed well-doing, and i n 
f a c t t h i s has been achieved so p e r f e c t l y by others t h a t no f u r t h e r 
l i t e r a r y endeavours are r e a l l y necessary 

f o r ther are bokes ynowe 
To t e l l e men what Dowel i s Debet and Dobest bothe 
And prechours t o preve what i t i s of many a peire f r e r e s 

(B X I I 17-19). 
This i s not e x a c t l y easy f o r the dreamer to frame an o b j e c t i o n t o , but 
h i s subsequent remarks suggest t h a t somewhere a t the back of h i s mind 
an o b j e c t i o n i s l u r k i n g nevertheless: 

Ac i f t h e r were any wight t h a t wolde me t e l l e 
What were Dowel and Dobet and Dobest a t the l a s t e 
Wolde I nevere do werk but wende to h o l i chirche 
And there bidde my bedes but whan i c h ete or slepe 

(B X I I 25-28). 
Momentarily, i t w i l l be noted, the dreamer W i l l i s also Langland the 
poet. Perhaps the l a t t e r , when he wrote these l i n e s , was proposing a 
challenge t o h i m s e l f : i f I succeed i n w r i t i n g something t h a t r e a l l y does 
leave W i l l no o p t i o n but t o reform, I s h a l l stop t i n k e r i n g w i t h my poem. 
Perhaps ( b u t t h i s i s pure s p e c u l a t i o n ) he had j u s t composed the v i s i o n of 
C h r i s t , a f t e r which W i l l does set o f f to church, and hence was 
t e m p o r a r i l y o p t i m i s t i c about h i s own powers. But i f so, th a t optimism 
waned again. Neither the poem nor the author's work on i t end wi t h 
B Passus X U I I I . 

The d i f f i c u l t y i s t h a t although "reasonable" discourse can teach W i l l 
e v e r y t h i n g there i s t o know about Dowel, i t cannot apparently make him 
do w e l l . The knowledge i t provides i s not s u f f i c i e n t l y immediate to be 
r e a l i z e d i n s t a n t l y i n a c t i o n . Most of us would accept t h a t as an 
i n e v i t a b l e l i m i t a t i o n of a l l w r i t i n g or preaching. I t cannot take away 
the f r e e w i l l of the audience to ignore what i s s a i d ; we may even f e e l 
t h a t i t ought not to t r y , and describe overt attempts to d i r e c t the 
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reader's behaviour as " r h e t o r i c " i n a p e j o r a t i v e sense. But Langland 
seems to be worried by the l i m i t a t i o n t h a t we take f o r granted. I t i s 
as i f W i l l i s a t e s t case, repr e s e n t a t i v e of a l l o r d i n a r y readers and 
congregations. He may seem to us e x c e p t i o n a l l y r e s i s t a n t , but he i s 
h a r d l y the only character i n the poem to ignore moral guidance. 

At one simple extreme we have those who appear t o understand but 
e x p l i c i t l y r e j e c t what they hear. The brewer, quoted e a r l i e r , i s an 
example ("Of S p i r i t u s l u s t i c i a thow spekest muche on y d e l " ) , ^ A number 
of other characters seem t o want t o reform, but suggest by what they say 
t h a t they cannot a c t u a l l y grasp the f u l l i m p l i c a t i o n s of what i s 
r e q u i r e d of them. Some of the Sins seem to be i n t h i s worrying s t a t e ; 
so i s Haukyn, u n t i l our l a s t glimpse of him. Then there are those whose 
s e l f - s a t i s f i e d consciousness of being learned appears i f anything t o 
be a hindrance t o them; the Doctor of D i v i n i t y , notably. We can make 
use of Ymaginatif's analogy here (although i t i s a c t u a l l y o f f e r e d i n 
defence of l e a r n i n g ) : 

Tak two stronge men and i n Themese cast hem 
And bothe naked as a nedle h i r noon s i k e r e r than other 
That oon hath konnynge and kan swymmen and dyven 
That oother i s lewed of t h a t labour lerned navere swymme 
Which trowestow of tho two i n Themese i s i n moost drede 
He t h a t nevere ne dyved na noght kan of swymmyng 
Or the swymmere t h a t i s saaf by so hymself l i k e 
Ther h i s felawe f l e t e t h f o r t h as the f l o o d l i k e t h 
And i s i n drede to drenche t h a t nevere dide swymma 

(B X I I 161-69). 
I f we are t o make a u s e f u l sense of t h i s i l l u s t r a t i o n we have to t r a n s l a t e 
q u i t e c a r e f u l l y . I n l i n e 163 i t i s b a t t e r to t h i n k of the phrase "kan 
swymmen" as "knows the theory of swimming" than as "can swim" ( i . e . i s 
e a s i l y capable of reaching the bank). Otherwise Yroaginatif would too 
obviously have answered the question he asks W i l l to answer, as 

2 
P r i s c i l l a M a r t i n o b j e c t s . We should also note t h a t the question i s 
s t r i c t l y not "Who i s most l i k e l y to drown?" but "Who i s most a f r a i d of 
drowning?" No doubt Goodridge and T i l l e r are r i g h t t o assume t h a t the 

1. Cf. above, p. 94, 
2, P r i s c i l l a M a r t i n , Piers Plowman; The F i e l d and the Tower, p, 94. 
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d i s t i n c t i o n i s not intended, but i f we drop the i l l u s t r a t i o n and 
consider how i t i s ap p l i e d ( i . e . t o the business of confession, c o n t r i t i o n , 
e t c . ) i t becomes s i g n i f i c a n t , nay not the learned man's consciousness 
of knowing how t o deal w i t h h i s own s i n f u l s t a t e be a p o t e n t i a l danger 
to him? I t may keep him from despair, but wouldn't "drede" be an 
appro p r i a t e and even d e s i r a b l e emotion i n such circumstances? Knowledge 
i s a f t e r a l l no s u b s t i t u t e f o r a c t i o n ; a r e f l e c t i o n t h a t would be 
obvious i n the middle of the Thames but perhaps less so i n the middle 
of one's own l i f e as a C h r i s t i a n , Langland's poem i s f u l l of contented 
members of the "community of the wise". When, i n the next passus. 
Conscience announces t h a t 

He were levere by Dure Lord and I lyve sholde 
Have paciencB p a r f i t l i c h e than h a l f t h i pak of bokes 

(8 X I I I 200-01) 
he i m p l i e s a p o t e n t i a l o p p o s i t i o n between l e a r n i n g and seeking s a l v a t i o n 
t h a t Ymaginatif has not s u f f i c i e n t l y attended t o . The trouble i s t h a t 
"bokes", although they teach us about how to behave i n our ac t i v e l i v e s , 
also take us out of those l i v e s and onto a d i f f e r e n t o n t o l o g i c a l plane 
while we are reading; r a t h e r l i k e W i l l ' s dreams. Reading about Dowel i s 
o f t e n more agreeable than doing w e l l and can be an e f f e c t i v e escape 
from r e s p o n s i b i l i t y . 

W i l l cannot e a s i l y be c a l l e d complacent - on the c o n t r a r y , he seems to 
be permanently worried - but he does f a l l i n t o t h i s t r a p . His continuing 
desire t o f a l l asleep and have another dream can be seen as admirably 
committed, but I am not sure i f i t i s being o v e r - l i t e r a l i s t i c to r e f l e c t 
t h a t i t could also be diagnosed as a chronic case of s l o t h . 

The Pardon i n B Passus U I I i s a very b r i e f example of moral teaching. I t s 
content i s of course impeccably "reasonable": 

Et q u i bona egerunt i b u n t i n vitam eternam 
Qui vero mala i n ignem sternum 

(B Mil 110a). 
Before we are presented w i t h t h i s t e x t , we have already been o f f e r e d 
a d e t a i l e d commentary on i t , showing concretely how i t i s to be applied 
and responded t o by i n d i v i d u a l members of s o c i e t y . Nevertheless, the 
p r i e s t proposes t o o f f e r h i s own thoughts about i t : 
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t h i pardon moste I rede 
For I shal construe ech clause and kenne i t thee on Englissh 

(8 U I I 105-06). 
That sounds unobjectionable, coming from someone whose business i t i s 
to preach v i r t u e , who knows L a t i n and can read (although i t turns out 
t h a t Piers i s " l e t t r e d a l i t e l " t o o ) . But i n f a c t h i s i n t e r v e n t i o n 
d i r e c t s us away from the matter of our personal s a l v a t i o n and towards 
the purely formal question of whether the Pardon can properly be 
considered a pardon: 

Peter quod the preest thoo I kan no pardon fynde 
But do wel and have wel and God shal have t h i soule 
And do y v e l and have y v e l and hope thow noon oother 
That a f t e r t h i deeth day the devel shal have t h i soule 

(B U I I .111-14). 
The p r i e s t i s conscious of h i s own l e a r n i n g , and from the l o f t y 
s tandpoint t h a t he f e e l s himself t o occupy i s able to aim some w i t t y 
t h r u s t s a t P i e r s . But h i s l e a r n i n g i s not u s e f u l at t h i s moment. He 
cannot be accused of not s t i c k i n g c l o s e l y to the t e x t , but he regards 
i t as a t e x t t o be assessed r a t h e r than acted upon; i t i s l i k e a 
m o t o r i s t weighing up the s t y l e of a roadsign. The p r i e s t postpones, 
and makes more d i f f i c u l t , the journey back from t e x t t o r e a l i t y . He 
p r e f e r s t o keep us i n the world of the t e x t , to wander about i n i t 
e v a l u a t i n g and d e p r e c i a t i n g what i s on d i s p l a y . I l i k e the idea put 
forward by 3udson Boyce A l l e n t h a t t h i s episode represents the c r i t i c i s m s 
t h a t someone had l e v e l l e d a t the Z t e x t , ^ I f so, Piers t e a r i n g up the 
Pardon can be seen a u t o b i o g r a p h i c a l l y , as representing the author's own 
d i s s a t i s f a c t i o n w i t h Z and h i s determination to t r y again. But we 
could also take i t as representing the i d e a l response to a t e x t , i n 
c o n t r a s t t o the p r i e s t ' s response. That i d e a l response would be t o take 
the meaning t o heart but d e c i s i v e l y to t u r n away from the world of the 
t e x t ; i n e f f e c t , t o r e j e c t i t i n the very act of p u t t i n g i t s precepts 
( o r whatever else i t might o f f e r ) i n t o p r a c t i c e , A l l e n decodes the 
s c r i p t u r a l references i n the passage and f i n d s the theme of d e t r a c t o r 
uppermost; but a t a more fundamental l e v e l I t h i n k Langland would 

1, Dudson Boyce A l l e n , "Langland's Reading and W r i t i n g : Detractor and 
the Pardon Passus", Speculum, 59 (1984), 342-62. The suggestion i s 
made on pp. 351-52. 
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o b j e c t t o l i t e r a r y a p p r e c i a t i o n j u s t as much as l i t e r a r y d e p r e c i a t i o n -
a c h i l l i n g thought f o r the student of Piers Plowman, He does not portray 
Piers as responding t o the p r i e s t ' s i n v i t a t i o n t o debate the merits of 
the Pardon, not even on the p o s i t i v e side; Piers i n f a c t makes no 
reference t o the document a t a l l , immediately expressing h i s commitment 
to a d r a s t i c course of a c t i o n . I t i s the dreamer who accepts the p r i e s t ' s 
i n v i t a t i o n , and he subsequently emerges as, of a l l the characters i n 
the poem, the most p e r s i s t e n t evader of moral consequences. 

This i s to put the blame f o r any f a i l u r e of "reasonable" discourse on 
the r e c i p i e n t of i t . But a t h i r d , more p e s s i m i s t i c , view of the t e a r i n g 
can also be advanced; i t could also be seen to i n d i c a t e the shortcomings 
of the Pardon i t s e l f . Since the Pardon i s only e f f i c a c i o u s i f acted 
upon by those who receive i t ( l i k e any other moral t e x t , but u n l i k e a 
t r u l y u n c o n d i t i o n a l pardon, which only needs to be possessed), does t h a t 
not mean t h a t the Pardon i t s e l f i s to blame? For a would-be u n i v e r s a l i s t 
l i k e Langland, the f a c t t h a t there are any people a t a l l who w i l l not take 
i t i n the r i g h t s p i r i t i s enough to make him deeply d i s s a t i s f i e d ; and 
i s i t r e a l i s t i c t o expect ordinary people to make the p e r f e c t response? 
I t i s not a question t h a t seems much to d i s t u r b e a r l i e r w r i t e r s , but i n 
Piers as i n the Canterbury Tales the author always has an ear f o r what 
the audience are saying i n the background. I n Chaucer's poem t h e i r response 
i s u s u a l l y e n t h u s i a s t i c , sometimes naive, always passionate; i n Langland's 
poem t h e i r tone i s more o f t e n s u l k y , uncomprehending, obstreperous. The 
c o n t r a s t i n response of course derives from the c o n t r a s t i n the m a t e r i a l 
to which the audiences are exposed; a w o r l d l y t a l e i s a very d i f f e r e n t 
t h i n g from a sermon w i t h palpable designs on us. I t would have been 
i n t e r e s t i n g t o know what the p i l g r i m s thought of the Parson's 
c o n t r i b u t i o n . By the time t h a t we reach the end of t h a t long sermon, 
however, a l l thought of p i l g r i m s on a road to Canterbury has evaporated. 
Chaucer's ascent out of t h a t e a r t h l y context i s possibly i n s p i r i n g , but 
one may also r e f l e c t t h a t perhaps Chaucer did not dare to show us the 
p i l g r i m s ' r e a c t i o n ; the Parson's t a l e might not have survived the 
treatment. 

I moste s i t t e seide the segge or e l l i s sholde I nappe 
(B V 387) 
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:L'e v i l l a m emi quod oen and now y moste thedre 
To loke how me l i k e t h h i t and toek h i s leue a t Peres 

(C Mil 292-93) 

Forthy y pray^ow Peres paraunter ^ i f ^e meten 
Treuth t e l l e t h hym t h i s hat y be excused 

(C V I I 297-98). 
As Holy Church concludes, e a r l y on i n Pie r s , 

The mooste p a r t i e of t h i s peple t h a t passeth on t h i s erthe 
Have t h e i worship i n t h i s world t h e i w i l n e no b e t t r a 
Of oother hevene than here holde t h e i no t a l e 

(B I 7-9). 
But does the f a u l t l i e w i t h the discourse or w i t h the audience? The 
l a t t e r , no doubt, inasmuch as they are not s a i n t s ; but i f they were 
s a i n t s there would be no need t o preach. Let us pursue the suggestion 
t h a t "reasonable" discourse i s i t s e l f d e f e c t i v e . 

W i l l ' s most c h a r a c t e r i s t i c complaint about i t i s t h a t i t f a i l s to give 
him "kynde knowynge"; 

Yet have I no kynde knowynge quod I ye mote kenne me b e t t r e 
By what c r a f t i n my cors i t comseth and where 

(B I 138-39) 

I have no kynde knowyng quod I to conceyve a l l s t h i wordes 
Ac i f I may lyve and loke I shal go l e r n e b e t t r e 

(B V I I I 58-59) 

Ac yet savoreth me noght t h i seying so me C r i s t helpe 
For more kynde knowynge I coveite to lerne 
How Dowel Dobet and Dobest doon among the peple 

(B V I I I 110-112). 
I t i s hard t o say, wit h o u t being able to assign a precise meaning to 
W i l l ' s term, how j u s t i f i e d these complaints are. Probably there i s a 
considerable element of evasion i n v o l v e d . I f there i s a r e a l c r i t i c i s m , 
i n other words, i t l i e s r a t h e r i n the f a c t of W i l l ' s o b j e c t i n g than i n 
the v a l i d i t y of h i s o b j e c t i o n . We are e n t i t l e d to take "kynde knowynge" 
as meaning knowledge t h a t i s so immediate t h a t i t does not merely inform 
but a c t u a l l y reforms; knowledge t h a t would t u r n W i l l i n t o a good person 
and thus s i l e n c e h i s complaint. Consciously, Langland's search f o r t h a t 
potent l e v e l of communication leads him i n c r e a s i n g l y towards the 
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f a m i l i a r idea of teaching, d r a m a t i c a l l y , by example, Anima deals w i t h 
t h i s theme i n d e t a i l ; i f the church i s to a f f e c t the l i v e s of ordinary 
people, the l i v e s of i t s c l e r g y must be reformed: 

As holynessB and honeste out of Holy Chirche spredeth 
Thorugh l e l e libbynge men t h a t Goddes lawe techen 
Right so out of Holy Chirche a l l e yveles spredeth 
There i n p a r f i t preesthode i s prechours and t e c h e r i s 

(B XV 92-95). 
We are drawing towards the conclusion t h a t martyrdom i s the u l t i m a t e 
teaching a i d : 

In savacion of the f e i t h Seint Thomas was ymartired 
Amonges unkynde Cristene f o r Cristes love he deyede 
And f o r the r i g h t of a l t h i s reume and a l l e reumes Cristene 
Holy Chirche i s honoured heighliche thorugh h i s deying 
He i s a forbisene t o a l l e bisshopes and a b r i g h t myrour 

(8 XV 521-25). 
Here we are beginning to look forward to the comparatively b e n e f i c i a l 
e f f e c t on W i l l of h i s v i s i o n of C h r i s t ' s Passion, 

As a w r i t e r , r e s t r i c t e d to the use of words, Langland's attempts to 
circumvent the l i m i t a t i o n s of "reasonable" discourse n a t u r a l l y take a 
d i f f e r e n t form. This w i l l be the subject of my next two chapters, I 
s h a l l argue t h a t h i s poetry employs s t r a t e g i e s t o t u r n "reasonable" 
discourse i t s e l f i n t o a subject t h a t i s s c r u t i n i z e d by the poem, so 
t h a t i t i s both the the medium by which things are said and also one 
of the t h i n g s about which Piers Plowman speaks. More p o s i t i v e l y , 
Langland's poetry i s designed to a f f e c t the reader i n ways t h a t 
"reasonable" discourse does not attempt; t h a t i s , i t produces e f f e c t s 
i n our mind t h a t cannot be expressed i n purely r a t i o n a l terms as the 
apprehension of d e f i n i t e statements. I f Langland had l i v e d i n a l a t e r 
age we might t a l k of "poetic t r u t h " , the kind of communication t h a t 
modern poetry excels a t and modern textbooks eschew. But our author 
had no such mental category as the " p o e t i c " i n the sense t h a t we give 
i t today. 

The next two chapters w i l l proceed mainly by close readings of selected 
passages from Piers Plowman. These aim to avoid contentiousness, and I 
make no attempt t o argue f o r a p a r t i c u l a r i n t e r p r e t a t i o n or "reading" 
of the poem as a whole, thus hoping to avoid c o n f l i c t w i t h anyone's 
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pet theory of what the poem means, I am i n t e r e s t e d i n how we should 
read r a t h e r than w i t h what we should read o f f . However, one important 
and p o s s i b l y contentious aspect of my approach to Piers Plowman should 
be announced e x p l i c i t l y . 

Much of Piers Plowman, e s p e c i a l l y i n the c e n t r a l part of the poem, i s 
composed of long speeches made by the characters t h a t W i l l meets i n h i s 
dreams (and o c c a s i o n a l l y outside them). I t i s obviously a question of 
some importance whether we are f r e e to exercise our own judgment about 
the v a l i d i t y of what i s said i n these speeches, or whether we are to take 
them (perhaps w i t h a few exceptions) as a u t h o r i t a t i v e . Most of us begin 
w i t h a p r e d i s p o s i t i o n i n favour of the l a t t e r view; i t i s sa f e r , i f we 
ara not t o read a n a c h r o n i s t i c a l l y , t o suppose t h a t speakers not c l e a r l y 
l a b e l l e d as unsound must be regarded as "honest" spokespersons, to be 
understood i n the same way as the characters who represent good 
i n f l u e n c e s i n a m o r a l i t y play. That might seem the only sensible course 
f o r a w r i t e r t o take i f ha wants to preach m o r a l i t y i n a s t r a i g h t f o r w a r d 
way. However, there are d i f f i c u l t i e s w i t h t h i s view. I f we demand t h a t 
every speaker be simply r i g h t or wrong, we f i n d ourselves driven to 
argue the case on a large number of occasions. We encounter "wrong" 
speakers who o c c a s i o n a l l y t a l k sense, such as the Doctor of D i v i n i t y , 
Haukyn, W i l l h i m s e l f , and i n the C t e x t h i s a l t e r ego Rechelesnesse, 
We discover arguments between characters whom, i n general, we should 
c a l l " r i g h t " ; C l e r g i e and Conscience (B X I I I 179-214), or the Four 
Daughters of God, We f i n d , i f not arguments, a t l e a s t sharp i n t e r r u p t i o n s ; 
f o r instance Dame Study's s i l e n c i n g of Wit (B X 5-8) or Trajan's impatient 
i n t e r v e n t i o n i n t o a conversation between W i l l and Scripture (B XI 1 4 0 f f , ) . 
Piers himself changes h i s mind (B V I I 118-21), which ought to be 
impossible i f he i s simply and p e r f e c t l y " r i g h t " the whole time. A 
character l i k e Study, obviously " r i g h t " on her own ground, i s confessedly 
a t a loss when she moves f u r t h e r a f i e l d (B X 182-90), S i m i l a r l y , 
Conscience i s obviously " r i g h t " when debating w i t h Meed i n 8 Passus I I I , 
y et i n the f i n a l episode of tha poem we see him deceived by "Sire 
Penetrans-domos". Then there are speakers whose st a t u s i s thoroughly 
c o n t r o v e r s i a l , such as the two Mi n o r i t e s (B V I I I 8-62), the "lewed 
v i c o r y " (B XIX 412-61) and Need (B XX 4-50), Holy Church, Ymaginatif 
and Anima survive t h i s summary untouched mainly, I suspect, because 
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they do not encounter any of the other speakers except the dreamer 
hi m s e l f . In a l l of these cases the problem f o r the reader i s exacerbated 
by the absence of e x p l i c i t guidance from the wings. As I noted e a r l i e r , 
there i s no n a r r a t o r i a l voice i n Piers t h a t has both the capacity and 
the i n c l i n a t i o n t o inform us of how we are t o judge events i n the poem.'' 

I am not concerned here to discuss any of these various complexities 
i n d i v i d u a l l y . Some (B,g, the debate between the Four Daughters) are not 
r e a l l y "problems" at a l l ; everyone i s f a m i l i a r w i t h the medieval notion 
t h a t there are various l e v e l s of t r u t h , some more powerful and complete 
than o t h e r s . However, the cumulative e f f e c t of my l i s t i s , I t h i n k , to 
cast doubt on the " m o r a l i t y p l a y " i n t e r p r e t a t i o n of the speaking characters 
i n Piers Plowman, Although t h e i r a l l e g o r i c a l names may suggest otherwise, 
they prove to be too human a c o l l e c t i o n to be granted the absolute 
a u t h o r i t y t h a t they would have i f they were the creations of an orthodox 
peddler of moral and d o c t r i n a l substance w i t h a naive l i t e r a r y approach. 
I n f a c t ws have no choice but t o attend t o them as c r i t i c a l l y as W i l l 

2 
does, although p r e f e r a b l y w i t h more i n t e l l i g e n c e . 

This i s not t o c l a i m , what would indeed be a n a c h r o n i s t i c , t h a t Wit and 
C l e r g i e are designed and poised by Langland i n the way t h a t Sludge and 
Blougram are, as a challenge t o work out which h a l f of what they say they 
r e a l l y ought to b e l i e v e , I do not t h i n k t h a t the poet, i n these instances 
a t l e a s t , d e l i b e r a t e l y incorporated r e v e a l i n g vaguenesses or t a c t i c a l 
lapses i n l o g i c . I t i s more probable t h a t , as he wrote, Langland was 
t r y i n g as hard as he could t o make the s p e c i f i c speech on which he was 
working as e f f e c t i v e a c o n t r i b u t o r t o h i s o b j e c t i v e of " s a l v a t i o n " as 
p o s s i b l e . But Piers contains a m u l t i p l i c i t y of such e f f o r t s , usually 
set i n a context t h a t i n some way reveals the author's own d i s b e l i e f i n 
h i s achievement. Each new speech t h a t W i l l dreams appears to ra i s e new 
questions, t o create the need f o r new speeches and indeed new dreams. 

1, Cf, above, p, 27. 
2, Cf, [*lary Carruthers, The Search f o r St, T r u t h ; A Study of Meaning i n 

Piers Plowman (Evanston: Northwestern U n i v e r s i t y Press, 1973), p. 35: 
" W i l l ' s dullness w i t h respect t o Lady Holy Church i s shared by the poem, 
which i n s i s t s on making i t s own journey t o St. Truth rather than 
accepting her teaching ... we should not see the f a u l t simply i n W i l l ' s 
s t u p i d i t y " . 
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This i s u s u a l l y thought of as r e v e a l i n g the l i m i t a t i o n s of the dreamer 
r a t h e r than h i s dreams, P r i s c i l l a Martin puts i t t h i s way: 

The debates of medieval l i t e r a t u r e can be generally di v i d e d i n t o 
• h o r i z o n t a l ' and ' v e r t i c a l ' . The h o r i z o n t a l debate, as i n Winner 
and Waster, The Owl and tha N i g h t i n g a l e , The Parliament of Fowls, 
i s between evenly matched speakers, where each t r i e s to win support 
f o r h i s view but none i s c o n c l u s i v e l y v i c t o r i o u s . The v e r t i c a l debate, 
as i n The Divine Comedy or Pearl between characters unequal i n 
understanding, shows the i n f e r i o r p r o f i t i n g , despite emotional and 
i n t e l l e c t u a l handicaps, from the counsel of tha superior. We can 
account i n formal terms f o r the f r u s t r a t i n g e f f e c t of the Dreamer's 
en q u i r i e s about Dowel: as w e l l as mistaking the nature of the ^ 
s u b j e c t , ha keeps t u r n i n g a v e r t i c a l debate i n t o a h o r i z o n t a l one. 

My argument i s t h a t Langland himself i s honestly t r y i n g to w r i t e v e r t i c a l 
debate but does not r e a l l y b e l i e v e i n i t s v a l i d i t y himself. Ha judges h i s 
own attempts t o compose the superior side of the v e r t i c a l debate and 
f i n d s t h a t they cannot expect the p e r f e c t submission t h a t the i n f e r i o r 
p a r t y ought t o o f f e r . 

W i l l ' s own o b j e c t i o n s stand f o r the possible o b j e c t i o n s of any C h r i s t i a n 
reader or a u d i t o r , Anne Middleton has suggested t h a t h i s obtuseness i s 
necessary as a formal c o n d i t i o n f o r tha poem to continue; i f W i l l ever 

2 
responded c o r r e c t l y the poem would end, I would add t o t h i s t h a t W i l l ' s 
i n t e r v e n t i o n s are sewn i n t o the f a b r i c of the poem as a kind of 
acknowledgement of the d i f f i c u l t i e s under which an e t h i c a l w r i t e r 
labours and as a perpetual challenge t o the author. How t h i s challenge 
a f f e c t s Langland's a r t i s t r y w i l l be considered i n the next chapter. 

1. P r i s c i l l a M a r t i n , Piers Plowman: The F i e l d and the Tower, p. 50. 
2. Anne Middleton, "The Audience and Public of 'Piers Plowman'," i n 

David Lawton, ed.. Middle English A l l i t e r a t i v e Poetry and i t s L i t e r a r y 
Background; Seven Essays (Cambridge: D.S. Brewer, 1982), pp. 101-23 
and 147-54; see e s p e c i a l l y pp. 115-16, 
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C h a p t e r T h r e e 
"AND": POSITIVE JUXTAPOSITION IN PIERS PLOWMAN 

The extent t o which Langland worked over his own previously-composed poetry 
would be remarkable i n any age, even i n our own century, when such f a c t o r s 
as wide a v a i l a b i l i t y of scrap paper, frequent r e p u b l i c a t i o n of the work 
of successful poets, and the guaranteed a t t e n t i o n of a small but 
dedicated audience, make r e v i s i o n of one's own work an understandable 
and easy p u r s u i t (Marianne Moore and Robert Lowell were notably addicted 
t o r e v i s i o n ) . But when we consider Langland's behaviour as a w r i t e r i n 
the co n t e x t of h i s own age, i t i s tempting to describe i t as obsessional. 
I t i s t r u e t h a t D e g u i l e v i l l e , Chaucer and Gower also revised poems, but 
t h e i r r e v i s i o n s are q u i t e u n l i k e the thoroughgoing r e w r i t e s t h a t Langland 
undertook. I t now appears t h a t he produced no less than four versions of 
h i s poem,^ seemingly wit h o u t ever being j u s t i f i e d i n supposing t h a t h i s 
work as a r e v i s e r would be observed. For, as N.F. Blake has acutely 
observed, d i s t r i b u t i o n of Middle English works was so haphazard t h a t no 
w r i t e r i n Middle English was e n t i t l e d t o expect t h a t h i s readers would 
be f a m i l i a r w i t h any other s p e c i f i c Middle English t e x t ; hence parody i s 
only possible where what i s parodied i s a genre r a t h e r than one poem i n 
p a r t i c u l a r , and verb a l echoes or quotations t h a t are meant to be 

2 
recognized are out of the question. For t h i s reason Langland can never 

1, The d o u b t f u l case i s not the Z t e x t but the C t e x t , whose i n t r i c a t e but 
o f t e n t r i v i a l rewordings of e a r l i e r passages are e n t i r e l y d i f f e r e n t i n 
character from the ki n d of r e v i s i o n undertaken at e a r l i e r stages. That 
does not mean i n i t s e l f t h a t Langland i s not responsible, and a l l the 
s u b s t a n t i a l new passages i n C are f a r more l i k e Langland than anything i n 
any medieval poem t h a t i s not a version of Piers Plowman, I am ther e f o r e 
persuaded t h a t a l a t e phase of a u t h o r i a l r e v i s i o n (perhaps several l a t e 
phases) does u n d e r l i e the C t e x t . But at the same time, many of the 
smaller changes i n C are perplexing, and the f a c t t h a t Langland has 
e v i d e n t l y not brought the revised t e x t i n t o a s t a t e ready f o r " p u b l i c a t i o n " 
does not go f a r towards e x p l a i n i n g t h i s . The considerable labour t h a t 
must have gone i n t o t h i s rewording f r e q u e n t l y appears unmotivated by 
any purpose t h a t I recognize as preoccupying the poet of the e a r l i e r t e x t s . 
I b e l i e v e I would accept more of the C r e v i s i o n as Langlandian than John 
Norton-Smith, but he may be close to the t r u t h when he says t h a t "Some of 
the augmentations seem to belong to Langland, but the r e v i s i o n s , most o f t e n 
e l u c i d a t i o n e s of the argument of the B-Text, cannot be l a i d a t Langland's 
door but must be a t t r i b u t e d to an u n i d e n t i f i e d ' e d i t o r ' " (William 
Langland, p, 11), 

2, N,F, Blake, The English Language i n Medieval L i t e r a t u r e (London; Dent, 
1977), pp. 21-33. 
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have a n t i c i p a t e d h i s modern audience of scholars equipped w i t h p a r a l l e l 
t e x t s , a l e r t t o every s l i g h t t r a i n of thought t h a t passes through the 
r e v i s e r ' s mind. 

This obsession can be i n t e r p r e t e d i n various ways. One s o l u t i o n i s to 
see i t as marking a self-absorbed, e g o t i s t i c poet, akin to Blake or 
Whitman, h o s t i l e or i n d i f f e r e n t t o l i t e r a r y t r a d i t i o n ( f o r Langland there 
was e f f e c t i v e l y no l i t e r a r y t r a d i t i o n ) , motivated p r i m a r i l y by an 
unexamined desire t o p u b l i c i z e h i s own self-communion. Another i s t o see 
Langland as an ev a n g e l i s t w i t h a t e r r i f y i n g sense of the importance of 
what he communicates; which would reasonably describe Blake and Whitman 
as w e l l , suggesting t h a t t h i s d e s c r i p t i o n i s c l o s e l y r e l a t e d to the 
previous one. 

These speculations are i n t e r e s t i n g , but dangerous i n as much as they 
encourage us t o look away from the poem and se l e c t only those 
remembered d e t a i l s t h a t support the hypothesis we are considering. The 
more r e l e v a n t p o i n t i s t h a t , whatever the explanation, Langland i s a 
p e r s i s t e n t reader of h i s own work. As a r e v i s e r , ha i s both reader and 
w r i t e r , and the a l t e r n a t i o n of the, two stances i s perhaps the most 
obvious generator of the m u l t i p l e viewpoints present, sometimes 
simultaneously, i n the poem, Langland the r e v i s e r , l i k e W i l l the l i s t e n e r , 
i s s c e p t i c a l , uncommitted, and more concerned to q u a l i f y , r elocate or 
a l t e r h i s previous p o s i t i o n s than to ornament, el u c i d a t e or progress 
from them as one who s t i l l wholeheartedly assented to them might do. 
In s h o r t , h i s r e v i s i o n s are o f t a n more r e f l e c t i v e of his p o s i t i o n as a 
c r i t i c a l reader than as a con f i d e n t w r i t e r . Perhaps t h i s p a r t l y explains 
the temporary p o p u l a r i t y of the " m u l t i p l e authorship" theory, enabling 
i t t o t h r i v e i n s p i t e of the obvious presence of a hig h l y d i s t i n c t i v e 
and personal s t y l e throughout the various t e x t s of the poem. 

The process of r e v i s i o n i s , then, one of the main methods by which 
Langland generates a complexity of t e x t u a l surface; the matured versions 
of the poem, the B t e x t e s p e c i a l l y , ara made i n rath e r the way a gardener 
makes compost, by superimposing m u l t i p l e layers of commentary and then 
l e a v i n g them to i n t e r a c t . One reason f o r sometimes examining e a r l i e r 
versions of a passage before coming at i t d i r e c t l y i s to trace the progress 
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of t h i s mode of composition. A second i s t h a t , p a r t l y as a consequence 
of i t , Langland's poetry becomes more personal and more profound as we 
pass from one stage of r e v i s i o n t o the next, so the e a r l i e r version 
o f t e n u s e f u l l y h i g h l i g h t s the d i s t i n c t i v e features of the l a t e r one. 
Hence, while my aim i n the next section i s to make some general 
observations about Langland's most developed s t y l e , using the B version 
of a passage from the speech of Wit as my example, I s h a l l begin by 
l o o k i n g b r i e f l y a t the e a r l i e r version of the same passage i n the A 
t e x t . 

I I 

25 What c a l l e ^e >at c a s t e l qua > I . sat kynde hal> ymakid 
And what kenis king i s kynde conne >JB me t e l l e 
Kynde qua|>he i s creatour of a l l e kenis b e s t i s 
Fadir & fourmour |=e f e r s t e of a l l e ^ n g 
And jjat i s >e grete god «t gynnyng had neuere 

30 |>e l o r d of l i f & of l i ^ t of l i s s e & of peyne 
Aungelis & a l l e i>ing arn at h i s w i l l s 
Ac man i s hym most l i k of mark & of shap 
For «ruj ke woord he warp wexe forS> bestes 
And a l a t n i s w i l was wrou^t wi|» a speche 
D i x i t & f a c t a sunt &c 

35 Saue man i>at he made ymage to himselue 
3 a f hym gost of h i s godhed & grauntide hym b l i s s e 
L i f hat ay shal l a s t e & a l h i s lynage a f t i r 
f * a t I S c a s t e l >at kynde made caro i t h a t t e 
As muche to mene as man w i t h h i s soule 

40 ^ a t he wrou^te w i ^ werkis & w i t h wordis boj^a 
^OTUj mi3t of {>e maieste man was ymakid 
Faciamus hominsm ad ymaginem nostram 

(A X 25-41 a) 
With a view t o what I inte n d t o say l a t e r about the revised version, I 
want to c h a r a c t e r i z e t h i s passage as "reasonable" i n the sense discussed 
i n the previous chapter. That i s a r e l a t i v e statement t h a t w i l l have 
great e r p o i n t when I c o n t r a s t t h i s passage w i t h the revised one. But i t 
i s c e r t a i n l y a l l too "reasonable" i n content; Wit's argument, which I 
s h a l l o u t l i n e i n the next paragraph, has everything t h a t could be asked 
from a "reasonable" argument: a noble conclusion t h a t we already believe 
to be t r u e , a happy and decorous c o m p a t i b i l i t y w i t h other b e l i e f s t h a t 
we already h o l d , a pervasive impression t h a t Wit i s making out a p a t t e r n 
i n the h i s t o r y of a world t h a t we expect to be patterned i n t h i s kind 
of way. Everything, i n f a c t , but l o g i c a l f o r c e ; i n i t s e l f i t i s no more 
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than a fancy, to which we might respond by saying "Hou i n s p i r i n g l " or 
"How eloquent.*" or even "Hou t r u e ! " but c e r t a i n l y not by saying "Yes, 
t h a t f o l l o w s . " The form i s "reasonable" to o ; the passage f o l l o w s a 
c l e a r path i n which each element bears a re a s s u r i n g l y f i r m r e l a t i o n t o 
what has preceded i t . The dreamer poses two l i n k e d questions t h a t 
correspond n e a t l y to Wit's much more extensive r e p l y and consequently 
have, i n h i n d s i g h t , the f a i n t l y a r t i f i c i a l a i r f a m i l i a r to readers of 
Plat o n i c dialogues. Wit answers both questions, beginning one answer 
a t l i n e 27 and the other a t l i n e 38. I t i s true t h a t he reverses the 
order, but t h i s causes no d i f f i c u l t y and has a symbolic meaning. The 
dreamer begins w i t h the v i s i b l e o b j e c t - the c a s t l e - and i s only 
p e r i p h e r a l l y i n t e r e s t e d i n Kynde; f a c t s about Kynde are background 
m a t e r i a l . But from a t r u e perspective i t i s man t h a t i s the per i p h e r a l 
f a c t o r , and he can only be s a t i s f a c t o r i l y explained by reference t o 
h i s c r e a t o r . Wit, l i k e any good s c h o l a s t i c , must begin w i t h God, i n 
the t r a d i t i o n a l way of medieval encyclopaedias and summae. 

Wit proceeds w i t h unemphatic c l a r i t y . His argument can be paraphrased 
thus: "Kynde i s the creat o r of eve r y t h i n g , and i s God. Everything i s 
•at h i s w i l l e ' (a phrase t h a t contains many meanings), but man i s most 
l i k e him (and i s t h e r e f o r e a s p e c i a l k i n d of c r e a t i o n ) . For everything 
was created by word - 'he commanded, and they were created' - except 
man, whom he mads i n h i s own image, g i v i n g him a s p i r i t and i m m o r t a l i t y . 
And t h a t i s what the c a s t l e of Caro means; a s p e c i a l kind of c r e a t i o n , 
'man w i t h a s o u l ' . When he made t h a t , he used 'works' as w e l l as 'words', 
dan was made w i t h h i s 'might'; ' l e t us make man i n our image'." 
Langland, or h i s source i f he had one, was obviously a n t i c i p a t i n g the 
m a t e r i a l d e s c r i p t i o n of man being made out of dust i n Genesis 2:7 
("Formavit i g i t u r Dominus Deus hominem de limo t e r r a e , e t i n s p i r a v i t 
i n faciem ejus spiraculum v i t a e , e t fac t u s est homo i n animam viventem"), 
B i b l i c a l scholars now recognize t h a t Genesis i s a compilation t h a t 
presents two d i f f e r e n t c r e a t i o n myths i n i t s f i r s t two chapters; f o r 
Langland, however, the apparently p e c u l i a r mode of Adam's cr e a t i o n 
r e f l e c t s and explains what makes man a d i f f e r e n t kind of creature from 
any o t h e r , sharing some feat u r e s w i t h the " b e s t i s " but al s o , uniquely, 
embodying the image of God. 
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This paraphrase does not do j u s t i c e to the passage, but i t s sins are 
only sins of omission. The sense of the argument i s undeniably present 
and the reader picks i t up e a s i l y , despite the b r e v i t y of Langland's 
e x p o s i t i o n . This b r e v i t y i s , i n f a c t , one of the aspects of Wit's speech 
t h a t d i f f e r e n t i a t e s i t from a t y p i c a l medieval discourse, I am not 
r e f e r r i n g t o the bad r e p u t a t i o n t h a t medieval w r i t e r s have f o r v e r b o s i t y 
and r u t h l e s s r e i t e r a t i o n , but to t h e i r being, as a r u l e , singlemindedly 
bent on d e l i v e r i n g t h e i r argument. Here there i s hardly a l i n e t h a t 
serves t h a t purpose alone. Even l i n e 33 ("For >oruj ê uoord ^-at he 
uarp WBxe f o r > bestes") i s more than merely necessaryj i t i s a 
c h a r a c t e r i s t i c v a r i a t i o n on Langland's ever-present " i n c a r n a t i o n a l " 
theme, the f u s i o n o f the a b s t r a c t or immaterial ("u/oord") w i t h the 
concrete ( " b e s t i s " ) , achieved, as so o f t e n , by a vigorous use of verbs 
and f o r c e f u l a l l i t e r a t i o n , Much of the work, so f a r as presenting the 
argument i s concerned, i s done by small but c r i t i c a l words such as "For" 
i n l i n e 33 and "Saue" i n l i n e 35, Another feature of the passage t h a t 
might be described as "unreasonable" i s i t s r e l a t i o n t o what surrounds 
i t , Langland has proposed an a r c h i t e c t u r a l a l l e g o r y , but Wit proceeds 
by d i s c a r d i n g i t r a t h e r than by e l a b o r a t i n g on i t j God i s not presented 
as b u i l d i n g a c a s t l e . Consequently the subject of Wit's discourse 
cannot be associated, i n the mind's eye, w i t h a s i n g l e poetic image. 
And w h i l e t h e r e i s no c o n f l i c t between t h i s s ection and t h a t which 
precedes i t , the two cannot be v i s u a l i z e d i n r e l a t i o n to each other, 
but only understood so. Hence the t r u t h i s r e f e r r e d to by Wit's words, 
but i s not contained or l i m i t e d by them, 

Wy p o i n t can perhaps be made c l e a r e r i f we consider the e f f e c t of the 
f i r s t " | a t " i n l i n e 29 ("And i>at i s l>e grete god .>at gynnyng had nevere"), 
Both Goodridge and T i l l e r understandably t r a n s l a t e i t as "he", and i n 
so doing r a i s e the question of why Langland d i d not w r i t e "And he i s [-̂  
grete god ..," I f he had done so, the e f f e c t would, I t h i n k , have been 
to convey the absolute i d e n t i t y of Kynde and God; as i f "Kynde" were 
j u s t another way of saying "God". The impersonal " i ^ a t " , however, seems 
to r e f e r only t o the preceding e p i t h e t , "|>e f e r s t e of a l l e ^ i n g " , and 
so has the e f f e c t - o f d i s t a n c i n g the two i n the very act of l i n k i n g them. 
We are s t r u c k by the inappropriateness of the impersonal pronoun to the 
personal God, Langland, i n f a c t , suggests t h a t i n a sense Kynde i s not 
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God; i t i s only a way of t a l k i n g about him, appropriate to a special 
s o r t of i n t e l l e c t u a l context. Of course Langland's audience did not 
need t o be t o l d t h a t the cr e a t o r of a l l things was God, but a f t e r the 
f i r s t three words of l i n e 29, t h i s truism suddenly seems an i l l u m i n a t i o n , 
even a s l i g h t l y paradoxical one. Langland gives us a sense of the 
complexity of God by f o r c i n g us t o attend to the d i f f e r e n t modes of 
thought i n which he can be considered. S i m i l a r l y ( t o r e t u r n to the 
previous p o i n t ) t h i s s e c t i o n as a whole stands beside the " c a s t l e " 
a l l e g o r y but does not continue i t . Both represent ways of t a l k i n g 
about the nature of man; but pl a c i n g the two of them side by side has 
the e f f e c t of suggesting t o us t h a t the nature of man i s too large a 
subje c t t o be adequately contained by any s i n g l e mode of discourse. 

Having s a i d t h i s , however, I repeat t h a t my main i n t e n t i o n i n quoting 
the A ver s i o n of t h i s passage i s t o emphasize i t s "reasonableness", i t s 
neat equation between a s p e c i a l a ct of c r e a t i o n and a spec i a l kind of 
cr e a t u r e . We can very e a s i l y imagine a medieval auctor assuring us: 
"Reason demands t h a t man, who was made i n the image of God, would not 
be brought i n t o existence i n the same way as beasts or stones." Wit's 
argument i s i n i t s e l f e n t i r e l y of a piece w i t h the world of balance, 
order and decorum t h a t was explored i n Chapter Two. 

Let us t u r n now t o Langland's development of the passage i n the 8 t e x t . 
A d i f f i c u l t y here i s t h a t both Kane-Donaldson and Schmidt e r r , I t h i n k , 
i n presenting i t too much as an attempt at the same s o r t of s t r a i g h t f o r w a r d 
argument t h a t we f i n d i n the A t e x t . To make sense of a passage i s an 
e d i t o r i a l o b l i g a t i o n , but i n t h i s case the e d i t o r s t r y , i n my opinion, 
to make the wrong kin d of sense, d i s r u p t i n g the form of the poetry by 
imposing a l o g i c a l s t r u c t u r e on a speech t h a t a c t u a l l y proceeds by 
other means, such as accumulation and r e p e t i t i o n . Consequently the 
t e x t as I quote i t here i s based on Schmidt's, but I have removed h i s 

1, "Reader-response" c r i t i c i s m of the s o r t attempted here seems fate d t o 
c o n f l i c t w i t h c e r t a i n e d i t o r i a l procedures, Cf, Stanley Fish, 
" I n t e r p r e t i n g the Variorum," C r i t i c a l Enquiry, 2(1976), r p t . i n 
Reader-Response C r i t i c i s m : From Formalism to Post-Structuralism, ed, 
3ane P. Tompkins ( B a l t i m o r e : John Hopkins U n i v e r s i t y Press, 1980), pp. 
164-84, Here, commenting on s i m i l a r " t i d y i n g " of one of f l i l t o n ' s 
sonnets, Fish remarks: " E d i t o r i a l p r a c t i c e s l i k e these are only the 
most obvious manifestations of the assumptions to which I stand opposed! 
the assumption t h a t there i£ a sense, t h a t i t i s embodied or encoded i n 
the t e x t , and t h a t i t can be taken i n a t a s i n g l e glance" (p. 172), 
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paragraphing and punctuation, and I have restored a number of archetypal 
readings,^ Schmidt, of course, has emended because he thought the B 
archetype c o r r u p t , and I do not wish to claim t h a t the version of the 
passage t h a t I give here (which i s e s s e n t i a l l y Bx) i s l i k e l y t o be 
e x a c t l y what Langland wrote. But I hope t o show t h a t i t does "make 
sense" on i t s own terms, and t h a t we f i n d problems only i f we t r y to 
get out of i t the same kin d of progression t h a t was d i s c e r n i b l e i n the 
A ver s i o n of the passage. 

25 What kynnes thyng i s Kynde quod I kanstow me t e l l e 
Kynde quod Wit i s creatour of a l l e kynnes thynges 
Fader and formour of a l t h a t evere was maked 
And t h a t i s the grete God t h a t gynnyng hadde nevere 
Lord of l i f and of l i g h t of l i s s e and of peyne 

30 Aungeles and a l l e thyng arn at h i s w i l l e 
Ac man i s hym moost l i k of marc and of shape 
For thorugh the word t h a t he warp woxen f o r t h beestes 
D i x i t e t f a c t a sunt 
And he made man l i k k e s t t o hymself one 
And Eve of h i s ryb bon withouten any mene 

35 For he was synguler hymself and seide Faciamus 
As who s a i t h moore moot herto than my word oone 
ny myght moot helpe now w i t h my speche 
Ryght as a l o r d sholde make l e t t r e s and hym lakked parchemyn 
Though he koude w r i t e never so wel i f he hadde no penne 

40 The l e t t r e f o r a l the lordshipe I leve were nevere ymaked 
And so i t semeth by him as the b i b l e t e l l e t h 
There he seide D i x i t e t f a c t a sunt 
He moste werche w i t h h i s word and h i s w i t shewe 
And i n t h i s manere was man maad thorugh myght of God almyghty 

45 With h i s word and werkmanshipe and w i t h l i f to l a s t e 
And thus God gaf hym a goost of the godhede of hevene 
And of h i s grete grace graunted hym b l i s s e 
And t h a t i s l i f t h a t ay shal l a s t e t o a l h i s lynage a f t e r 
And t h a t i s the c a s t e l t h a t Kynda made Caro i t h a t t e 

50 And i s as muche t o mene as man w i t h a soule 
And t h a t he wroghte w i t h werk and w i t h word bothe 
Thorgh myght of the mageste man was ymaked 

(B IX 25-52). 

We observed w h i l e discussing the e a r l i e r version t h a t much of the work of 
presenting the argument devolved upon connectives l i k e "Saue" and "For". 

[n p a r t i c u l a r t h i s i s t r u e where emendation was on grounds of sense, 
rhere i s no need to r e s u r r e c t readings, l i k e "spak" instead of "warp" 
Ir 
T h t _ u . , 
a t B IX 32, t h a t have no bearing on meaning and t h a t seem obviously 
s c r i b a l . Hy t e x t d i f f e r s from Schmidt's a t l i n e s 33, 38, 39, 41 and 
42. 
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The most noticeable connective here i s "And", and Langland proceeds by 
a s e r i e s of statements t h a t are l i n k e d more by a common subject than by 
l o g i c a l r e l a t i o n s . The argument of the A version i s s t i l l present, but 
i t no longer seems the primary m o t i v a t i o n behind the poetry. Rather, 
Langland seems anxious t o explore i n a general way h i s c e n t r a l theme of 
of the nature of man and of man's spec i a l r e l a t i o n to God, but has 
become l e s s i n t e r e s t e d i n c o n s t r u c t i n g precise formulae and drawing up 
l u c i d equations. The end has begun to dominate the means. 

I f we i n s i s t on t r y i n g t o a b s t r a c t a patterned argument from t h i s passage, 
i t becomes f r u s t r a t i n g . For example, both Schmidt and Kane-Donaldson are 
d i s t u r b e d about the apparent lack of a one-to-one correspondence 
between the elements of the " w r i t i n g " metaphor and the modes of c r e a t i o n . 
Schmidt i n s e r t s a "no" before "parchemyn" i n l i n e 38 ( a l t e r i n g the sense 
so t h a t now the l o r d does have parchment), and i s then able to p a r a l l e l 
God's " w i t " ( c f . l i n e 43) w i t h l i t e r a c y ( c f . l i n e 39), the "slime of the 
e a r t h " of Genesis 2:7 w i t h "parchemyn", and "the a c t i v e e x e r t i o n of h i s 
power" w i t h the "penne"."* This seems to me an attempt to impose too neat 
a s t r u c t u r e upon the flow of Langland's thought. The l i n e s are i n f a c t 
coherent as they stand, i f we i n t e r p r e t Wit as making the same point twice 
over: "Just as i f a l o r d wanted t o w r i t e l e t t e r s but had no parchment, even 
though he knew how t o w r i t e - or suppose he had no pen - then the l e t t e r 

2 
would never get w r i t t e n f o r a l l h i s l o r d s h i p , " I n a sense, because there 
are no precise correspondences such as Schmidt discerns, my rendering 
says l e s s ; i t i s c e r t a i n l y l e ss ingenious, Langland's aim i s simply 
t o explore the question of how the omnipotent God could be bound by the 
l i m i t a t i o n i m p l i e d by "moot" i n l i n e s 35 and 37, But although t h i s more 
general meaning may appeal less t o the "crossword-puzzle" aspect of the 
reader's m e n t a l i t y , i t has, I t h i n k , more i n t e r e s t i n g resonances. 
I n the f i r s t chapters of Genesis we see God a t h i s most awesome and 

1, Schmidt, B-Text, pp. 327-28. See also A.U.C. Schmidt, "Langland's 
Pen/Parchment Analogy i n Piers Plowman B IX, 38-40", Notes & Queries, 
n.s, 27(1980), 538-39. 

2, This k i n d of c o n s t r u c t i o n , w i t h i t s conversational r e i t e r a t i o n of a 
p o i n t t h a t l o g i c a l l y need be made only once, i s not unusual i n Piers 
(e.g, "Thouh he f a l l e f o r defaute [-at f a y t e t h f o r h i s l i f l o d e / Reche 
•̂̂ e neuere ̂  r i c h e thouh suche l o l l a r e s sterue" (C IX 100-01)). 
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transcendent, the God w i t h whom i t seems most absurd t h a t we should 
claim any ki n d of r e l a t i o n s h i p . Consequently t h i s i s the p i c t u r e of God 
stressed by Langland a t the s t a r t of h i s b r i e f account of c r e a t i o n ; the 
"grete God", the "Lord of l i f and of l i g h t " . By the time we r e t u r n t o 
t h i s p i c t u r e a t the end of the passage, the l i n k between God and man has 
been made, and the l i n e 

Thorgh myght of the mageste man was ymaked 

reminds us t h a t the a f f i r m a t i o n of a s p e c i a l k i n s h i p between mere "man" 
and "the magesta" i s an e x t r a o r d i n a r i l y bold one. The reminder i s 
necessary, f o r i n the i n t e r v e n i n g l i n e s God has appeared i n a touchingly 
human form. Dust as the focus i n the second chapter of Genesis narrows 
from the u n i v e r s a l t o the l o c a l , j u s t as Augustine stressed the c r e a t i o n 
of Adam as an i n d i v i d u a l i n c o n t r a s t t o the animals of whom "he commanded 
many t o corns i n t o existence a t once",^ so Langland now sketches an i n t i m a t e 
p i c t u r e of a God who i s alone, s i l e n t l y engaged i n a p r i v a t e endeavour, l i k e 
the l o r d a t the w r i t i n g - d e s k , even t a l k i n g t o himself (as us do at such 
t i m e s ) , humbly accepting what are i n a sense l i m i t a t i o n s by the mere f a c t 
of s e t t i n g himself the problem. Of course I am o v e r s t a t i n g the case, but the 
e f f e c t t h a t I overstress i s r e a l l y t h e r e , i n words l i k e "one" ( l i n e 33) or 

2 
"synguler" ( l i n e 3 5 ) , i n the s p e c i f i c mention of Eve and perhaps of Adam, 
i n God's care and concern f o r h i s work, which brings t o l i f e the "grete 
grace" of l i n e 47, The passage as a whole conducts an elaborate dance i n 
which God comes down t o man's l e v e l and man i s exalted t o God's, The 
r e p r e s e n t a t i o n of God as a " l o r d " i n the human sense i s notable i n English 
w r i t i n g of t h i s p e r i o d , Dulian of Norwich makes frequent use of the analogy, 
perhaps h a r d l y even t h i n k i n g of i t as an analogy, e s p e c i a l l y i n Chapters 7 and 
51 of her R e v e l a t i o n , the former about God's "homlyhede" and the l a t t e r 

3 
c o n t a i n i n g her famous p o r t r a y a l of the l o r d and h i s servant. Seeking precise 
1, Da C i v i t a t e Dei X I I , 22 (Dombart and Kalb ed,, X L U I I I , 380; Bettenson, 

p. 502T;; 
2, Some B mss have "Adam a man" f o r "man" i n l i n e 33, 
3, References are t o Marion Glasscoe, ed,, J u l i a n of Norwich; A Revelation 

of Love (Exeter: U n i v e r s i t y of Exeter, 1975); t h i s i s the longer account 
of her v i s i o n s . See a l s o the comments by Malcolm Andrew and Ronald 
Ualdron i n t h e i r i n t r o d u c t i o n t o The Poems of the Psarl Hanuscript ( p , 
18), 
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t h e o l o g i c a l correspondences to the d e t a i l s of Langland's p i c t u r e of the 
nobleman a t h i s desk seems to me t o make i t too purely i n t e l l e c t u a l and 
so t o s t i f l e other resonances t h a t the image might, l e f t to i t s e l f , 
provoke. 

Langland i s i n f a c t u n i n t e r e s t e d i n the complicated patterns of analogy 
t h a t "reasonable" authors t y p i c a l l y provide. An author of t h a t kind 
would have explained to us t h a t God's "werkis" corresponded to man's 
r a t i o n a l powers, b u i l d i n g up a neat analogy between the new i n g r e d i e n t 
i n the c r e a t i o n of man and t h a t aspect of man t h a t sets him apart from 
the beastso Langland's t e x t n o t i c e a b l y and perhaps f r u s t r a t i n g l y r e f r a i n s 
from b u i l d i n g up a c l e a r network of r e l a t i o n s h i p s between his.termso The 
poet refuses t o disconnect work from word,^ which i s the f i r s t t h i n g t h a t 
a d i s s e c t i n g analyst would do, p r e f e r r i n g simply t o r e i t e r a t e the p o i n t 
t h a t word and work are l i n k e d ( i n l i n e s 43, 45, and 51), a r e i t e r a t i o n 
t h a t i s l o g i c a l l y superfluous but t h a t each time draws i n new ideas 
u n t i l the reader i s made to experience the d o c t r i n e and i n t e r p r e t h i s 
world i n i t s terms. The connotations of the l i n e s a f f e c t the reader 
e a s i l y enough, even where d e n o t a t i v e l y the l i n e s are barely t r a n s l a t a b l e . 
Thus there i s nothing p r i o r t o l i n e 49 (''And t h a t i s the c a s t e l t h a t 
Kynde made Caro i t h a t t e " ) f o r which " t h a t " can stand, l o g i c a l l y ; but 
the e f f e c t of t h i s s t r i n g of "And"s i s to associate, loosely but 
c o n v i n c i n g l y , God's act of c r e a t i o n , the image of God, the s o u l , 
i m m o r t a l i t y , b l i s s , grace and f i n a l l y the c a s t l e of Caro, I t i s a 
c h a r a c t e r i s t i c stroke of Langland the a l l e g o r i s t t h a t he f i r s t o f f e r s 
a concrete and m a t e r i a l image f o r h i s subject (a c a s t l e ) and then proceeds 
to s t r e s s e x c l u s i v e l y i t s metaphysical dimensions. 

This s i m p l i c i t y or absence of denotative argument i s e s s e n t i a l i n order 
to unleash the f u l l range of connotative meanings. We can see t h i s when 
Schmidt, who t h i n k s Langland i s t r y i n g t o expound a comparatively 
i n t r i c a t e argument, i s compelled t o chide Skeat and Goodridge f o r 
sensing a reference t o the T r i n i t y i n l i n e 35 ("For he was synguler 

1o There i s probably something wrong w i t h the m a j o r i t y B reading at l i n e s 
41=42, but the e d i t o r s ' s u b s t i t u t i o n of the Faciamus quote (from nS 
Corpus C h r i s t i College 201) f o r the less l o g i c a l D i x i t seams to me 
u n j u s t i f i e d . The argument would indeed be more coherently s t r u c t u r e d i f 
Langland here emphasized the making and not the saying, but l i n e 43 shows 
t h a t he wished to s t r e s s both, and t h i s i s what D i x i t et fa c t a sunt, 
w i t h Langland's explanation i n mind, now does. 
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hymself and seide Faciamus"), From Schmidt's p o i n t of view the l i n e i s 
p a r t of h i s argument and t h i s tends t o exclude any other l o g i c a l l y 
s i g n i f i c a n t meanings: "The p o i n t here i s not t h a t Faciamus i s a p l u r a l 
verb ,,, but t h a t i t means 'Let us make' ( i m p l y i n g f o r Langland an 
a c t i o n ) i n c o n t r a s t w i t h D i x i t the (merely) ve r b a l command t h a t 
created the beasts,"^ Of course I would be as averse to imposing a 
T r i n i t a r i a n argument on the t e x t as I am t o imposing Schmidt's argument 
on i t , but from the intermediate p o s i t i o n t h a t I believe Langland 
encourages us t o take up, i t i s possible to attend t o both without 
f e e l i n g t h a t the c o n t r o l l i n g power of one necessitates r e j e c t i o n of the 
other as an o p t i c a l i l l u s i o n . I t i s d i f f i c u l t t o believe t h a t Langland's 
l i n e does not r e f l e c t the venerable argument t h a t derives from the mixture 

2 
of s i n g u l a r and p l u r a l forms i n the f i r s t chapter of Genesis; and i t 
would be a p i t y t o ignore the reference i n t h i s c o n t ext, when the image 
of God i s our theme, f o r t h i s image was t r a d i t i o n a l l y understood as 

3 
being of the T r i n i t y , and t h i s i s an important element i n Wit's 
many-sided m e d i t a t i o n on the nature of man. 
This passage i s t y p i c a l of many i n Piers Plowman i n becoming f r u s t r a t i n g 
i f i t i s approached w i t h the expectation of an i n t r i c a t e but e x p l i c i t l y 
s t a t e d s e r i e s of p r o p o s i t i o n s . Schmidt and Kane-Donaldson respond to t h i s 

1, Schmidt, B-Text, p, 327, 
2, See e,g, Augustine, Confessiones X I I I , 22. References are to L, Uerheijen, 

ed., S a n c t i A u g u s t i n i : ConfessiongSif L i b r i X I I I , Corpus Christianorum, 
s e r i e s l a t i n a XXVII (Turnhout: Brepols, 1981) (pp. 260-61); English 
t r a n s l a t i o n by R.S, P i n e - C o f f i n , Saint Augustine: Confessions 
(Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1961), pp, 331-32. 

3, Augustine, De T r i n i t a t e X. 11-12, References are t o W.O, Mountain, ed,, 
S a n c t i A u r e l i i A u g u s t i n i : De T r i n i t a t e L i b r i XV, Corpus Christianorum, 
s e r i e s l a t i n a L-La (Turnhout: Brepols, 1968) ( L , 329-32), See also 
Barbara Raw, "Piers and the Image of God i n Man," i n S,S. Hussey, ed., 
Piers Plowman; C r i t i c a l Approaches (London: nethuen, 1969), pp, 143-179, 
e s p e c i a l l y p, 1 5 0 f f , The comparison between the three parts of the 
so u l and the three Persons of the T r i n i t y was such common knowledge 
t h a t i t appears even i n Cursor Plundi ( l i n e s 553-80), An Augustinian 
sermon on the subject i s t o be found i n several mss t h a t also contain 
the Cloud of Unknowing ( B M M S Harleian 2373, Cambridge U n i v e r s i t y 
L i b r a r y Hs I i , v i , 3 9 , Ms Kk,vi,26), f o r d e t a i l s of which see P h y l l i s 
Hodgson, ed,. The Cloud of Unknowing and The Book of Privy Counselling, 
EETS, 0,S, 218 (London; Oxford U n i v e r s i t y Press, 1944), pp, x, x i i i , 
x i v . 
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by t r y i n g t o minimize the d i f f i c u l t i e s through j u d i c i o u s e d i t i n g and, 
i n Schmidt's case, t r a n s l a t i o n s t h a t stress only the appropriate 
meanings,^ Another response i s t o accept the f r u s t r a t i o n g l a d l y and t o 
regard i t as a s i g n i f i c a n t f e a t u r e of Langland's s t y l e , r e f l e c t i n g h i s 
own mental t u r m o i l , h i s s c e p t i c a l r e a c t i o n t o the archaic c e r t a i n t i e s 
of a disappearing world-view, riy own argument i s t h a t the f r u s t r a t i o n 
i s of our own making, and needs n e i t h e r t o be emended away nor welcomed. 
I f we approach the t e x t w i t h o u t s t i p u l a t i n g t h a t we should be provided 
w i t h the elaborate p a t t e r n of analogies and mnemonic devices of which 
"reasonable" discourse i s so o f t e n composed, we f i n d a calm, cumulative 
fl o w of verse, made v i v i d by r a p i d changes of tone and s t y l e , but 
m a i n t a i n i n g an emotional c o n t i n u i t y because none of the various modes of 
expression i s ever f u l l y r e a l i z e d . Here i t may be added t h a t t h i s i s one 
reason f o r Lanoland's b r e v i t y , the b r e v i t y t h a t reduces the essence of 
D e g u i l e v i l l e ' s enormous Pelerinage de \]ie Humaine t o a mere f i f t y l i n e s 
a t the s t a r t of B Passus X I ; more of an a l l u s i o n than a treatment. No 
mode of s t y l e or thought i s ever allowed complete dominance. The c o n t r a s t 
w i t h Chaucer, the master p a r o d i s t , i s i n e v i t a b l e ; the unpleasant shock 
t h a t many readers f e e l as they approach the end of T r o i l u s and Criseyde 
i s a t t r i b u t a b l e not t o the ending considered i n i t s e l f but to Chaucer's 
ri g o r o u s confinement, up t o t h i s p o i n t , of h i s s t y l e and subject w i t h i n 
c e r t a i n boundaries, which have held so c o n s i s t e n t l y and f o r so long t h a t 

2 
i t has become f o r the reader a breach of c o n t r a c t when they are crossed. 

1. Cf, l i n e 43 ("He moste werche w i t h his word and h i s w i t shewe"). Schmidt 
i n s i s t s t h a t " w i t h " means "'along w i t h , i n a d d i t i o n t o ' not 'by means 
o f " (B-Text, p, 328), This i s unarguably t r u e i f we are to s e t t l e on 
a s i n g l e denotative meaning, but i t puts a l l the weight on "werche" 
and none on "word", when the poet i s s u r e l y i m p a r t i a l i n h i s emphasis, 

2, I hope t h a t the apparently f l a g r a n t c o n t r a d i c t i o n between what I say 
here and Elizabeth S a l t e r ' s remarks about the "great t o n a l richness" 
of T r o i l u s and about i t s "many d i f f e r e n t points of vantage and of 
persuasion" w i l l be recognized as no more than apparent (Fourteenth-
Century English Poetry: Contexts and Readings (Oxford: Oxford 
U n i v e r s i t y Press, 1983), pp, 8, 9 ) , Great v a r i e t y of tone and s t y l e 
there i s , but w i t h i n c e r t a i n l i m i t s nevertheless; the same contrast 
e x i s t s between T r o i l u s and Piers a t the s t y l i s t i c l e v e l as between 
t h e i r s e t t i n g s ; the doomed c i t y , hemmed round w i t h invaders, of 
T r o i l u s , and the l i m i t l e s s , unpredictable landscape of W i l l ' s dreams. 
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My j u s t i f i c a t i o n f o r asking the reader to surrender expectations of 
an argumentative s t r u c t u r e i s t h a t the t e x t i t s e l f encourages such a 
surrender. The sequence of "And"s t h a t begin l i n e s 46 to 51 i n v i t e s 
us t o f a l l i n t o an a t t i t u d e of passive r e c e p t i v i t y , as statement 
f o l l o w s statement w i t h no e x p l i c i t d e f i n i t i o n of the r e l a t i o n s h i p of 
each one t o i t s predecessor. 

And thus God gaf hym a goost of the godhede of hevene 
And of h i s grete grace graunted hyra b l i s s e 
And t h a t i s l i f t h a t ay shal l a s t s t o a l h i s lynage a f t e r 

( B IX 46-48), 
I t has the surface form of a simple " l i s t " , and could be compared t o 
a t y p i c a l e x t r a c t from the Parlement of the Thre Ages, where "And" i s 
used f r e q u e n t l y , indeed excessively, a t the s t a r t of a l i n e . But 
Langland's l i s t s tend t o contain awkward elements,^ L o g i c a l l y the l i n k 
between l i n e s 46 and 47 i s q u i t e d i f f e r e n t from the l i n k between l i n e s 
47 and 48, Line 47 continues the n a r r a t i v e of l i n e 46; God d i d x and he 
also d i d y. Line 48, however, i n t e r r u p t s the n a r r a t i v e t o provide an 
explanatory g l o s s ; God d i d y and, by the way, y i s z. But because 
a l l the l i n e s are constructed so s i m i l a r l y , these l o g i c a l d i s t i n c t i o n s 
make a minimal impact, so t h a t we are i n c l i n e d t o fuse a l l these 
statements together and t o see each one as r e l a t e d t o the others 
i n a way t h a t i s not simply definable e i t h e r as n a r r a t i v e c o n t i n u a t i o n 
or as explanatory g l o s s , but as an i n d e f i n i t e a s s o c i a t i o n t h a t has 
f e a t u r e s common t o both. Thus, comparing l i n e s 46 and 47, we f e e l 
t h a t the two a c t i o n s of g i v i n g man a s p i r i t u a l soul and of g r a n t i n g 
him b l i s s are almost one, yet d i s t i n c t . C e r t a i n l y both are munificent 
g i f t s , and i t would be d i f f i c u l t t o conceive of b l i s s without a s o u l ; 
nor, we might speculate, does God create anything w i t h o u t ordaining 
t h a t h i s c r e a t i o n should end i n b l i s s . Perhaps from a superlunary 
perspective God's act of c r e a t i o n i s as s i n g l e and simple as he i s 
h i m s e l f . I t i s a measure of Langland's achievement t h a t he can provoke 
t h i s thought w h i l e avoiding the reduction of h i s subject t o a mere 
a b s t r a c t i o n . I t i s worth pausing b r i e f l y t o set t h i s achievement i n 

1, Cf, the discussion i n Chapter I (pp. 19-22), 
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a wider c o n t e x t . 

The d i f f i c u l t y , when we t a l k about God, of s t e e r i n g a course between 
u n i n t e l l i g i b i l i t y and u n t r u t h f u l n e s s was much discussed i n the middle 
ages, but by philosophers more than poets. The f i n d i n g s of reason on 
the s u b j e c t of God - n a t u r a l theology, i n the broadest sense - appear 
meagre and a r i d ; God i s simple, p e r f e c t , pure being. According to 
Aquinas, t o speak of God as esse i s t o i n d i c a t e a superabundance of 
r i c h e s . To those who ob j e c t t h a t , as God i s "simplex", i t cannot be said 
t h a t " i n Deo sunt perfectiones omnium rerum", Saint Thomas r e p l i e s i n 
the Summa Theoloqica ( I q, 4 a r t . 2),"* Anthony Kenny suggests t h a t the 
esss of something might be taken not as i n d i c a t i n g merely what i s l e f t 
when a l l other p r o p e r t i e s have been subtracted but "the t o t a l i t y of a l l 
the episodes and sta t e s of i t s h i s t o r y " . But even so, he concludes t h a t 
"the n o t i o n of pure being i s as empty as the notion of pure l i f e or 
pure h i s t o r y . There could not be a l i f e which consisted of nothing but 
j u s t l i v i n g , or a h i s t o r y uncontaminated by anything a c t u a l l y happening. 
The a t t r a c t i v e n e s s of t h i s way of t a k i n g 'esse' was t h a t i t allowed us 
to conceive i t as a r i c h t o t a l i t y r a t h e r than as an impoverished 
common f a c t o r . But i f 'esse' i s taken thus, than pure esse i s a 
t o t a l i t y which has no p a r t s , and i t s '•^richness' i s i t s e n t i r e lack of 

2 
any p r o p e r t y , " C e r t a i n l y the a f f i r m a t i o n t h a t God i s possessed of the 
p e r f e c t i o n of an elephant, f o r example, does not apparently permit us 
to a s s e r t t h a t there i s anything i n our knowledge of elephants t h a t 
can h e l p f u l l y be applied t o theology. I n f a c t Aquinas says roundly 
t h a t nothing can be predicated of God i n the same sense i n which i t 
might be predicated of one of h i s cr e a t u r e s . Nevertheless he maintained 
t h a t i t was possible t o t a l k about God, but a l l statements must be 
understood as a n a l o g i c a l ; f o r example, i t i s true t h a t God i s wise, 

1. B l a c k f r i a r s ad., I I , 50-55. 
2. Anthony Kenny, Aquinas (Oxford; Oxford U n i v e r s i t y Press, 1980), p, 59. 
3. Summa Theoloqica I q, 13 a r t . 5: "Nullum nomen univoce ds Deo e t 

c r e a t u r i s praedicatur" ( B l a c k f r i a r s ed,, I I I , 64). Cf, Summa Contra 
Gentiles I 32, 
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not i n the sense t h a t a man could be said t o be wise, but not i n 
a sense so unrelated as t o make the a f f i r m a t i o n meaningless. Whether 
t h i s i s a genuine escape from silence has been f r e q u e n t l y questioned, 

1 
not l e a s t i n the middle ages. Duns Scotus, f o r example, reckoned 
t h a t a n a l o g i c a l speech u l t i m a t e l y rested on the p r i o r assumption t h a t 
c e r t a i n t h i n g s could be u n i v o c a l l y predicated of God, which ( i f t r u e ) 
would make a n a l o g i c a l speech superfluous. I n f a c t Scotus did believe 
t h a t c e r t a i n terms could be applied u n i v o c a l l y t o God, f o r example 3 
esse. 

1, For a t y p i c a l modern a t t a c k on the theory, see Humphrey Palmer, 
Analogy; A Study of Q u a l i f i c a t i o n and Argument i n Theology (London: 
n a c m i l l a n , 1573), For a more p o s i t i v e account see Frederick Copleston, 
A H i s t o r y of Philosophy. Volume I I ("Mediaeval Philosophy: Augustine 
t o Scotus") (London: Burns Dates and Washbourne, 1950), pp. 394-97. 

2, Or.dinatio I , 3, par, 27, References are t o Carolo B a l i c et a l , , eds,, 
l o a n n i s Duns S c o t i Opera Omnia (Vatican C i t y : Typis P o l y g l o t t i s 
V a t i c a n i s , 1950- ) ( I I I , 18), 

3, O r d i n a t i o I , 8, par. 83 ( B a l i c ed,, IV, 191-92), 
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Furthermore, Duns has h i s own methodological t o o l f o r extending our 
speech about God, the d i s t i n c t i o f o r m a l i s a parte r e i ; t h a t i s , a 
d i s t i n c t i o n t h a t i s n e i t h e r r e a l , as between two separate object s , 
nor p u r e l y mental, but occurs "when the mind d i s t i n g u i s h e s i n an 
o b j e c t two or more f o r m a l i t a t e s which are o b j e c t i v e l y d i s t i n c t , but 
which are inseparable from one another, even by d i v i n e power."'' 
Reference t o the formal d i s t i n c t i o n enables Duns to speak i n t e l l i g i b l y 
of such d i v i n e a t t r i b u t e s as beauty and wisdom. But the net e f f e c t of 
these new f o r m u l a t i o n s i s t o render God more d i s t a n t and unimaginable 
than he seems i n Saint Thomas' w r i t i n g s . Duns i s among the f i r s t of 
the medieval philosophers t o s t r e s s the indeterminacy of God's ways 
from the p o i n t of view of reason. The most s t r i k i n g f e ature of Duns' 
system, according t o Gordon L e f f , i s "the d i s c o n t i n u i t y which i t 

2 
in t r o d u c e d between the n a t u r a l and the supernatural". And some f o r t y 
years before Langland began to w r i t e , William of Ockham, i n Leff's words, 
" r e j e c t e d metaphysics and w i t h i t n a t u r a l theology","^ The God of the 
philosophers grew simultaneously awesome i n h i s transcendence of a l l our 
mental c a p a c i t i e s and unimportant because so impossibly d i s t a n t . 
But i n some respects the i n f l u e n c e of Ockham and h i s contemporaries 
was a p o s i t i v e one even i n the r e l i g i o u s sphere. I n e t h i c s , f o r example, 
to t u r n away from the i n v e s t i g a t i o n of the good i n i t s e l f , or of why 
a c e r t a i n act i s good and not bad, i s t o throw i n t o greater prominence the 
more immediately p r a c t i c a l questions t h a t are debated at such length 
i n P i e r s ; what, i n s h o r t , the o r d i n a r y C h r i s t i a n should do i f he means 
to do w e l l . Again, i n speaking about God, the abandonment of attempts 
to say anything i n t e l l i g i b l e or i n t e r e s t i n g about the transcendent God 

1, Frederick Copleston, A H i s t o r y of Philosophy, Volume I I , p, 509. 
2, Gordon L e f f , Redieval Thought; St. Augustine t o Ockham (1958; r p t . 

London; n e r l i n Press, 1959), p. 271. 
3, Gordon L e f f , Medieval Thought, p. 281. 
4, Cf, Danet Coleman, English L i t e r a t u r e i n H i s t o r y 1350-1400, p, 241: 

" I f we go beyond the methodology of many of the modern f o u r t e e n t h -
century t h e o l o g i a n s , we f i n d t h a t one of the i n t e r e s t i n g c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s 
of t h e i r theology i n general was i t s tendency t o t r e a t moral issues a t 
the expense of dogmatic theology. This tendency was peculiar to England, 
The focus of t h e i r discussions was the a c t i v e and passive r o l e of the 
C h r i s t i a n p i l g r i m or v i a t o r as he persevered through l i f e as a member of 
c i v i l s o c i e t y and of God's C h r i s t i a n s o c i e t y , the Church. 'What', i t was 
asked, 'was required of man t o conform t o God's reward of j u s t i f i c a t i o n 
and acceptance?'" 
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may be l i n k e d w i t h the concrete and human po r t r a y a l s of God t h a t we 
f i n d i n so much l a t e medieval English l i t e r a t u r e , ' ' I t may also be the 
case, of course, t h a t mere distance from the academic environment i s 
a f a c t o r ; J u l i a n of Norwich f o r obvious reasons d i d not attend u n i v e r s i t y , 

2 

the Gawain-poet "shows no sign of a u n i v e r s i t y education", and John 
Burrow has suggested t h a t authors who wrote i n English may have f e l t 
themselves p e r m i t t e d , i f not compelled, t o employ r e l a t i v e l y concrete 
and immediate modes of expression - "High a b s t r a c t thought had i t s own 
language; L a t i n , " But against t h i s , the general impression to be gained 
from reading f o u r t e e n t h - c e n t u r y theology i s t h a t i t has become, i n 
comparison t o e a r l i e r medieval thought, d e i s t i c . The continuing vein 
of a f f e c t i v e m e d i t a t i o n on the Passion (whose sources, according t o 
J.A.W. Bennett, were not "fundamentally d i f f e r e n t i n s p i r i t from 
s c h o l a s t i c i s m i n i t s e a r l i e s t f l o w e r i n g " ) seems to i n h a b i t an e n t i r e l y 
d i f f e r e n t world from the l o g i c , p o l i t i c s and e t h i c s of Ockham. 

I t does not seem a promising context i n which t o f i n d "the most 
C h r i s t o c e n t r i c poem ever w r i t t e n " , ^ nor w r i t i n g t h a t we have become 
used t o d e s c r i b i n g as " i n c a r n a t i o n a l " ( c f , above, p. 1 1 9 ) . Perhaps i t 
would be t r u e r t o say t h a t Piers i s the most o v e r t l y , because most 
d e l i b e r a t e l y , C h r i s t o c e n t r i c poem ever w r i t t e n . The energy and 
i n d i v i d u a l i t y of i t s expression suggests a d i s s a t i s f a c t i o n w i t h the 
modes of expression t h a t Langland knew, or perhaps a f a i l u r e to 
appreciate them, Reading t h a t , i t has been suggested, consisted so 
l a r g e l y of books of quotations i s not l i k e l y to f o s t e r a so p h i s t i c a t e d 
a p p r e c i a t i o n of genre, but r a t h e r , i n a t h o u g h t f u l reader, a sense of 
f r u s t r a t i o n , a des i r e t o generate some u n i t y from the p l u r a l i t y of 
s t y l e s and mental h a b i t s t h a t are r i g h t l y f e l t t o be present. The 

1. Cf. above, p, 123 , 
2 . Derek Brewer, English Gothic L i t e r a t u r e (London: Macmillan, 1 9 8 3 ) , 

p. 175 , 
3 . J.A. Burrow, Medieval W r i t e r s and t h e i r Work: Middle English L i t e r a t u r e 

and i t s Background 1100-1500 (Oxford: Oxford U n i v e r s i t y Press, 1 9 8 2 ) , 
p. 8 7 . 

4 . J.A.U. Bennett, Poetry of the Passion; Studies i n Twelve Centuries of 
English Verse (Oxford: Oxford U n i v e r s i t y Press, 1 9 8 2 ) , p, 34 , 

5 . J.A.W. Bennett, Poetry of the Passion, po 8 5 , 
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r e f u s a l t o permit the L a t i n and English t r a d i t i o n s r e f e r r e d t o by Burrow 
to lead separata l i v e s i s expressed i n an obvious way on every page of 
Langland's poem. 

But whatever the causes, Langland's r e l i g i o u s poetry cannot e a s i l y be 
a l l o c a t e d t o any of the d i s c r e t e t r a d i t i o n s of speaking about God t h a t , 
w i t h the h i n d s i g h t of a h i s t o r i a n , are v i s i b l e i n fourteenth-century 
England (Langland's own h i s t o r i c a l sense was poor, we are t o l d ^ ) . I f 
we are sometimes reminded of the Pleditationes Vitae C h r i s t i , i t i s an 
approach t h a t Langland only alludes t o ; he does not f o l l o w i t ("The 
absence of a Bonaventuran s t r a i n i n Langland i s noteworthy" ). On the 
other hand h i s presentation of God, i n t h i s passage f o r example, i s 
f a r from being a b s t r a c t or a r i d ; on the c o n t r a r y , i t gives the v i v i d 
impression, which may be a f a l s e one, of having a d i r e c t s i g n i f i c a n c e 
f o r us. What Bennett w r i t e s of the Passion i n Piers Plowman has a mora 
general a p p l i c a t i o n . The Passion, he says, i s never "presented - as 
sometimes i n d e v o t i o n a l w r i t i n g s of the period - as an i s o l a t e d event, 
or i n a b s t r a c t t h e o l o g i c a l terms, but always as the sublime and 
c u l m i n a t i n g expression of God's love f o r man; so t h a t i t i s r e l a t e d 
d i r e c t l y — even f o r c i b l y - to the concerns of every day," The s c e p t i c a l 
note i s necessary because t h i s impression i s a f t e r a l l beyond r a t i o n a l 
f o r m u l a t i o n ; or below i t . There i s no easy way t o respond t o Dohn 
Norton-Smith's complaint (again, the s p e c i f i c subject i s the Passion): 

Exactly how, as an object of devotion or as an example f o r 
a c t i v e i m i t a t i o n i n the conduct or our l i v e s , t h i s v i v i d image 
of C h r i s t the Redeemer i s meant to operate as a transforming 
agent, i s never made cle a r i n the process of the poem. Or a t 
l e a s t I can f i n d no sustained or convincing connecting arguments. 
Perhaps Langland intended the Imago C h r i s t i to e x i s t i n our 
imaginations as i f i t were a Platonic Form: ' r e c o g n i t i o n ' alone^ 
would be s u f f i c i e n t to b r i n g about reformation or ' c o r r e c t i o n ' . 

1. Cf. John Norton-Smith, William Langland. pp. 4-9. 
2, 3.A.W. Bennett, Poetry of the Passion, p, 86, 
3, 3,A.W, Bennett, Poetry of the Passion, p. 86. 
4. John Norton-Smith, William Lanqland. p. 9, 
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I t i s d i f f i c u l t t o r e p l y t o t h i s s a t i s f a c t o r i l y , except w i t h the p a r t i a l 
r e j o i n d e r t h a t Langland's confidence might not be i n the image of C h r i s t 
at a l l , nor i n anything else incorporated i n h i s t e x t . I f Langland 
u n w i t t i n g l y escapes the C h r i s t i a n philosopher's problem about t h e o l o g i c a l 
speech, i t i s because he i s no philosopher; Wit's l i n e s on Creation are 
not d e f i n i t i v e i n meaning - they express, and are intended to invoke, 
wonder and d e s i r e . I t i s p e r f e c t l y true t h a t Langland has no complete 
program of reform, t h a t h i s book does not, f o r a l l the teaching i t 
cont a i n s , e x p l a i n how t o do w e l l . But as W i l l agrees, there are "bokes 
ynowe" of t h a t k i n d . His own i n s i s t e n c e ( i n defiance of grammar) on 
seeking Dowel as a person, r a t h e r than t r e a t i n g i t as an imperative, 
suggests more the nature of Langland's poetic aims. 

To r e t u r n t o the passage t h a t prompted t h i s d i g r e s s i o n , and t o Langland's 
employment o f a r e p e t i t i o u s sequence of "And"3, One way of describing 
the e f f e c t would be t o say t h a t the sequence of "And"s here l u l l s to 
sleep the l o g i c a l f a c u l t i e s of the reader. As I have already pointed 
out, l i n e 49 ("And t h a t i s the c a s t e l t h a t Kynde mads Caro i t h a t t e " ) 
cannot be given a precise meaning at a l l , but there i s no pressure on 
the reader t o seek one out. In t h i s case I do not t h i n k t h a t " l u l l i n g 
t o sleep" should c a r r y a p e j o r a t i v e overtone, although modern c r i t i c s 
are as a whole suspicious of poetry t h a t aims to loosen the reader's 
hold on r a t i o n a l i t y and seems to a f f i r m more than i t r e a l l y does. I 
have s t r i v e n t o show t h a t there i s a good deal happening i n the reader's 
mind here, even i f i t i s not exactly expressible i n l o g i c a l terms. 
But undoubtedly Langland does sometimes y i e l d to the inca n t a t o r y 
tendency. He i s e s p e c i a l l y apt t o r e s o r t t o the loose sequence of 
"and"s i n those passages where modern readers f i n d him l e a s t convincing, 
the vaguely portentous prophecies: 

And er t h i s f o r t u n e f a l l e fynde men shul the worsts 
By six e sonnes and a ship and h a l f a shef of arwes 
And the middel of a moons shal make the Jewes torne 
And Sarsynes f o r t h a t sighte shul synge Glo r i a i n excelsis &c 

(B I I I 325-28), 
Nevertheless, the very f a c t t h a t we b r i s t l e a t the i n v i t a t i o n t o s i t 
back and l e t those meaningless images wash over us suggests t h a t the 
device does not have the power t o l u l l our f a c u l t i e s t o sleep i n any 
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l i t e r a l sense.'' When there i s nothing being s a i d , Langland cannot 
delude us i n t o b e l i e v i n g t h a t there i s . By c o n t r a s t , the reader's 
receptiveness t o Wit's speech i s based on a b e l i e f i n the s i g n i f i c a n c e 
of what i s being expressed; a b e l i e f t h a t I have t r i e d to shou i s 
j u s t i f i e d . 

The development of t h i s passage i n the t r a n s i t i o n from the A t e x t to 
the B t e x t i s not an i s o l a t e d one. The s t r a t e g y of r e p l a c i n g 
s t r a i g h t f o r u / a r d argument by a looser and more asso c i a t i v e s t r u c t u r e 
t h a t i s l e s s apt t o exclude overtones and unexpressed thematic l i n k s 
i s c a r r i e d through i n the r e s t of Wit's speech too. 

The B v e r s i o n of the speech can almost be said t o have become the 
c l a s s i c a l example of Langland's incoherence and digressiveness, N e v i l l 
C o g h i l l described i t as "perhaps the l e a s t well-managed passus i n the 

2 
poem" and E l i z a b e t h S a l t e r used i t as the foundation f o r her discussion 
of Langland's s t r u c t u r a l vagaries, . John Norton-Smith sees i t . a s 
i n i t i a t i n g a depressing sequence of passus i n which the poet's magnetic 
a t t r a c t i o n towards s a t i r i c m o r a l i z i n g gets i n the way of an intended 
exercise i n s e l f - a n a l y s i s t h a t the poet was not r e a l l y up t o ; I would 
agree w i t h h i s judgment of B Passus X but I am more content w i t h the 
r e s t than he i s , perhaps because I have given up t r y i n g to make anything 
out of the psychological a l l e g o r y t h a t purports t o govern t h i s part 

1, Compare, f o r example, David Aers on B I I I 284-94, i n Chaucer, Lanqland 
and the Creative Imagination (London; Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1980), 
pp.. 64-65: "The use here of the passive tense, w i t h o u t agency being 
s p e c i f i e d ('Dauid shal be diademed'), and a b s t r a c t nouns a c t i n g as 
h i s t o r i c a l agents ('loue and lowenesse/ and leautee', w i t h 'Leaute shal 
don hym l a w s ' ) , are both g e n e r a l l y r e v e a l i n g grammatical f e a t u r e s . They 
al l o w a w r i t e r t o convey a sense of purposive human actions and processes 
w h i l e he f a i l s t o provide v i t a l i n f o r m a t i o n about the agents enacting the 
processes - who w i l l crown David? Who, p r e c i s e l y , w i l l do what to whom?" 

2. N e v i l l C o g h i l l , "The Pardon of Piers Plowman", PBA, 30 (1944), 303-57; 
t h i s quote from p. 324, and c f . p. 339, 

3. E l i z a b e t h S a l t e r , Piers Plowman; An I n t r o d u c t i o n (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 
1962), pp. 55-56. 

4, John Norton-Smith, W i l l i a m Langland, pp, 108-09. 
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of the poemo^ An unsympathetic paraphrase of B Passus IX, one t h a t 
refuses t o modify i t s expectations of argumentative form, might run 
thus s 

"Wit i s asked where Dowel i s (a U I I I 126)<, He r e p l i e s t o the l e t t e r 
r a t h e r than t o the s p i r i t of the question by describing i n considerable 
d e t a i l the c a s t l e of Caro i n which Dowel i s said t o l i v e ( B IX 1=24)o 
bJit has already s t a r t e d to d r i f t away from h i s theme when the Dreamer 
makes matters worse by catching up the idea of "Kynde" and asking f o r 
U i t t o elaborate on i t (25)o Kynde, i t emerges, i s the cre a t o r , and 
Wit proceeds t o describe the c r e a t i o n of man, who i s represented by the 
c a s t l e (26=52)o At t h i s p o i n t we move back one step i n the path of 
d i g r e s s i o n s , t o the subject of the c a s t l e ' s i n h a b i t a n t s (53=59), but 
we step down again i n t o a discussion of those who abuse t h e i r " I n u i t " 
by d r i n k i n g too much (50=56a) and thence t o the educational duties of 
the Church ( t h e l i n k being made by the d e s c r i p t i o n of the ignorant as 
those who l a c k I n w i t i n l i n e 67)o U i t passes on t o a b r i e f mention of 
the d u t i e s of godparents (75=79), which i s a permissible narrowing of 
focus, but then proceeds to at t a c k C h r i s t i a n a u t h o r i t i e s i n general f o r 
f a i l u r e s i n t h e i r duty t o the poor, e s p e c i a l l y i n r e l a t i o n to almsgiving 
(80=92a)o The theme of " I n w i t " has now disappeared altogethero At 
t h i s p o i n t , when l o g i c a l l y we are a t a whole s e r i e s of removes from 
the p r i n c i p a l s u b j e c t , Langland r e t u r n s unexpectedly to the theme of 
Dowel, not by the proper method ( o f r e t r a c i n g h i s steps up the path 
of d i g r e s s i o n s ) but by t a k i n g - an i l l e g i t i m a t e short c u t , announcing 
t h a t those whom he has j u s t been a t t a c k i n g are f a i l i n g t o Do Well (93)„ 

At any r a t e I am sure t h a t i t i s f u t i l e t o t r y and work out a " r e a l -
l i f e " p s ychological n a r r a t i v e t h a t corresponds to W i l l ' s a l l e g o r i c a l 
adventureso Cfo Stephen I*ledcalf, "Inner and Outer", i n Stephen nedcalf, 
edo, The Context of English L i t e r a t u r e s The Later Hiddle Ages (London: 
Methuen, 1981), ppo 108=171; "The poets do not u s u a l l y seem to be 
e x p l o r i n g a c t u a l experience but ra t h e r to be c r e a t i n g i d e a l patterns 
of experiencBo I t i s not wholly easy, indeed, t o make the connection 
between the a c t u a l experience of persons, r e a l or possible, and 
Langland t a l k i n g t o Reason and Iraaginatyf i n Piers Plowman, Chaucer 
meeting Cupid and h i s Queen A l c e s t i s i n the Legend of Good Women or 
Gower meeting the c o u r t of love i n Confessio Amantis*^ (po 124), 
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We havBj, i n f a c t , a c i r c l e of digressions.'' Dowel, Dobet, and Dobest 
are now " d e f i n e d " ; t h a t i s t o say, each i s associated w i t h an aspect 
of good behaviour (95=98a)o There i s some sense of a s i g n i f i c a n t p a t t e r n 
i n the d e f i n i t i o n s of Dowel and Dobet, but Dobest's s p e c i f i c a s s o c i a t i o n 
w i t h not wasting words or time has no overt i n e v i t a b i l i t y . , Perhaps the 
e f f e c t of a r b i t r a r i n e s s i s here caused by our h i s t o r i c a l ignorance, 
but t h a t cannot excuse the next d i g r e s s i o n , an a t t a c k on i d l e r s and 
d r i n k e r s (99=104)« The "trewe t i d y men" of l i n e s 105=07a are e v i d e n t l y 
i n o p p o s i t i o n t o these l a s t , but they bear no ona=to=one r e l a t i o n s h i p 
to any of the d e f i n i t i o n s t h a t precededo A t h r e e f o l d scheme has been 
replaced by a t w o f o l d ones the f a m i l i a r Langlandian opposition between 
the t r u e labourer and the i n c o n t i n e n t wastero Wit now introduces the 
theme of marriage (108=18), the marriage of the t r u e f o l k who have 
momentarily become the subjecto But t h i s d i v e r t s him almost at once 
i n t o a discussion of those conceived e i t h e r out of wedlock a l t o g e t h e r 
or as a r e s u l t of improper unions 8 the f a l s e f o l k (observe how the 
p a r a l l e l i s weakened since the t r u e f o l k are considered as parents and 
the f a l s e as children)« Cain now enters the p i c t u r e , i n i t i a l l y because 
Cain e x e m p l i f i e s those born " i n yvel tyme", but t h e r e a f t e r because of 
forb i d d e n r e l a t i o n s between Seth's progeny and Cain's. This allows 
Langland t o discuss the f l o o d and the question of h e r e d i t a r y wickedness 
(119=54), and, by a haphazard r o u t e , the subjects of marriage f o r 
money (155=78), marriage as a defense against unchastity (l79-83a), and 
the r i g h t time f o r conception (184=92); r e t u r n i n g f i n a l l y to the subject 

E.g. Dowel = Anima's Castle = I n w i t = Drunkards = Fools = Teachers = 
A u t h o r i t i e s who f a i l i n t h e i r duty = they do not Do Well. Elizabeth 
K i r k , i n The Dream Thought of Piers Plowman (New Havens Yale U n i v e r s i t y 
Press, 1972), remarks on a s i m i l a r "progression" i n the speech of Holy 
Church, commenting t h a t "the angles by which the lady veers from t o p i c 
t o t o p i c seem t o add up to 360 degrees .oo" (po 31). Probably K i r k 
has i n mind B I 85-137, where the succession of subjects i s : Truth 
i s the best treasure = Kings and knights should uphold i t = David 
made them swear an oath t o do so = C h r i s t had knights too = L u c i f e r 
was one of them = but ha f e l l - and a l l who do e v i l s h a l l dwell w i t h 
him - but those t h a t do w e l l and end i n Truth s h a l l be saved = so Truth 
i s the best treasureo I t i s perhaps even c l e a r a r i n t h i s case than i n 
B Passus IX t h a t the " d i g r e s s i o n s " may i n f a c t c o n s i s t of h i g h l y 
p e r t i n e n t m a t e r i a l (eogo the F a l l of L u c i f e r ) and t h a t consequently 
the reader's d i f f i c u l t i e s are only a matter of d i s p o s i t i o n . 
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of bastardy, the f a l s e f o l k who act against Dowel (193-99). Langland 
has d e a l t , l o o s e l y , w i t h marriage f o r nearly a hundred l i n e s , but 
h i s movement from sub-topic t o sub-topic i s apparently without method, 
and marriage i s not one of the subjects about which Wit was asked. 
However, we have returned, probably by chance, to the subject of Dowel, 
and Wit concludes triumphantly w i t h two f u r t h e r sets of d e f i n i t i o n s t h a t 
bear no exact r e l a t i o n s h i p e i t h e r t o each other or t o those t h a t were 
presented e a r l i e r , only c e r t a i n t a n t a l i z i n g resemblances t h a t seem t o 
challenge us mockingly to attempt an impossible synthesis (200-07)." 

Perhaps no-one would make q u i t e such a w i l f u l l y dogmatic reading of 
the passus as I have o u t l i n e d here, but i t i s evident t h a t those who 
see incoherence i n Wit's presentation are a t any r a t e aware of the 
p o s s i b i l i t y of such a reading. The assumptions on which i t i s based 
are e s s e n t i a l l y those w i t h which we approach any piece of discursive 
prose. F i r s t there i s an assumption about the content of the discourse. 
We expect t h a t the w r i t e r i s going t o say something, and t h a t t h i s 
something w i l l not be a c o l l e c t i o n of unconnected statements but a 
s i n g l e " p o i n t " , or series of t r a n s p a r e n t l y r e l a t e d " p o i n t s " , t h a t 
c o n s t i t u t e s the "theme" of the discourse. The second assumption i s 
about the form. Such parts of the work as bear d i r e c t l y on the theme 
make up the main "thread" or " d r i f t " , and i t i s u s u a l l y accepted t h a t 
the theme w i l l be r e a d i l y i d e n t i f i a b l e , perhaps from the f i r s t t h i n g 
t h a t i s s a i d , or by being e x p l i c i t l y namedj digr e s s i o n s , matters t h a t 
are subordinate or not s t r i c t l y germane to the theme, are permitted 
but should be c l e a r l y recognizable as d i g r e s s i o n s , A f i n a l assumption 
i s t h a t i f something seems " o f f the p o i n t " , then i t i s a digression 
unless s p e c i f i c a l l y s t a t e d not t o be so. 

B r i n g i n g such expectations to Wit's discourse i s not anachronistic, 
and they must have been shared by Langland's fourteenth-century audience. 
A f t e r a l l , they are impeccably f u l f i l l e d even by something as d i s t a n t 
from us as two-thousand-year-old Buddhist controversy: 

Hard to d i s c e r n , S a r i p u t r a , i s the hidden teaching of the 
Tathagatas, And why? Because they reveal dharmas and t h e i r 
causes by employing various s k i l f u l means, based on t h e i r 
c o g n i t i o n and v i s i o n . They show up causes, adduce reasons, 
give explanations, p o i n t t o o b j e c t i v e f a c t s , define t h e i r ^ 
terms, and use various concepts. These are the kind of s k i l f u l 
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means which they employ to release beings who have got stuck 
here or t h e r e . The Tathagatas have reached the highest 
p e r f e c t i o n i n v i s i o n , c o g n i t i o n , and s k i l l i n means,'' 

The main theme i s p l a i n l y announced as being the teaching of the 
Tathagatas, and no doubt i s subsequently cast on t h i s . Subordinate 
matters, such as the beings who need t h e i r h elp, do not d i s t u r b us; 
we recognize them as being subordinate, and f e e l no surprise - q u i t e 
the c o n t r a r y , we are reassured - when the next sentence proves to 
have nothing t o say about them. 

I t seems then t h a t the expectations t h a t I have described are u n i v e r s a l , 
a t l e a s t once the t e x t i s i d e n t i f i e d as d i s c u r s i v e e x p o s i t i o n (and when 
we begin t o read Wit's speech such an i d e n t i f i c a t i o n i s v i r t u a l l y 
a u t o m a t i c ) . Perhaps the c o n d i t i o n s t h a t we expect t o be met are 
necessary f o r c e r t a i n kinds of communication to be e f f e c t i v e . C e r t a i n l y 
when we f i n d t h a t Wit's speech does not s a t i s f y these conditions we 
have no choice but t o look f o r a d i f f e r e n t kind of communication, or 
else dismiss the speech as incoherent. I f we continue t o t h i n k i n 
terms of a main theme and of "digressions", the number of digressions 
becomes i n s u p p o r t a b l e ; i t i s l i k e t r y i n g to read a sentence t h a t contains 

2 
half-a-dozen unmatched l e f t - h a n d brackets. 

I t comes as a considerable s u r p r i s e to t u r n back from B Passus IX t o 
Langland's f i r s t version of the speech i n A Passus X, For although 
there has been l i t t l e r e s t r u c t u r i n g and the sequence of t o p i c s i s 
much the same i n A as i n B, the argument i n A i s f o r the most part 
unexpectedly l u c i d . We have already seen how the b r i e f e r account of 
the c r e a t i o n of man i s c l e a r l y subordinated to a general i n t e r e s t i n 
the c a s t l e and i t s i n h a b i t a n t s . In A the subsequent emphasis on I n w i t 
i s j u s t i f i e d because of h i s c e n t r a l r o l e i n the c a s t l e ' s operations, 
shown f i r s t of a l l i n a medical passage omitted from B (A X 52-57), 
The best way of i l l u s t r a t i n g what I n w i t i s , however, i s t o draw our 

1, Edward Conze, t r a n s . , Buddhist Scriptures (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 
1959), p, 198. 

2, Cf. nary Carruthers, The Search f o r St. Truth, p, 20; "The so-called 
d i g r e s s i o n s i n t h i s passus are not r e a l l y digressions a t a l l but 
d i f f e r e n t angles of v i s i o n producing modified or new understanding 
of i t s key term." I am much indebted to Carruthers f o r her sense of 
( i n Spearing's words) "what kind of poem" Langland wrote, as i t comes 
over i n a remark such as t h i s . 
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a t t e n t i o n t o people whose behaviour manifests i t s absence; drunkards, 
c h i l d r e n and " f o l i s " are brought i n as examples. But Langland, i n 
saying t h i s , i s conscious of a d i s t i n c t i o n , and explains t h a t the d e v i l 
i s i n c o n t r o l of drunkards, but t h a t c h i l d r e n and f o o l s are not a t 
the stage where they are capable of moral a c t i o n , whether good or bad 
(A X 62-55), T h i s , however, i s no excuse f o r f a i l u r e t o i n s t r u c t them or 
to provide them w i t h the m a t e r i a l needs of l i f e (A X 66-70), Holy Church, 
i n f a c t , must enable them t o become moral beings. But once a man has 
understanding, he i s responsible f o r h i s own a c t i o n s , "For werche he wel 
o ^ r wrong \>e wyt i s h i s owene" (A X 75), I t w i l l be seen t h a t i n A t h i s 
s e c t i o n i s p e r f e c t l y comprehensible i n i t s e l f and i s also e x p l i c i t l y 
r e l a t e d t o the theme of Dowel; Langland i s e x p l o r i n g , under the name of 
I n w i t , the p r e r e q u i s i t e s f o r any kind of moral "doing", whether w e l l or 
i l l . I t i s only when I n w i t i s working properly t h a t Dowel's r o l e becomes 
a c t i v e : 

fcenne i s dowel a due ^ a t destroyed vices 
And saui> >e soule i>at synne ha|> no m i j t 
To routen ne t o resten ne roten i n (>in herte 

(A X 76-78), 

I s h a l l not go through the r e s t of A Passus X i n d e t a i l , but the reader 
w i l l f i n d t h a t i t r e l a t e s t o B Passus IX much as t h i s part does; what 
i n A are stages i n a continuous argument become disconnected segments 
of discourse t h a t we must e i t h e r regard as digressions or, b e t t e r , give 
up any idea of analysing i n the conventional way. For example, the A 

1. I n w i t has been much discussed by students of Piers Plowman i n s p i t e of 
the apparently large measure of agreement between a l l p a r t i e s . See e,g, 
Greta H o r t , Piers Plowman and Contemporary Religious Thought (London: 
SPCK, Cl9383), pp. 94-97; Randolph Quirk, "Langland's Use of Kind Wit 
and I n w i t , " JCGP. 52 (1953), 182-88; A,\/.C. Schmidt, "A Note on 
Langland's Conception of 'Anima' and ' I n w i t ' , " NQ_, n.s. 15 (1968), 
363-64; B.J. Harwood and R.F. Smith, " I n w i t and the Castle of 'Caro' i n 
Piers Plowman," Neuphiloloqische H i t t e i l u n q e n . 71 (1970), 648-54. 
Possession of " i n w i t " i s a p r e r e q u i s i t e f o r informed moral a c t i o n ; 
hencQ i n t h i s passage i t i s lacked by drunks. But, as Gloton f i n d s , i t 
g r a d u a l l y r e t u r n s when the a l c o h o l wears o f f , more of t e n than not 
b r i n g i n g w i t h i t a g u i l t y conscience ( c f . C UI 421). S i m i l a r l y , Reason 
and Conscience a r r i v e t o berate W i l l when he i s " I n hele and i n i n w i t t " 
(C V 10). I n w i t i s thus not conscience i t s e l f but a more general sense 
of mental a l e r t n e s s or of "having one's w i t s about one". I n the South 
English Legendary ("Michael", 11. 430-36; D'Evelyn and P l i l l , I I , 416) 
we are t o l d t h a t " i n w i t " i s what gives people the freedom t o act against 
temperamental ap t i t u d e s t h a t they owe t o planetary i n f l u e n c e s . 
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version contains an i n t e r e s t i n g discussion of s o c i a l s t a b i l i t y and of 
the various manifestations of Dowel, depending upon the doer's r o l e 
i n s o c i e t y (79-130), marriage and c h i l d b e a r i n g have an honourable and 
fundamental p a r t i n the s o c i a l s t r u c t u r e , and thus the discussion of 
marriage (which i n B appears so a b r u p t l y and i n c o n s e q u e n t i a l l y ) i s i n 
A f i r m l y t i e d to what precedes i t . The loss of t h i s passage also a f f e c t s 
the f i n a l d e f i n i t i o n s of Dowel, Dobet and Dobest (A X 216-18; B IX 204-07), 
which r e f e r back t o i t . I n A they are something l i k e an adequate 
summing-up of the speech; i n B they seem to come out of nowhere. 

I t w i l l be seen t h a t B Passus IX f o r the most pa r t r e t a i n s the content 
of A Passus X, but removes the argumentative s t r u c t u r e t h a t places one 
passage i n a d e f i n i t e r e l a t i o n t o i t s neighbours. The easy explanation 
i s t h a t Langland (or even, f o r i t i s tempting here to revive Clanly's 
theory, the B-poet) has f o r g o t t e n what h i s e a r l i e r version was saying, 
or has bungled i t i n r e v i s i o n . The weakness of t h i s case i s , p r i m a r i l y , 
i t s excessive s t r e n g t h . There i s too much bungling. I f the B-reviser 
had provided some s u b s t i t u t e argument of h i s own, we might reasonably 
suspect misunderstanding, but as i t i s we must conclude t h a t whether 
he discerned A's argumentative s t r u c t u r e or not, he d i d not have (or 
had ceased t o have) any i n t e r e s t i n d u p l i c a t i n g i t ; and i f t h i s i s so, 
there i s no reason f o r assuming t h a t h i s f a i l u r e t o do so was 
a c c i d e n t a l . On the c o n t r a r y , there i s an a i r of purposefulness about 
the r e v i s i o n , noted by E l i z a b e t h K i r k : "the B poet would appear to be 
d e l i b e r a t e l y ' s p o i l i n g ' the A poet's scene p r e c i s e l y because i t was 
too good f o r the f u n c t i o n i t must now serve" ( K i r k suspected t h a t t h i s 
appearance might be an i l l u s i o n of Skeat's t e x t , but newer e d i t i o n s have 
not caused i t t o vanish, i n s p i t e of the e d i t o r s ' e f f o r t s ) . 

K i r k i s q u i t e r i g h t t o say t h a t the A Passus i s "too good", but we must 
not take t h i s t o mean t h a t Langland i s t r y i n g t o portray Wit as an 
i n a r t i c u l a t e or confused teacher; t h a t would be to t r e a t the speech 

2 
a n a c h r o n i s t i c a l l y as a r e v e l a t i o n of character. Rather, the A passus 

1. El i z a b e t h K i r k , The Dream Thought of Piers Plowman, p. 122n. 
2. Cf, above, p, 113 , 
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i s good i n the wrong way; the poet does not value, or no longer values, 
i t s k i n d of achievement. I t s meanings, I would suggest, are now f e l t as 
being too denotative and hence too r e s t r i c t i v e . Because i n A "what the 
speech i s about" i s too c l o s e l y i d e n t i f i e d w i t h i t s l u c i d argument, we 
are discouraged from seeking f o r meanings t h a t are not e x p l i c i t l y 
s p e l t o u t . I n the 3 version those meanings are released, and i n the 
search f o r them the reader i s less e d i f i e d but more involved. 

I f we stand back from the B passus and view i t as a whole, the themes of 
the speech begin t o emerge. I t w i l l be observed t h a t the sources of the 
ideas t h a t I s h a l l b r i n g out now are scattered through the passus and 
although I am not f l y i n g i n the face of the l o g i c a l s t r u c t u r e (such as 
i t i s ) , I do not have any l o g i c a l warrant f o r what I e x t r a c t . 

We can begin by n o t i c i n g t h a t the speech contains two major passages 
where p a r t s of Genesis are discussed. The f i r s t i s the section about the 
c r e a t i o n of man t h a t we have been considering (B IX 26-52); the second 
i s the account of Cain's descendants and the f l o o d (B IX 119-55). These 
two passages correspond, very roughly, t o Genesis 1-2 and Genesis 4-7 
respectively.'' The themes of these sections are f r i g h t e n i n g l y contrasted; 
the f i r s t describes God's l o v i n g c r e a t i o n of Adam and the second h i s 
v i r t u a l a n n i h i l a t i o n of Adam's descendants. Not t h a t the e f f e c t i s 
f r i g h t e n i n g w h i l e we are a c t u a l l y reading; indeed we are u n l i k e l y , 
u n t i l a f t e r w a r d s , t o observe the r e l a t i o n s h i p of the passages, despite 
even l i n e 130 ("That I makede man now i t me f o r t h y n k e t h " ) , so strong 
i s what C.S, Lewis c a l l e d "the i n s u l a t i n g power of the context", Stanley 
Fish would say t h a t there i s no r e l a t i o n s h i p , t h e r e f o r e ; but t h i s i s 
where my approach would modify h i s . Retrospective meditation on Langland's 
poetry i s p a r t of the t o t a l experience of reading Langland, i n my view, 
and consequently I regard r e t r o s p e c t i v e i n s i g h t s such as t h i s as genuine 
aspects of the poem's meaning. 

How can these two p i c t u r e s of God's r e l a t i o n s h i p w i t h man be reconciled? 

1. As Goodridge was the f i r s t to note (Piers the Ploughman, p. 282), the 
b i b l i c a l background may be f l e e t i n g l y alluded to as ea r l y as l i n e 3: 
"Of e rthe and eyr i s i t maad medled togideres" ( c f . Genesis 2:7). 
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The answer, of course, l i e s i n the chapter of Genesis t h a t Wit does 
not a l l u d e t o ; the f a l l of man. One i s l e d to suspect t h a t the f a l l i s 
somehow c e n t r a l t o the speech, even though i t i s not described d i r e c t l y . 
And as one of the themes t h a t we noticed i n A was the question of 
responsible moral a c t i o n , the f i r s t e v i l a c t i o n i n human h i s t o r y i s 
undoubtedly a re l e v a n t c o n s i d e r a t i o n . Nevertheless, Wit prefers not 
to concentrate on the dramatic m a n i f e s t a t i o n of s i n i n i n d i v i d u a l a c t s . 
The theme of t h i s passus i s the p h y s i o l o g i c a l aspect of s i n ; i t i s 
t r e a t e d throughout as a disease w i t h m a t e r i a l causes and ma t e r i a l 
e f f e c t s . Wit's approach i s not t h a t of an e t h i c a l philosopher; he shows 
l i t t l e i n t e r e s t i n questions of motive or of a b s t r a c t moral decision. 
Thus Dowel i s represented as a f a c u l t y of the body, an i n t e r n a l organ 
t h a t prompts us t o good; s i n i s a disease t h a t d i s r u p t s the working 
of t h a t organ, and causes a perversion of m a t e r i a l nature. I t i s f o r 
t h i s reason t h a t Wit stresses the onset of Care t h a t began, w i t h the 
untimely conception of Cain r a t h e r than the moral drama of the f a l l . 
For Wit the cause of s i n i s an emphatically unnatural a c t , i l l i c i t 
i n t e r c o u r s e , and the r e s u l t i s t h a t nature i t s e l f i s tarnished; Cain's 
descendants are a d i s t o r t i o n of God's image, Langland i n t e r p r e t s the 
mysterious marriages between the sons of God and the daughters of men 
(Genesis 6:1-2) as forbidden r e l a t i o n s between Sath's descendants and 
Cain's,^ but there i s no d i s t i n c t i o n i n Wit's eyes between the unlawful 
and the u n n a t u r a l , and these unions are compared w i t h the "uncomly" 
couples of Langland's own day, brought i n t o being through a corrupted 
scale of values: 

For som as I se now sooth f o r to t e l l e 
For c o v e i t i s e of c a t e l unkyndely ben wedded 
As c a r e f u l concepcion cometh of swiche mariages 
As b i f e l of the f o l k t h a t I b i f o r e of t o l d e 

(B IX 156-59). 
"Unkindness" i s the no t i o n t h a t l i n k s t h i s passage t o e a r l i e r parts of 
the passus. Wit's emphasis i s always on the unnaturalness of s i n ; i t i s 
something t h a t , i f a l l went according t o nature, should never e x i s t . 

1, This i s a t r a d i t i o n a l i n t e r p r e t a t i o n ( c f . Schmidt, B-Text, p, 329), 



- 142 -

A l i a s t h a t a Cristene creature shal be unkynde t i l another 
(B IX 84). 

I t i s outrageous t h a t anything should act against Kynde: 

A l i a s t h a t drynke shal fordo t h a t God deere boughte 
And dooth God forsaken hem t h a t he shoop to h i s liknesse 

(B IX 65-66), 
In the A t e x t the poet had t r i e d , not very s u c c e s s f u l l y , t o work out 
a d i s t i n c t i o n between drunkenness, which d i s r u p t s I n w i t , and other 
s i n f u l s t a t e s t h a t ( i n order t o have any moral s t a t u s a t a l l ) 
presuppose the presence of I n w i t ; but i n the B t e x t the drunkard i s 
put t o use as a concrete and c h a r a c t e r i s t i c image of man i n f e c t e d by s i n , 
as v i s i b l y so as by a disease. 

For the e t h i c a l philosopher, the primary focus i s always on the 
i n d i v i d u a l , on the causes and e f f e c t s w i t h i n h i s own s o u l . Wit, however, 
c o n s i d e r i n g s i n i n i t s m a t e r i a l aspect, p e r s i s t e n t l y emphasizes the 
e x t e r n a l consequences, whether f o r s o c i e t y , or f a m i l y , or nature i t s e l f . 
Thus the f a i l i n g s of godparents and prelates are considered p r i m a r i l y 
from the p o i n t of view of the harm they do t o o t h e r s : 

The commune f o r h i r unkyndenesse I drede me shul abye 
(8 IX 8 9 ) , 

Wit's treatment of s i n tends, t h e r e f o r e , t o emphasize undeserved 
s u f f e r i n g ; s i n , l i k e a disease, s t r i k e s down a l l i n i t s path. Thus 
Wit, having f i r s t described the c r e a t i o n of animals along w i t h man, 
then stresses t h e i r unmerited d e s t r u c t i o n : 

Beestes t h a t now ben shul banne the tyme 
That evere t h a t cursed Caym coom on t h i s erthe 

(B IX 137-38), 
One r e a c t i o n might be t h a t God i s very u n f a i r to permit man's actions 
to have such i n d i s c r i m i n a t e consequences, but Wit shows no i n t e r e s t 
i n determining r e s p o n s i b i l i t y . S i m i l a r l y we are i n c l i n e d to object 
t h a t i t i s h a r d l y j u s t t h a t Cain and h i s descendants should have been 
cursed before they were born. Wit does a n t i c i p a t e t h i s o b j e c t i o n to 
h i s uncompromising b e l i e f i n h e r e d i t a r y wickedness (B IX 143-52a), and 
some have f e l t t h a t he does not meet i t very e f f e c t i v e l y , ' ' But i t i s 

1. See, f o r example, Pearsall's note to C X 240 ( C - t e x t , p. 190). 
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understandable t h a t Wit, w i t h h i s concern f o r the m a t e r i a l consequences 
of s i n , should emphasize i t s i n f e c t i o u s n e s s , and the f u l l extent of 
the catastrophe when Care came i n t o the world. Langland's desire i s , I 
t h i n k , t o i n s p i r e us w i t h a k i n d of dread of not doing w e l l ; our 
nature i s t o do w e l l , according to the b l u e p r i n t f o r Anima's c a s t l e , 
and whan we do not the e f f e c t s are, d i s p r o p o r t i o n a t e l y i t may seem, 
spread out i n space and time, l i k e the pestilence t h a t Langland's 
audience knew so w e l l , or l i k e the unnatural conceptions t h a t are Wit's 
main images f o r s i n i n the second h a l f of the passus. 

Dread i s , of course, the keynote of two of Wit's d e f i n i t i o n s of Dowel, 
of which t h i s i s the f i r s t : 

That dredeth God he dooth wel t h a t dredeth hym f o r love 
And noght f o r drede of vengeaunce dooth t h e r f o r e the b e t t r e 
He dooth best t h a t withdraweth hym by daye and by nyghta 
To s p i l l e any speche or any space of tyme 
Qui o f f e n d i t i n uno i n omnibus est reus 

(B IX 95-98a). 
Compared t o the equivalent passage i n the A t e x t , where the three Do's 
are set i n a s o c i a l framework, t h i s set of s i g n i f i c a t i o n s seems 
unconnected w i t h what precedes i t and not compellingly neat i n i t s e l f . 
In h i n d s i g h t however we can see t h a t a l l of these actions are responses 
to the world t h a t Wit presents, a world i n which the consequences of 
s i n are d i s a s t r o u s . The modern connotations of "withdraweth", i f 
unknown t o Langland, are a happy accident, f o r the emphasis even i n 
the d e f i n i t i o n of Dobest i s on a purely negative avoidance of s i n . 
There i s some i r o n y i n t h i s , because the s p e c i f i e d sins - timewasting, 
i d l e t a l k , f a i l u r e i n educational and c h a r i t a b l e d u t i e s , are themselves 
negative. Wit, however, i s so acutely aware of t h e i r consequences 
t h a t he seems t o conceive of Dowel as a matter of avoiding any 
consequences a t a l l ; he r i s k s g i v i n g the impression t h a t we should do 
as l i t t l e as pos s i b l e . 

This i s unquestionably a l i m i t a t i o n i n Wit's speech. In s c r i p t u r e we 
read t h a t 

Timor non est i n c h a r i t a t e ; sed perfecta c h a r i t a s foras m i t t i t 
timorem, quoniam timor poenam habet; q u i autem t i m e t , non est 
perfectus i n c h a r i t a t e . 

( I John 4:18, c f . B X I I I 153a). 
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Wit seems to f o r g e t t h a t Dowel i s i t s e l f an a c t i v e l i f e , w i t h powers 
beyond those of s i n ; instead Dowel i s seen as a passive s t a t e , something 
to be preserved. I n t h i s respect, Wit's gloss on the c r u c i a l term i n 
Pie r s ' Pardon i s inadequate. But a f t e r a l l , h i s c o n t r i b u t i o n comes 
e a r l y i n the long sequence t h a t culminates i n W i l l ' s v i s i o n of the 
Harrowing of H e l l . By t h a t stage, Langland w i l l have b u i l t up f o r us 
an unusually energetic conception of Dowel, a p t l y reprBsented by Saint 
Thomas of I n d i a or the Good Samaritan or C h r i s t himself, whose r o l e i n 
Passus X U I I I i s presented a l i t t l e a r c h a i c a l l y as t h a t of the heroic 
and dynamic " l o v e r - k n i g h t " . ^ 

I t may be f e l t t h a t despite my in s i s t e n c e on the puzzling and 
i n d i v i d u a l i s t i c techniques of Passus IX I have drawn out of i t a 
r e a s s u r i n g l y s t r a i g h t f o r w a r d set of themes. And t h i s i s q u i t e t r u e , 
p r e c i s e l y because i t i s I who have produced the e x p o s i t i o n j u s t given, 
not Langland, and the r e s u l t , whatever i t s value i n other respects, 
i n e v i t a b l y d i s t o r t s the experience of reading Wit's speech. This must 
be so, j u s t because i t i s an e x p o s i t i o n , couched i n exactly the terms 
t h a t Langland eschews; i t i s , i n f a c t , a f a i r example of the kind of 
t h i n g t h a t we might have expected t o get from Wit, but don't. 

A comparison w i t h Cleanness may be h e l p f u l . Here, as i n B Passus IX, 
there i s a treatment of the f l o o d s t o r y , and the Gawain-poet l i k e 
Langland emphasizes the d e v i a t i o n from nature t h a t i s i t s cause. 

^ r watz no law t o hem layd bot loke to kynde 
And kepe t o h i t and a l l e h i t cors c l a n l y f u l f y l l e 
And l̂ enna founden Wy f y l ^ e i n f l e s c h l y c h dedez 
And controeued agayn kynde contrare werkez 
And vsed hem vn[>ryftyly vchon on o >er 
And a l s w i t h oj>er w y l s f u l l y upon a wrange wyse 

(Cleanness 263-68).^ 
I t i s i n t e r e s t i n g too t h a t both Cleanness and Wit's speech express an 
unusually p o s i t i v e view of n a t u r a l s e x u a l i t y (Cleanness 697-708; Piers 
Plowman B IX 179-92), Most i m p o r t a n t l y , though, there i s i n Cleanness 

1, Cf. 3,A,W, Bennett, Poetry of the Passion, pp. 99-112, 
2. The powerful e f f e c t of t h i s poet's "And"s, each of them d r i v i n g the 

n a r r a t i v e forward, should be contrasted w i t h t h a t of Langland's "And"s 
a t B IX 46-51, 
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something of the same l i m i t a t i o n t h a t we found i n B Passus IX. 
"Cleanness", l i k e Wit's "Dowel", i s too passive, too much defined 
only by what i t i s no t : "The stated i n t e n t i o n of the poet i s to 'acclaim 
Cleanness i n becoming s t y l e ' , but i n f a c t h i s overwhelming achievement 
i s t o d i s p r a i s e uncleanness ,,, nowhere else i n h i s work does he leave 
the reader suffused w i t h such an agonized sense of the e v i l i n man",^ 
This i s perhaps u n f a i r , but i t i s s i g n i f i c a n t t h a t the recent e d i t o r s 
of the Pearl manuscript, defending the poet's p o s i t i v e v i s i o n , argue 
t h a t he presents "a broadened concept of clannesse as 'reverence f o r 

2 
what i s sacred t o God'", I t h i n k t h a t both poets are a f f e c t e d by the 
ethos of t h e i r common source, the Old Testament, which i s s t i l l halfway 
between a f u l l y moral outlook and one of taboo, the pax deorum which i s 
to be maintained p r i m a r i l y by the avoidance of c e r t a i n acts t h a t are 
o f t e n morally n e u t r a l i n themselves. 
These are i n t e r e s t i n g p a r a l l e l s , but one cannot consider Cleanness and 
Wit's speech together without being reminded of t h e i r great 
d i s s i m i l a r i t i e s . Once more i t i s the b r e v i t y of Langland's s t y l e t h a t 
i s n o t i c e a b l e . Cleanness i s over e i g h t times as long as B Passus IX, 
yet only a small p a r t of the l a t t e r i s devoted t o Old Testament 
paraphrase; we cannot say t h a t Wit ever approaches f u l l y - f l e d g e d 
n a r r a t i v e , and consequently the reader's imagination i s not wholly 
engaged. I n f a c t Wit, a f t e r presenting a version of God's words to 
Noah (B IX 132-42), sees no reason t o proceed w i t h the n a r r a t i v e ; 
everyone knows what happened next. I n other words Wit i s no s t o r y t e l l e r ; 
f o r one of the premisses of Cleanness and most other medieval n a r r a t i v e 
poems i s t h a t i t i s worthwhile t o rehearse the events of the past, no 
matter how well—known they are. The reader of Cleanness gets as near 
to the primeval waters as anyone now can and f e e l s , t o the f u l l e s t 
e x tent t h a t f i c t i o n a l l o w s , the emotions of a p a r t i c i p a n t . Wit, by 
c o n t r a s t , does l i t t l e more than a l l u d e t o the p o s s i b i l i t i e s of emotional 
response: 

A l l e shul deye f o r h i s dedes by dales and h u l l e s 
(B IX 139)., 

1. Brian Stone, t r a n s . . The Owl and the Ni g h t i n g a l e ; Cleanness; St 
Erkenwald (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1971), pp. 71-72. 

2, rialcolm Andrew and Ronald Waldron, The Poems of the Pearl manuscript, 
p, 23, 
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I suggested above t h a t f e a r was an appropriate response to Wit's world; 
but Langland does not t r y t o f r i g h t e n us. Indeed i f we take the view, 
as Philomena O ' D r i s c o l l does, t h a t Wit has not r e a l l y recognized the 
u n i v e r s a l i t y of the f a l l - and he c e r t a i n l y i mplies t h a t s i n can be 
side-stepped, though w i t h d i f f i c u l t y - we could almost accuse him of 
being too o p t i m i s t i c , r a t h e r than too p e s s i m i s t i c . And as s i n i s , f o r 
Wit, only a r e g r e t t a b l y widespread but not i n e v i t a b l e phenomenon, the 
r o l e of grace i s accordingly comprehensible only as a promise of 
m a t e r i a l w e l l b e i n g : 

To a l l e trewB t i d y men t h a t t r a v a i l l e desiren 
Dure Lord l o v e t h hem and l e n t loude outher s t i l l e 
Grace t o go t o hem and ofgon h i r l i f l o d e 
I n q u i r e n t e s autem Dominum non minuentur omni bono 

(B IX 105-07a) 
I am v i a e t V e r i t a s s e i t h C r i s t I may avaunce a l l e 

(B IX 161), 
Wit's speech i s i n f a c t as uncommitted to a s p e c i f i c emotional " p o i n t " 
as i t i s t o an argumentative one. On t h i s l e v e l too i t requires 
i n t e r p r e t a t i o n ; and i t i s my i n t e r p r e t a t i o n , not Langland's poetry 
i t s e l f , t h a t i s reminiscent of Cleanness. There are two reasons, I 
t h i n k , why Langland i n t h i s passus and elsewhere i s generally content 
to play l i g h t l y on our f e e l i n g s . The f i r s t i s t h a t any powerful appeal 
i m p l i c i t l y encourages us t o take tha world of the t e x t as r e a l i t y , 
because we could not j u s t i f y any emotional r e a c t i o n t o ourselves unless 
i t was based on something other than an i l l u s i o n . The second i s t h a t i f 
poetry t r i e s t o produce an emotional impact, i t i s i n a sense s o l i c i t i n g 
a t e s t i m o n i a l t o i t s own excellence. We, who are so f a m i l i a r w i t h 
f i c t i o n t h a t t r a n s p o r t s the reader, are u n l i k e l y to f e e l t h a t there i s 
anything very troublesome about these observations. Nor am I accusing 
the Gawain-poet of v a n i t y ( t h e r e i s nothing cheaply r h e t o r i c a l about 
h i s work); but i t i s easy t o see why a poet l i k e Langland, troubled 
by mixed f e e l i n g s about the moral status of h i s "makynges", might take 
pains t o avoid i n v o l v i n g our passions too continuously, f o r fear of 
producing the k i n d of mutually admiring r e l a t i o n s h i p between poet and 
reader t h a t I have o u t l i n e d . 

1. Cf, Philomena O ' D r i s c o l l , "The Dowel Debate i n Piers Plowman 8," 
nedium AEvum, 50 (1981), 18-29, e s p e c i a l l y p, 25, 
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The most obvious d i f f e r e n c e between Cleanness and Wit's speech - namely, 
t h a t the former i s a complete poem - again d i s t i n g u i s h e s the poet who 
c o n f i d e n t l y accepts the conventions of the p u b l i c speaker (whether bard 
or preacher) from the poet who deeply d i s t r u s t s them. Because Cleanness 
stands on i t s own i t i m p l i c i t l y a f f i r m s , or a t any r a t e doss not 
e x p l i c i t l y d i s c l a i m , i t s own adequacy. Wit's speech, from the mere f a c t 
of i t s being p a r t of a l a r g e r composition, does di s c l a i m t h i s . Furthermore, 
i t appears near the beginning of a sequence i n which most readers f e e l 
some sense of a progress, and i t i s a l l o c a t e d t o a speaker whose 
a u t h o r i t y i s u n c e r t a i n (he looks f o o l i s h i n B Passus X). F i n a l l y , the 
s i l e n t presence of the dreamer, t h a t eager c o n t r o v e r s i a l i s t , i s always 
l i k e l y t o i n f e c t us w i t h h i s own unreceptive and c r i t i c a l a t t i t u d e . 

I l l 

I f 3 Passus IX i s read i n the k i n d of way t h a t I have i l l u s t r a t e d , 
the d i s t i n c t i o n between main argument and digression disappears. For 
t h i s reason i t seems to me u n h e l p f u l t o look f o r a source of t h i s 
aspect of Langlandian s t y l e i n the medieval sermon. The sermons are 
perceived t o digress because there i s something t o digress from, a 
conspicuous argument t h a t may be presented competently or incompetently 
but i s always the focus of our a t t e n t i o n . The u n i v e r s i t y - s t y l e sermon, 
w i t h i t s f i x e d and elaborate s t r u c t u r e , i s only a f o r m a l i z a t i o n of the 
d i s c u r s i v e h a b i t t h a t i s i n v a r i a b l y present. Even i f we take a passage 
from a sermon t h a t unquestionably wanders, we see t h a t i t r e t a i n s a 
sense of "reasonable" p r o p o r t i o n w i t h i n i t s p a r t s , although the sermon 
as a whole i s not developed i n t o a s i n g l e s t r u c t u r e . In t h i s case the 
preacher, having a r r i v e d a t the subject of the commandments, does 
not attempt t o say a l i t t l e about each of them (as a sense of formal 
p e r f e c t i o n might r e q u i r e ) ; probably he was bored w i t h the commandments, 
and he t a c k l e s only the t h i r d and f o u r t h . His treatment of these, however, 
i s wholly d i f f e r e n t from the concise, suggestive approach of Langland, 
who always seems t o be t a l k i n g of several things a t once; 

God blessed i>e halyday and halowid i t t , and a l l |>o jsat trewly 
kepe i t t ben blessed of God f o r {>er buxumnes. And so |>ei be made 
holy i n [>er good f e y ^ t h , f o r God'seij^, "Estote s a n c t i quoniam 
ego sanctus sum, Dominus Deus vester = be ^e holy f o r I am holy, 
|>e Lorde youre God." But we be so vnbuxum and so vnkeend ^ t on 
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\'e halyday pat God halowid and rested hym-selfe t o teche vs to 
reeste from synne - but kat day i s most synne done of a l l [>e 
dales i n [>B weke, of swerynge, of p r i d e , of boost, of slpw^the, 
g l o t e n y , and lechery, and e v i l l playes, and suche many o^ur 
synnes. For f>an men take lesure inow^ to serue feend of h e l l 
i n chydynge, i n bacbytyng, i n couetize and y d e l l speche, ke wiche 
i n o>-ur daies w i t h t r a v e y l l b e i put Ivise synnes a-vey. And i>er-forB 
s e i s C r i s t , " F i l i o s e n u t r i u i e t e x a l t a v i ; i p s i autem spreuerunt 
me - sonnes I haue norshid and mad |>em h i e , and for-sothe .>ei 
haue d i s p i s i d me," And ['er-fors make not yours halyday a cursed 

. , ^ , w i t h 

The passage i s not indeed as l o g i c a l as i t s " t h e r e f o r e " s suggest; i t 
i s l i t t l e more than a se r i e s of r e i t e r a t i o n s . Nevertheless i t i s 
wholly t o the p o i n t , e l u c i d a t e d by a clever use of p a r a l l e l and 
a n t i t h e s i s , and n e a t l y wrapped up by the conclusive l a s t sentence. I t 
i s devoted e n t i r s l y t o the t h i r d commandment, as what f o l l o w s i t i s t o 
the f o u r t h . The sequence, although not causal, i s p e r f e c t l y c l e a r ; 
there i s no danger of the reader l o s i n g h i s way. The beginning of the 
next s e c t i o n i l l u s t r a t e s the order t o which the w r i t e r aspires: 

The i i i j Commaundement i s "Honora patrem e t matrem ut longeuus s i s 
super terram," »>at i s t o sey, "Worshippe |>i fader and ^ i modere, 
and bou w i l t l i v e longe vppon erth e , " >at a r t bounden t o worshippe 
i i i j f a d e r s , t>e f i r s t e i s oure Fadere Vat i s i n heven, ê second 

- • ' •• • • ' i -• - and 
we 

t o worsnippe, Mise >ev asen muunL-a jse wiche |>at we s h a l l worshipp, 
|>e wiche holychurche i s je f i r s t e , and >i modere |>at bare [>e. 

Although there i s obviously some p o i n t i n d i s t i n g u i s h i n g between the 
triumphant f u l f i l m e n t of formal o b l i g a t i o n s t h a t we f i n d i n the 
u n i v e r s i t y - s t y l e sermon and the o p p o r t u n i s t i c d r i f t from t o p i c to 
t o p i c t h a t contents t h i s preacher, f o r our purposes t h i s sermon can 
be taken as r e p r e s e n t a t i v e i n i t s c o n t r a s t t o the sermon-like discourses 
of P i s r s Plowman, There i s no sense here of a s i g n i f i c a n c e t h a t i s not 
contained i n the denotative meanings of the words themselves, nothing 
corresponding t o the themes t h a t we have found pervasively expressed, 
although never s t a t e d , i n Wit's speech. One reason f o r t h i s i s the 

1, W,0, Ross, niddle English Sermons. Sermon No, 20, p. 118, 1, 27 to 
p, 119, 1. 10, 

2, I b i d , , p, 119, 11, 11-20. 
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modal u n i f o r m i t y of the sermon; but i n Piers Ploiunan the brin g i n g 
together of d i f f e r e n t modes of thought i s Langland's most c h a r a c t e r i s t i c 
method of drawing the reader's a t t e n t i o n away from the s t r i c t l y 
denotativ/e meanings o f h i s words and towards t h a t uncircumscribed 
world t h a t i s outside any of the worlds t h a t are defined by these 
modes of thought. I n the medieval sermon, as i n other more august 
realms of medieval discourse, the unt r o u b l i n g s t a b i l i t y of the modes 
of thought i s q u i e t l y but c o n s t a n t l y encouraging us to believe t h a t 
the t e x t we are reading i s an adequate r e f l e c t i o n of r e a l i t y and 
t h a t meaning i s n a t u r a l l y to be sought w i t h i n i t ; indeed we are expected 
to accept an i d e n t i f i c a t i o n of the thought-world w i t h the r e a l world 
and t o f o r g e t the existence of anything outside i t . Here, then, i s a 
world i n which d i g r e s s i o n i s possible. In Langland's poem there i s 
properly no d i g r e s s i o n as there i s no broad highway t o digress from; 
unless the whole poem i s seen, as Langland o f t e n does see i t , as a kind 
of d i g r e s s i o n from r e a l i t y , 

Ue observed e a r l i e r t h a t a t B IX 46-52 Langland makes repeated use of 
the word "and" t o encourage the reader to associate, imprecisely, a 
ser i e s of statements t h a t seem as a r e s u l t t o b l u r i n t o an a f f i r m a t i o n 
t h a t amounts t o more than anything t h a t can l o g i c a l l y be i n f e r r e d from 
the words themselves,'' These l i n e s i l l u s t r a t e i n miniature the method 
t h a t Langland uses throughout the speech, but l i n k i n g passage to passage 
r a t h e r than statement t o statement. I n so f a r as the r e s u l t i s 
a f f i r m a t i v e , i t i s comforting t o the reader, except t h a t i n order t o 
f e e l t h a t comfort the reader i s compelled t o s a c r i f i c e h i s ordinary 
expectations; t h a t i s , of witnessing the author b u i l d i n g up an a t t r a c t i v e 
s t r u c t u r e of premisses and a r r i v i n g a t a conclusion t h a t we can hold i n 
our minds f o r a moment t o convince ouselves t h a t we have not merely 
enjoyed ourselves. I n t h i s sense, but i n t h i s sense alone, Langland's 
poetry i s f r u s t r a t i n g . 

To argue t h a t such i s the method t h a t Langland employs i s , however, t o 

1, Cf. above, pp. 126-27, 132. 
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r a i s e another question: uihat i s tha p o i n t of t h i s i n d i r e c t i o n ? I f 
Langland has something to say to us, why does he not j u s t set i t down 
p l a i n l y , i n h i s own voice, as a preacher would do? Ue may be i n c l i n e d 
t o dismiss t h i s question as the k i n d of t h i n g t h a t u n l i t e r a r y people 
are always demanding of poets, betraying i n the process a f a i l u r e to 
appreciate the s p e c i a l v i r t u e s of poetry and the sphere to which i t 
p r o p e r l y confines i t s e l f . But, as Dudson B. A l l e n has f o r c e f u l l y argued, 
the very d i s t i n c t i o n between poetry and other kinds of e t h i c a l discourse 
hardly e x i s t s i n the middle ages, and our own understanding of the 
s i g n i f i c a n c e of poetry i s an anachronism i f i t i s imported i n t o the 
e a r l i e r p e r i o d . Instead, there i s a d i f f e r e n t category, which Al l e n 
terms " e t h i c s " , t h a t happens to include most of what we define as poetic 
along w i t h many other things t h a t we would not regard as l i t e r a r y work 
at a l l . ' ' A l l e n ' s sources are f o r the most p a r t the work of academics, 
but what they s t a t e w i t h p r e c i s i o n undoubtedly r e f l e c t s more widely held 
perceptions. I f Langland thought of himself as c o n t r i b u t i n g to " e t h i c s " 
( o f course he d i d not use the term, but he must have assumed the 
existence of some kind of p r e - e x i s t i n g category i n t o which his work 
would f a l l ) , then the question I have ra i s e d i s not a t a l l i m p e r t i n e n t ; 
indeed i t i s a question t h a t Langland asked h i m s e l f , i f my i n t e r p r e t a t i o n 
of the b r i e f discussion w i t h Ymaginatif about books t h a t " t e l l e men what 

2 
Dowel i s " i s c o r r e c t . 

A l l e n quotes Aegidius Romanus, the author of a De reqimine principium; 

Ide do not undertake a moral work f o r the sake of contemplation, 
nor t h a t we might know, but t h a t we might be made good. The 
purpose of t h i s science t h e r e f o r e i s ^ n o t knowledge of i t s m a t e r i a l , 
but a c t i o n ; not t r u t h , but the good. 

The t r a d i t i o n a l way t o meet t h i s challenge i s by r h e t o r i c a l persuasion 
and the c l o t h i n g of t r u t h i n delectable f i g u r e s . The weakness of t h i s 
approach i s t h a t i t d r i v e s a wedge between the imaginative world w i t h i n 

1. Dudson Boyce A l l e n , The E t h i c a l Poetic of the Later Middle Ages; A 
Decorum of Convenient D i s t i n c t i o n (Toronto: U n i v e r s i t y of Toronto 
Press, 1982), pp. 3-50. 

2. Cf, above, p. 105. 
3. Dudson Boyce A l l e n , The E t h i c a l Poetic, p. 15, 
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the work and the world of r e a l i t y - although defenders of a l l e g o r y w i l l 
not accept t h a t i t i s merely a weakness. Nevertheless, i t does seem t h a t 
what appears the most j u s t i f i a b l e of reasons f o r p u t t i n g pen t o paper 
involves a t u r n i n g away from t r u t h , d i s t r a c t i n g the reader from the one 
wo r l d , the r e a l w o r l d , i n which a l l h i s moral actions w i l l i n f a c t take 
place. For Langland such an approach could never prove altogether 
s a t i s f a c t o r y . This i s one explanation f o r the p e r s i s t e n t d i s c o n t i n u i t i e s , 
the s h i f t s between modes of thought, t h a t prevent the reader from 
becoming absorbed e i t h e r i n a developing s t o r y or i n a developing 
argument. He must never be allowed to f o r g e t t h a t ha i s reading, 

Aegidius i s w e l l aware t h a t i n order t o make men good, i t i s not enough 
to teach them about v i r t u e . The o b j e c t , as he puts i t , i s a c t i o n and 
not knowledge. Those w r i t e r s who sought to make v i r t u e delectable knew 
t h a t the emotions as w e l l as the i n t e l l e c t u a l powers must be engaged, 
Langland goes f u r t h e r than they do, however, i n h i s r e c o g n i t i o n of 
man's a b i l i t y t o segregate one area of h i s experience, i n t h i s case the 
reading experience, from another, What are accepted f a c t s while under 
the i n f l u e n c e of one mental h a b i t need not be seen as having any 
i m p l i c a t i o n s once we have f a l l e n out of i t . I t i s easy to f e e l s a i n t l y 
w h i l e reading a s a i n t ' s l i f e ; l e s s easy to carry what we know while 
reading out i n t o the o v e r f a m i l i a r and seemingly undramatic world of 
a c t u a l i t y . This convenient a b i l i t y to compartmentalize experience i s 
displayed i n Piers by the dreamer, who has t o seek s a l v a t i o n although 
he has already l e a r n t and, i n a sense, believes a l l t h a t i s necessary; 
h i s d i f f i c u l t y i s t o " r e a l i z e " h i s knowledge and h i s temptation i s t o 
indulge i n an i n f i n i t e l y p r o t r a c t e d search from which no a c t i o n ever 
issues. T h i s , i n my o p i n i o n , i s the s i g n i f i c a n c e of the dreamer's 
r u e f u l observation t h a t "Slepynge hadde y grace/ To wyte what Dowel i s 
ac wakynge neuere" (C X I I I 215-16), Recognition of a widespread f a i l u r e 
on the p a r t of students of v i r t u e i s common i n Langland's time; i n the 
Max Clamantis, f o r example, Gower says; 

0 res mira n i m i s i l e g i t et studet ipse s c o l a r i s 
nores, dum v i c i a sunt magis acta sua ooo 

(Book I I I , Chapter 29)^^ 

1o References are t o G,C„ nacaulay, ed,, The Complete Works of John 
Gower; The L a t i n Works (London; Oxford U n i v e r s i t y Press, 1902) ( p , 165). 
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Hence Clergy's f r u s t r a t i o n i n A Passus XIIs 

3if. I w i ste w i t t e r l y bou woldest don i e r a f t e r 
A l i>at kou askest asoylen I wolde , 

(A X I I 10=11)0 

That h i s dreams do correspond to the reader's self-immersions i n the 
worlds of h i s books - although they could stand f o r many other a c t i v i t i e s 
too = i s made e x p l i c i t i n the conversation between W i l l and Animao 
W i l l ' s l u s t f o r knowledge i s indeed i n f i n i t e s 

Ye s i r e I seide by so no man were graved 
A l l e the sciences under sonne and a l l e the s o t i l e c r a f t e s 
I wolde I knewB and kouthe kyndely i n myn herte 

(8 XV 47-49).^ 
No doubt t h i s love of curious knowledge was shared by Langland's readers, 
the same readers (on manuscript evidence) who were a t t r a c t e d to 
n a n d e v i l l e ' s Travels,, Consequently Langland, through Anima, i s quick 
to come down upon i t , a s s o c i a t i n g the Dreamer's desires w i t h the f a l l 
of Adam and Eve, and reminding us of what seemed the a c c i d e n t a l resonances 
of W i l l ' s request t o "Kenne me by som c r a f t t o knowe the f a l s e " (B I I 4)„ 
While rebuking the dreamer, Anima makes p r e c i s e l y ray p o i n t : 

The man t h a t muche hony e t e t h h i s maue i t engleymath 
And the moore t h a t a man of good matere hereth 
But he do t h e r a f t e r i t dooth hym double scathe 
Beatus est s e i t h Seint Bernard q u i s c r i p t u r a s l e g i t 
Et verba v e r t i t i n opera f u l l i c h e to h i s power 

(B XV 57-61). 

For Langland, t h e r e f o r e , i t i s not enough to teach the reader what 
Dowel i s ("good matere"), nor even to make him, while he i s reading, 
f e e l i m p e l led towards i t . I t i s c r u c i a l f i n a l l y to narrow the gap 
between poetry and r e a l i t y , so t h a t the dreamer i s able to "awake" 
w i t h the knowledge of Dowel s t i l l i n h i s mind and i n a form applicable 
to the n o n = f i c t i o n a l w o r l d , r-lere e x h o r t a t i o n s , l i k e t h a t of Anima, may 

I 0 The theme i s very e x p l i c i t throughout t h i s passus, t h i s summary 
e x p l i c i t n e s s suggesting an author i n a hurry to conclude. 

2o The suggestion t h a t W i l l here expresses the reader's "Faustus-like 
a m b i t i o n " was f i r s t made by Elizabeth Salter and Derek P e a r s a l l , eds.. 
Piers Plowman, York Medieval Texts (London: Edward Arnold, 1967), p. 37< 

3. For d e t a i l s see Anne Middleton, "The Audience and Public of 'Piers 
Plowman'," p. 105. 
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do much, and consciously Langland had perhaps no deeper thoughts on 
the matter. His c a l l (a few l i n e s f u r t h e r on from the previous q u o t a t i o n ) 
i s f o r a r e t u r n to unadorned, uninventivs moralism: 

Freres and f e l e othere maistres t h a t to the lewed men prechen 
Ye moeven materes unmesurable to t e l l e n of the T r i n i t e 
That oftetymes the lewed peple of h i r b i l e v e doute 
S e t t r e i t were by many doctours to b i l e v e n swich techyng 
And t e l l e n men of the ten comaundements and touchan the sevene synnes 
And of the braunches t h a t burjoneth of hem and bryngen men t o h e l l e 
And how t h a t f o l k i n f o l i e s mysspenden h i r fyve w i t t e s 

(B XV 70-76), 
But Langland's p r a c t i c e i s f a r more complex than h i s theory. As I have 
argued, h i s poetry i s as d i f f e r e n t from ordinary preaching as i t i s 
from o r d i n a r y s t o r y t e l l i n g . The "other world", the world defined by 
the speaker's mode of thought, i s as dangerously proposed i n 
non-narrative discourse as i n the most elaborate f i c t i o n s ; perhaps 
more so, as i t s world i s a mental one, not a matter of geography and 
p l o t , and i s t h e r e f o r e less l i k e l y to be recognized as an inadequate 
r e p r e s e n t a t i o n of t r u t h . I n f a c t Piers contains both story and argument, 
but i n n e i t h e r does Langland aim a t p e r f e c t i o n . Completeness of argument, 
or c a r e f u l l y mimetic n a r r a t i v e , are no doubt i n t h e i r own ways " t r u e r " 
than bad argument or u n n a t u r a l i s t i c f i c t i o n ; and a l l the more l i k e l y 
t o be mistaken f o r the t r u t h , Langland moves i n the opposite d i r e c t i o n . 
He leaves n a r r a t i v e s sketchy, and toys w i t h ideas instead of b u i l d i n g 
w i t h them, i n order t o remind us c o n s t a n t l y of the merely p r o v i s i o n a l 
s t a t u s of the book. That way we may be l e f t w i t h our minds t r a i n e d on 
r e a l i t y and not l o s t i n the world of the imagination. Both the i n t e l l e c t 
and the emotions must indeed be engaged, but they must also often be 
disengaged and r e d i r e c t e d towards t h a t t r u e drama i n which ws are the 
a c t o r s . 

I n t h i s respect there i s much t o be said f o r associating Piers w i t h the 
"self-consuming a r t i f a c t s " defined by Stanley Fish,'' I t s success depends, 

1, Stanley F i s h , Self=Consuming A r t i f a c t s , p, 4; "A self=consuming a r t i f a c t 
s i g n i f i e s most s u c c e s s f u l l y when i t f a i l s , when i t points away from i t s e l f 
t o something i t s forms cannot capture. I f t h i s i s not a n t i - a r t , i t i s 
s u r e l y a n t i = a r t - f o r = a r t ' s - s a k e because i t i s concerned less w i t h the 
making of b e t t e r poems than w i t h the making of b e t t e r persons," The 
connexion w i t h Piers has been made by Robert Adams, "The Nature of Need 
i n 'Piers Plowman' XX," T r a d i t i o , 34 (1978), 292; and Denise Baker, 
"The Pardons of Piers Plowman," Neuphilologlsche P l i t t e i l u n q e n , 85 (1984), 
471, 



- 154 -

i n a sense, upon i t s being r e j e c t e d ; the reader must t u r n away from the 
book and seek the answers to i t s questions i n h i s own l i f e r ather than 
i n i t . I see Conscience's undertaking, expressed i n the l a s t l i n e s of 
the poem, as one t h a t the reader i s i n v i t e d t o make h i s own; but he i s 
not t o set about t h i s search f o r Piers by t u r n i n g back to the poem as 
i f Piers was a f i c t i o n a l p e r s o n a l i t y to be encountered only i n l i t e r a t u r e , 
That would be t o f a l l i n t o the p e r r e n i a l t r a p s e t , necessarily, by 
a l l e g o r i c a l w r i t i n g , and t o adhere stubbornly t o the s u f f i c i e n c y of the 

1 
s i g n . 

Piers Plowman d i f f e r s , however, from most of Fish's seventeenth-century 
t e x t s i n the s t r e n g t h of i t s p o s i t i v e a f f i r m a t i o n . Some of them - Bacon's 
Essays i n t h e i r f i n a l form, f o r example = seem t o dis c a r d altogether any 
thought of communicating d i r e c t l y through language, n i l t o n ' s prose - i n 
i t s very a n t i r a t i o n a l i s m •= i s more i n t e l l e c t u a l , more abstracted and 
more r u t h l e s s than Langland's w r i t i n g ever i s . P l i l t o n condemns human 
reasoning but there i s only a handful of bare imperatives to take i t s 
place. 

In P i e r s , however, a twofold movement can ( a t l e a s t f o r the purposes of 
e x p o s i t i o n ) be discerned; a s e r i e s of p o s i t i v e s and a s e r i e s of 
negatives. On the one hand, there are the a f f i r m a t i o n s t h a t Langland i s 
i n t e n t on making, h i s v i v i d l y l i t e r a l b e l i e f i n the Incarnation.and the 
T r i n i t y ; on the o t h e r , the q u a l i f i c a t i o n s and negations t h a t remind 
us t h a t a l l speech i s l i m i t e d by i t s contexts and assumptions and 
t h a t a poem t h a t praises God i s something of a c o n t r a d i c t i o n i n terms, 
since every poem t h a t competes f o r our a t t e n t i o n must be a good deal 
preoccupied w i t h commending i t s e l f . By d i s t i n g u i s h i n g between these 
aspects of Piers I am not proposing a " d i v i d e d " Langland. The two 
processes are r e l a t e d by a common method, the j u x t a p o s i t i o n of d i f f e r e n t 
modes of thought. This j u x t a p o s i t i o n , which i s c h a r a c t e r i s t i c of the 
poem a t many l e v e l s , from a d j o i n i n g v i s i o n s down to neighbouring words, 
i s a device f o r which Langland has an e x t r a o r d i n a r y v a r i e t y of uses, 
but i t i s possible to discern a common stra t e g y behind them a l l . When 

1. Cf. my discussion of the Pardon (pp. 107=09)o 
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two instances of d i f f e r e n t modes of thought are driven together, the 
reader i s made aware of the l i m i t a t i o n s of each. Even when one seems 
c l e a r l y i n f e r i o r to another, the v i c t o r y i s not u s u a l l y q u i t e c l e a r - c u t ; 
some c r i t i c s have f e l t t h a t weight must be given even to the Doctor of 
D i v i n i t y ' s leaden rebuke of Patience (B X I I I 1 7 2 - 7 8 ) . ' ' I f the two p a r t i e s 
i n t h i s c o l l i s i o n reveal weaknesses i n each other, the t r u t h cannot be 
i d e n t i f i e d w i t h e i t h e r of them; i t i s something beyond words. So much, 
I b e l i e v e , i s common both t o Langland's a f f i r m a t i v e and to his negative 
passages. The d i f f e r e n c e i s t h a t i n the former t h i s t r u t h t h a t cannot 
be formulated i s perceived by us w i t h a s p e c i a l and s a t i s f y i n g d i r e c t n e s s , 
unmediated by language. In the l a t t e r , the t r u t h i s hidden; we only see 
t h a t i t i s not here or there. As to which of these e f f e c t s occurs, i t 
depends upon how the two elements react w i t h each other 5 t h e i r conjunction 
may be s u r p r i s i n g l y f e r t i l e or blankly a n t i p a t h e t i c . 

We observed i n the sermon discussed a few pages ago a modal consistency 
t h a t c o n t r a s t s w i t h Langland's approach. Such consistency i s i n f a c t 
e s s e n t i a l i n "reasonable" discourse. Construction of argument i s only 
possible i n t h i s stable environment, where each p r o p o s i t i o n , although i t 
has a d i f f e r e n t meaning, has the same kind of meaning as a l l the others; 
f o r a conclusion does not derive s o l e l y from i t s stated premisses but 
also from assumptions about t h e i r nature. In the s t r i c t syllogism the 
premisses a t l e a s t are e x p l i c i t l y s t a t e d and so are seen to be questionable. 
The c l o u d i e r and more deep-seated b e l i e f s t h a t u n d e r l i e much medieval 
reasoning may be wholly i n v i s i b l e to someone who n a t u r a l l y assumes the 
ap p r o p r i a t e frame of mind. Nor w i l l i t be possible f o r him t o see them 
u n t i l h i s vantage-point i s s h i f t e d ; u n t i l he i s able, momentarily, 
to stand upon a d i f f e r e n t peak and contemplate the form of t h i s one. 
I t was because of t h i s t h a t Francis Bacon pressed the claims of 
experimental science; here was a means of a t t a i n i n g knowledge t h a t did 
not a r i s e from and t h e r e f o r e confirm the assumptions of the t h i n k e r , 

1 . E.g. P r i s c i l l a Jenkins, "Conscience: The F r u s t r a t i o n of Allegory," i n 
S.S. Hussey, ed.. Piers Plowman; C r i t i c a l Approaches, pp. 1 2 5 - 4 2 (see 
pp. 1 3 3 - 3 4 ) ; David Aers, Chaucer, Lanqland and the Creative Imagination, 
pp. 2 5 - 2 6 ; Elizabeth S a l t e r , Fourteenth-Century Enolish Poetry, p. 1 1 1 . 
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and t h a t might w e l l reveal the received ideas (explored i n h i s Essays) 
as w i t h o u t any adequate j u s t i f i c a t i o n , Langland, observing (as Chaucer 
did ) the immense v a r i e t y of modes of thought already a v a i l a b l e i n his 
own c u l t u r e , used them to i n i t i a t e an examination of each other. The 
business of examination i s the reader's, not Langland's; as I have 
argued, the poet d i d not possess the a n a l y t i c a l t o o l s to produce any 
d e t a i l e d c r i t i q u e of h i s own. A l l he can do i s , by placing h i s materials 
i n t r o u b l i n g j u x t a p o s i t i o n , to make us share the sense of doubt that 
he himself s u f f e r e d from, Ue do not react to anything i n Piers q u i t e 
as we would i f we met i t on i t s own, Langland i s at one w i t h other 
Ricardian poets who c h a r a c t e r i s t i c a l l y , as John Burrow notes, make 
complex poetry out of s t r a i g h t f o r w a r d or unpoetic elements,'' 

I s h a l l r e f e r t o Langland's p o s i t i v e and negative j u x t a p o s i t i o n s as, 
r e s p e c t i v e l y , •'and"s and "ac"So The f i r s t of these l a b e l s alludes t o 
passages l i k e Wit's l i n e s on c r e a t i o n , an example of Langland's 
a f f i r m a t i v e poatryo The second r e f e r s t o another f a v o u r i t e Langlandian 
connective t h a t , l i k e "and", i s i n some places used t o l i n k together 
a long sequence of statements or phraseso I s h a l l postpone f u r t h e r 
discussion of Langland's "ac"=type j u x t a p o s i t i o n s u n t i l the next 
chaptero 

I t would be q u i t e impossible t o produce anything resembling a survey 
of p o s i t i v e j u x t a p o s i t i o n s i n Piers Plowman, There are too many of them 
and they are of too many d i f f e r e n t kinds„ I t should be stressed t h a t 
from now on I s h a l l employ my term i n an extended sense; I am no longer 
t a l k i n g s p e c i f i c a l l y about Langland's use of the word "and", and i t 
w i l l not nece s s a r i l y be present i n a passage where I discern an "and"-type 
j u x t a p o s i t i o n o There are as many ways of juxtaposing d i f f e r e n t modes of 
thought as there are modes of thought; f o r t h i s term s t r i c t l y r e f e r s to 
the e f f e c t i n the reader's mind, and could t h e r e f o r e be used to 
designate modes of expression, genres, n a r r a t i v e l o c i or anything else 
t h a t determines what mental a t t i t u d e the reader adopts i n r e l a t i o n to 

oet (London; Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1971), ppo 35=36o 
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the words before him. The j u x t a p o s i t i o n s I am discussing need not even 
be between two adjacent phrases or passages. I f we are permitted t o 
understand a s i n g l e phrase i n two ways t h a t imply two d i f f e r e n t mental 
a t t i t u d e s , then t h a t phrase i s a j u x t a p o s i t i o n i n i t s e l f . And there i s 
also the p o s s i b i l i t y of j u x t a p o s i t i o n a t a distance; f o r example, between 
two widely separated references t o a si n g l e character, such as Piers, 
which may be (and probably w i l l be) modally q u i t e d i s s i m i l a r . But I do 
not want t o make much of t h i s kind of j u x t a p o s i t i o n , although Langland 
had a formal precedent f o r i t i n the B i b l e , i n which Old Testament 
scenes and prophesies r e f e r t o events described i n the gospels, and 
although such c r o s s - r e f e r e n c i n g i s common i n Dante's vary b e a u t i f u l l y 
s t r u c t u r e d Commedia, I t does not seem t o me a device t h a t Langland 
employed very o f t e n or very i n t e r e s t i n g l y . E x p l i c i t cross-referencing 
i s n o t i c e a b l y r a r e , ^ 

Another way of p u t t i n g i t would be t o say t h a t i n Piers Plowman 
"long d i s t a n c e " j u x t a p o s i t i o n i s t y p i c a l l y negative j u x t a p o s i t i o n ; 
and what makes i t negative i s p r e c i s e l y the nagging suspicion t h a t i t 
i s not intended t o be s i g n i f i c a n t . Since Langland's instrument i s the 
reader's mind, i t i s not beyond the bounds of p o s s i b i l i t y t h a t he 
intended a j u x t a p o s i t i o n t o be noticed and also intended i t to 
communicate nothing t a n g i b l e . 

This i s t o imply, what I t h i n k i s t r u e , t h a t the predominant e f f e c t 
of j u x t a p o s i t i o n i n Langland's poetry i s negative r a t h e r than a f f i r m a t i v e , 
Passages such as Holy Church's l i n e s on the Incarn a t i o n (8 I 148-58), 
the prayer of Repentaunce (8 V 481-506) and much of W i l l ' s v i s i o n of the 
Passion and Harrowing of H e l l ( 8 Passus X V I I l ) , a l l of them b u i l t up 
by means of "and"-type j u x t a p o s i t i o n s , are recognizably exceptional 
and seem t o stand apart from the r e s t of the poem, not only bacause 
of t h e i r C h r i s t o l o g i c a l content. I n the next section I s h a l l discuss 
the l a s t and longest of these passages, I s h a l l concentrate on the 
f i r s t p a r t of 8 Passus X V I I I , i n which the t r i a l and c r u c i f i x i o n scenes 
are depicted, since i t i s here t h a t Langland works hardest t o reach 

1. Cf. below, pp, 167-68, on the "short memory" of the t e x t . 
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a new l e v e l of s u b l i m i t y , which he can then maintain not e a s i l y but 
w i t h r e l a t i v e ease u n t i l the end of the v i s i o n . 

IV 

The handful of pages devoted to Langland i n C.S, Lewis' The Allegory 
of Love are undoubtedly the most important i n the c r i t i c a l h i s t o r y of 
Piers Plowman.^ Lewis' standpoint was not e x a c t l y new; on the co n t r a r y , 
many people f e l t i t to be archaic and looked about f o r d i f f e r e n t 
approaches t h a t would y i e l d d i f f e r e n t r e s u l t s . Hence i t s importance; 
Lewis' p o s i t i o n , here as elsewhere, i s a Bradleyan one, and almost a l l 
subsequent c r i t i c i s m of the poem sets out, i m p l i c i t l y or d i r e c t l y , t o 

2 
c o n f r o n t i t . 

About Piers Plowman Lewis advanced the f o l l o w i n g p r o p o s i t i o n s . F i r s t , 
i t i s r e a l l y q u i t e an ordinary k i n d of poem; " i n Piers Plowman we see 
an e x c e p t i o n a l poet adorning a species of poetry which i s hardly 
e x c e p t i o n a l a t a l l . He i s w r i t i n g a moral poem, such as Gower's 
n . i r o i r de I'homme or Gower's Prologue to the Confessio Amantis, and 
throwing i n , as any other medieval poet might have done, a good deal 
of s a t i r e on various 'estates'" ( p . 158), This second sentence 
int r o d u c e s two more of Lewis' views, Langland i s a m o r a l i s t , addressing 
himself t o an audience c o n s i s t i n g mainly of c l e r k s , w i t h no unusual 
or unorthodox message to d e l i v e r ; he i s no r a d i c a l . The most important 
of Lewis' p r o p o s i t i o n s i s the one im p l i e d by "throwing i n ... a good 
deal of s a t i r e " ; Langland, i n other words, d i d not f e e l himself much 
bound by formal c o n s t r a i n t s . True, Piers might nevertheless have 
a t t a i n e d a formal u n i t y t h a t i t s author never struggled f o r , but t h i s , 
i n Lewis' o p i n i o n , d i d not happen. Piers contains poetry of exceptional 

1. C.S. Lewis, The Allegory of Love: A Study i n Medieval T r a d i t i o n (Oxford: 
Oxford U n i v e r s i t y Press, 1936), pp. 158-61. 

2, Recent c r i t i c s of sixteenth-century poetry and prose seem of t e n to have 
charted t h e i r course by a simple r e v e r s a l of Lewis' judgments; Wyatt 
and Gascoigne become "major", Sidney or Spenser or Hooker are "dislodged", 
and so on. Prominent c r i t i c s who l i k e t o take the op p o r t u n i t y , when 
discussing the l i t e r a t u r e of the past, to recommend t h e i r own system of 
moral values ( f o r example Christopher Ricks or Dohn Carey) are often 
more e a s i l y seen as r e a c t i n g against C.S. Lewis than as responding to 
the seemingly more imposing f i g u r e of F.R. Leavis. 
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" s u b l i m i t y " , but Langland " i s confused and monotonous, and hardly makes 
h i s poetry i n t o a poem" (po 161)» 

I t i s t h i s l a s t p o i n t , commonplace among w r i t e r s on Piers p r i o r t o the 
p u b l i c a t i o n of The A l l e g o r y of Love a t h a t has been most denied, although 
i t i s also t r u e t h a t not everyone has found Langland's poem so easy to 
categorize as Lewis does, and there have been a number of attempts to 
show t h a t Piers does express, or at l e a s t r e g i s t e r , some un c e r t a i n t y 
about t r a d i t i o n a l r e l i g i o u s or p o l i t i c a l b e l i e f s . But i t i s the formal 
question t h a t i s paramount. Lewis enjoys the s a t i r e and wonders at the 
great C h r i s t o l o g i c a l passages; but on h i s view the r e s t of the poem can 
be dispensed w i t h . He does not t r y t o rescue i t because, there being no 
formal u n i t y t o Langland's poem, he stands t o gain nothing by making the 
attempto Much, perhaps most, of subsequent work on Piers Plowman has 
been preoccupied w i t h the problem of how, i f a t a l l , i t can be regarded 
as a u n i f i e d work of arto The simplest s o l u t i o n , conceptually, might be 
the discovery of a "key" t o the apparently motiveless progression; the 
key, perhaps, l i e s i n p a t r i s t i c s or i n some other area w i t h which 
o r d i n a r y readers are unacquainted. (The danger of t h i s approach i s tha t 
i t w i l l prove the poem's u n i t y but make the poem seem bor i n g . ) nore 
g e n e r a l l y , there i s a widespread "desire to evolve a d e s c r i p t i v e and 
a n a l y t i c vocabulary which w i l l demonstrate the existence of a successful 
u n i t y i n the poem", as 3ohn Norton=Smith puts i t o "By and l a r g e , " he 
continues, "Langland's twentieth=century academic c r i t i c s have t r i e d 

2 
(not w i t h conspicuous success) t o 'save appearances'." 

I n view of the d i f f i c u l t i e s and the lack of conspicuous success, i t i s 
worth examining the causes of t h i s d e s i r e . Why do we f i n d i t so d i f f i c u l t 
t o l i v e w i t h Lewis' simple judgment - t h a t Piers Plowman contains much 
great poetry but has no formal u n i t y and i s the product of confused 
im p r o v i s a t i o n ? Obviously i t springs from a f f e c t i o n f o r the poem and 

1o E.g. Charles Muscatine, Poetry and C r i s i s i n the Age of Chaucer (London: 
U n i v e r s i t y of Notre Dame Press, 1 9 7 2 ) , pp. 71-109; P r i s c i l l a r i a r t i n , 
Piers Plowman; The F i e l d and the Tower, passim; David Aers, Chaucer, 
Lanqland and the Creative Imagination, pp. 1=79o 

2 . 3ohn Norton-Smith, William Lanqland, p. 2 1 . 
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by extension f o r i t s authoro I f the n a r r a t o r ' s statements can be 
t r u s t e d as autobiography, Langland had the r e p u t a t i o n of being mad; 
and perhaps we f e e l the suspicion i s s t i l l i n the a i r . We should not 
wish t o see Piers classed w i t h J u b i l a t e Agno as a l i t e r a r y c u r i o s i t y , 
an u n i n t e l l i g i b l e jumble w i t h odd scraps of poetry i n i t . Not t h a t t h i s 
was Lewis' view, of course; indeed i t only needs t o be expressed to 
be seen as a p o s i t i o n no-one i s altogether l i k e l y t o take up, Lewis, 
no doubt, intended the monotony and confusion t o t e s t i f y , i f anything, 
t o Langland's s a n i t y ; i n h i s scheme of things the very f a u l t s of 
medieval poetry c o n s t i t u t e an i m p l i c i t rebuke t o more unbalanced times; 
"When medieval l i t e r a t u r e i s bad, i t i s bad by honest, downright 
incompetences d u l l , p r o l i x , or incoherento" The medieval w r i t e r ' s 
f a u l t s 5 i n other words, are not d e l i b e r a t e and are unrelated t o h i s 
g o a l , which i s (we may assume) q u i t e unexceptionable i n i t s e l f . 

We can a l l appreciate the c o n t r a s t i n g p i c t u r e s - myths, we might c a l l 
them = t h a t Lewis i s invoking hereo On the one hand we have the poetaster, 
the b e l l e t r i s t , misguidedly engaged i n the triumph of s t y l e - the 
detachable s o r t = over content, or the e g o t i s t i c expression = too often 
an exposure - of h i s own p e r s o n a l i t y . On the other hand we have the 
"honest" v e r s i f i e r , who s t r a i g h t f o r w a r d l y pursues the n a t u r a l o b j e c t i v e s 
of i n s t r u c t i o n and d e l i g h t , and whose very f a i l u r e s i n execution t e s t i f y 
t o the e s s e n t i a l v a l i d i t y of h i s goals. His bad w r i t i n g , u n l i k e t h a t 
of h i s opposite, t e l l s us almost nothing t o h i s d i s c r e d i t as a person. 
I f anything i t reveals h i s e s s e n t i a l o r d i n a r i n e s s , the f a c t t h a t he, 
l i k e most people, has no s p e c i a l imaginative g i f t or cannot express i t 
i n h i s w r i t i n g . Whether i t i s appropriate t o see the former kind of 
badness as d i s t i n c t i v e l y post-medieval and the l a t t e r k i n d as d i s t i n c t i v e l y 
medieval does not concern us hereo What does concern us i s whether 
Langland can p r o p e r l y be viewed as an honest v e r s i f i e r of the kind j u s t 
described; l i k e the authors of Cursor Hundi or S i r Beves of Hamtoun, 
f o r example, nust we, when reading Pie r s , adopt f o r the most part the 
s l i g h t l y condescending, v o l u n t a r i l y u n c r i t i c a l a t t i t u d e w i t h which we 

1o CSo Lewis, English L i t e r a t u r e i n the Sixteenth Century excludinc 
Drama (Oxford; Oxford U n i v e r s i t y Press, 1954), p, 24, 
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approach, and are then able t o enjoy, so many of the other works published 
by the Early English Text Society? I t makes us uncomfortable; perhaps 
the ardour w i t h which wa respond t o the great passages i n Piers would 
seem misplaced unless wa were able t o conceive of the author as a 
profound v i s i o n a r y and a great craftsman. Lewis would have t o l d us t h a t 
we underrate the p o t e n t i a l of ordinary humanity, and are wrong to f i n d 
unacceptable the n o t i o n t h a t something can be "a great sermon" yet not 
"a great poera"o'' Granted tha higher i n t e l l e c t u a l l e v e l at which Langland 

2 
operates, he remains, Lewis t e l l s us, a w r i t e r w i t h an e s s e n t i a l l y 
commonplace b r i e f = the most profound s o r t , he would have added - whose 
f a i l u r e s are simply those of carelessnass or incompetence, nothing more 
needing t o be said about them. They are mechanical inadequacies t h a t c a l l 
f o r no mora a t t e n t i o n than the dullness of any other medieval preacharj 
they are not d i s t u r b i n g e c c e n t r i c i t i e s l i k e those t h a t t r o u b l e the 
reader of Donne's sermonso I n f a c t Lewis' view, could we but accept i t , 
d i s s olves away the problematic side of the poem, which has however acted 
as the main impetus f o r w r i t i n g about i t ; studies of Piers Plowman are 
apt t o be apologetic i n form, t a c i t l y assuming t h a t there i s something 
i n the poem t h a t requires a s p e c i a l e f f o r t of e l u c i d a t i o n or concentrated 
a t t e n t i o n . 
What Lewis provides us w i t h (and t h i s i s why he i s so challenging) i s 
what we might term the "obvious" view of Piers Plowman. I t i s obvious 
t h a t Langland's account of the Seven Deadly Sins i s tremendous; i t i s 
obvious t h a t h i s l i n e s on the I n c a r n a t i o n are outstanding; and i t i s 
obvious t h a t the "Dowel" section of the B t e x t goes on f a r too long 
and o f f e r s the reader no reward commensurate t o h i s e f f o r t s . Such would 
be, I imagine, the n a t u r a l judgments of most f i r s t - t i m e readers, and I 
do not mean to disparage them by c a l l i n g them obvious. On the contrary, 
t h a t i s t h e i r s t r e n g t h ; f o r the obvious reading must always have a 
c e r t a i n primacy, and w i l l be simply r i g h t , except i n d e t a i l s , unless we 
can show t h a t something serious has been missed. To develop a reading 
t h a t goes beyond the obvious one, while s t i l l being based on i t , i s 
nevertheless not too d i f f i c u l t . To c o n t r a d i c t i t e n t i r e l y , t o argue 

1o Cfo John Norton-Smith, William Lanqland, p. 140. 
2. A p o i n t t h a t Lewis emphasizes (The Allegory of Love, p. 159). 
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c o n v i n c i n g l y t h a t the poem before us i s a s p e c i a l case and t h a t the 
n a t u r a l reading i s e n t i r e l y mistaken, i s almost too much of a challenge. 
But even i f we attempt i t we must s t i l l give some weight t o the obvious 
reading because, i f our argument i s t o hold water, one of the things i t 
must not c o n t r a d i c t i s the observable f a c t t h a t the work tends t o produce 
j u s t t h i s k i n d of misreading and not some other k i n d . 

The most important of recent studies of Piers Plowman i s a powerful 
restatement = more elaborate and more c a r e f u l l y argued = of Lewis' 
viewso This i s John Norton-Smith's William Langland, t o which I have ' 
already r e f e r r e d on numerous occasions. The author has many good things 
t o say about Langland, and soma dismaying ones; dismaying because they 
are, i n the sense defined above, obvious and thus a u t h o r i t a t i v e . There 
i s no question of p l a c i n g Langland on an equal f o o t i n g w i t h Chaucer, 
The great achievements i n Piers are f o r the most p a r t e i t h e r s a t i r i c or 
" C h r i s t o l o g i c a l " , but the l a t t e r are much r a r e r and more valuable than 
the former, e x c e l l e n t though Langland's s a t i r i c poetry i s ; t h i s i s Lewis' 
view presented more h e l p f u l l y because i n greater d e t a i l . When Langland i s 
w r i t i n g n e i t h e r s a t i r i c a l l y nor about C h r i s t he i s apt t o be b o r i n g l y 
r e p e t i t i v e and not very c l e a r , I have already quoted Norton=Smith's 
amusing c h a r a c t e r i z a t i o n of the c e n t r a l part of the poem. This i s Lewis' 
charge of "monotony" again. As f o r "confusion", he asks how the v i s i o n 
of C h r i s t i s t o resolve W i l l ' s ceaseless wanderings, and how t h i s event 
i n the poem can be t r a n s l a t e d i n t o mundane terms, and he concludes; 
"Frankly, I do not t h i n k Langland had understood the nature of h i s 
l i t e r a r y and p h i l o s o p h i c a l problem" ( p , 122), Elsewhere we read t h a t 
"the f o r m a l process, the n a r r a t i v e c o n t r o l , has p l a i n l y been undermined 
by the u l t i m a t e r e l i g i o u s and moral i m p l i c a t i o n " ( p , 23), and he ends 
h i s book by quoting w i t h approval Lewis' a s s e r t i o n t h a t Langland "hardly 
makes h i s poetry i n t o a poem", 

Norton=Smith's book i s e x c e p t i o n a l l y u s e f u l because i t provides us 
w i t h an extremely honest and d e t a i l e d account of what Piers Plowman 
seems l i k e t o one whose reading i s not d i s t o r t e d by any p a r t i c u l a r bias 
towards any p a r t i c u l a r view of Langland or h i s work. This i s not a 

1, C f o above, p, 22, 
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reading we can ig n o r e ; other readings may be dismissed as growing out 
of bad t h e o r i e s about l i t e r a t u r e , but t h i s one must be taken i n t o 
accounto I n t h i s s e c t i o n I want t o examine one pa r t of the obvious 
reading; the f e e l i n g t h a t W i l l ' s s i x t h v i s i o n ( l do not count the 
inner dreams), i n which he witnesses the C r u c i f i x i o n and the Harrowing of 
H e l l , i s c l i m a c t i c o Any reading of Piers Plowman t h a t does not accept 
t h a t r e c o g n i t i o n as v a l i d i s almost impossible t o defend; one cannot 
cut oneself o f f from the common reader, and e s p e c i a l l y not from such 
good readers as Lewis and Norton=Smitho 

Why i s i t obvious t h a t B Passus X V I I I i s a supremely e f f e c t i v e climax? 
We might s t a r t by p o i n t i n g out t h a t i t i s about C h r i s t , and t h a t 
Langland's imagination quickens whenever he draws near t o t h i s s ubject. 
But t h i s would not be a s u f f i c i e n t explanation. I t i s sometimes d i f f i c u l t 
t o r e c a l l t h a t already, i n B Passus XVI, there has been a long passage 
summarizing the l i f e of C h r i s t ( 8 XVI 9 0 - 1 6 6 ) . This former passage, 
despite some memorable l i n e s , never causes the reader t o r e f l e c t t h a t 
what he i s reading i s i n some sense c l i m a c t i c . 

This i s c u r i o u s , the more so i f we r e f l e c t on the meaning of "climax" 
as a l i t e r a r y termo Normally i t i s applied not t o form or s t y l e but, 
i n the f i r s t i n s t a n c e , t o content. Thus the f i n a l canto of the Commedia 
i s not the climax because i t comes l a s t but because i n t h i s canto the 
poet has h i s v i s i o n of God. Of course he w r i t e s w e l l too, and i f he had 
not done so we should c r i t i c i z e him by saying something l i k e "Dante 
s i g n a l l y f a i l s t o make h i s v i s i o n of God as c l i m a c t i c as i t ought to 
be"o The poet must r i s e t o the occasion, but the occasion i s a matter 
of c ontent. The place where i t ought t o come i s i n d i c a t e d by the l o g i c 
of the n a r r a t i v e ; and perhaps i t i s best t o regard the climax o f , f o r 
insta n c e , the rierchant's Tale as inherent i n the s t o r y rather than i n 
Chaucer's poemo The recovery of January's s i g h t would always be the 
climax, no matter whose account we were reading. 

Langland's poem, however, hardly contains the s o r t of n a r r a t i v e c o n s t r u c t i o n 

1o Cfo John Norton-Smith, W i l l i a m Langland, po 6 8 : "The f i g u r e of Chr i s t 
i n humana nature seems t o concentrate and focus the poet's poetic 
creativenesss image-clusters form associative sequences of sustained 
l y r i c a l resonance which convey d r a m a t i c a l l y and immediately the c e n t r a l 
s i g n i f i c a n c e of a l l of C h r i s t ' s a c t i v i t i e s . " 
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t h a t would i n d i c a t e a climax of t h a t k i n d . Perhaps we mean something 
d i f f e r e n t . And indeed the term i s sometimes used i n l i t e r a r y c r i t i c i s m 
t o p o i n t , not p r i m a r i l y t o a change of content, but t o a heightening 
of temperature t h a t i s due mainly t o a change of s t y l e . Probably there 
i s , a t the back of our minds, an analogy w i t h music, as i f the c l o s i n g 
pages of S i r Thomas Browne's Hydriotaphia can be compared w i t h the 
c l o s i n g pages of a symphony,, This type of climax i s what, i n a less 
generous mood, we c a l l a purple passage, nodern readers t y p i c a l l y 
suspect i t of being f a c t i t i o u s and manipulative, usually unsuccessfully. 
Often the s t y l i s t i c climax i s intended t o coincide w i t h content of an 
e s p e c i a l l y grave or solemn v a r i e t y , and i t can be a nuisance, Tna death 
of Septimus Harding i n Tne Last Chronicle of Barset i s , although less 
so than many V i c t o r i a n death^scenas, marred by the i n t r u s i o n of s t y l i s t i c 
t r i c k s t h a t we perceive (too e a s i l y ) as intended t o invoke a sense of 
climaxo Punctuation becomes heavier; sentences s t a r t w i t h "And" i n order 
t o suggest i n e v i t a b i l i t y ; s l i g h t l y unidiomatic or archaic expressions 
m u l t i p l y ? 

At t h i s time Posy came t o him ooo her eyes never beheld the old 
man again oo. I t was but a short journey from h i s bedroom to his 
grave. But the b e l l had been t o l l i n g sadly a l l the morning ,,, 
P a i n f u l as i t was f o r them, the two women would be t h e r e , and the 
two s i s t e r s would walk together = nor would they go before t h e i r 
husbands, 

(Chapter 81) 
C l e a r l y we do not have t h i s k i n d of m o d i f i c a t i o n of s t y l e i n B Passus 
XVIIIo Trollopa's s t y l e here becomes d i s t r e s s i n g l y un=Trollopian, but 
the s t y l e throughout Piers i s always more or less Langlandian, never 
more so than i n B Passus X V I I I ( i t i s sometimes muted elsewhere)o To 
t a l k of a change of tone i n the d i r e c t i o n of greater solemnity i s also, 
I t h i n k , the wrong way of p u t t i n g i t , Langland's tone has a c e r t a i n 
consistency throughout because i t i s i n a s t a t e of permanent o s c i l l a t i o n 
between a l a r g e but l i m i t e d number of p o s i t i o n s , of which sarcasm, 
e x a l t a t i o n , and pathos are among the more e a s i l y d e f i n a b l e . I t does not 
seem t o me t h a t t h i s t o n a l v a r i a t i o n i s s i g n i f i c a n t l y modified i n 
B Passus X V I I I , 

Let us t r y a t h i r d tacko I suggested e a r l i e r t h a t i n Piers the reader's 
i n t e r e s t i s maintained not by an u n f o l d i n g n a r r a t i v e but by a desire 
f o r i l l u m i n a t i o n ; f o r m a l l y , t h a t i s t o say, the poem resembles a r i d d l e 
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r a t h e r than a t a l e o ^ I f t h a t i s so, perhaps the reader's sense of a 
climax should be i d e n t i f i e d as a sense of i l l u m i n a t i o n r a t h e r than as 
a sense of having a r r i v e d a t a n a r r a t i v e cruxo 

C e r t a i n l y t h i s goes some way towards e x p l a i n i n g uihy the n a r r a t i v e of 
C h r i s t ' s l i f e i n B Passus XVI does not b r i n g w i t h i t a sense of 
momentousness i n the way t h a t the l a t e r passus doeso I t begins q u i t e 
suddenly i n the middle of the i n c r e a s i n g l y chaotic a c t i v i t y t h a t 
surrounds the t r e e of Charityo 

And Piers f o r pure tene t h a t a p i l he laughte 
And h i t t e a f t e r hym happe how i t myghte 
F i l i u s by the Fader u / i l l e and frenesse of S p i r i t u s Sancti 
To go robbe t h a t rageman and rave the f r u y t f r o hym 
And thanne spak S p i r i t u s Sanctus i n G a b r i a l i s moutha 
To a maide t h a t highte Marie a meke thyng w i t h a l l e 

(8 XVI 86-=9l)o 
Langland's a l l e g o r i c a l elaborations hava been becoming so extravagant 
t h a t f o r the space of one crazy l i n e (90) i t seems t h a t the archangel 
Gab r i e l has now j o i n e d the populous scene around the t r e e of Charityo 
As we read on i t becomes clear t h a t there has been a decisive switch 
of n a r r a t i v e mode and wa are now embarked on an account t h a t , by 
comparison w i t h what we have j u s t been reading, must be described as 
l i t e r a l i s t i c o The preceding scene has been r o l l e d up l i k e a c u r t a i n , 
and apparently i t has taken the dreamer w i t h i t j a t l e a s t , he i s no 
longer an actor i n the drama and i t i s d i f f i c u l t t o see how he can even 
be an onlooker, since the n a r r a t i v e t h a t f o l l o w s does not read l i k e 
an account of what anyone sawo W i l l himself seems confused, and on 
waking looks around f o r Piar s , as i f he i s muddled i n h i s own mind about 
the various planes of existence t h a t have superseded each other so 
r a p i d l y (B XVI 167-71)o To put i t another way, the j u x t a p o s i t i o n of t h i s 
summary account of the l i f e of C h r i s t w i t h i t s surroundings i s of the 
"ac" v a r i e t y , i n my extended sense? i t bewilders but i t does not 
i l l u m i n a t e , , I f we wish t o i n t e r p r e t p s y c h o l o g i c a l l y , perhaps i t i s best 
t o see the passage as representing W i l l ' s own obscure r e a l i z a t i o n t h a t 
t h i s i s a v i s i o n t h a t he ought t o hava; but i t i s not a v i s i o n i n 
i t s e l f o 

1o Cfo above, ppo 21=22o 
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B Passus X V I I I , on the c o n t r a r y , begins i n such a way t h a t we are almost 
at once convinced t h a t a c r u c i a l and dramatic breakthrough has been 
made, Tha f i r s t f i v e l i n e s , i t i s t r u e , do not on the surface suggest 
anything new: 

Uolleuard and ueetshoed uente I f o r t h a f t e r 
As a recchelees renk t h a t of no uio reccheth 
And yade f o r t h l i k a l o r e l a l my l i f tyme 
T i l I ueex uery of the world and wilned e f t t o slepe 
And Isned me t o a Lenten and longe tyme I slepte 

(B X V I I I 1-5). 
"li/olleuard and u/eetshoed" i n d i c a t e s a p e n i t e n t p i l g r i m , and i n 
h i n d s i g h t t h i s can be seen as an important sign of progress, but at 
the time t h a t ue read i t i t s s i g n i f i c a n c e i s countered by the 
disparaging s i m i l e s i n the next two l i n e s . Here, as i n l i n e 3 of the 
Prologue (which t h i s passage r e c a l l s ) Langland e x p l o i t s the ambiguity 
of "as" when d e s c r i b i n g outward appearance i n an a l l e g o r i c a l n a r r a t i v e : 
must t h i s mean ( a l l e g o r i c a l l y ) t h a t the dreamer i£ a "recchelees renk" 
and a " l o r e l " , or does he merely look l i k e one? These are "ac"-type 
j u x t a p o s i t i o n s o f a " l i t e r a l " statement w i t h metaphors t h a t r e l a t e t o 
i t i n an u n s p e c i f i e d manner. To add t o the indeterminacy, we recognize 
t h a t t o be "recchelees", t o be i n d i f f e r e n t t o physical discomfort, t o 
be "wary of tha w o r l d " , might describe e i t h e r someone vary s a i n t l y or 
someone very degraded. The equivocation i s by now f a m i l i a r and a b i t 
discouraging; W i l l has been compared to a " l o r e l " i n the i n t r o d u c t i o n 
t o the previous v i s i o n as w e l l (B XV 5 ) , The r e a l i z a t i o n t h a t t h i s i s 
not j u s t another dream a r r i v e s i n the next few l i n e s : 

And lened ma t o a Lenten and longe tyme I slepte 
Resta me there and r u t t e f a s t e t i l ramis palmarum 
Of g e r l i s and of G l o r i a laus g r e t l y me dremed 
And how osanna by organye olde f o l k songen 
And of C r i s t e s passion and penance the pepla t h a t ofraughte 
Don serablable t o the Samaritan and somdeal t o Piers the Plowman 
Barefoot on an asse bak booties cam prikye 

(B X V I I I 5-11). 
There i s a strong sense of convergence here, created by a v a r i e t y of 
backward references; t o the Samaritan, t o P i e r s , t o the l i t u r g i c a l 

1. I r e s t o r e the Bx reading of l i n e 2 (Schmidt emends to "reccheth of 
no wo"). The C t e x t has "recheth nat of sorwe", thus r e g u l a r i z i n g the 
a l l i t e r a t i v e p a t t e r n without l o s i n g the feminine ending. 
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schema f i r s t i n d i c a t e d a t B XVI 172, and t o the Jerusalem t h a t the 
Samaritan was making f o r i n the previous v i s i o n and t h a t i s entered 
by t h i s r i d e "on an asse bak". 

Backward reference i s r a r e enough i n Piers Plowman t o be remarkable i n 
i t s e l f , Langland's a t t r a c t i o n towards n a r r a t i v e d i s c o n t i n u i t y , 
j u x t a p o s i t i o n of l i t e r a r y modes, and incompatible schames of chronology 
and topography, means t h a t h i s t e x t has (so t o speak) a short memory; 
an event t h a t i s perhaps only a few l i n e s o l d sometimes ceases t o e x i s t 
(as i n 3 Passus XVl) because the imaginative world i n which i t occurred 
has completely evaporated, Uhen summarizing the a c t i o n of the poem we 
are always apt t o be misleading, since modal d i s c o n t i n u i t y s t r i c t l y 
speaking negates the p o s s i b i l i t y of summary. For instance, a few pages 
ago I r e f e r r e d t o the " t r e e of C h a r i t y " (the phrase i s not Langland's, 
although i t i s based on B XVI 9 ) , This i s a convenient term f o r students 
of the poem, but i n f a c t the t r e e has no s i n g l e name and i t s features 
seem t o be c o n s t a n t l y changing. To speak casually of the " t r e e of 
Ch a r i t y " i s t o imply t h a t the o b j e c t r e f e r r e d t o has a much more s o l i d 
and s t a b l e existence than i t has i n Langland's poem. Vary o f t e n names 
are only l o o s e l y and momentarily attached t o characters or t h i n g s . 
Langland sometimes re-uses names, but i t i s u s u a l l y hard t o say 
d e c i s i v e l y whether ws are meeting a character we have met before. For 
example, the name "Pees" i s attached t o the p l a i n t i f f i n the court 
b a t t l e t h a t proves t o be Heed's downfa l l (B IV 47-103); a l i t t l e l a t e r 
"Pees" i s one of the seven po r t e r s i n P i e r s ' account of the Tower of 
Truth ( B V 622); l a t e r s t i l l "Pees" i s one of the f o u r l a d i e s who argue 
the r i g h t s and wrongs of the Atonement (B X V I I I 166-427); and i n the 
l a s t l i n e s of the poem "Peas" i s the name of the port e r t o the House of 
Unity ( B XX 331-80), No one of these f i g u r e s i s the same as any of the 
ot h e r s , even though the connexion may be manifest; tha f i g u r e s do not 
even e x i s t i n the same frame of reference. But Langland does not bother 
t o s o r t out the confusion; he could not do so with o u t making an e x p l i c i t 
reference back t o previous worlds t h a t hava now been f o r g o t t e n , by the 
poem i f not by the reader, Chaucer, by c o n t r a s t , i s famous f o r h i s 
backward references i n such phrases as " t h i s T r o i l u s " , " t h i s Dorigen", 
"Tnis monk bigan upon t h i s wyf t o s t a r s " ; he i s drawing a t t e n t i o n t o the 

1. Cf, above, pp. 26-27, on the lack of s t r u c t u r a l p o i n t e r s i n versions 
of the poem subsequent t o Z. 
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consistency of h i s n a r r a t i v e framework, and encouraging us t o exercise 
our memories and thus appreciate to the f u l l what i s about t o be 
revealedo I t i s a s e t t i n g i n which the s i g n i f i c a n c e of events i s enhanced 
f o r us by long acquaintance w i t h the i n d i v i d u a l s i n v o l v e d ; a s e t t i n g 
i n which dramatic i r o n y becomes possibleo 

Langland's q u i t e d i f f e r e n t approach, i n which the poem's past i s always 
being wiped away t o leave the n a r r a t i v e present devoid of f e a t u r e s , and 
the w r i t e r f r e e t o introduce whatever he l i k e s , seams t o me a fundamental 
c h a r a c t e r i s t i c of Piers Plowman; c r i t i c s who seek out v e r b a l p a r a l l e l s 
i n order t o e s t a b l i s h s t r u c t u r a l l i n k s between widely separated parts 
of the poem are i n my opinion doing the poet a disserviceo But i t i s 
a l l the mors necessary t o attend t o sections such as the one quoted, i n 
which the mists seem suddenly t o clearo The e f f e c t i s one of 
purposiveness; the i m p l i c a t i o n i s t h a t t h i s new v i s i o n w i l l s t a r t , not 
where the other v i s i o n s s t a r t e d ( t h a t i s , from nowhere i n p a r t i c u l a r ) , 
but from where they l e f t off,, Ue a r r i v e a t the coalface very q u i c k l y ; 
the d e c i s i v e s y n t a c t i c break between l i n e s 9 and 10 t e l l s us t h a t , 
a l r e a d y , we have passed from summary n a r r a t i v e i n t o p a r t i c u l a r n a r r a t i v e , 
t h i s time s t r o n g l y visualizedo The s i g n i f i c a n c e of the n a r r a t i v e , 
heralded by hymns as i f by a f a n f a r e , i s something of which the reader 
i s already convincedo Nevertheless, Langland's a r t f u l d i s p o s i t i o n i s 
not the most important source of our sense of occasiono That, I b e l i e v e , 
comes down t o the c l u s t e r of "and"-type j u x t a p o s i t i o n s t h a t appear i n 
these l i n e s and w i l l continue t o appear as the Passus proceedso I am 
not now r e f e r r i n g t o the use of the word "and" i n t h i s passage; I am 
using my term i n the extended sense t o r e f e r more ge n e r a l l y t o 
j u x t a p o s i t i o n s t h a t are s a t i s f y i n g l y suggestive although not e x p l i c i t l y 
a r t i c u l a t e d o This would describe, f o r example, the r e l a t i o n s h i p of the 
Samaritan on " l y a r d " t o C h r i s t "on an asse bak"; they are brought i n t o 
r e l a t i o n s h i p not here by l o c a l proximity but by being described as 
"semblable"o That the dreamer was "weetshoed" and C h r i s t "booties" i s 
a resemblance t h a t tha poet does not p o i n t out, but when we notice i t 
the j u x t a p o s i t i o n between the two f i g u r e s e x i s t s i n our own minds 
even though t h i s j u x t a p o s i t i o n has no physical existence on the page 
( u n l i k e those i n B IX 46=50, which supplied my terms )o 



- 159 -

Another type of j u x t a p o s i t i o n i s noticeable here, t h a t of one stava-word 
w i t h another. This i s of course a device t h a t Langland e x p l o i t s 
everywhere, u s u a l l y unemphatically. I n f a c t one of the poet's most 
common devices i s t o l i n k a powerful word w i t h a colourless one so 
as t o n e u t r a l i z e i t s e f f e c t ; 

Deeth s a i t h he shal fordo and adoun brynge 
A l t h a t l y v e t h or l o k e t h i n lond or i n watre 

(B X V I I I 29-30), 
"Deeth" could be a monstrous f i g u r e and other a l l i t e r a t i v e poets would 
not have l o s t the o p p o r t u n i t y t o portray him s e n s a t i o n a l l y threatening 
a type of carnage t h a t we can v i s u a l i z e . But too much colour would be 
d i s r u p t i v e here and Langland c o n t r i v e s t o sound serious without making 
us f e e l p l e a s a n t l y appalled, 

A c l o s e l y r e l a t e d h a b i t i s t o a l l i t e r a t e nouns w i t h verbs expressing 
p h y s i c a l a c t i v i t y . Other a l l i t e r a t i v e poets l i k e t o b u i l d c l u s t e r s of 
a l l i t e r a t i n g nouns, a d j e c t i v e s and past p a r t i c i p l e s to invoke i n the 
reader a s t r o n g l y v i s u a l or t a c t i l e sensation, which depends, however, 
on the s u b j e c t appearing t o remain very s t i l l , 

Bot i n h i s on honde he hade a holyn bobba 
^ t i s g r a t t e s t in.grens when greuez ar bare 
And an ax i n h i s o f e r a hoge and vnmete 
A spetos spar •a t o expoun i n s p e l l e quoso my^t 
f^e hede of an e l n ^ r d a \^ large lenk^e hade 
l^e grayn a l of grene s t e l e and of golde hawen 
^e b i t burnyst b r y j t w i t h a brod egge 
As wel schapen t o schere as scharp rasores 

s t e l e of a s t i f s t a f ^e sturne h i t b i g r i p t e 
|>at watz wounden wyth yrn t o ^ wandez ends 
And a l bigrauen w i t h grane i n gracios werkes 
A lace lapped aboute j>at louked a t ^e hede 
And so a f t e r i>e halma halched f u l o f t e 
Uyth t r y e d tasselez k e r t o tacched innogh 
On botounz of |>3 b r y ^ t grene brayden f u l r i c h e 

(sir Gawain and the Green 
Knight. 206-20) . 

No doubt i t would be true t o say t h a t t h i s i s beyond Langland, but 
then Langland does not t r y f o r t h i s . The a l l i t e r a t i o n of noun w i t h 
a c t i v e verb gives a much more mobile impression: 

Tho putte hym f o r t h a pelour b i f o r a P i l a t and seide 
This 33SUS of cure Dewes temple japed and despised 

(B X V I I I 40-41) 
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A cachepol cam f o r t h and craksd bothe h i r legges 
(B X V I I I 73). 

These f i g u r e s f l a s h past us, obviously a l i v e and yet v i s i b l e only when 
i n a c t i o n . A p p r o p r i a t e l y enough both the l i f e and the b r e v i t y of Langland's 
p i c t u r e s can be i l l u s t r a t e d by a very short l i f e indeed: 

Dede men f o r t h a t dene come out of depe graves 
And t o l d e why t h a t tempeste so longe tyme durede 
For a b i t t e r b a t a i l l e the dede body sside 
L i f and Daeth i n t h i s derknesse h i r oon fordooth h i r oother 
Shal no wight w i t a w i t t e r l y who shal have the m a i s t r i a 
Er Sonday abouta sonne r i s y n g and sank w i t h t h a t t i l erthe 

(8 X V I I I 62-67). 
Even the c e n t r a l f i g u r e i n our scene i s almost b e r e f t of v i s u a l 
c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s : 

Oon ssmblable t o the Samaritan and somdeel t o Piers the Plowman 
Barefoot on an asse bak booties cam prikye 
liiithouten spores other spere spakliche he loked 
As i s the kynde of a knyght t h a t cometh t o be dubbed 
To geten hym g i l t e spores on galoches ycouped 

(B X V I I I 10-14), 
Like the Green Knight, and indeed l i k e the other characters i n the l i n e s 
j u s t quoted, he seems t o come out of nowhere. The Green Knight has, 
however, an aggressively s u b s t a n t i a l appearance; although, oddly enough, 
he i s probably a k i n d of phantom. The C h r i s t - f i g u r e does not exactly 
seem i n s u b s t a n t i a l ; but what Langland t e l l s us, t o put i t only a l i t t l e 
u n f a i r l y , i s t h a t he looks l i k e a k n i g h t looks when a kni g h t does not 
look l i k e a k n i g h t . This r a t h e r convoluted i n f o r m a t i o n sets our 
imaginations t o work w i t h o u t t y i n g them t o any s p e c i f i c d e t a i l s . 

Amid a l l the f r e n z i e d movement of the t r i a l and c r u c i f i x i o n scenes 
t h i s c e n t r a l f i g u r e i s somewhat e l u s i v e . We are t o l d t h a t he i s a 
k n i g h t come t o j o u s t , and t h a t t r u l y expresses the underlying s i g n i f i c a n c e 
of the events; but considered as a v i s u a l image i t i s i n s t a r k contrast 
t o what we see. I n a j o u s t the k n i g h t i s a c t i v e and the spectators are 
motionless; but here i t i s C h r i s t who i s passive while a l l around him 
i s tumultuous a c t i v i t y . When the poet f i n a l l y focusses on t h i s c e n t r a l 
f i g u r e , tha a l l i t e r a t i o n of noun w i t h verb i s again prominent; but there 
i s an a r r e s t i n g c o n t r a s t i n the e f f e c t . While the post's n a r r a t i v e rushes 
on as f a s t as ever, the reader's sensation of speed i s suddenly 
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accompanied by an equally strong sensation of almost complete s t i l l n e s s , 

Consummatum est quod C r i s t and comsede f o r t o swoune 
P i t o u s l i c h e and pale as a prison t h a t d e i e t h 
The l o r d of l i f and of l i g h t tho l e i d e hise eighen togideres 

(B X V I I I 57-59). 
The e f f e c t of these l i n e s ( r a t h e r l o s t out of c o n t e x t ) i s so complex 
t h a t I s h a l l not yet attempt to say anything more about i t . Some other 
threads need t o be picked up f i r s t . 

Let us consider another v a r i e t y of stave-word j u x t a p o s i t i o n , one t h a t i s 
e s p e c i a l l y notable i n t h i s passus; namely, the j u x t a p o s i t i o n of L a t i n 
w i t h E n g l i s h , as i n some of the l i n e s already quoted. Incorporation of 
L a t i n i n t o the m e t r i c a l scheme i s n o t , of course, p e c u l i a r t o B Passus 
X V I I I , Elsewhere Langland employs the device casually because the L a t i n 
happens t o be m e t r i c a l l y convenient; thus i n B Passus XI "Concupiscencia 
Carnis" i s a ready-made h a l f - l i n e a l l on her own (but her younger 
companions are more conveniently named i n E n g l i s h ) , and l a t e r on, when 
the T r i n i t y i s under discussion, Langland o f t e n uses " F i l i u s " because i t 
can e i t h e r a l l i t e r a t e w i t h "Fader" (B XVI 88) or, i n f i n a l p o s i t i o n , 
provide a feminine ending (B XVI 186), or both (B XVII 228) - Langland 
does not permit himself a d i s y l l a b i c pronunciation of "sone". Up to 
t h i s p o i n t , then, the opportunity t o s p r i n k l e the English l i n e s with 
L a t i n has been welcomed when i t i s convenient but has not been d e l i b e r a t e l y 
sought. But a t the beginning and end of the passus t h a t we are discussing 
the poet's use of l i t u r g i c a l and s c r i p t u r a l phrases i n L a t i n , embedded i n 
the verse, has unmistakably become p o l i c y . The presence of music to 
open and close the passus (B X V I I I 7-8, 424-28) i s e v i d e n t l y part of 
the same program. Let us concentrate on the s p e c i f i c e f f e c t of a l i n e 
such as 

Thanne was F e i t h i n a fenestra and cryde A_ F i l l David 
(B X V I I I 15). 

Compare t h a t w i t h an example of Langland's i n t e r l i n e a l use of s c r i p t u r e : 

I have but oon hool hater quod Haukyn I am the lasse t o blame 
Though i t be s o i l e d and selde clene I slepe therinne o nyghtes 

1, Cf, the combination of music and L a t i n at B V 507-09a, 
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And also I have an houswif hewen and c h i l d r e n 
Uxorem duxi e t ideo non possum venire 
That wollan bymolen i t many time raaugree my chekes 

(a XIV 1-4)0 
The s c r i p t u r a l j u x t a p o s i t i o n here i m p l i e s t h a t Haukyn's l i f e can be 
seen as r e f l e c t i n g the s c r i p t u r a l s i t u a t i o n (the L a t i n comes from ona 
of C h r i s t ' s parables)o Langland underlines the r e l a t i o n s h i p between the 
world t h a t wa see and the world t h a t e x i s t s i n our imaginations when 
wa read the B i b l e o Nevertheless, the L a t i n does look a l i t t l e l i k e an 
i n t e r r u p t i o n , as i f our world i s a consistent e n t i t y i n i t s e l f and 
awareness of s c r i p t u r a l analogies enables us t o see a p a t t e r n of 
rasemblances between two worlds t h a t ara e s s e n t i a l l y d i f f e r e n t ; the f i r s t 
of them se c u l a r , v i s i b l e , and w i t h a r e a l i t y t h a t i s grasped 
immediately, the second of them s p i r i t u a l , confined, a marginal world 
t h a t demands the assent of f a i t h and an imaginative e f f o r t before i t 
can acquire anything l i k e a comparable degree of r e a l i t y i n our minds» 

In B Passus X V I I I the d i s t i n c t i o n between the two worlds o u t l i n e d hera 
begins t o collapsso W i l l ' s dream i s a v i s i o n of a s c r i p t u r a l s t o r y , 
but the poet extends s c r i p t u r e both i n the d i r e c t i o n of a l l e g o r y and 
i n the d i r e c t i o n of realismo Thus "A F i l l David" i s s c r i p t u r e , " F e i t h " 
i s an i n t e l l e c t u a l concept, and a " f e n e s t r e " i s a p a r t of everyday l i f a . 
The suppressed argument i s t h a t the world i n which C h r i s t enters 
Oarusalsm, and i n which F a i t h applauds e t a r n a l l y , i s j u s t the same 
world as t h a t i n which "fenestres" i n d u b i t a b l y e x i s t and have meaning, 
namely our owno The lesson i s not l o s t on the dreamer, who on waking 
f i n d s h i s world momentarily t r a n s f i g u r e d , so t h a t ha c a l l s t o h i s wife 
and daughters 

A r i s e t h and reverenceth Goddes resurexion 
And crepeth t o the cros on knees and k i s s e t h i t f o r a juwel 

(B X V I I I 4 3 0 - 3 1 ) o 

I t i s the same cross t h a t bore the weight of "Goddes blisseda body", 
and i t s s p i r i t u a l power of scaring o f f the f i e n d i s perceivad by him 
as having the same mode of existence as the cross i t s e l f ; i t i s i n 
f a c t p a r t of the same worldo Ue are e n t i t l e d t o describe W i l l ' s 
i d e n t i f i c a t i o n of the s p i r i t u a l w i t h the v i s i b l e world as e i t h e r i n s i g h t 
or d e l u s i o n , or ( i f we are unhappy w i t h these a l t e r n a t i v e s ) , as something 

I 0 Luke 1 4 ; 1 6 = 2 4 < 
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l i k e the high s t a t e of a e s t h e t i c excitement w i t h which we occasionally 
respond t o a work of a r t , although not so aimlesso 

I t i s common t o see the l a t e r Middle Ages as characterized by r e l i g i o u s 
conceptions t h a t tend towards " u l t r a - r e a l i s m " o Huizinga emphasizes 
what he t h i n k s i s an excessive d e m y s t i f i c a t i o n of the s p i r i t u a l world; 

I f , on the one hand, a l l d e t a i l s of ordinary l i f e may be r a i s e d 
t o a sacred l e v e l , on the other hand, a l l t h a t i s holy sinks t o 
the commonplace, by the f a c t of being blended w i t h everyday 
l i f e o I n the Riddle Ages the demarcation of the sphere of 
r e l i g i o u s thought and t h a t of w o r l d l y concerns was nearly 
o b l i t e r a t e d o I t o c c a s i o n a l l y happened t h a t indulgences f i g u r e d 
among tha p r i z e s of a l o t t e r y 

That l a s t d e t a i l would not seem too out of place i n the Prologue of 
Piers Plowmana and yet Langland takes a q u i t e d i f f e r e n t view from t h a t 
of the h i s t o r i a n o I t i s Langland's aim p r e c i s e l y t o b r i n g the holy and 
the commonplace i n t o r e l a t i o n s h i p w i t h each other, as i f f o r him the 
d i f f i c u l t y i s t h a t h i s sense of s p i r i t u a l r e a l i t y i s not strong enougho 
Perhaps t h i s i m p l i e s t h a t W i l l i s not q u i t e such a c h a r a c t e r i s t i c 
Everyman as the author may have thought; h i s problem being too 
s o p h i s t i c a t e d and i n t e l l e c t u a l t o be t y p i c a l o Langland's attempt t o 
yoke the s p i r i t u a l and the secular together might seem s u p e r f i c i a l l y 
t o be d i r e c t l y opposed t o the e f f o r t s of Protestantism t o separate the 
s p i r i t u a l world from any t a i n t of w o r l d l y grossnesso There i s no such 
d i r e c t o p p o s i t i o n ; we are i g n o r i n g s o c i a l context and being very 
f r e e w i t h the meanings of our termso Nevertheless, t h a t Piers Plowman 
was a popular book among English Protestants does i n d i c a t e how 
s u c c e s s f u l l y the author avoided s i n k i n g the holy to the l e v e l of the 
commonplaceo One would have t o be very p u r i t a n i c a l indeed t o detect 
i n Piers^ Plowman anything l i k e the o v e r f a m i l i a r i t y , bad taste and 
i r r e v e r e n c e t h a t Huizinga p o r t r a y s i n h i s account of " r e l i g i o u s 

2 
thought c r y s t a l l i z i n g i n t o images",, 

" U l t r a - r e a l i s m " suggests an imagined world t h a t i s d e t a i l e d and 
s e l f = c o n s i s t e n t , terms t h a t I might have used to describe the p i c t u r e 
of Haukyn and h i s f a m i l y a t tha s t a r t of B Passus XIV (although even 

1o Do Huizinga, The Waning of the Middle Ages, transo F o Hopman ( 1 9 2 4 ; 

r p t o Harmondsworths Penguin, 1 9 5 5 ) , po 151 <> 

2o 3o Huizinga, The Waninq of the Middle Ages, ppo 1 4 7 = 7 1 o 
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there we f i n d a symbolic coat, and the Haukyn section as a whole, l i k e 
any other passage i n Piars Plowman t h a t exceeds about s i x l i n e s , i s 
f a r from m a i n t a i n i n g an i l l u s i o n of s a l f - c o n s i s t e n c y ) . The term i s 
e s p e c i a l l y i n a p p l i c a b l e t o B Passus X V I I I , Langland does not present 
the s c r i p t u r a l s t o r y i n a d e m y s t i f i e d , n a t u r a l i s t i c mode; r a t h e r , h i s 
n a r r a t i v e seems to encompass several modes a t once. The reader's 
consciousness of t h e i r j u x t a p o s i t i o n , not i n series but i n a harmonious 
p a r a l l e l , does not make tha s p i r i t u a l commonplace; i t makes everything 
mysterious. The b r i e f passage during which a l l these l e v e l s of 
n a r r a t i v e become p e r c e p t i b l e a t once i s probably Langland's greatest 
achievement as a poet. There was much medieval t h e o r i z i n g about 
m u l t i p l e l e v e l s of meaning i n n a r r a t i v e , but i t always seems t o r e q u i r e 
a good deal of mental a p p l i c a t i o n t o discover them i n a t e x t , I do not 
know of anywhere e l s e , even i n the Commadia, where they are received 
by the reader as e f f o r t l e s s l y as thay are here; so e f f o r t l e s s l y t h a t 
the experience i s a t t e s t e d even by those who have described f o r us 
the "obvious" reading of Piers Plowman,'' 

Two n a r r a t i v e dimensions t h a t e x i s t u n i n t e r r u p t e d l y throughout tha 
f i r s t hundred l i n e s of the passus are of p a r t i c u l a r importance. One 
i s the s t o r y recounted i n s c r i p t u r e , of a man being t r i e d and put t o 
death. This i s i n i t s e l f a n a r r a t i v e t h a t moves on two planes, since the 
man i s i n f a c t God and a cosmic drama - the s a l v a t i o n of mankind - i s 
t a k i n g place simultaneously w i t h t h i s p a i n f u l e a r t h l y drama of unjust 
degradation and execution, Langland of course does f u l l j u s t i c e to 
both these n a r r a t i v e s . 

The wal waggede and c l e e f and a l the world quaved 
(B X V I I I 61) 

d i r e c t s our a t t e n t i o n mostly t o the former; but 

Ave raby quod t h a t ribaud and threw reedes at hym 
(B X V I I I 50) 

r e f e r s mostly t o the l a t t e r . 

The other n a r r a t i v e dimension i s perhaps best described as an a c t i n g 

1, See, f o r example, John Norton-Smith's references to the kaleidoscopic 
use of time and " i n t e r c a l a t i o n of episodes and dimensions" (William 
Lanqland, p, 81). 
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out of the Passion sequanca; i t i s unemotional, commonplace, rather l i k e 
a r i t u a l . We could r e l a t e i t e i t h e r , t o the Elastar l i t u r g y or to a 
performance of a mystery play. 

Multi-dimensional n a r r a t i v e i s almost as hard t o discuss as i t must 
be t o w r i t e , because we can never do j u s t i c e t o i t unless ws are 
prepared t o be i n t o l e r a b l y expansive, I s h a l l t h e r e f o r e concentrate on 
one n a r r a t i v e dimension o n l y , the second of the two j u s t mentioned. I 
choose t h i s one because i t seems t o me t h a t although every reader must 
subconsciously r e g i s t e r i t s presence i t i s not so e a s i l y l a b e l l e d as, 
f o r instance, the s c r i p t u r a l s t o r y , or tha s t o r y of the C h r i s t - k n i g h t 
a t the j o u s t (which i s much stressed by Langland but i s not as 
continuously present t o our minds as the two n a r r a t i v e dimensions 
o u t l i n e d above),^ For convenience I s h a l l r e f e r t o the n a r r a t i v e 
dimension t h a t I want to discuss as the " t h e a t r i c a l " dimension. 

Of course i t i s not r e a l l y separate from the other dimensions, A jous t 
i s a t h e a t r i c a l occasion w i t h a v a r i e t y of audiences: ordinary spectators, 
a formal judge of the contest ( P i l a t s , i n t h i s case) and a herald who 

2 
understands the i n t r i c a t e r u l e s ( F e i t h ) , Again, there i s already an 
element of the a t r e i n the s c r i p t u r a l account. When 3esus enters Jerusalem 
r i d i n g on an ass, he i s playing t o the g a l l e r i e s ; he may have been 
d e l i b e r a t e l y a c t i n g out an Old Testament prophesy (Zechariah 9:9). Even 
h i s death i s i n a sense a performance, since i t i s voluntary (J.A.W. 
Bennett has drawn a t t e n t i o n t o tha i m p l i c a t i o n of the word "wol" i n 
a X V I I I 2 2 ) , a l t h o u g h i t appears t o the mob t o take place i n deference 
t o i t s w i l l , not anyone else's. And, although I am c o u r t i n g heresy by 
p u t t i n g i t t h i s way, there i s an analogy t o be drawn batwaen God p u t t i n g 
on the costuma of humana nature and an actor dressing up to play out a 
r o l e . 
When we go t o see a new production, say of King Lear, we have an idea 
of the s t o r y already, and yet we adopt the mental posture of someone 

1, J.A.W, Bennett, who has w r i t t e n the bast account of those parts of the 
passus the a l l u d e t o the C h r i s t - k n i g h t , notes t h a t t h i s motif drops out 
of s i g h t during the Passion and C r u c i f i x i o n (B X V I I I 38-63); Cf. Poetry 
of the Passion, pp. 104, 108. 

2, Cf, 3.A.W. Bennett, Poetry of the Passion, pp. 103, 109, 
3, 3,A.W. Bennett, Poetry of the Passion, p. 101, 
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seeing the events as i f f o r the f i r s t time - as i f , i n f a c t , they are 
r e a l events, which can only ever be seen once. That i s very much the 
p o s i t i o n t h a t we f i n d ourselves i n when we read t h i s passus; the events 
are a f t e r a l l extremely f a m i l i a r , but Langland presents them not 
summarily, as something i n the past, but as f u l l y f i c t i o n a l i z e d and 
occ u r r i n g before our very eyes. 

W i l l , as always, i s analogous to the reader, and he shares the paradoxical 
mental a t t i t u d e I have j u s t described. F a i t h s t a r t s t o exp l a i n the p l o t 
t o him before i t has been enacted - not the s c r i p t u r a l p l o t , but the 
s t o r y of the C h r i s t - k n i g h t (B X V I I I 22-26), But W i l l , i t seems, i s 
not unacquainted w i t h the s c r i p t u r a l s t o r y , and he t r i e s t o show t h i s 
by p u t t i n g an i n t e l l i g e n t q uestion: 

Who shal j u s t e w i t h Oesus quod I Dewes or scribes 
(B X V I I I 27), 

The c r u d i t y of W i l l ' s attempt t o r e l a t e the two s t o r i e s comically 
reveals h i s l i m i t e d grasp, but we can nevertheless i n f e r t h a t he does 
i n a sense know the s t o r y of the Passion. But l a t e r on, as a spectator, 
t h i s p r i o r knowledge i s f o r g o t t e n , and h i s account becomes s t r a i g h t 
reportage (which n a t u r a l l y makes i t more e x c i t i n g ) : 

The 3ewBs and the j u s t i c e ayeins 3esu t h e i weere 
(8 X V I I I 38), 

This i s presented as r e a l i t y , not drama; t h a t i s , we understand t h a t 
they happened t o be against 3esus, but might conceivably not have 
been. Yet i n the next l i n e the t h e a t r i c a l dimension reasserts i t s e l f : 

And a l the c o u r t on hym cryde C r u c i f i q e sharpe 
(B X V I I I 39), 

We are able a t t h i s p o i n t t o see how r a p i d l y Langland i s going t o 
t r e a t tha Passion, The complex l e g a l machinery of the Gospels becomes 
a s i n g l e hearing. I n Langland's presentation of the scene, as i n a 
mystery p l a y , the passage of time i s speeded up and only selected events 
are dramatized, notably those w i t h a high dramatic content such as the 
shout of " C r u c i f i q e " , P i l a t e w i l l not be permitted t o speak; the 
accuser's words w i l l t u r n i mperceptibly i n t o mocking and t o r t u r e , as 
i f judgment i s i r r e l e v a n t - as i f , i n f a c t , events could not have been 
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otherwise. There i s an element of choreography; i n the l i n e j u s t 
quoted i t would be appropriate i f "sharpe", although i t s primary meaning 
must be " l o u d l y , s h r i l l y , a n g r i l y " , also connoted something l i k e " r i g h t 
on cue". As i n a play , there are no pauses i n which nothing much i s 
happening; a new p a r t i c i p a n t immediately captures our a t t e n t i o n : 

Tho putte hym f o r t h a pelour b i f o r e P i l a t 
(B X V I I I 40).'' 

He i n t u r n i s displaced by a s o r t of orchestrated crowd-scene; selected 
members speak i n t u r n , so t h a t the spectator i s able t o catch what they 
say: 

C r u c i f i g e quod a cachepol I warante hym a wicche 
T e l l e T e l l e quod another and took of kene thornes 

(B X V I I I 46-47). 
I f Langland were w r i t i n g a novel, these speeches would be a n g l i c i z e d 
and c o l l o q u i a l i z e d , but i t i s not h i s i n t e n t i o n t o o f f e r us a f u l l y 
c o n s i s t e n t n a t u r a l i s t i c i l l u s i o n . One e f f e c t of the L a t i n - not the only 
one, but the one I am bound t o emphasize i n the present context - i s 
to suggest t h a t the speakers, l i k e a c t o r s , are not using t h e i r own words 
but are d e l i v e r i n g l i n e s w r i t t e n by someone e l s e ; quotations, i n s h o r t . 

A f i n a l " t h e a t r i c a l " aspect of the passage i s i t s s t a g i n g . There i s no 
reference t o place (other than Derusalem). The gospel n a r r a t i v e s 
i n d i c a t e a confusing s e r i e s of changes of l o c a l i t y ; here, i t seems, 
eve r y t h i n g happens i n one place, a place definable only as where W i l l 
happens t o be l o o k i n g - a stage, i n e f f e c t . I n the gospels Gesus i s 
brought before P i l a t e i n the praetorium (Dohn 18:28); but Langland 
brings P i l a t e t o us: 

Thanne cam P i l a t u s w i t h muche peple sedens pro t r i b u n a l i 
(B X V I I I 36). 

I have pointed out t h a t the t r i a l turns imperceptibly i n t o the 
scourging, mocking and f i n a l l y execution of the C h r i s t - f i g u r e . There 
i s no long trudge t o Golgotha; the cross i s here already: 

Ave raby quod t h a t ribaude and threw reedes a t hym 
Nailed hym w i t h t h r e n a i l e s naked on the roode 

1. The Bx reading i s " p i l o u r " , which G.A.W, Bennett makes something of 
(Poetry of the Passion, p. 106), but Schmidt, f o l l o w i n g Kane-Oonaldson, 
has p r e f e r r e d t o adopt "pelour", the reading of the C t e x t . 
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And poison on a poola t h a i putta up to h i s l i p p e s 
And beden hym drynken h i s deeth=yvel hise dayes were ydone 
And seiden i f t h a t thow s o t i l be help now t h i s e l v e 
I f thow be C r i s t and kynges sone com down of the roodo 
Thanne shul we leve t h a t l i f thee l o v e t h and wol noght l e t e thee 

deye 
(B X V I I I 50=56), 

There f o l l o w s the c l i m a c t i c passage quoted e a r l i e r : 
Consummatum est quod C r i s t and comsede f o r t o swoune 
P i t o u s l i c h e and pale as a prison t h a t d e i e t h 
The l o r d of l i f and of l i g h t tho l a i d e hise eighen togideres 
The day f o r drede withdrough and derk bicam the sonne 
The wal waggede and c l e e f and a l the world quavad 

(B X V I I I 57-61), 
These l i n e s continue and yet modify the " t h e a t r i c a l " procedure followed 
u n t i l nowo We have been witnessing a series of choreographed speeches and 
a c t i o n s , a simple sequence w i t h a dramatic impetus not d i s s i p a t e d by 
awkward pauses or a confusion of people saying d i f f e r e n t t h i n g s at onca 
(the previous speech i s apparently made by several people i n unison)o 
Now i t i s C h r i s t ' s t u r n , and h i s e n t i r e l y p r i v a t e speech - Consummatum 
est - sounds momentarily l i k e a conversational r e p l y (a r i p o s t e , maybe). 
The t o t a l e f f e c t of the l i n e s i s f a r from being c o l l o q u i a l , of course, 
yet there i s a vein of c o l l o q u i a l briskness running through them t h a t 
I associate w i t h the t h e a t r i c a l dimension t h a t I am discussing, I have 
noted elsewhere how the word "quod" i n l i n e 57 saams c u r i o u s l y - yet 
most e f f e c t i v e l y = a t odds w i t h the dramatic s i t u a t i o n , ' ' This s p r i g h t l y , 
commonplace word h a r d l y suggests a great cry or a barely audible 
movement of the l i p s ; i t could q u i t e w e l l describe an actor speaking 
h i s l i n e s o The word "comsede" i s equally b u s i n e s s l i k e ; l o s i n g 
consciousness i s one of the most i n v o l u n t a r y of a l l a c t i v i t i e s , yat 
"comsade" when paire d w i t h "quod" suggests a d e l i b e r a t e f a i n t , an 
a c t o r ' s gestureo So too does the word "tho" i n l i n e 59; i t i s as i f 
the moment when the C h r i s t - f i g u r e closes h i s eyes i s c a r e f u l l y chosen, 
something done on cue. This gesture, although i t i s a p h y s i c a l 
movement of s o r t s , i s too t i n y t o be p e r c e p t i b l e t o an audience, unless 
t h a t audience i s ( l i k e W i l l ) t r a n s f i x e d by the f i g u r e on the cross -

1o Michael Paverett, "'Quod' and 'Seida' i n Piers Plowman", p, 127, 
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i t i s a t t h i s moment t h a t W i l l sees him as something more than a man, 
indeed nothing l e s s than "the l o r d of l i f and of l i g h t " o Yet t h i s 
movement, small as i t i s , puts out the l i g h t s and shakes the theatre 
to i t s foundationso 

One e f f e c t of "quod", "comsede" and "tho" = the vein of commonplace, 
unemotional expressions - i s n a t u r a l l y t o increase the poignancy of 
Langland's d s s c r i p t i o n o DoAoW, Bennett p o i n t s out t h a t "of Ch r i s t ' s 
s u f f e r i n g s he says nothing",^ but t h i s must not be taken as meaning 
t h a t he does not express themo What i s understated i n l i n e 5 8 (which 
I have d e l i b e r a t e l y excluded from discussion because of my emphasis on 
the t h e a t r i c a l dimension) i s present i n the reader's mind throughout; 
i n Langland's time the s u f f e r i n g of C h r i s t had long ceased to be a 
suppressed aspect of the Passion storyo The r e f u s a l of the t e x t to 
mention i t d i r e c t l y only makes us f e e l i t more pow e r f u l l y , and f e e l too 
the i s o l a t i o n of s u f f e r i n g , the c a l l o u s i n d i f f e r e n c e of the mobo 

I have mentioned three n a r r a t i v e dimensions i n the f i r s t p art of B 
Passus XVIIIs the s c r i p t u r a l , the c h i v a l r i c and the t h e a t r i c a l (on 
which I have concentrated)o That i s an o v e r s i m p l i f i c a t i o n , since each 
of these dimensions i s i t s e l f m u l t i p l e . To a medieval C h r i s t i a n the 
s c r i p t u r a l n a r r a t i v e i s not a simple s t o r y ; nor i s i t to us, unless we 
succeed i n p u t t i n g aside a l l i t s resonances i n p u r s u i t of h i s t o r i c a l 
o b j e c t i v i t y o Centuries of m e d i t a t i o n , controversy, commentary, 
apocryphal e l a b o r a t i o n and popular r e c a s t i n g had made the Passion 
n a r r a t i v e n a t u r a l l y polysemous; most of a l l , perhaps, i t s i n c o r p o r a t i o n 
i n t o the r e l i g i o u s p r a c t i c e s of the C h r i s t i a n communityo Tha c h i v a l r i c 
dimension has l i k e w i s e been perceived as m u l t i p l e by some recant 

2 

commentators; and what I have c a l l e d the t h e a t r i c a l dimension can 
also be subdivided so as to d i s t i n g u i s h l i t u r g i c a l elements from those 
t h a t suggest a more secular and more f u l l y dramatized renderingo What 
I have said about the c o l l o q u i a l or commonplace expressions i n t h i s 
passage belong t o the l a t t e r s u b d i v i s i o n and not the formero 

1o GoAoWo Bennett, Poetry of the Passion, po I 0 7 o 

2o Anna Baldwin, "The Double Duel i n Piers Plowman B X V I I I and C XXI," 
Medium AEvum 5 0 ( 1 9 8 1 ) , 6 4 = 7 8 ; GoAoWo Bennett, Poetry of the Passion, 
ppo 1 0 3 = 0 5 o 
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When these complexities are taken i n t o account, my separation of the 
n a r r a t i v e threads i n t o three cords s t a r t s to appear too t i d y , Langland 
d i d n o t , we can be sure, compose the passage by l a y e r i n g one n a r r a t i v e 
dimension upon another, since i t i s impossible t o reverse the process 
and skim o f f the l a y e r s by crossing out words or phrases; the layers 
e x i s t i n the reader's mind but have no v i s i b l e boundaries on the page, 
Langland's compositional methods must have been much more i n s t i n c t i v e 
than i s i m p l i e d by t h i s n o t i o n of l a y e r i n g , I t h i n k we come nearer t o 
d e s c r i b i n g i t i f we r e v e r t t o the term " j u x t a p o s i t i o n " ; the n a r r a t i v e 
dimensions come i n t o being, i n the reader's imagination, because of the 
poet's continuous, bold yet t a c t f u l use of j u x t a p o s i t i o n . The boldness 
of Langland's procedure leads t o a mixture of modes t h a t i s profoundly 
"unreasonable"5 t h a t i s , we can pick out numerous l o g i c a l and emotional 
c o n t r a d i c t i o n s (eogo i f the C h r i s t - f i g u r e i s performing he cannot r e a l l y 
be s u f f e r i n g , but he i s s u f f e r i n g ) o The poet's t a c t i s what enables us 
to describe h i s method as, more s p e c i f i c a l l y , "and"=type j u x t a p o s i t i o n . 
Random j u x t a p o s i t i o n would as l i k e l y as not produce e f f e c t s t h a t are 
harshly c y n i c a l or d i s t u r b i n g l y ambiguous; the c r u c i f i x i o n could become 
a shabby i r r e l e v a n c e i f , f o r instance, the suggestions of popular 
drama had been used (as they might have been) to h i n t i n c r e d u l o u s l y 
t h a t what W i l l i s seeing i s merely a f r a u d u l e n t pantomime. Instead, 
our simultaneous v i s i o n of the c e n t r a l f i g u r e both as C h r i s t himself 
and as a f o u r t a a n t h ^ c e n t u r y man a c t i n g the p a r t of C h r i s t encapsulates 
b e a u t i f u l l y Langland's deepest f e e l i n g s about the meaning of the 
I n c a r n a t i o n ; h i s b e l i e f , several times h i n t e d at elsewhere, t h a t 
o r d i n a r y people are i n a sense capable of becoming C h r i s t ( c f , B I 90-91, 

B XV 2 1 2 ) , I have already pointed out how e a s i l y Langland's strong 
" i n c a r n a t i o n a l " impulse could have drawn him i n t o a d i s t i n c t i v e l y 
l a t e - f i i e d i e v a l k i n d of i r r e v e r e n c e ; an " u l t r a - r e a l i s t i c " p o r t r a y a l of 
a C h r i s t t h a t i s a l l too incarnate. The j u x t a p o s i t i o n s are not r e d u c t i v e , 
i n other words; one imaginative "world" (the r e l i g i o u s , f o r example) 
i s not cancelled out or undercut by another (the secular, f o r example). 
Rather, each gives a deeper s i g n i f i c a n c e t o the other, which i s one way 
of s t a t i n g (but not communicating) what W i l l apprehends. 

The statement, a f t e r a l l , i s made by me, not by Langland; i t i s a 
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response t o a responseo^ I t i s more or less "reasonable" ( t h a t i s , i t 
i s a r e a l statement w i t h some paraphraseable content)o Obviously the 
"and"=type j u x t a p o s i t i o n s I have bean discussing are not statements; 
but t h a t i s t h e i r strengtho Let us r e t u r n t o the a s s o c i a t i o n , e a r l y on 

2 
i n the passus, of C h r i s t w i t h the Samaritan, the dreamer, and PiarSo 
Ue already know t h a t C h r i s t has something t o do w i t h c h a r i t y (the 
Samaritan)5 we also know t h a t C h r i s t has soma s p e c i a l r e l a t i o n t o the 
poor and the outcast ( U i l l i n h i s waking guise)o Piers i s here to 
remind us of a l i n k between C h r i s t and the d i l i g e n t worker, the good 
servanto None of these statements i s made by Langland and when they 
are made they j u s t look t r i t e o But Langland's t e x t permits them a l l t o 
e x i s t i n p o t e n t i a l i t y , together w i t h many others of the same k i n d , i n 
readiness f o r the meditative readero I have already suggested t h a t the 
reader of Piers Plowman i s i n v i t e d t o make h i s own sense of the materials 
t h a t Langland provides him w i t h (po 25)5 i n t h i s case the subject 
proposed f o r us i s , what most preoccupies the author, God as a man = 

3 
or man as Godo But i t i s not the e x t r a c t i o n of i m p l i c i t statements 
about C h r i s t t h a t i t s e l f gives us the s a t i s f y i n g sense of i l l u m i n a t i o n 
t h a t I am consideringo Langland presents us w i t h the subject ( C h r i s t ) 
unmediatad by any p a r t i c u l a r i n t e r p r e t a t i o n and uncircumscribed by 
any p a r t i c u l a r mode of expression; and thus, I t h i n k , creates the 
i l l u s i o n t h a t C h r i s t himself = not statements about C h r i s t - i s somehow 
presented t o us as we reado The i l l u s i o n i s t h a t we are able, as we 
read, t o acquire "kynde knowynge" i n the sense I suggested e a r l i e r ; 
knowledge so immediate t h a t i t does not merely inform but a c t u a l l y 
reformso^ Presumably an a c t u a l encounter w i t h C h r i s t would provide 
such knowledge, i f anything wouldo I t remains, when a l l i s s a i d , an 
i l l u s i o n , a semblance of "kynde knowynge"; reading Piars Plowman does 
not, u n f o r t u n a t e l y , guarantee salvationo But we can be g r a t e f u l f o r i t 

1o Cfo Stanley F i s h , Self-Consuming A r t i f a c t s , pp, 409-1 
2o Cfo above, ppo I 6 6 - 6 8 0 

3o Langland makes use of the Anselmian compound Deus-homo (B XI 205, 
C I I I 401a)o See 3ohn Norton-Smith, William Lanqland, ppo 66-57o 

4o Cfo above, po I I O 0 
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as readers of poetry. Euan Langland must occa s i o n a l l y have f e l t t h a t 
he had achieved something t h a t was beyond the reach of "reasonable" 
discourse, although he would not have had a term t o describe h i s 
achievement. I n f a c t i t supremely e x e m p l i f i e s what we c a l l C h r i s t i a n 
a r t . 



183 

C h a p t e r F o u r 

"AC"; NEGATIVE JUXTAPOSITION IN PIERS PLOU/mAN 

I 

The OED l a c o n i c a l l y gives the s i g n i f i c a t i o n of A£ as "But", but of the 
various s i g n i f i c a t i o n s of OED But, conjo, only one or two are relevant to 
Ac, i n p a r t i c u l a r 25s " I n t r o d u c i n g a statement of the nature of an 
o b j e c t i o n , l i m i t a t i o n or c o n t r a s t t o what has gone before; sometimes, i n 
i t s weakest form, merely expressing disconnexion, or emphasizing the 
i n t r o d u c t i o n of a d i s t i n c t or independent f a c t c o " ^ "Ac" and "but" are 
used along w i t h "and", " f o r " , "than", "so" and s i m i l a r words by t h a t 
class of medieval w r i t e r s who l i k e t o begin almost every sentence ( i f 
t h a t i s what we should c a l l these u n i t s ) w i t h a connectiva the s t y l e 
f o r m a l i z e d and perfected by flaloryo They are very o f t e n i n t h e i r 
"weakest form" and are sometimes no mors than verbal t i c s t h a t could 
e a s i l y be omittedo The word "ac", which f e l l i n t o disuse i n most of 
England not long a f t e r Langland wrota, i s of t e n replaced i n Piers 
Plowman msso, and i n some (sogo Cambridge U n i v e r s i t y L i b r a r y I*1S Ddo 1o 17 
and Cambridge U n i v e r s i t y L i b r a r y MS Llo 4 14, as w e l l as Robert Crowley's 
e d i t i o n s ) the word s u b s t i t u t e d i s most commonly "and" r a t h e r than "but"o 

I t i s g e n e r a l l y t r u e t h a t the adversative force of "ac" w i l l be less than 
we are apt t o supposeo Even i n the Ancrene Uisse, whose author i s a very 
precise s t y l i s t , "ah" ( i o B o "ac") must sometimes be given less than i t s 
f u l l l o g i c a l weighto I n order t o show t h i s I must begin my quotation some 
way backs 

ludas nacabeu hwa stod a j s i n him? Alswa i ludicumo ^ a t f o l c >a h i t 
easkeds a f t e r losues dea^o hwa schulde baon hare dug ant leaden ham 
i f a r d e . Quia a r i t dux noster? vre lauerd ham ondswsrede, ludas schal 
gan biuoren owo ant i c h c h u l l e ower faes lond biteachen i n h i s hondeno 
l o k i " ! nu f u l 3Borne hwet t i s beo t o seggeno losue speala'^ heale ant 
ludas s c h r i f t as l u d i t h o penne i s iosue deado hwen sawls heala i s 
f o r l o r a n >urh eani deadlich sunna<, |>3 sunfola s e o l f i s unwihtas 
lond pe i s ure daadliche f a ^ ah ['is lond ure lauerd b i h a t to 
biteachen i ludasa honden. f o r hwon ^ a t he ga biuoreno^ 

The words f o l l o w i n g "ah" c e r t a i n l y do not c o n t r a d i c t or q u a l i f y anything 

1o See also PIED ac, con j o , 4o 
2o DoRoRo T o l k i e n , edo, Ancrene Uisse; Edited from WS. Corpus C h r i s t i College 

Cambridge 402, EET5, OoSo 249 (Londons Oxford U n i v e r s i t y Press, 1962), 
pp„ 154-55 ( f o l o 81b, l l o 13-28; f1, 300), w i t h abbreviations expandsdo 
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t h a t has j u s t been e x p l i c i t l y s t a t e d o "Ah" i s , however, loosely 
appropriate because i t marks a change at the emotional l e v e l o The soul 
seemed doomed i n the previous sentence, but God now i n d i c a t e s 
( a l l e g o r i c a l l y ) a means of salvationo Whether the l a s t p a r t of the 
passage can t h e r e f o r e be said t o q u a l i f y what precedes i t by denying 
one of i t s apparent i m p l i c a t i o n s i s debatable; the main f u n c t i o n of 
"ah" i s c e r t a i n l y t o p o i n t an emotional contrasto^ I n Malory's works, 
two and a h a l f c e n t u r i e s l a t e r , "but" i s very o f t e n used i n the same 
way, as here; 

So whan dame Eleyne was brought unto the quene a y t h i r made 
other goode chere as by countenaunce, but nothynqe wyth there 
harteso But a l l men and women spake of the beaute of dame 
Elayneo^ 

Here the two statements have no l o g i c a l r e l a t i o n t o each other at a l l ; 
the c o n t r a s t i s s o l e l y between a sentence t h a t d i s t u r b s us and one t h a t 
s l i g h t l y r e s t o r e s our equanimityo 

This way of using "but" i s a n a t u r a l one i n pure n a r r a t i v e , and f-lalory's 
usage i s very consistento I n some parts of the South English Legendary, 
however, we f i n d "ac" used i n a way t h a t i s more reminiscent of 
Langland; 

For wi^oute sorwe of haorte no sunne n i s f o r ^ i u e 
A mon were betere f o r i s sunne beo s o r i and vnssriue 
^anne i s s r i u e wi^oute sorinesse & bet ssolde beo f o r ^ i u e 
For i t i s i w r i t e ^ a t seinte Peter ^ r i e oure Louerd forsok 
Ha 3eode out & sore wep inou & g r e t deol t o him tok 
Ac we ne findej'' i w r i t e i n no stude >at he were ysrof i s s r i u a 
Ac na|>elBs as w i t e > a l i s sunne beop f or^^iuB 
Ac f o r |?an ne beo noman so t r i s t i ,>ertb 
^a t he f o r a l i s sorinesse ne beo i s s r i u e also 
Ac raonimen ar h i beo scriue s o r i beo ^ inou 
Ac a f t e r be s s r i f t do^ swu^a l i t e ac me ['inc^ ̂ a t i s wou 

("Lent" 90-100)0'' 
The passage proceeds by making a series of approximations t o the w r i t e r ' s 
viewso His f i r s t aim i s t o stress the importance of sorrow, using Saint 
Peter's tears a f t e r h i s denials as an exampleo This f i r s t attempt, 
however, has gone too f a r i n seaming to suggest t h a t sorrow i s both 

I 0 Again, i t i s hard t o be c e r t a i n whether the "ah"s a t f o l o 48b, l i n e 
14, and f o l o 107b, l i n e 15, should be i n t e r p r e t e d as i n t r o d u c i n g a 
c o n t r a d i c t i o n of what some readers may have taksn as a suggestion, 
or as i n d i c a t i n g a s t r u c t u r a l break. 

2o Eugene Vinaver, edo, Malory; Uorks, p, 485, l l o 14-16o 
3 o O'Evalyn and M i l l , I , 1 3 1 - 3 2 o 
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necessary and s u f f i c i e n t ^ l eaving no room f o r s h r i f t o A c o r r e c t i o n i s 
needed! no man should be so sure of himself as t o dispense w i t h s h r i f t o 
But there i s more t o be sa i d s t i l l , because the author, l i k e Langland, 
i s aware t h a t sorrow can mean many things ( " I am evere sory quod Envye 
I am but selde o o t h e r " ) , s o he needs t o po i n t out t h a t the t r a n s i e n t 
and inconsequential sorrow of some sinners has no share i n h i s praiseo 

This e x p o s i t i o n continues t o advance by making i n c r e a s i n g l y f i n e 
c o r r e c t i o n s f o r a f u r t h e r twenty l i n e s or soo The method i s a r t l e s s but 
f a r from i n e f f e c t i v e ; by the end a q u i t e complex group of ideas has 
been p l a i n l y presented, wit h o u t unnecessary and d i s t r a c t i n g explanationo 
The very i m p r e c i s i o n of "ac" i s h e l p f u l t o the w r i t e r here, as i t 
enables him t o a l e r t us t o a f u r t h e r p o i n t without needing t o explain 
how i t can be r e l a t e d t o what precedes i t o Consequently i t i s the 
reader who, i f he f e e l s i n c l i n e d t o , must do the work of d e f i n i n g e x a c t l y 
the r o l e s of sorrow and s h r i f t 9 or d i s t i n g u i s h i n g the various senses of 
sorrow; the author has released himself from a duty t h a t the w r i t e r of 
modern prose would be hard pressed t o avoido As i t was c e r t a i n l y no 
p a r t of h i s i n t e n t i o n to become immersed i n such matters, t h i s l i m i t a t i o n 

2 
i n what the passage says can only be enviously admiredo 

The word "ac" i s hare used t o b r i n g together a series of d i f f e r e n t 
statements w i t h o u t r e l a t i n g them d e f i n i t i v e l y o They are, however, 
capable of being r e l a t e d , and f o r t h i s reason the passage i s , i n the 
everyday sense, communicativeo That d e s c r i p t i o n cannot be applied so 
e a s i l y t o the e x t r a c t from Piers t h a t f o l l o w s , i n which Langland»s own 
c h a r a c t e r i s t i c use of "ac" i s displayedo 

I am Ymagenatyf quod he y d e l was y neuere 
Thogh y sste by mysulue suche i s my grace 
Y haua folewed the i n f a y t h mo then f o u r t y wynter 
And wissed the f o l o f t e what Dowel was t o mens 

5 And conseyled the f o r Cristes sake no creature t o b y g i l a 

I 0 B U 1260 
2o From a d i f f e r e n t p o i n t of view, we can sea t h i s s t y l a as compensating 

(unconsciously, of course) f o r the l i m i t e d use of the subordinate 
clause i n n i d d l e English, and the consequent d i f f i c u l t y of expressing 
" q u a l i f i c a t i o n , doubt and other f a c t o r s which temper the pure statement 
of f a c t " ( i M o F o Blake, The English Language i n nedieval L i t e r a t u r e , 
p„ 1 4 5 ) 0 
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No>'er t o l y e ne t o lacke ne l e r e bat i s defended 
Ne t o s p i l l e no specha as f o r t o speke an ydel 
Ne no tyme t o tyne ne trewe thyng tene 
Loue the and leue f o r t h i n >e lawe of holy chirche 

10 And thenne dost thow wel withoute drede ho can do bet no force 
Clerkes >at conne a l y hope they can do b e t t e r e 
Ac h i t s o f f i s e t h t o be saued and be such as y tauhte 
Ac f o r louye and t o lene and lyue wel and byleue 
I s ycalde Caritas Kynde Loue an Engelysche 

15 And Kat i s Dobet y f eny suche be a blessed man i>at helpeth 
That pees be and pacience and pore withoute defaute 
Beacius est dare quam petere 
Ac c a t e l and kynde w i t acombreth f o l monye 
hio i s hym ^ a t hem weldeth but he hem wel despene 
Scientes a t non f a c i e n t e s v a r i i s f l a q e l l i s vapulabunt 
Ac communlyche connynge and vnkynde rychesse 

20 As l o r e l e s t o be lordes and lewede men techares 
And holy chirche horen helpe auerous and coueytous 
Druyeth vp Dowel and d i s t r u y e t h Dobest 
Ac grace i s a grass ^er=fore t o don hem e f t e growe 
Ac grace ne groweth nat t i l gode«=uil gyue reyne 

25 And woky thorw gode warkes wikkede hertes 
Ac ar such a w i l wexa worcheth god sulus 
And sent f o r t h the seynt e s p i r i t t o do loue sprynge 
S p i r i t u s v b i v u l t s p i r a t 
So grace withouten grace of god and also gode werkes 
May nat be be ^ow syker thogh we bidde euere 

30 Ac c l e r g i e cometh bote of syhte and kynde w i t of s t e r r e s 
As to be bore or bygete i n such a c o n s t i l l a c i o u n 
That w i t wexeth t h e r o f and o^er wordes bathe 
Vultus huius s e c u l l sunt s u b i e c t i v u l t i b u s c e l e s t i b u s 
So grace i s a g i f t s of god and kynde w i t a chaunce 
And c l e r g i e a connynga of kynde w i t t e s techyng 

(C XIV 1-34)o 
This passage i l l u s t r a t e s the d i s t i n c t i o n I made above when I applied 
the a d j e c t i v e " f r u s t r a t i n g " t o Langland's poetry, but only w i t h 
reference t o the reader's search f o r denotative meanings (po 149)o 
That r e s t r i c t i o n i s c l e a r l y appropriate herso Ymaginatif's demeanour 
i s i n general r e a s s u r i n g , calm and r a t i o n a l ; indeed i t i s part of 
Langland's i n t e n t i o n a t the s t a r t of t h i s passus, I t h i n k , t o e s t a b l i s h 
Ymaginatif as a speaker who, p r e c i s e l y because he does not claim t o be 
omniscient, has considerable a u t h o r i t y o He i s more of a c o n v e r s a t i o n a l i s t 
and less of a preacher than Wit or Clergy, and W i l l , who has woken 
"aschamed" from h i s inner dream, leads us i n an a t t i t u d e of p o l i t e 
submissivenesSo Ymaginatif's a b i l i t y t o mediate between the extreme 
views w i t h which we have been bombarded e a r l i e r i n the t h i r d v i s i o n i s 
another f a c t o r i n our p o s i t i v e rasponseo In disputes where deadlock has 



- 1 3 7 -

apparently been reached, the way forward i s o f t e n through r e d e f i n i t i o n , 
and t h i s i s provided by Ymaginatif when he f i r m l y d i s t i n g u i s h e s between 
" c l e r g i e " and "kynde w i t " o Such rehandling of the m a t e r i a l s always 
induces a r e f r e s h i n g sensation of progress, even i f i t i s an i l l u s o r y 
oneo On the s u b j e c t of " c l e r g i e " i t s e l f , Ymaginatif takes a middle 
course, denying t h a t l e a r n i n g i s i t s e l f a sign of grace but defending 
i t s value as an a i d t o salvationo The same tendency t o r e c o n c i l e 
d i f f e r e n t views i s manifested i n Yraaginatif's comments on the 
troublesome cases of Trajan and the good t h i e f o The formar was ( i n i t i a l l y ) 
damned, yes, but h a r d l y so; the l a t t e r was saved, yes, but hardly soo 
Ymaginatif's play w i t h the word "hardly" i t s e l f ( v i x ) i s c h a r a c t e r i s t i c ; 
he w i l l e x t r a c t a moderate and commonsensical meaning from the most 
unpromising textso When I was discussing "reason", i n Chapter I I , 
Ymaginatif ( l i k e the Samaritan) could have provided me w i t h plenty of 
i l l u s t r a t i v e m a t e r i a l i f I had been short of i t o 

Langland's r a v i s a d version of the Ymaginatif section i n C seems intended 
t o u n d e r l i n e the speaker's reasonablenesso Passus XIU i s one of the 
most successful and most complete parts of the C t e x t ; and Langland's 
aim i s e v i d e n t l y t o c l a r i f y f u r t h e r what was already a comparatively 
l u c i d p a r t of Piers» For example, i n B Passus X I I Ymaginatif begins 
by t r e a t i n g " c l e r g i e " and "kynde w i t " together? 

Ac y e t i s c l e r g i a t o comende and kynde w i t bothe 
(B X I I 70)o 

There i s no absolute c o n t r a d i c t i o n when "kynde w i t " i s subsequently 
compared unfavourably w i t h " c l e r g i e " (B X I I l O S f f o ) , but i t i s 
unexpected, and the reader u n c h a r i t a b l y suspects Ymaginatif (and 
Langland) of s e t t i n g o f f without having planned i n advance what to sayo 
I n the C t e x t , however, t h a t suspicion i s not aroused; the l i n e j u s t 
quoted becomess 

And ^ut i s c l e r g i e t o comende f o r Cristes loue more 
Then eny connyng of kynde w i t but c l e r g i h i t reule 

(C XIU 35=36)o 

These l i n e s come d i r e c t l y a f t a r the opening of the passus t h a t I quoted 
above, and they i l l u s t r a t e the more d i s c u r s i v e and connected s t y l e of 

1o 8 X I I 2 7 9 - 8 0 ; C XIU 203-04o 
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the r e s t of the passus; i t w i l l be observed t h a t the "ac" of B X I I 7 0 , 

expressing disconnexion, has become the "and" of C XIU 3 5 , expressing 
connexiono 

I t i s t h i s opening, however, which i s the most r a d i c a l l y revised p a r t of 
the passuso Like the r e s t , i t has a relaxed and confident tone; but 
u n l i k e the r e s t i t does not f o l l o w a smooth and continuous courseo 

This applies e s p e c i a l l y t o the section between l i n e 1 3 and l i n e 2 9 , 

which i s dominated by the word "ac" and i s consequently s i m i l a r i n 
appearance t o the e x t r a c t I quoted from the South English Legendary» 
I do not t h i n k the ease of tone and d i f f i c u l t y of form are c o n t r a d i c t o r y 
phenomena; t o g e t h e r , they express a casual, conversational mannero 

Nevertheless J, there i s a great d i f f e r e n c e between t h i s opening and the 
r e s t of the passuso I have extended the quotation t o include l i n e s 3 0 

t o 3 4 i n order t o i l l u s t r a t e t h i s o I t w i l l be seen t h a t they propose a 
thres'-fold scheme (grace, " c l e r g i e " , "kynde w i t " ) and c a r r y i t through; 
they are "reasonable" not only because what i s said i s sensible and 
moderate but because t h i s neat r e s o l u t i o n of a proposed scheme suggests 
a stable mode w i t h i n which the three terms have f i x e d meanings and the 
c o n s t r u c t i v e a c t i v i t y of "reason" can therefore be undertaken without 
f e a r of d i s r u p t i o n o A l l of t h i s i s i n sharp contrast w i t h the d i s o r i e n t a t i n g 
progression of the f i r s t twenty-nine l i n e s , which I s h a l l now examine 
i n greater d e t a i l o 

Ymaginatif begins o b l i q u e l y but c o n f i d i n g l y by speaking of himself, thus 
2 

e s t a b l i s h i n g the i n t i m a t e manner t h a t has already been notedo His 
r a p i d modulation i n t o d i d a c t i c advice i s n o t , however, unexpected (we 
know t h a t he i s i n f a c t only one of the dreamer's i n t e r n a l f a c u l t i e s ) o 

His advice i n the f i r s t twelve l i n e s , although uncompromising, comes as 

1 o Langland removes the famous passage i n which the dreamer t r i e s to 
j u s t i f y h i s dabblings i n poetry, although there i s s t i l l some echo of 
i t i n C XIU 4 = 9 , where the advice given seems p a r t i c u l a r l y relevant 
t o someone, l i k e Langland h i m s e l f , who w r i t e s about societyo 

2 o W i l l has asked him h i s name, but there are many ways of r e p l y i n g to 
such questionso We might c o n t r a s t the d i s t a n t responses of Liberum 
A r b i t r i u m , who takes every question as the cue f o r a general 
d i s s e r t a t i o n and p e r s i s t e n t l y shrugs o f f W i l l ' s e f f o r t s t o e s t a b l i s h a 
mora i n f o r m a l s t y l e of i n t e r c o u r s e , u n t i l he i s f i n a l l y driven t o take 
more p a r t i c u l a r n o t i c e of h i s questioner, whereupon he leads him i n t o a 
t r a p and raassarts h i s a u t h o r i t y w i t h a s t i n g i n g rebuke (C XUI 1 5 7 - 2 1 2 a ) o 
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a great r e l i e f t o the reader who seeks (as we n a t u r a l l y do) f o r a 
s t r a i g h t f o r w a r d meaning from a purportedly e t h i c a l t e x t o I t i s simple 
to understand, does not sound too hard t o obey, and (best of a l l ) t e l l s 
us t h a t we need not bother w i t h the d i f f i c u l t issues t h a t have emerged 
i n the t u r m o i l e d w r i t i n g of previous passuso The f i r s t "ac", a t l i n e 12, 
i s f u l l y i n accord w i t h the reassuring content of t h i s opening; i t i s 
used t o r e t u r n us from a momentary d i g r e s s i o n ( i n l i n e 11) t o a 
conclusive restatement of the main themeo 

How has such l u c i d i t y and reasonableness been achieved? Tha answer, 
s u r e l y , i s t h a t Ymaginatif places extreme l i m i t a t i o n s on the subject 
under discussion; he discourages i n t e r e s t i n Debet and speculation about 
whether c l e r k s are l i k e l y t o achieve i t o But i n Piers Plowman such r i g i d l y 
d efined frameworks do not u s u a l l y l a s t very l o n g , and t h i s one i s no 
exceptiono Ymaginatif leads us a t once down a path t h a t has j u s t been 
s p e c i f i c a l l y closed o f f ( l i n e s 13 t o 16a)o I t i s the word "ac", used 
u n t r a n s l a t a b l y t o make a f o r c e f u l s h i f t from one viewpoint t o another, 
t h a t enables the b a r r i e r t o be overcomeo 

The d i f f i c u l t y i n these l i n e s on Dobet i s not t h a t they are hard t o 
understand i n themselves (despite curious syntax i n l i n e s 13 and 16), 
nor t h a t what they say i s o b j e c t i o n a b l e or even novelo I t i s merely t h a t 
t h e i r presence i n t h i s context negates the f i n a l i t y of l i n e s 1 to 12, 
and replaces conclusions w i t h questionso There i s no problem here w i t h 
tha progression from Dowel to Dobet; the former d e f i n i t i o n , r e c a l l i n g 
those of Wit, i s couched e n t i r e l y i n terms of avoiding s i n and obeying 
r u l e s , while the l a t t e r displays a f a r more energetic and concrete 
understanding of v i r t u o u s l i v i n g o Ymaginatif saems than t o be sketching 
the f a m i l i a r progressive p a t t e r n of Dowel, Dobet and Dobesto The trouble 
i s t h a t he has j u s t t o l d us not t o worry about Dobet, and we have no 
wish t o , since the main subject has been r e a d i l y i d a n t i f i e d as the 
dreamer and h i s need to do w e l l , and d i g r e s s i n g from a main subject 
always requires e x t r a concentrationo floreover, l i n e 11 had seemed 
somewhat dismissive of the c l e r k l y l i f e , but these l i n e s present i t 
i n an i d e a l form; and while t h i s i d e a l i s doubtless r a r e l y achiaved 
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i t c e r t a i n l y seems a worthy one t o aim a t o ^ The subject t h a t we have 
been t o l d t o ignore i s r a p i d l y becoming both mora complex and, 
f o r m a l l y , more c e n t r a l , while the o r i g i n a l boundaries of Ymaginatif's 
e x p o s i t i o n are being f o r g o t t e n or ignoredo This t r a n s i t i o n i s completed 
when the next "ac" d i v e r t s us i n t o a c o nsideration of the dangers of 
" c a t a l and kynde w i t " ( l i n e s 17 t o 22)o 

The abruptness of t h i s second change of tack may be p a r t i a l l y 
a t t r i b u t a b l e t o careless r e v i s i o n ; the corresponding passage ( p r e f i x e d 
by "so" r a t h e r than "ac") i s f a r more obviously t i e d t o i t s context i n 
the B t e x t (B X I I 5 5 f f o ) o However, i t i s only one of a series of sharp 
d e v i a t i o n s i n the r e v i s e d v e r s i o n , and may t h e r e f o r e be considered 
appropriate and i n t e n t i o n a l , because of i t s very inconsequenceo I t i s 
no t , as P e a r s a l l p o i n t s out (C XIU 17no)si e n t i r e l y unconnected w i t h 
what has gone beforeo Tha p i t f a l l s of c l e r k s have already been hint e d 
a t i n l i n e 1 1 , and the c h a r i t a b l e use of e a r t h l y goods i s ona of the 
f e a t u r e s of Dobet as described i n l i n e s 13 t o 16ao Furthermore, l i n e 
22 h i n t s t h a t tha e v i l s described here are p e c u l i a r l y r e l a t e d to Dobet; 
they are tha vices t h a t most endanger t h i s kind of v i r t u o u s l i f e (the 
c l e r k l y l i f e of l i n e 11)o Such connexions can be perceived i n r e t r o s p e c t ; 
what i s f a i t i n reading, however, i s a marked sense of d i s c o n t i n u i t y o 
The c l e r k s of l i n e 11 were c l e a r l y recognizable as a d i g r e s s i o n ; the 
main subject was the dreamer and h i s need t o do wello But now they have 
usurped t h i s p o s i t i o n , and they b r i n g w i t h them a corresponding change 
i n the mode of expression =• the vox clamantia of Gower's poem, which 
recurs p e r i o d i c a l l y throughout Langland's poem and which i s usad f o r 
impassioned commentary on the i l l s of the ageo Such a general and public 
s t y l e seems i n c o n s i s t e n t w i t h the o r i g i n a l emphasis on pragmatic advica 
addressed t o an i n d i v i d u a l case; the "ac"s have p r e c i p i t a t e d a rapid 
s h i f t of focus, and the reader becomes uncertain whether the passus i s 
r e a l l y about U i l l or about the r o l e of clerkso 

1o I take these l i n e s t o r s f a r p a r t i c u l a r l y t o the r e l i g i o u s l i f e , p a r t l y 
because of the "blessed man" of l i n e 15 and p a r t l y because i t saems 
reasonable i n view of the references i n l i n e s 10 and 11 and tha l a t e r 
i m p l i c a t i o n of l i n e 22 t o assume a loose i d e n t i f i c a t i o n between Dobet 
and the c l e r k l y l i f e throughout t h i s sectiono The f a c t t h a t Caritas 
cannot r e a l l y be contained i n t h i s way r e v e a l s , I t h i n k , the l i m i t a t i o n s 
of Ymaginatif's viewpointo The l i n e s " u n i n t e n t i o n a l l y " foreshadow l a t e r 
developments i n the poem t h a t transcend the l e v e l of t h i s passuso 



- 191 -

That u n c e r t a i n t y has a s i g n i f i c a n t r e l a t i o n s h i p t o the content of the 
r e s t of the passus, which proves t o be about both; t h a t i s , Ymaginatif 
seeks to r e - e s t a b l i s h order by " p l a c i n g " both the dreamer, who i s not a 
c l e r k , and the c l e r k s themselveso I t was W i l l who o r i g i n a l l y usurped 
the r o l e of the c l e r k s , by dismissing the value of l e a r n i n g and 
s u b s t i t u t i n g f o r i t h i s own u n d i s c i p l i n e d researches; 

Ac why ^ t on theef vppon j-e cros cryant hym 3elde 
Rather then ^ t oper thogh thow woldest apose 
A l i a )>e c l e r k e s vnder C r i s t ne couthe h i t a s s o i l l e 
Quare'placuit? quia v o l u i t 
And so y sey by >e p»at sekest a f t u r >e whyes 
How creatures han kynde w i t and how clarkes come t o bokes 
And how t'e f l o u r e s i n ^ f r y t h cometh t o fayre hewes 
Was neuere creature vnder C r i s t ^ a t knewe wel ^e bygynnyng 
Bote Kynde \^at contreuede h i t f u r s t of h i s corteyse w i l l s 

(C XIV 153-60) 
Ymaginatif, i n p u r s u i t of order, t r i e s t o disentangle t h i s confusion and 
confine the dreamer, " c l e r g i e " and "kynde w i t " w i t h i n t h e i r proper 
bounderieso 

An answer t o the question r a i s e d e a r l i e r concerning the d i f f e r e n c e between 
t h i s opening and the r e s t of the passus can now be attemptedo Ymaginatif 
does not begin d i r e c t l y w i t h s t r a i g h t f o r w a r d e x p o s i t i o n but f i r s t 
impresses upon us the i n s u f f i c i e n c y of our own understandingo His manner 
promises i l l u m i n a t i o n , but i t i s not d e l i v e r e d a t oncso Instead, the 
formal d i f f i c u l t i e s of these l i n e s r e f l e c t the the confusion of the 
dreamer and even mimic h i s own tendency t o dwell on subjects t h a t do not 
concern himo Ymaginatif must f o l l o w him i n t h i s , simply i n order t o r e t u r n 
him t o the proper way forward, which i s t o do w e l l o W i l l had no business 
to r a i s e the question of l e a r n i n g , but sinca he has done so, something 
must be done t o q u i e t himo The passage I have quoted b r i e f l y r e c a p i t u l a t e s 
aspects of t h a t questiono The c l e r k l y l i f e i s , seen from one point of 
view, admirable ( l i n e s 13 t o 16a); yet i t can go t e r r i b l y wrong ( l i n e s 
17 t o 22)o Our own d i f f i c u l t y , as readers, i s t o synthesise these 
d i f f e r e n t ideas i n t o a s i n g l e c o n s istent set of b e l i e f s ; and Ymaginatif 
makes us conscious of t h i s d i f f i c u l t y i n order to a l e r t us t o the 
necessity of the k i n d of e x p o s i t i o n he proceeds t o d e l i v e r o 

I n the passage from the South English Legendary we saw the repeated use 
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of "ac" t o l i n k together a series of statements each of which q u a l i f i e s 
the previous oneo Ymaginatif uses "ac" to l i n k passages t h a t are 
impossible t o r e c o n c i l e , and thus t o express a problem r a t h e r than to 
r e f i n e an answero One reason f o r the i m p o s s i b i l i t y of r e c o n c i l i a t i o n 
i s t h a t d i f f e r e n t modes of thought operate i n t h e ' d i f f e r e n t passageso 
The l i n e s about Caritas o f f e r i d e a l p r e s c r i p t i o n ; the l i n e s t h a t f o l l o w 
o f f e r a p i c t u r e of sad r e a l i t y o Clearly a proper judgment of " c l e r g i a " 

•J 

cannot be a t t a i n e d from e i t h e r standpointo The one takes no account 
of how the c l e r k l y l i f e may a c t u a l l y be embodied; the other completely 
ignores the t e l e o l o g i c a l dimension, the reason why there are c l e r k s 
i n the world a t a l i o "Ac" deprives us of c e r t a i n t y because i t i s , i n 
Piers Plowman, a word t h a t can be followed by anything, and t h i s includes 
ideas t h a t we presume to be m a t e r i a l but t h a t cannot be accommodated 
because they i n h a b i t an e n t i r e l y d i f f e r e n t thought-worldo 

Ymaginatif plays w i t h f i r e i n so deserting his h a b i t u a l l y d i s c u r s i v e 
manner, and he gets burnto I r o n i c a l l y the unresolved p o s s i b i l i t i e s 
evoked by t h i s passage are broader i n scope than the reasonable 
r e s o l u t i o n s t h a t followo I am t h i n k i n g i n p a r t i c u l a r of the l i n e s on 
grace ( 2 3 t o 2 9 ) , which I have not yet discussedo Here an i l l - j u d g e d 
"ac" opens up areas t h a t Ymaginatif himself w i l l not be able t o 
encompasso I t w i l l have been observed t h a t i n an otherwise prosaic 
passage the appearance of grace coincides w i t h a small poetic climaxo 
A s l i g h t r i s e i n emotional temperature begins w i t h the declamatory 
stance taken up by the speaker at l i n e 17, but h i s language, though 
passionate, i s c o l o u r l e s s u n t i l the welcome appearance of the n a t u r a l 
imagery t h a t begins a t l i n e 22o This crescendo i s , i t seems, one t h a t 
Ymaginatif r e g r e t s , f o r he immediately takes steps t o damp i t down 
by a s e r i e s of q u a l i f i c a t i o n s t h a t diminish the promise of grace t h a t 
he has i n c a u t i o u s l y h i n t e d a t ( l i n e 23)o The conclusion i n l i n e s 28 t o 
29 i s a n t i c l i m a c t i c a l l y reasonable, and Ymaginatif's i n c o r p o r a t i o n of 
grace i n t o the t h r a e - f o l d scheme of l i n e s 30 t o 34 may be taken as a 

1o I am making the medieval presumption t h a t there i s such a t h i n g as 
a "proper judgment" t h a t transcends any p a r t i c u l a r set of c r i t e r i s o 
Pure r e l a t i v i s m was scarcely an a v a i l a b l e philosophy i n Langland's 
cu l t u r e o There i s always a supreme standpoint from which, f o r example, 
God can pronounce h i s c r e a t i o n "good"; not good i n one way or another, 
but good s i m p l i c i t e r o 
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symbolic imprisonmant of the forces t h a t he has u n i n t e n t i o n a l l y released. 
Grace i s a dangerous concept; dangerous i n p a r t i c u l a r t o tha reasonable 
world t h a t Ymaginatif presents, bacause i t i s a d i s r u p t e r of h i e r a r c h i e s . 
I t can make meaningless the moral progression of Dowel, Dobet and Oobest, 
because the grace t h a t f o l l o w s repentance can make sa i n t s out of those 
who have not performed any of the a c t i v i t i e s l i s t e d under the the headings 
of Dowel or Dobet; f o r example, Saint Mary Magdalene or Saint Mary of 
Egypt (who i s , n a t u r a l l y , the f a v o u r i t e s a i n t of Father Zossima i n The 
Brothers Karamazov). The o r d e r l y world of Ymaginatif i s r e a l l y 
a n t i p a t h e t i c t o these miraculous transformations, which i s why he so 
d r a s t i c a l l y minimizes God's p a r t i n the s t r i k i n g s t o r i e s of Trajan and 
the good t h i e f ; the marginal comment i n l i n e 27a i s " S p i r i t u s v b i v u l t 
s p i r a t " , but Ymaginatif regards the Holy S p i r i t as f o l l o w i n g a s t r i c t 
code of conduct. The c o n t o r t i o n s of l i n e 28 reveal the tr o u b l e he has 
i n r e c o n c i l i n g t h i s n o t i o n t o h i s own point of view. Orthodoxy requires 
him t o bel i e v e t h a t grace i s p r i o r to good works, but h i s n a t u r a l 
tendency, based on an ordinary sense of what i s f i t t i n g , i s t o see i t 
as a consequence of them. Langland himsalf does not regard grace as 
q u i t e the a r b i t r a r y and omnipotent forca t h a t the C a l v i n i s t s posited; 
one's own p o s i t i o n i n the moral hierarchy i s not dismissed as sheer 
i r r e l e v a n c e . Nevertheless I t h i n k he takes i t more s e r i o u s l y than 
Ymaginatif i s able t o , and by the end of the poem we s h a l l see tha 
v i r t u o u s l i f e as i n v o l v i n g repentance and recommitment as w e l l as the 
good works and law-abidingness envisaged by Ymaginatif. 

The way t h a t the "ac"s are used i n t h i s passage, t o provoke i n us a 
sense of the inadequacy of our understanding, i s an appropriate metaphor 
f o r the negative j u x t a p o s i t i o n s t h a t form the subject of t h i s chapter. 
From now on I s h a l l be using my terms i n t h e i r extended sansa - the 
u n i t s t o be considered w i l l be sections rather than l i n e s , and the word 
"ac" w i l l not n e c e s s a r i l y be present - but my p o i n t about the m a t e r i a l 
under discussion w i l l remain s u b s t a n t i a l l y the same. I s h a l l be arguing 
f o r a repeated sequence of the f o l l o w i n g kinds f i r s t , we are presented 
w i t h the s o r t of t r u t h t h a t i s a t t a i n a b l e w i t h i n the l i m i t s defined 
by a chosen mode of thought, j u s t as we are i n the f i r s t twelve l i n e s 
of C Passus XIV; then, Langland u n s e t t l e s us by moving outside those 
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l i m i t s , so t h a t i n i t i a l s a t i s f a c t i o n i s replaced by d i s s a t i s f a c t i o n 
w i t h a t r u t h t h a t can only be had on those terms. I n t h i s way Langland 
seeks, among other t h i n g s , to f r e e us from the i l l u s i o n t h a t s a l v a t i o n 
(the supreme "Tru t h " t h a t i s God) can be f u l l y embodied i n any mode of 
discourse, and t o teach us t h a t no a u t h o r i t y , no preacher, and no poem 
- not even t h i s one - can give us what must be sought i n the a c t i v i t y of 
the C h r i s t i a n l i f e , which only recommences when wa cease from our 
reading. 

I I 

Thanne as I wente by the way whan I was thus awaked 
Hevy chered I yede and elenge i n herte 
For I ne wiste wher t o eta ne a t what place 
And i t neghed neigh the noon and w i t h Nede I matte 

5 That afrountad me f o u l e and f a i t o u r me c a l l e d 
Coudestow noght excuse thee as dide the kyng and othere 
That thow toke t o thy b i l y v e t o clothes and to sustenaunce 
Was by tachynge and by t e l l y n g e of S p i r i t u s Temperancie 
And t h a t thow noma na moora than nede thee taughte 

10 And nede ne hath no lawe ne nsvere shal f a l l e i n dette 
For t h r e thynges he taketh h i s l i f f o r t o save 
That i s mete whan men hym werneth and ha no monye weldeth 
Ne wight noon wol ben h i s borugh ne wed hath noon t o legge 
And he cacche i n t h a t caas and come t h e r t o by s l e i g h t e 

15 He synneth noght soo t h l i c h e t h a t so wynneth h i s foode 
And though he come so to a c l o o t h and kan no b e t t r a chevyssaunce 
Nede anoon r i g h t e nymeth hym under maynprise 
And i f hym l i s t f o r t o lape the lawe of kynde wolde 
That he dronke a t ech dych er he deide f o r t h u r s t 

20 So Nede a t g r e t nede may nyman as f o r h i s owena 
liiithouten c o n s e i l of Conscience or Cardynala Uertues 
So t h a t he sewe and save S p i r i t u s Temperancie 
For i s no vertue b i f e r t o S p i r i t u s Temperancie 
Neither S p i r i t u s l u s t i c i e ne S p i r i t u s F o r t i t u d i n i s 

25 For S p i r i t u s F o r t i t u d i n i s f o r f e t e t h f u l o f t e 
He shal do moore than mesure many tyme and o f t a 
And bete men over b i t t r e and som body t o l i t e l 
And greve men g r e t t e r than good f a i t h i t wolde 
And S p i r i t u s l u s t i c i e shal juggen wole he n a l he 

30 A f t a r the kynges counseil and the commune l i k e 
And S p i r i t u s Prudencie i n many a po i n t shal f a i l l e 
Of t h a t he wenath wolde f a l l e i f h i s w i t na weere 
Uenynge i s no wysdom na wys ymaginacion 
Homo proponit a t Deus d i s p o n i t 
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God governeth a l l e goode vertues 
35 And Nede i s next hym f o r anoon he meksth 

And as lowe as a lomb f o r lakkyng t h a t hym nedeth 
For nede maketh nede f e l e nedes lowe-herted 
Philosophres forsoke welthe f o r t h e i wolde be nedy 
And woneden wel elengely and wolde noght be r i c h e 

40 And God a l h i s grete joye goostlicha he l e f t s 
And cam and took mankynde and bicam nedy 
So he was nedy as s e i t h the Book i n manye sondry places 
That he seide i n h i s sorwe on the selve roode 
Bothe fox and fowel may f i e t o hole and crepe 

45 And the f i s s h hath fyn t o f l e t e w i t h t o reste 
Ther nede hath ynome ma t h a t I moot nede abide 
And s u f f r e sorwes f u l soure t h a t shal to joye torne 
F o r t h i be noght abasshed to bide and t o be nedy 
S i t h he t h a t wroghte a l the world was w i l f u l l i c h e nedy 

50 Ne nevere noon so nedy ne poverer deide 
(B XX 1-50).'' 

A negative j u x t a p o s i t i o n occurs when two or more ideas or statements 
are presented t o the reader as associated, but cannot i n f a c t be 
connected i n a s t r a i g h t f o r w a r d or l o g i c a l way, and when the reader's 
experience i s b e t t e r described as a sense of p e r p l e x i t y than as a sense 
of i l l u m i n a t i o n . The word "ac" need not be present ( t h a t i s j u s t a l a b e l ) , 
and i t w i l l be observed t h a t i n Nede's speech, which i s my next example 
of negative j u x t a p o s i t i o n , "ac" does not occur at a l l . On the contrary, 
the syntax i s dominated by the words "and", "so" and " f o r " , suggesting 
a close argument i n which the various points a r i s e n a t u r a l l y out of 
each other and are t h e r e f o r e harmoniously r e l a t e d . Yet the e f f e c t i s , 
p a r a d o x i c a l l y , a negative one, because the statements t h a t we are being 
encouraged t o take together are only acceptable i f we keep them apart. 
Their j u x t a p o s i t i o n h i n t s at conclusions t h a t d i s t u r b us because we 
cannot believe t h a t the author, i s commending them to us. 

The h i s t o r y of Piers Plowman c r i t i c i s m reveals how thoroughly ambiguous 
Need appears. Some scholars have taken h i s advice as unexceptionable; 

There i s no consensus i n e i t h e r B or C mss, about the reading of l i n e 
48, some having "bide" and others "bidde", Sksat's t e x t has the l a t t e r , 
which may w e l l be r i g h t and which explains the reference to begging i n 
Goodridge's note, t o be discussed s h o r t l y . 
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an almost equal number have been deeply suspicious of i t , ^ The e d i t o r s 
too give a d i v i d e d impression, Schmidt t r i e s t o e l u c i d a t e the passage 
and show i t s orthodoxy; so does Pe a r s a l l , but w i t h less enthusiasm; 
"The a u t h o r i t y of Need as a witness i n t h i s episode i s i n f a c t 
thoroughly debatable" (C XXII 37n,), There i s a d i s c e r n i b l e pattern i n 
a l l t h i s . Need c e r t a i n l y does appear a suspicious character, e s p e c i a l l y 
i f the speech i s set i n context (as Frank and Adams, i n p a r t i c u l a r , have 
shown), but i t i s d i f f i c u l t t o p o i n t to anything Need a c t u a l l y says t h a t 
would s u b s t a n t i a t e t h i s c r i t i c i s m . I f we take Need's arguments i n 
i s o l a t i o n (both from the r e s t of the poem and from each other) we s h a l l 
probably f i n d him innocent, I s h a l l not be arguing t h a t Need i s innocent, 
nor t h a t he i s g u i l t y ; i t i s my i n t e n t i o n to show t h a t the problem Need 
poses f o r us i s i n s o l u b l e and t h a t he has tended to make an ambiguous 
impression on readers because he i s ambiguous. 

This i s i n e f f e c t t o argue t h a t a l l i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s of Need are broadly 
c o r r e c t ; but one t h a t I t h i n k i s wrong i s proposed by D,F, Goodridge, 
and accepted by the other recent t r a n s l a t o r of Piers Plowman, Terence 
T i l l e r , Goodridge t e l l s us t h a t "The king of the l a s t Book" ( i . e . B Passus 
XIX) "was wrong i n claiming t o be e n t i r e l y above the law; but W i l l who i s 
i n r e a l , p h y s i c a l need, goes to the other extreme - he i s over-scrupulous 
and immoderately s e l f - d e n y i n g . His discussion w i t h Need represents h i s 
own s e l f - q u e s t i o n i n g about t h i s p o i n t . He now has nothing worse to 
reproach himself w i t h than t h a t he i s too meek, and u n w i l l i n g to beg f o r 
h i s food - a t r i v i a l f a u l t compared w i t h the presumption and despair 
which he gave way t o e a r l i e r , " " This t r a n s f e r s a l l our a t t e n t i o n t o the 
character of the dreamer, as i f Langland meant t o i l l u s t r a t e a stage i n 

1, The f o l l o w i n g are examples; D.W, Robertson, 3r, , and B,F, Huppe, Piers 
Plowman and S c r i p t u r a l T r a d i t i o n ( P r i n c e t o n : Princeton U n i v e r s i t y Press, 
1951), pp, 227-29 (approving); R,W. Frank, 3r,, Piers Plowman and the 
Scheme of S a l v a t i o n ; An I n t e r p r e t a t i o n of Dowel, Dobst, and Dobest 
(New Haven; Yale U n i v e r s i t y Press, 1957), pp, 113-14 (disapproving); 
Morton W, B l o o m f i e l d , Piers Plowman as a Fourteenth-Century Apocalypse 
(New Brunswick; Rutgers U n i v e r s i t y Press, 1961), pp, 135-37 (approving); 
Mary Carruthers, The Search f o r St, Truth, pp, 160-62 (disapproving); 
Robert Adams, "The Nature of Need i n 'Piers Plowman' XX," T r a d i t i o 34 
(1978), 273-301 ( d i s a p p r o v i n g ) , 

2, 3,F, Goodridge, Piers the Ploughman, p, 313, 
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k l i l l ' s s p i r i t u a l progresso I haua alraady argued against t r y i n g to 
discarn a conversion n a r r a t i u s centred on ' J i l l i n Piers Ploujman, and 
t h i s seems to be a case i n pointo^ The one l i n e 

For I ne wiste wher to ete ne at what place 
(B XX 3) 

does not n e c e s s a r i l y imply t h a t W i l l ' s income has ( f o r some unknown 
reason) d r i e d up and t h a t he i s reduced to considering beggary or stealingo 
We do not r e a l l y know the positioPo But whatever ue imagine i t to be, 
i t i s impossible t o read the whole speech a l l e g o r i c a l l y as an account of 
the dreamer's conscientious self-communiono That might do as an 
explanation of the f i r s t t h i r d of the speech, but one of the things t h a t 
makes Need ambiguous i s t h a t he i s t a l k i n g not about one s p e c i f i c 
s i t u a t i o n but about a v a r i e t y of s i t u a t i o n s , not a l l of which could be 
r e l e v a n t t o W i l l o I t i s b e t t e r , I t h i n k , t o see the passage as 
d e l i b e r a t e l y r e t i c e n t about W i l l ' s m a t e r i a l c o n d i t i o n , i n which the poet 
i s not r e a l l y i n t e r e s t e d , as the end of the passage makes clearo I t 
provides a s e t t i n g f o r Need's speech, but has no other functions The 
r e t i c e n c e , however, i s f u n c t i o n a l | because we know t h a t we do not know 
whether Need's arguments can properly be applied i n W i l l ' s case, we 
more e a s i l y discern the nature of these arguments, and i n p a r t i c u l a r 
t h e i r l i m i t e d a p p l i c a t i o n o 

Need begins by askings 

Coudestow noght excuse thee as dide the kyng and othare ooo 
(B XX 6) 

and he o f f e r s the orthodox argument t h a t i n extreme circumstances 
"nede ne hath no lawe" and i t i s permissible t o take whatever one requires 
i n order t o s u r v i v e , no matter t o whom i t belongso From what I have said 
above, i t w i l l be c l e a r t h a t I do not t h i n k ue know the answer t o Need's 
opening questioPo Nor do we know whether i t means "Doesn't t h i s argument 
l e g i t i m a t e l y apply t o you?" or "Couldn't you b r i n g y o u r s e l f t o use t h i s 
argument f o r your own b e n e f i t , even i f i t doesn't r e a l l y apply?" The 
mention of the k i n g suggests the l a t t e r , i f a n y t h i n g j f o r the king's 
argument i s t h a t everything i n the realm i s his f o r the asking (O XIX 

1o Cfo above, po 104o 
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469-79)p and while t h i s would have been assented t o , i n a general way, 
by everyone, i t i s not a p r i n c i p l e t o be e x p l o i t e d at w i l l , and properly 
r e l a t e s only t o a n a t i o n a l c r i s i S o As floHo Keen e x p l a i n s ; "The expense 
of campaigning meant t h a t , i f war broke out, the king had i n e v i t a b l y t o 
look t o h i s subjects f o r grants of taxationo There was no r e a l question 
of t h e i r r e f u s i n g t o a i d him; i t was an acknowledged p r i n c i p l e t h a t 
subjects were bound t o a i d t h e i r r u l e r when necessity and the common 
i n t e r e s t demanded,,"^ But no recent k i n g , not even Edward I , had found 
h i s subjects as w i l l i n g t o hand over t h e i r possessions as he would have 
wished, and c e r t a i n l y not a t a time when no c r i s i s threatenedo Langland's 
k i n g , of course, says nothing about these s p e c i a l circumstances| his 
reading of the common law i s f l a g r a n t l y s e l e c t i v e and motivated only by 
self=>interesto Need's question could w e l l be i n t e r p r e t e d as i n v i t i n g 
W i l l t o adopt the same s t r a t e g y ; seize on a p r i n c i p l e t h a t , i n theory at 
l e a s t , everyone accepts ( i o B o "Need has no l a w " ) , and use i t , regardless 
of your a c t u a l circumstances, t o j u s t i f y any a c t i o n t h a t s u i t s youo 
But I am not arguing t h a t Need's question does mean t h i s ; I am arguing 
t h a t i t i s ambiguouso 

The speech t h a t f o l l o w s f a l l s n a t u r a l l y i n t o three partso In the f i r s t 
( l i n e s 6 t o 22) i t i s argued t h a t one has a basic r i g h t t o the three 
n e c e s s i t i e s of l i f e ; food ( l i n e s 12 t o 15), c l o t h i n g ( l i n e s 15 t o 17), 
and d r i n k ( l i n e s IB t o 19)o This r i g h t has p r i o r i t y over a l l other laws, 
and thus even permits the desperately needy to cheat or s t e a l i f there 
i s no other a l t e r n a t i v e but t o die5 these acts would be s i n l e s s . A l l 
t h i s i s t r u e , but t o whom e x a c t l y does t h i s argument apply? Preeminently 
to those who have, through no f a u l t of t h e i r own, f a l l e n on hard times, 
and who are genuinely unable t o f i n d any other means of s e l f - p r e s e r v a t i o n . 

So f a r the argument has been c l e a r enough, but the second section ( l i n e s 
23=34) does not have much t o do w i t h i t , although the references to 
S p i r i t u s Temperancie i n l i n e s 8 and 22 make the t r a n s i t i o n seem smoother 
than i t r e a l l y i s o Need now claims t h a t Temperance i s superior to the 
other Cardinal V i r t u e s , on the grounds t h a t they e a s i l y go wrong; 
presumably he i m p l i e s t h a t Temperance cannot, as Schmidt explains 

I 0 f'loH. Keen, England i n the Later Riddle Ages (London; Plethuen, 1973), 
Po Bo 
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( a XX 23n<,), although t h i s i s not a c t u a l l y statedo Need's case i s not 
very s t r o n g , f o r a v a r i e t y of reasonso Need does not seem t o know what 
F o r t i t u d e r e a l l y means, although Langland has defined i t i n the previous 
passus (B XIX 291=98)o I t means c h e e r f u l endurance| but Need, apparently 
i n f l u e n c e d by the l o r d of B XIX 462-67, who employs the term t o mean 
brute f o r c e , i n t e r p r e t s i t as an aggressive impulse,, Need's c r i t i c i s m 
of the other two v i r t u e s i s also open to objectiono S p i r i t u s l u s t i c i e , 
he says, w i l l i n e v i t a b l y f o l l o w the lead of temporal a u t h o r i t y (even i f 
i t i s u n j u s t ) o This remark shows the i n f l u e n c e of the king's speech 
t h a t Need r e f e r r e d t o e a r l i e r , but i t has already been made c l e a r t h a t 
S p i r i t u s l u s t i c i e should i n f a c t be unabashed by a u t h o r i t y ; 

For counteth he no kynges wrathe whan he i n cou r t s i t t e t h 
To demen as a domesman adrad was he nevere 
Neither of due ne of deeth t h a t he ne dide the lawe 

( B XIX 306=08)o 
A l l Need i s saying, t h e r e f o r e , i s t h a t very o f t e n J u s t i c e i s not achievedo 
He makes almost tha same p o i n t about Prudence, namely t h a t i t i s very 
d i f f i c u l t t o a n t i c i p a t e everything and one w i l l i n e v i t a b l y make mistakes. 
I t i s not c l e a r why these observations should r e f l e c t upon the v i r t u e s 
themselves, and of course i t would be easy t o make e x a c t l y the same point 
about Temperance; people o f t e n f a i l t o be temperateo This denigration of 
other v i r t u e s should perhaps make us f e e l suspicious of Needo Besides, 
i t i s not t r u e t h a t " i s no vertue b i f e r t o S p i r i t u s Temperancie"o The 
Theo l o g i c a l V i r t u e s of F a i t h , Hope and Charity are superior t o i t , the 
l a s t of them e s p e c i a l l y o This has been made c l e a r e a r l i e r i n the poem 
(eoQo B I 148=205), and Need w i l l s h o r t l y be over=ruled again; 

Lerne t o love quod Kynde and l e e f a l l e othere 
(8 XX 208)o 

However, i t i s also permissible to take Need's words as a wrong-headed 
but r i g h t - h e a r t e d commendation of Temperance, e s s e n t i a l l y r h e t o r i c a l and 
not intended t o be too c l o s e l y 8xamined„ Need's arguments may be poor, 
but he i s not arguing f o r anything v i c i o u s and there i s no reason to 
judge the passage as unacceptable» 

The t h i r d p a r t of the speech could be e n t i t l e d " I n Praise of Naed"o Again, 
the l i n k i s somewhat f a c t i t i o u s ; God has bean brought i n because "Deus 
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d i s p o n i t " and hence man cannot have perf e c t f o r e s i g h t , and we are now 
t o l d , c a s u a l l y enough, t h a t Need i s close to God because he makes people 
humble. This i s a f a m i l i a r argument; m a t e r i a l well-being has fr e q u e n t l y 
been presented as dangerous: 

Sapience s e i t h the Bok swelleth a mannas soule 
Sapiencia i n f l a t &c 
And richesse r i g h t so but i f the roote be trewe 

(B X I I 57-58). 
Poverty i s much s a f e r ; 

Poverte i s the f i r s t e p oint t h a t Pride moost hatath 
Thanne i s i t good by good s k i l e a l t h a t agasteth pride 

( B X I V 279-80). 
Later on i n the l a s t passus Kynde w i l l attack Pride w i t h a f e a r f u l 
c o l l e c t i o n of diseases, apparently w i t h the approval of Conscience and 
the author. Philosophers sought t o be needy, the speaker continues; so 
d i d God when he became a man. Need concludes by t e l l i n g W i l l not t o be 
ashamed of being needy, since God was " w i l f u l l i c h e nedy". This t h i r d 
s e c t i o n i s , i n i t s e l f , u n c o n t r o v e r s i a l and f u l l y compatible w i t h the 
p r e v a i l i n g views expressed elsewhere i n the poem. 

I t i s while reading t h i s section t h a t we are l i k e l y t o f e e l most a t t r a c t e d 
towards the speaker, Langland i s very s k i l l e d a t making o v e r - f a m i l i a r 
ideas appear f r e s h again by adopting a naive yet unexceptionable mode 
of expression: 

And God a l h i s greta joye goostliche he l e f t e 
And cam and took mankynde and bicam nady 

( B XX 40-41), 
L a t e r , he expands C h r i s t ' s words (Matthew 8:20; Luke 9:58) t o include 
a r e c o g n i t i o n of the double aspect of the C r u c i f i x i o n as apparent defeat 
and u l t i m a t a triumph, l i n e s t h a t seem i n t h i s context t o hold out an 
obscure but t h r i l l i n g promise f o r the needy: 

Bothe fox and fowel may f i e t o hole and crepe 
And the f i s s h hath fyn t o f l e t e w i t h to reste 
Ther nede hath ynome me t h a t I moot nede abide 
And s u f f r a sorwes f u l soure t h a t shal t o joye turne 

( B XX 44-47). 
He means the world's j o y , but the syntax does not prevent us from 
i n t e r p r e t i n g i t as h i s own j o y , which i s the more r e l e v a n t reading i n so 
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f a r as Need o f f e r s him t o us as representing ordinary people i n desperate 
circumstances. I t i s i n t e r e s t i n g t o observe how completely Langland has 
a l t e r e d the sense of the gospel speech. That was an e x i l e ' s lament: even 
animals have homes, but C h r i s t has not. Here, w i t h the words t r a n s f e r r e d 
to the cross, as they o f t e n are i n the middle ages, the po i n t i s almost 
the o p posite: animals can f l y or "crepe" or swim, but Christ can only 
remain where he i s and s u f f e r , 

As t h i s account shows, the three parts of the speech are e s s e n t i a l l y 
unconnected, although they are p h y s i c a l l y proximate and seem at f i r s t 
s i g h t t o share a common theme. They also exemplify three rather d i f f e r e n t 
modes of discourse. The f i r s t p a r t i s cas u i s t and thus l i m i t e d i n i t s 
a p p l i c a t i o n , although v a l i d w i t h i n those l i m i t s ; the second part i s a 
q u a s i - l o g i c a l ( o r r h e t o r i c a l ) commendation of S p i r i t u s Temperancie; the 
t h i r d p a r t i s more warmly and convincingly expressed, s e t t i n g the purely 
m a t e r i a l s t a t e of need i n a s p i r i t u a l dimension. The s y n t a c t i c s t r u c t u r e 
of the speech, as noted above, i n v i t e s us t o r e l a t e i t s three parts 
t o g e t h e r ; however, i t i s when we do so t h a t Need's speech becomes 
u n s e t t l i n g . I t i s at t h i s p o i n t t h a t the "ac"-type j u x t a p o s i t i o n becomes 
operative because the ma t e r i a l s r e s i s t combination. 

Each of the three sections seems t o deal w i t h a d i f f e r e n t kind of poverty. 
The f i r s t , as I have already pointed out, r e f e r s preeminently to a 
c o n d i t i o n of extreme a d v e r s i t y t o which, we imagine, the s u f f e r e r has 
been reduced by sheer i l l - f o r t u n e . He i s deprived of any normal means 
of subsistence, and w i l l starve i f he does not take whatever comas to 
hand. The second se c t i o n does not deal s p e c i f i c a l l y w i t h poverty a t a l l , 
but the idea of temperance n a t u r a l l y suggests the p a t i e n t t o i l e r s t h a t 
Langland has o f t e n praised elsewhere. He seems t o have such people i n 
mind when he w r i t e s about S p i r i t u s Temperancie i n the previous passus: 

He t h a t ete of t h a t seed hadde swich a kynde 
Sholde nevere mete ne meschief make hym t o swelle 
Ne sholde no scornere out of s k i l e hym brynge 
Ne wynnynge ne wele of w o r l d l i c h e richesse 
Waste word of ydelnesse ne wikked speche moeve 
Sholde no curious c l o o t h comen on his rugge 
Ne no mete i n his mouth t h a t Maister Dohan spicede 

( B XIX 2 8 4 - 9 0 ) . 

1. For a c o n t r a s t i n g adaptation of the passage, see the Towneley C r u c i f i x i o n 
play, l i n e s 2 5 5 - 5 0 (George England, ed.. The Towneley 
Plays, EETS, E.S. 71 (London: Oxford U n i v e r s i t y Press, 1897), p. 266. 
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Despite what Need seems t o imply, temperance so defined i s not obviously 
r e l a t e d t o the most extreme ki n d of poverty. One cannot r e f r a i n from 
demanding unreasonable wages unless one i s able t o earn a wage; one 
cannot r e s i s t fancy clothes unless one i s able t o a f f o r d c l o t h e s . 
Temperance i s i n f a c t a "reasonable" v i r t u e , associated w i t h the moderation, 
law-abidingness and s o c i a l decorum discussed i n Chapter I I (see e s p e c i a l l y 
pp. 67-75). I t i s only marginally r e l e v a n t t o the kind of poverty presented 
i n the f i r s t p a r t of the speech, and v i r t u a l l y i n c o n t r a d i c t i o n t o the 
kind presented i n the t h i r d p a r t , to which I now t u r n . This i s voluntary 
poverty ( c f . l i n e 4 9 ) , as exemplified by the "philosophres" who renounce 
wealth and by a God who renounces an e t e r n a l l y b l i s s f u l existence f o r 
the h e lpless s u f f e r i n g of the cross. To describe such behaviour as 
temperate would be to abuse language, even granted the wider meaning 
t h a t the term would have possessed f o r medieval m o r a l i s t s ; i t might more 
n a t u r a l l y be described as intemperate (intemperately v i r t u o u s , of course), 

1 
a dynamic response t o an "unreasonable" inner prompting. 

The r e l a t i o n s h i p of the second section t o i t s surroundings i s a l i t t l e 
disharmonious. The r e l a t i o n s h i p of the t h i r d s ection to the f i r s t i s 
even more problematic. Taken together, these two l e g i t i m a t e arguments 
seem t o p o i n t t o an i l l e g i t i m a t e conclusion, Ue are t o l d t h a t i t i s a 
good t h i n g , i f you are w e l l o f f , to become needy (the t h i r d s e c t i o n ) ; 
and we are t o l d t h a t "nede ne hath no lawe" and t h a t i f you are very 
needy you may regard any method of acqu i r i n g the nece s s i t i e s of l i f e as 
permissible (the f i r s t s e c t i o n ) . The conclusion t h a t we seem c a l l e d upon 
to make, but f e e l we must not make, i s t h a t someone who i s c u r r e n t l y 
working honestly f o r a l i v i n g should give up h i s means of subsistence, 
become needy, and then beg or even s t e a l i n order to stay a l i v e . This 
conclusion would be wholly a t odds w i t h everything we read elsewhere i n 
Piers Plowman; i t i s a f r i a r ' s argument c y n i c a l l y expressed, and i s 
e x p l i c i t l y attacked l a t e r i n the passus (3 XX 230-94), Conscience t e l l s 
the f r i a r s , i n e f f e c t , t o become organized and t o work f o r a "wage", 
not money i n t h i s instance but m a t e r i a l necessities (B XX 246-49, c f , 
a XX 259), I t i s wrong, he says, t o obtain what other men have laboured 

1. Cf, above, pp. 96-98. 
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f o r (cfo B XX 291-94). Need himself plays a c h a r a c t e r i s t i c a l l y ambiguous 
p a r t i n t h i s l a t e r episodeo He argues t h a t since the f r i a r s have chosen 
poverty, they should be merely poor and undertake no s p i r i t u a l duties 
( B XX 234-41)o He concludes; 

And s i t h e n f r e r e s forsoke the f e l i c i t e of erthe 
Lat hem be as beggeris or lyue by aungeles foode 

(8 XX 240=41)o 
Conscience, as we have seen, does not take t h i s advice. I t i s d i f f i c u l t 
t o say whether i t i s intended f l i p p a n t l y or s e r i o u s l y ; i n e i t h e r case 
Need speaks d e r i s i v e l y of the f r i a r s , presumably because he t h i n k s t h a t 
they are not s i n c e r e l y f o r s a k i n g the world's goodso I f they were, he 
ought t o approvBo 

I t would be i n c o r r e c t t o say t h a t i n the e a r l i e r episode Need has s e r i o u s l y 
o f f e r e d the f r i a r ' s argument j u s t mentionedo He has not o f f e r e d i t a t 
a l l ; yet the reader i s compelled t o contemplate i t , because Need f a i l s 
t o d i s t i n g u i s h between the three kinds of poverty t h a t he r e f e r s to 
during the course of h i s speecho I repeat t h a t Need's p o s i t i o n i s 
e s s e n t i a l l y ambiguous, because the three parts of h i s speech are a l l i n 
t h e i r own ways acceptable, and i t i s only the apparently f o r t u i t o u s 
j u x t a p o s i t i o n of the three parts t h a t u n s e t t l e s uso Since the f i g u r e of 
Need remains equivocal even a f t e r close a n a l y s i s , i t i s not possible t o 
a r r i v e a t a conclusive summation of h i s speecho There i s no s i n g l e statement 
t h a t can be s a i d t o epitomize, however inadequately, h i s viewpoint, 
since there i s no s i n g l e viewpoint. These j u x t a p o s i t i o n s , l i k e a l l those 
t h a t I discuss, are not resolvable because we adopt a d i f f e r e n t mental 
a t t i t u d e i n order t o read each of the three passages t h a t are juxtaposed. 
In t h a t sense they exemplify d i f f e r e n t modes of thought,^ 

Yet I ought t o say something conclusive about Need's speech, even i f i t 
i s only t o e x p l a i n why Langland chose to present us w i t h an i n e x p l i c a b l e 
speaker. I am not sure i f he could have t o l d uSo The l a s t two v i s i o n s , 
between which Need appears, p o r t r a y Christendom as a Utopian s o c i a l 
s t r u c t u r e , erected by Piers under the guidance of Grace, i n c r e a s i n g l y 
beset by the forces of A n t i c h r i s t . The preparations are elaborate and 

1o Cfo above, pp, 156=57o 
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at f i r s t i n s p i r e confidence, but t h i s has begun to d e t e r i o r a t e by the 
time a Passus XIX ends, and i n the f o l l o w i n g passus A n t i c h r i s t ' s f o l l o w e r s 
w i l l be l a r g e l y successful i n t h e i r attacks on "Unites"o By the end 
of the poem there does not seem to be a mundane course of ac t i o n open 
to Conscience, whose c l o s i n g statement therefore becomes comprehensible 
as w e l l as admirablso Although so much space has been devoted t o moral 
p r e s c r i p t i o n i n Piers Plowman„ the predominant e f f e c t of these f i n a l 
passus i s t o c l e a r from our minds anything we may have l e a r n t and t o 
leave us i n a s t a t e of self-conscious ignoranceo This a u t h o r i a l s t r a t e g y 
i s p uzzling i n i t s e l f , although i t must be admitted t h a t i n such a 
context the wholly ambiguous Need makes a c e r t a i n amount of sensej our 
l o c a l problem i s t o t h a t extent resolved but only because i t becomes 
absorbed i n t o a greater oneo 

The theme of "need", i n a broad sense, i s c e r t a i n l y r e l e v a n t t o the 
f i n a l passus of Piers Plowmano Langland himself underlines f o r us the 
connexion between t h i s opening speech and the debate about the f r i a r s ' 
way of l i f e ; t h a t i s , the connexion i s p l a i n l y i n t e n t i o n a l although i t 
i s also puzzlingo "Need" i n a wider sense (desperation, say, or conscious 
lack of any mundane resource) i s a dominant presence throughout the 
passuso The beleaguered Conscience and h i s companions are at length l e f t 
w i t h no p r a c t i c a l course of a c t i o n and no sense of s e c u r i t y , even w i t h i n 
"Unitee", which has been breached by Frere F l a t e r e r e , also known as 
Sire P8netrans=domoso When Conscience decides t o become a p i l g r i m and 
"walken as wide as the world l a s t e t h " (B XX 382), he envisages a l i f e 
of v o l u n t a r y poverty, l i k e t h a t espoused by the "philosophres", but 
what provokes t h i s commitment i s i t s e l f a desperate p o s i t i o n analogous 
t o the s t a t e of extreme m a t e r i a l poverty discussed by Need i n the f i r s t 
p a r t of h i s speecho The episode, e a r l i e r i n B Passus XX, i n which W i l l 
experiences the ravages of Elde and observes how "deeth drogh neigh me" 
(a XX 200) i s a counterpart t o the main narrativeo W i l l discovers the 
t r a d i t i o n a l t r u t h t h a t death deprives e a r t h l y resources of any value 
they might have seemed to possess, and a l l he can do i s to cry out 
f o r helpo The reader, a l s o , ends up i n a s t a t e of conscious d e p r i v a t i o n ; 
not m a t e r i a l , but i n t e l l e c t u a l o As I have pointed out, anything we have 
read e a r l i e r , and may have construed as u s e f u l advice, fades from our 
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minds as we read the l a s t part of the poem, leaving only a b r i e f and 
generalized e x h o r t a t i o n : "lerne t o love". This n a r r a t i v e of disaster 
amounts t o a confession on the author's p a r t ; he does not i n f a c t have 
a f a r - r e a c h i n g s o l u t i o n t o the i l l s of s o c i e t y or a s h o r t cut t o personal 
s a l v a t i o n up h i s sleeveo Indeed, the myth of A n t i c h r i s t implies t h a t 
the s o c i a l s o l u t i o n , a t l e a s t , does not e x i s t : the r u i n of Christendom 
i s i n e v i t a b l e o Langland perhaps thought t h a t since a book cannot provide 
s a l v a t i o n , the next best t h i n g i s to make us conscious of the need f o r 
s a l v a t i o n , since 

God governeth a l l e goode vertues 
And Nede i s next hym f o r anoon he meketh 
And as lowe as a lomb f o r lakkyng t h a t hym nedeth 

( B XX 34-36)o 
This argument could be extended to j u s t i f y not only the way the poem ends 
but the s t r a t e g y of negative j u x t a p o s i t i o n i n generalo 

I I I 

So f a r as we know the Need episode was w r i t t e n once and never revisedo 
Nevertheless, i f we d i d not recognize Langland's s t r a t e g y of negative 
j u x t a p o s i t i o n as i n t e n t i o n a l , we might w e l l e x p l a i n the mixture of modes 
and consequent lack of coherence as caused by shoddy or unsympathetic 
r e v i s i o n o When Need leaps unexpectedly i n t o a c r i t i q u e of the Cardinal 
V i r t u e s , t h i s looks l i k e i n t e r p o l a t e d matter t h a t a r e v i s e r has 
i n c o r p o r a t e d i n t o a t e x t about something e l s e . One might compare the 
e f f e c t of the many i n t e r p o l a t i o n s i n the Pepys version of the Ancrene 
Riwle (a v e r s i o n from Langland's own time).'' On page 395b of the 
manuscript, f o r instance, we f i n d t h i s ; 

Pernoctauit i n oracioneo Wakei- and bidde^ by n i 3 t h he bidde^ vs. 
And as he t a u j t t he dude hym seluen bo^e i n techynge & i n dede. 
And so schulde euerych^ goode techer do i n dede ^at he teche[»o and 
namelich Ren of ordre i>at ^e Tiister taken on honde. Ac i c h am 
adradde i t fare[> now by many of hem as god seide t o f>e clerkes 
of l e w r i e ^e grete f'laistersoo 

1o References are to A. Z e t t e r s t e n , edo, The English Text of the Ancrene 
Riwle; Ed.itad from Haodalene College, Cambridge HSo Pepys 2 4 9 8 , EETS, 
Noc 2 7 4 (London: Oxford U n i v e r s i t y Press, 1 9 7 6 ) . 

2o Z e t t e r s t e n , pp. 6 0 - 6 1 o 
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The theme of t h i s p a r t of the Ancrene Riwle (Plo 144) i s t h a t ws should 
be wakeful; but when the L o l l a r d i s h r e v i s e r ' s eye l i g h t s on the statement 
t h a t C h r i s t taught t h i s both by word and deed, a statement o r i g i n a l l y 
present purely f o r emphasis, he a t once thinks of those modern-day 
teachers who so s i g n a l l y f a i l t o match deeds t o words, and hence embarks 
on one of h i s many analyses of t h e i r behaviouro The r e l a t i o n s h i p between 
t h i s i n t e r p o l a t i o n and what precedes i t i s very s i m i l a r t o the r e l a t i o n s h i p s 
between the d i f f e r e n t sections of Need's speecho 

I t may be t h a t a t t h i s l a t e stage i n Langland's career as a w r i t e r he 
could achieve the e f f e c t of i n t r u s i v e r e v i s i o n without a c t u a l l y going 
through the process of rev i s i n g o I n d e l i c a t e r e v i s i o n i s , however, a 
method t h a t Langland used, and i t i s responsible f o r many of the negative 
j u x t a p o s i t i o n s t h a t appear i n the l a t e r t e x t s of Piers Plowman» The l a s t 
example of negative j u x t a p o s i t i o n t h a t I want t o discuss i s the account 
of the Seven Deadly Sins i n the B texto This deservedly famous passage 
i s , a t l e a s t , a r e v i s i o n of a r e v i s i o n ; and t o trace Langland's 
development of the passage from i t s e a r l i e s t form i s one way of attempting 
to i s o l a t e i t s p e c u l i a r propertieso That e a r l i e s t form i s i n the Z t e x t , 
about which some general p o i n t s need to be made before proceedingo 

The Z t e x t of Piers Plowman i s much shorter and simpler than the l a t e r 
textso I t c o n s i s t s of two v i s i o n s whose a c t i o n i s , however, consecutiveo 
The n a r r a t i v e i s indeed s u r p r i s i n g l y l u c i d and continuous; s u r p r i s i n g , 
t h a t i s , i f one i s t h i n k i n g of subsequent versions of the poem. I t i s 
also w e l l - p r o p o r t i o n e d , as i f composed by someone who f e l t h i s st o r y 
to be adequate i n i t s e l f t o convey his meaning, and not i n need of 
extensive departures or elaborationso 

Yet t h i s n a r r a t i v e , which i s presented us to us so p l a i n l y and to which, 
t h e r e f o r e , we are bound t o a t t e n d , i s a perplexing one. I n the f i r s t 
v i s i o n W i l l sees a f i e l d f u l l of people, c l e a r l y representing f o u r t e e n t h -
century societyo A f t e r some commentary from Holy Church, W i l l witnesses 
the emergence of need and her company, t h e i r d i s p e r s a l , need's t r i a l 
and e x p u l s i o n . The v i s i o n ends w i t h an a l l i a n c e being formed between 
Reason, Conscience and the k i n g . W i l l wakes and f a l l s asleep i n s t a n t l y , 
l i k e the dreamer i n D e g u i l e v i l l e ' s poemso In the next v i s i o n Conscience 
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appears before the people, urging them t o seek "seynt Trewthe" (Z \l 7 1 ) . 
They confess t h e i r s i ns and set o f f , encountering a palmer, who does 
not understand what they are looking f o r . At t h i s p o i n t Piers breaks i n , 
and describes an a l l e g o r i c a l i t i n e r a r y o He also o f f e r s t o guide them, 
but w i l l not do so u n t i l the "halue aker" has been ploughed and sowno 
The delay i s a p r o t r a c t e d one, and Piers has labour t r o u b l e s , temporarily 
eased by the a r r i v a l of Hungero I n a f i n a l episode Truth sends a message 
to P i e r s , t e l l i n g him t o continue w i t h h i s a g r i c u l t u r a l work and 
i n c l u d i n g various promises of s a l v a t i o n t o the various classes of 
s o c i e t y . At t h i s p o i n t the Z t e x t , as we have i t , ends. 

The d i f f i c u l t y w i t h t h i s n a r r a t i v e i s t h a t i t repeatedly h i n t s t h a t 
the regeneration of s o c i e t y w i l l r e s u l t i n something, namely i n eventual 
a r r i v a l a t the Tower of T r u t h . I t i s cast i n the form of an i d e a l f i c t i o n , 
showing a s o c i e t y grappling w i t h i t s problems and presumably achieving 
u l t i m a t e success, or possibly u l t i m a t e f a i l u r e o But since Langland's 
subj e c t a t the s t a r t , and throughout, i s i n f a c t the fourteenth-century 
s o c i e t y t h a t he knew, i t i s s t r i c t l y impossible f o r anything at a l l t o 
happen, unless the author i s prepared t o enter the realms of fantasy. 
The l o g i c of the n a r r a t i v e leads us t o expect t h a t the pilgrimage w i l l 
l ead somewhere, but when we r e f l e c t on what Langland i s t a l k i n g about, 
we r e a l i z e t h a t i t cannot lead anywhere and s t r i c t l y speaking ought 
never t o have s t a r t e d o f f o There never was a nationwide r e v i v a l of the 
kind Langland describes; since h i s subject i s simply the present state 
of a f f a i r s , there can never r e a l l y be any change e i t h e r f o r b e t t e r or 
f o r worseo Hence the account of the f o l k when working under Piers r e a l l y 
deals w i t h e x a c t l y the same s t a t e of s o c i e t y as the account given a t the 
s t a r t of the v i s i o n . The various discourses of Holy Church, Reason, 
Conscience, P i e r s , Hunger and Truth ( i n the Pardon) a l l apply to t h i s 
same s t a t e of s o c i e t y . The Pardon i s presented as something newly 
r e c e i v e d , but i n r e a l i t y i t s c o n d i t i o n a l promises have always been 
a v a i l a b l e ; what i s o f f e r e d t o us as a new event w i t h a temporal 
beginning i s only new t o the readero The event does not correspond, or 
pur p o r t t o correspond, t o a h i s t o r i c a l event a f f e c t i n g Langland's own 
societyo 

I n terms of subject matter, the Z t e x t can be seen as a more expansive 
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1 v e r s i o n of contemporary complaints such as The Simonie, But whereas 
the l a t t e r poem i s e s s e n t i a l l y s t a t i c , Langland enlivens the former by 
imposing on i t a forward n a r r a t i v e movemento He c e r t a i n l y succeeds, but 
a t the cost of seeming t o promise some ext r a o r d i n a r y event, which w i l l 
take place w i t h i n the n a r r a t i v e of the poem and perhaps outside the poem 
tooo This promise he cannot keep; the end of the n a r r a t i v e , whether or 
not i t r e a l l y occurs at the p o i n t where our t e x t breaks o f f , must 
i n e v i t a b l y be inconclusiveo 

Despite the d i f f i c u l t i e s , Langland must have been attached t o h i s i d e a l 
n a r r a t i v e since i t i s r e t a i n e d i n a l l the l a t e r t e x t s of the poemo He 
does not , however, continue i t o The l a t e r parts of the A and B t e x t s do 
not provide f u r t h e r episodes i n t h i s communal adventure; not a t l e a s t 
u n t i l the l a s t p a r t of the B t e x t , which l i k e the Z t e x t ends i n c o n c l u s i v e l y 
but more d e l i b e r a t e l y soo I n t h a t p a r t of the l a t e r t e x t s t h a t equates 
to the Z t e x t the author does not so much resolve the problems raised 
by h i s i d e a l f i c t i o n as accept them and show himself more conscious of 
themo 

Nowhere i s t h i s more obvious than i n the l a t e r accounts of the Seven 
Deadly Sins, In the Z t e x t , t h i s episode i s presented b r i e f l y and without 
much n a t u r a l i s t i c d e t a i l . We are apparently supposed to i n t e r p r e t i t as 
representing the sincere repentance of a l l English s o c i e t y . But as no 
such event has ever occurred or i s l i k e l y t o occur, t h i s piece of 
n a r r a t i v e i s a mere fantasy w i t h o u t any a p p l i c a t i o n outside the poem i n 
which i t appears. I n the l a t e r versions Langland has r e a l i z e d t h a t since 
hs cannot f i n i s h h i s i d e a l f i c t i o n , there i s no longer much reason t o 
keep i t l o o k i n g i d e a l . He can include a l l h i s maditations on what might 
r e a l l y happen i f a l l the members of s o c i e t y went t o confession (which 
they more or less d i d , although not a l l at once) without worrying i f t h i s 
casts considerable doubt on the e n t e r p r i s e achieving anything u n i v e r s a l . 
This discovery had already been made i n the long seventh passus 
of the Z t e x t , i n which Langland had portrayed l i f e on Piers' half-acre 
as f a r from i d e a l ; t h i s passus pleased the author so much tha t he made 
very few r e v i s i o n s t o i t i n any of the l a t e r t e x t s . 

The Sins episode, by c o n t r a s t , i s v a s t l y expanded. In the Z t e x t t h i s 

1, Edited by A, Brandl and 0, Zippel i n N i t t e l e n g l i s c h e Sorach- und 
L i t e r a t u r p r o b e n ( B e r l i n ; Weidmannsche Buchhandlung, 1917), pp, 184-202, 
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episode i s so s h o r t t h a t I can quote almost a l l of i t o I t begins, as the 
A and B versions do, w i t h the b r i e f confessions of "Pernale prowd-herte" 
and "Lecherye" (Z U 76-90). The r e s t of the Sins are presented as 
f o l l o w s ; 

Enuye ant yre ayther wep f a s t e 
Preyude f u r s t to Pouel ant the Petur alse 
To geten grace f o r here g u l t of God t h a t hem boughte 
That nere wyked wylle ne wrath hem ouerecome 
But sende hem grace to s u f f r e ant synne to l e t e 
Ant f o r t o louye ant be byloued as Charite wolde 
Tnenne com Couetyse knoked ys brest 
A haued a N o r t h f o l k nose Y noem f u l god hede 
Ant swor by so the yk t h a t synne scholda he l e t e 
Ant nere wolle t o wey ns worstedes make 
Ne morgage manere wyth monye t h a t he hausd 
But wenden t o Walsingham ant my wyf alse 
Ant bydde the rode of Bromholm brynge vs out of dette 
Thenne gan Gloten t o grete ant g r e t sorwe made 
Al f o r ys l u y t h e r l y f t h a t a lyued hadde 
Ant a vouad f a s t e f o r eny hungur or f u r s t e 
Schal nere fysch vpon the fryday defyen i n my wombe 
Ar Abstinence myn aunte haue yf me leue 
Ant yut hath he hated me a l my l y f tyme 
Slewthe f o r sorw f u l down y swowe 
T i l y i g i l a t e ant veyles f e t t e watur at ys eyus 
F l a t t e d h i t on ys face ant f a s t e on hym cryed 
Ant seyde War the f r o wanhope wolde the t o - t r a y e 
Ych am sory of my synnes sey t o thyselue 
Ant bete t h y s y l f on thy b r e s t bydde hym of grace 
For h i s no g u l t here so g r e t t h a t h i s godnessa ne h i s more 
Thenne sat Slewthe vp seyned hym f a s t e 
Ant made a vow t o f o r e God f o r ys f o u l e synne 
S c h a l l no sonenday be thys seuen yer but syknesse y t make 
That Y ne schal do me ar day t o the dere chirche 
To here masse ant matynes as Y a monek were 
Schal non ale a f t u r mete halde me thennes 
T y l Y haue hansong yherd Y byhote wyle Y lybbe 
Quod ye nan yelde ayeyn yf Y so myche haue 
A l t h a t Y wykedely wan senes Y wyt hausd 
Thou(5 me l y f l o d e lake l e t e n y n e l l e 
Than vch man schal haue hys ar Y hennes wende 
Ant wyth the residua ant the remenaunt by the rode of Chestre 
Seken seynt Trewth therewyth or Y se Rome 
Or Dames or Derusalem by 3esus of euene 

(Z V 91-130).'' 

1. "Quod ye nan" i n Z V 124 i s meaningless. Rigg-Brewer provide two 
specu l a t i o n s about what the author o r i g i n a l l y wrote. 
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The episode concludes w i t h the appearance of "Robert the robbere" 
(Z U 131-50), s i m i l a r except i n d e t a i l s to the corresponding l i n e s i n 
the A and B t e x t s , but appearing much more prominent here because the 
episode as a whole i s so much s h o r t e r . 

In t o t a l , the Z version of the episode occupies only seventy-three 
l i n e s . Each of the sins i s a l l o t t e d a comparable amount of space; 
Pernele has nine l i n e s , Lecherya f o u r , Enuye and Yre (combined) have 
s i x , Coustyse seven, Gloten s i x , Slewthe twenty-one and Robert twenty. 
Of t h i s v e r s i o n , as of none of the l a t e r ones, one may say t h a t i t i s 
e l e g a n t l y proportioned. Other d e s c r i p t i o n s also suggest themselves. I t 
i s "reasonable", because i t i s f i t t i n g t h a t , as the seven sins are a 
group of p a r a l l e l concepts, they should be given roughly p a r a l l e l 
treatment. Perhaps i t i s even f i t t i n g t h a t the l a s t of them should 
receive a l i t t l e more a t t e n t i o n than the others; not much more, but 
j u s t so as t o i n d i c a t e the conclusion of a sequence. The form of the 
Z version i s also p r e d i c t a b l e , i n the sense t h a t when the readar has 
seen how the f i r s t s i n i s presented, his expectation of how the r e s t of 
the passage might go w i l l prove t o ba f a i r l y accurate. This i s not t o 
imply t h a t what f o l l o w s i s b o r i n g , since there i s a l i v e l y series of 
v a r i a t i o n s ( j o i n t confessions and so on), but we do not f i n d anything 
t h a t i s d i s r u p t i v e l y unexpected. We do n o t , t h a t i s , encounter 
j u x t a p o s i t i o n s . 

I n the Z t e x t the confessions are not autobiographical, and the speakers 
are not very personalized. We l e a r n t h a t Slswths has d i f f i c u l t y g e t t i n g 
t o church and t h a t Gloten has long hated abstinence, but these 
u n s u r p r i s i n g d e t a i l s emerge i n c i d e n t a l l y , since the speeches of the 
Sins are concerned not w i t h the past but w i t h present concerns; they 
plead f o r grace and f o r g i v e n e s s , they delineate the penances they mean 
to undertake and the new l i v e s they mean to lead. Often the e f f e c t i s 
poignant (Robert's speech brings t h i s t o a head) but we perceive a l l the 
speeches as being sincere and are not made t o worry too much about the 
f u t u r e s of these impersonal speakers. We recognize the sequence as 
i d e a l f i c t i o n and assume t h a t Langland has represented a general 
r e f o r m a t i o n of the f o l k . 

To present the Sins i n a c t i o n (but i n the a c t i o n of repenting, not 
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s i n n i n g ) n a t u r a l l y makes the passage much more e n t e r t a i n i n g than i f i t 
had been cast i n non-narrative form, as an a n a l y t i c a l enumeration of 
the Sins; the k i n d of t h i n g we f i n d i n the Parson's Tale and i n dozens 
of other medieval t e x t s , I have already argued t h a t the n a r r a t i v e form 
causes d i f f i c u l t i e s of i t s own. But there are d i f f i c u l t i e s w i t h a 
non-narrative e x p o s i t i o n of the Sins as w e l l . The author may repeatedly 
inform us of the relevance of the Sins to our own l i v e s , but the chosen 
method of e x p o s i t i o n i s c o n s t a n t l y h i n t i n g t o us t h a t the Sins are, so 
t o speak, "over t h e r e " ; we are i n v i t e d to take up the a t t i t u d e of students, 
and the Sins are the objects of study. 

I have already w r i t t e n a good deal about the shortcomings of "reasonable" 
e x p o s i t i o n (e.g. above, pp. 98-114 ) . Fundamental among these, from 
Langland's p o i n t of view, i s t h a t e x p o s i t i o n necessarily d i s t r a c t s us 
from our engagement w i t h everyday l i f e and places us i n the a t t i t u d e of 
a d i s i n t e r e s t e d observer. That i s e s s e n t i a l i f we are t o comprehend the 
reasoning t o which we submit; but to comprehend i s only the f i r s t part 
of our program. We also have to cease observing and r e t u r n t o the 
world of human a c t i v i t y t h a t we have been i n v i t e d t o ignore f o r a w h i l e . 
The temptation t h a t W i l l succumbs to i s t o remain f i x e d i n the 
comfortable a t t i t u d e of study and not to r e t u r n a t a l l , or only w i t h 
great r e l u c t a n c e . 

Than waked I of my wynkyng and wo was w i t h a l l e 
That I ne hadda s l e p t sadder and yseighen moore 

(B \J 3-4), 
Another temptation i s to f a i l to perceive t h a t the subject of our 
s t u d i e s i s , i n p a r t , ourselves. We take a d i f f e r e n t view of things when 
we stand back and t r y t o see our subject from a c l e a r and i l l u m i n a t i n g 
p e r s p e c t i v e . For example, i f our subject was the solar system, we would 
be l i k e l y t o v i s u a l i z e a large b r i g h t sphere w i t h other smaller spheres 
q u i t e slowly c i r c l i n g i t . This image makes manifest c e r t a i n important 
p o i n t s about the s o l a r system, namely t h a t the planets c i r c l e the sun 
and do not get i n each other's way. But i t i s an unreal p i c t u r e i n 
various respects; i n e v i t a b l y our planets w i l l be too large and b r i g h t , 
our sun too small and dim. Everything w i l l be too close together. 
Planetary movement w i l l be p e r c e p t i b l e and hence much too f a s t , Most 
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i m p o r t a n t l y , our p o i n t of observation w i l l ba somewhere i n deep space 
and not on the the t h i r d c i r c l e out from the sun. The reason f o r t h i s 
r e l o c a t i o n i s obvious: what ws a c t u a l l y see from the earth does not 
immediately r e v e a l a h e l i o c e n t r i c system; on the contrary i t s t r o n g l y 
suggests a geocentric system. I t i s t o fre e ourselves from t h i s delusion 
t h a t we c u l t i v a t e the other image; but the other image i s also a delusion 
i f i t makes us f o r g e t t h a t we i n h a b i t the earth and cannot r e a l l y look 
down on i t w i t h sublime detachment. Here my analogy breaks down because 
t h i s mistake i s not very l i k e l y ; but what i f our subject i s not the solar 
system but the Seven Deadly Sins? Even i f our t e x t i s wholly abstract 
i n i t s expression and does not ask us e x p l i c i t l y t o v i s u a l i z e the Sins, 
we s h a l l i n f a c t do so, although we may not be aware of t h i s . We may 
imagine a row of persons, or seven l a b e l s i n a column, or even seven 
l a b e l s i n a r i n g (although not w i t h o u t prompting, since t h a t would not 
r e f l e c t the t e x t ' s s e q u e n t i a l treatment of the c a t e g o r i e s ) . A l l these 
v i s u a l representations seem to imply t h a t they represent phenomena from 
which we, as observers, are separated by a considerable i n t e r v e n i n g 
space. The groupings make i t possible f o r us t o grasp c e r t a i n s a l i e n t 
f e a t u r e s of the recommended a n a l y s i s ; f o r example, the Sins form a 
completed set of p a r a l l e l conceptions, no one of them i n c l u d i n g another 
but each of them a sub-category of Sin i n general. Unfortunately there 
i s also a danger t h a t we s h a l l f o r g e t t h a t the t o p i c of discussion does 
not look l i k e t h a t i n r e a l l i f e . I t does not look l i k e anything at a l l ; 
i t works i n v i s i b l y w i t h i n us and manifests i t s e l f through our a c t i o n s . 
While our i n t e l l e c t s are engaged i n t r a c i n g out the ingenious patterns of 
the Parson's Tale or the f ^ l i r o i r de I'homme we may be l e a r n i n g , above a l l , 
what a good method t h i s i s of escaping from the probably p a i n f u l 
self-consciousness t h a t the authors would l i k e to promote, 

Langland's a s p i r a t i o n s were, u l t i m a t e l y , the same as those of any other 
w r i t e r who delineates the Seven Deadly Sins, He wanted to make us good 
C h r i s t i a n s : t o become aware of our own s i n , t o repent and reform ourselves. 
I n t h a t sense h i s i d e a l f i c t i o n does represent something; not an event 
t h a t has already occurred nor one t h a t could ever occur i n a f i n a l and 
u n i v e r s a l manner, but the p o t e n t i a l reformation of h i s readers. With 
such a s p i r a t i o n s as c r i t e r i a , the Z version of t h i s passage remains a 
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l i t t l a too schematic, Thsss confessions represent r e a l confessions, but 
thsy are not very l i k e r e a l confessions; we contemplate them but froin 
a d i s t a n c e . 

The deuelopinents t h a t w i l l appear i n l a t e r t e x t s are, however, hinted 
at i n the e a r l i e s t version of the passage, e s p e c i a l l y i n the l i n e s on 
Couetyse, His Norfolk background p a r t i c u l a r i z e s him, and we learn a 
l i t t l s about h i s sharp p r a c t i c e (Z U 100-01), That there i s a psychological 
c o n t i n u i t y between the o l d sinner and the new p e n i t e n t i s expressed by 
h i s manner of speech (Z \1 99), which does not change although the 
content of the speech i s presumably new. This psychological c o n t i n u i t y 
i s t r o u b l i n g ; i s i t r e a l l y p o s s i b l e , we are bound t o ask, t h a t such a 
man can change h i s ways so absolutely? His self-chosen penance i s also, 
on c l o s e r i n s p e c t i o n , worrying. To s e l e c t a l i t e r a l pilgrimage as 
a p p r o p r i a t e penance seems to miss the p o i n t of Conscience's sermon, 
and the d e t a i l s ( j o u r n e y i n g t o Ualsingham and t a k i n g h i s w i f e along) 
d i s q u i e t i n g l y r e c a l l the f r i v o l o u s t r a v e l s described i n the Prologue 
(Z P r o l , 47-52), This penance seems appropriate not so much to the s i n 
f o r which i t i s undergone as to the unaltered thought-forms of the 
speaker. They w i l l pray, he t e l l s us, t o be brought "out of d s t t e " 
(Z V 103). 

Can a leopard change i t s spots? What chance i s there t h a t the same man 
who has l i v e d a s i n f u l l i f e u n t i l now can suddenly l i v e a redeemed one? 
Medieval people should have been less t r o u b l e d by such doubts than we 
are. They believed i n miraculous conversions and knew many instances of 
them. Sin was something dons i n consequence of a wholly voluntary act of 
w i l l ; i t i s t h e r e f o r e a separate t h i n g from the p e r s o n a l i t y or psychology 
or innermost s e l f of the sinner ( i t i s necessary to employ modern terms), 
n e i t h e r determined by i t nor a f f e c t i n g i t . A murderer i s a p o t e n t i a l 
s a i n t , and vice versa. Corso d e i Donati could have been i n Paradise i f 
he had acted d i f f e r e n t l y ; Piccarda d e i Donati could have been i n Hell.'' 
I t i s a d i g n i f i e d view of mankind, grave because i t allows no 
complacency about good works nor excuses f o r bad ones, uncondescending 
because the f u t u r e l i f e of the sinner i s not believed to be f a t a l l y 
determined by h i s past behaviour; he i s not an i n c u r a b l e . Yet i t i s d i f f i c u l t 

1. Cf. Purqatorio XXIU 84 (Sapegno ed,, I I , 269); Purqatorio XXIV 13-15 
(Sapegno ed,, I I , 263). 
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to imagine anyone ho l d i n g t h i s uiew except i n a uery d i l u t e fornio Hsdieual 
people also kneu from common experience t h a t s i n i s habit-forming and 
t h a t , i n f a c t , i t i s much more l i k e a disease than l i k e a series of 
urong decisions made i n the past t h a t u i l l not make i t less l i k e l y t h a t 
today's de c i s i o n u i l l be r i g h t o Dante had never been to H e l l , but he d i d 
not f i n d i t d i f f i c u l t t o p a i n t compelling p o r t r a i t s of the damned, whose 
psychology w i l l prevent them from ever a r r i v i n g at a state of s e l f = 
knowledge, so t h a t God's e t e r n a l condemnation of them u i l l never come 
to seem unjusto Dante's enlightened i n t e r p r e t a t i o n of Purgatory as a 
place where sinners undergo a p a i n f u l l y slow process of psychological 
t r a n s f o r m a t i o n confirms, what Langland repeatedly t e l l s us, t h a t f o r the 
sinner i t i s not ( b a r r i n g an e x c e p t i o n a l i n f u s i o n of grace) an easy matter 
to become a good C h r i s t i a n ; 

Thei ben acombred w i t h c o v e i t i s e t h e i konne noght out crepe 
So harde hath avarice yhasped hem togideres 

(8 I 196-97)o 
"Synne seweth us evere", says Haukyn despondently (B XIU 323), and he 
himself s u f f e r s from a seemingly incurable "moral plague", as has already 
been discussed (pp© 46=49)o 

In Langland's r e v i s i o n s of the Sins episode, t h i s problem of the d i f f i c u l t y 
of personal r e f o r m a t i o n becomes i n c r e a s i n g l y prominento (Although the 
theme can be discovered i n the Z t e x t , i t does not fores i t s e l f upon our 
a t t e n t i o n unless we are t h i n k i n g of the l a t e r r e v i s i o n s and thus a c t i v e l y 
l o o k i n g about f o r traces of i t o ) The increased prominence i s n a t u r a l , 
f o r Langland i s nothing i f not an honest poet, and necessary,, The f i n a l 
concern of the author i s the personal reformation of h i s readers; they 
themselves w i l l encounter t h i s problem d i r e c t l y o 3ut i t i s only a part 
of the wholesale i n v e s t i g a t i o n of s i n and repentance t h a t Langland w i l l 
make of t h i s episode, using the framework o u t l i n e d i n the Z t e x t , which 
at times threatens t o buckleo 

The two stages of r e v i s i o n i n which I am i n t e r e s t e d are easy to summarize, 
although together they c o n s t i t u t e an enormous expansion of the episode 
(73 l i n e s i n Z, 205 l i n e s i n A, 415 l i n e s i n B excluding the prayer of 
R9pentance)o I n the A t e x t , the confessions of Envye, Coveitise and 
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Gloton are developed i n t o s a t i r i c p o r t r a i t s ! the f i r s t two give us 
extended accounts of t h e i r unredeemed l i v e s , while Gloton i s shown i n 
a c t i o n , making an a b o r t i v e attempt t o come t o confession p r i o r to h i s 
successful a r r i v a l (whereupon he d e l i v e r s the same speech as i n the Z 
t e x t ) o I n the A t e x t LJrathe ( c a l l e d Yre i n Z f o r m e t r i c a l reasons) i s 
a c c i d e n t a l l y omittedo I n the B t e x t the process of expansion i s c a r r i e d 
f u r t h e r o Wrathe i s r e s t o r e d , w i t h a f u l l confession| the confession of 
Coveitise i s f u r t h e r expanded; Sloth receives a f u l l confessiono 
Langland also adds the prayer of Repentanceo The f i r s t two Sins i n the 
sequence, however, remain unchanged, so t h a t i n the B t e x t we have a 
s t r i k i n g v a r i a t i o n i n sc a l e , Lechour's confession occupying four l i n e s 
and Coveitise's confession occupying 111 lineso Whether t h i s 
d i s p r o p o r t i o n should be regarded as a d e l i b e r a t e l y chosen e f f e c t i s , 
a d m i t t e d l y , open t o doubto One i s bound t o speculate t h a t the author 
of the A and 3 t e x t s always intended t o develop a l l the Sins, but was 
content, on two occasions, t o publish "work i n progress "o I f t h a t i s so, 
one should perhaps regard the C-text rendering of the episode as the 
f i n a l r e a l i z a t i o n of t h i s long-term scheme, since i n t h a t rendering 
the f i r s t two Sins are f i n a l l y expandedo Unfortunately, the decision was 
taken t o "borrow" t h i s m a t e r i a l from B Passus X I I I , where i t o r i g i n a l l y 
a p p l i e d t o Haukyno The r e v i s e r takes a discourse on the branches of 
Sloth from the same sourceo The e f f e c t of these f u r t h e r a dditions and 
of some experiments w i t h ordering i s very damaging; the dramatic impetus 
maintained so b r i l l i a n t l y i n the A and B t e x t s i s d i s s i p a t e d , and 
because of t h i s the vast accumulation of d e t a i l r a p i d l y becomes, what one 
would l e a s t expect a f t e r encountering the same m a t e r i a l i n the B t e x t , 
tiresomeo Genuinely careless and i n s e n s i t i v e r e v i s i o n i s , i t seems, a 
d i f f e r e n t t h i n g from the c a l c u l a t e d i n t r u s i o n of new m a t e r i a l t h a t wa 
f i n d i n the A and B t e x t s , i n e f f e c t i f not i n s u p e r f i c i a l appaarancBo 
I t i s on the B version of the episode, t h e r e f o r e , t h a t I s h a l l 
concentrateo Langland d i d " p u b l i s h " the B version of the passus, a f t e r 
a l l , and t h i s amounts t o a d m i t t i n g t h a t the projected scheme of 
developing a l l the Sins, even i f there was one, di d not r e a l l y need to 
be f u l f i l l s d o I t was less important f o r him t o provide a complete 
catalogue of a l l the v a r i e t i e s of s i n (the program of a "reasonable" 
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m o r a l i s t ) than t o explore the nature of s i n and rspsntanca i n general; 
or r a t h e r , t o make h i s readers do so. 

I f one can question whether fea t u r e s of the S-tsxt rendering are 
i n t e n t i o n a l by reference t o the l a t e r v e r s i o n , one can also do so by 
refarancB t o past versions. The j u x t a p o s i t i o n s I s h a l l discuss are, i n 
p a r t , created by the i n s e r t i o n of new m a t e r i a l . But are they not, i n 
t h a t case, s u f f i c i e n t l y explained by t h e i r h i s t o r y ? The r e v i s i o n i s 
d e l i b e r a t e , but perhaps the modal j u x t a p o s i t i o n i s something t h a t j u s t 
happens, an unintended s i d e - e f f e c t . Against t h i s I would reply f i r s t by 
repeating the argument of the l a s t paragraph. Genuinely sloppy r e v i s i o n 
i s l i k e l y t o have a damaging e f f e c t on the poem, as i t does i n the C 
t e x t ; but what I have c a l l e d i n d e l i c a t e r e v i s i o n does not - vary obviously 
not i n the present case. Secondly, I have argued e a r l i e r t h a t Langland 
i s a c r i t i c a l reader of h i s own t e x t , and h i s r e v i s i o n s more often 

1 
s p r i n g from d i s s a t i s f a c t i o n w i t h i t than from enthusiasm f o r i t . But 
i f one ssnsss t h a t the e a r l i e r t e x t i s inadequate, one may d e l i b e r a t e l y 
make a d d i t i o n s t o i t t h a t are modally d i s s i m i l a r t o the o r i g i n a l ; i t i s 
the new mode of thought t h a t j u s t i f i e s the a d d i t i o n , both re v e a l i n g and 
compensating f o r the l i m i t a t i o n s of the e a r l i e r t e x t . I t i s t h i s 
d i s s a t i s f i e d i n t r u s i o n , l i k e a question-mark i n the margin, t h a t I have 
r e f e r r e d t o as i n d e l i c a t e . But i t i s not a c c i d e n t a l l y awkward; i t i s 
supposed t o be provocative. A l l of the major a d d i t i o n s to the Sins 
episode are questions, forced out of the author and passed on to the 
reader, about the a c t i o n o u t l i n e d i n the Z t e x t , 
I have described the Z version of the Sins episode as "p r e d i c t a b l e " , 
because the treatment of the f i r s t Sin enables us to forecast c o r r e c t l y 
how the r e s t of the passage w i l l be handled. I n the 8 t e x t the treatment 
of the f i r s t two Sins i s unchanged, but i f the same expectations are 
aroused they w i l l prove to be f a l s e , because we cannot a n t i c i p a t e the 
much clos e r s c r u t i n y t h a t the a c t i o n w i l l l a t e r receive. Ue are 
introduced to the dramatic s i t u a t i o n t h a t w i l l be given seven times over, 
namely the confession of a Sin, but we do not r e a l i z e yet how d e t a i l e d 

1, Cf. above, p. 116. 
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or how v a r i e d the treatments w i l l be. That v a r i a t i o n i n treatment i s 
not, I t h i n k , intended to h i g h l i g h t the d i f f e r e n c e s between the 
seven categories of s i n . I f anything, i t b l u r s the d i f f e r e n c e s , since 
a v a r i a t i o n i n treatment u i l l always make the subject look d i f f e r e n t 
even i f i t i s not. I t seems to me t h a t i n the B t e x t Langland e x p l o i t s 
the t r a d i t i o n a l seven-fold d i v i s i o n , using i t as a framework i n which 
to place juxtaposed examinations of a s i n g l e s u b j e c t : the sinner and 
hi s s t r u g g l e s t o a r r i v e a t a s t a t e of grace. Langland, as always, i s 
t h i n k i n g of h i s reader. He does not know which sins an i n d i v i d u a l reader 
may have committed, and one of the lessons we l e a r n i s t h a t i t does not 
much matter. Although s i n may manifest i t s e l f i n d i f f e r e n t ways, 
Langland i s mainly preoccupied w i t h what a l l sinners have i n common. 
Hence, while each of the f u l l - l e n g t h confessions has, so t o speak, i t s 
own f l a v o u r (or r a t h e r , i t s own set of f l a v o u r s ) , the l i v e s t h a t are 
described are not, when analysed, as d i s t i n c t i v e as the names of the 
Sins seem t o promise. Urathe's confession, f o r instance, deals w i t h 
various kinds of s i n f u l behaviour. They are, i n general, bad-tempered, 
but we are f a r from seeing a s i n g l e s i n i s o l a t e d from i t s f e l l o w s . The 
p i c t u r e s are much more i n t r i g u i n g and n a t u r a l i s t i c than t h a t ; the 
"possessioners" and f r i a r s preaching against each other, or the 
i l l - d i s c i p l i n e d convent run by Ulrathe's aunt, are p l a i n l y i n f e c t e d 
not by one s i n i n p a r t i c u l a r but by a complicated mixture; or, l i k e 
Haukyn, by s i n i n general. Again, the confessions of Envye, Coveitise 
and Sleuthe d i f f e r i n many ways ( l s h a l l consider some of these 
d i f f e r e n c e s s h o r t l y ) , but the l i v e s of the three characters have 
s u r p r i s i n g resemblances. Ue might have expected Envye t o l i v e i n abject 
poverty and Coveitise to be extremely wealthy, but Langland makes no 
such contrast,'' Both lead l i v e s t h a t are mean and s o r d i d , and wa have 
l i t t l e idea of how much each i s worth. But when we read 

Amonges burgeises have I be biggyng a t Londoun 

i t i s Envye who i s speaking (B U 128), and i t i s Coveitise who admits 
t h a t he i s "as hende as hounde i s i n kichene" (B U 257), Sleuthe, 

1, Spenser could not r e s i s t i t ; h i s Avarice r i d e s "Upon a Camell loaden 
a l l w i t h g o l d " , and behind him r i d e s Enuie: " S t i l l as he rode, he 
gnasht h i s t e e t h , to see / Those heapes of golde w i t h g r i p l e 
Couetyse" (The Faerie Queene I,IU.27, 31). References are to Thomas P. 
Roche, Dr., and C. P a t r i c k O'Donnell, 3r. , eds,, Edmund Spenser; The 
Faerie Queene (Harmondsuorth: Penguin, 1978) (pp. 85, 86). 
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l i k e w i s e , f r e q u e n t l y resembles h i s predecessors. He t e l l s us: 

And i f I bidde any bedes but i f i t be i n wrathe 
That I t e l l e w i t h my tonge i s two myle f r o myn herte 

( B U 401-02) 
and t h i s reminds us of Envye's prayers ( B \l 103-07), although "wrathe" 
i s the term used ( c f , B V 429), Sleuths's i n d i f f e r e n c e t o the sick and 
the imprisoned ( B \l 406) r e c a l l s Coveitise's a t t i t u d e t o the i n d i g e n t 
( B U 254-55), and we discover l a t e r t h a t he has been equally a c q u i s i t i v e 
( B U 456-57), I t seems t o me t h a t these confessions are a l l treatments 
of one t h i n g - the s i n f u l l i f e - but t h a t each approaches t h i s uniform 
sub j e c t from a d i f f e r e n t p o i n t of view. The prayer of Repentaunce i s 
another attempt t o f u r t h e r the i n v e s t i g a t i o n ; but as I have s a i d , i t 
i s the reader who i s provoked by the j u x t a p o s i t i o n s i n t o c a r r y i n g out 
the i n v e s t i g a t i o n (the poet only provides the m a t e r i a l s ) . I n the r e s t 
of t h i s s e c t i o n I s h a l l b r i e f l y point out a few of the juxtaposed 
v i e w p o i n t s , but I s h a l l not t r y t o be exhaustive, 

Envye w i t h hevy herte asked a f t e r s h r i f t e 
And c a r e f u l l y mea culpa he comsed to shewe 

( B 1/ 75-76), 
From the moment t h a t Envye " w i t h hevy herte" comes forward, there i s 
a question whether the events we witness should be i n t e r p r e t e d 
o p t i m i s t i c a l l y or p e s s i m i s t i c a l l y . As Envye's misery i s analysed, i t 
becomes c l e a r t h a t i t i s a complicated mixture of t r u l y repentant 
sorrow f o r s i n (a good emotion), unhappiness w i t h h i s state of l i f e 
(a n a t u r a l and n e u t r a l emotion), and sorrow a r i s i n g from other people's 
achievements and good f o r t u n e (an e v i l amotion). I f t h i s complexity 
r a i s e s a doubt about whether the penitent i s i n the r i g h t state of mind, 
a t l e a s t i t cannot be s a i d t h a t he i s complacent. Tha second of the 
three kinds of sorrow i s the dominant one: Envye does not enjoy being 
envious, 

C o v e i t i s e has a much harder e x t e r i o r , Envye begins by saying " I wolde 
ben yshryve ,,, and I f o r shame dorste" ( B U 90); Coveitise reveals no 
such shame, 

I have ben coveitous quod t h i s c a y t i f I biknowe i t here 
( B V 196), 
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The past tense foreshadows a confession t h a t i s much concerned w i t h 
sins of former days; the speaker i s now o l d , but he r e c a l l s scenes i n 
which he f i g u r e s as someone younger and less e s t a b l i s h e d . There i s an 
element of c e l e b r a t i o n i n t h i s account of y o u t h f u l e n t e r p r i s e : 

Ne hadde the grace of gyle ygo amonges my ware 
I t hadde ban unsold t h i s seven yer so me God helps 

(B U 203-04), 
This i s a way of saying t h a t the wares were of poor q u a l i t y , but there 
i s also a p e r c e p t i b l e note of indulgent s e l f - c o n g r a t u l a t i o n . 

Rose the Regrater was h i r r i g h t e name 
She hath holden hukkerye t h i s ellevene wynter 

(B V 222-23), 
We already know t h a t Rose i s as dishonest as her husband, but r e g r a t i n g 
or h u c k s t e r i n g are not themselves crimes, however dubious t h e i r 
c onnotations, and i f we met t h i s remark i n Deloney or Defoe ws should 
t h i n k i t s tone admiring. 

I f tha keynote of Envye's speech i s misery, the keynote of t h i s one i s 
energy, Coveitisa a r r i v e s a t h i s announcement of repentance very 
p r e c i p i t o u s l y (B U 224-27), I have argued t h a t i t looked d o u b t f u l even 
i n the Z t e x t ; i t looks even more d o u b t f u l here, and Repentaunce, the 
confessor, refuses to l e t Coveitise get away w i t h i t . The i n t e r r o g a t i o n 
t h a t f o l l o w s soon reveals the s t a t e of ignorant i n d i f f e r e n c e i n which 
Coveitise has a r r i v e d a t confession, and Repentaunce refuses to absolve 
him a t once. Then, i n response to t h i s harsh treatment, "weex t h a t 
sherewG i n wanhope and wolde han hanged h i m s e l f " (S \l 279), Ue understand 
t h a t Repentaunce succeeds i n consoling him ( c f , B U 280), but Langland 
cuts away from the scene so t h a t we hear nothing more from Coveitise 
h i m s e l f . This i s not s u r p r i s i n g , because since he l a s t spoke there has 
been a s t r i k i n g change i n the k i n d of poetry we are reading. I t now 
looks l i k e t h i s : 

Have mercy i n t h i mynde and w i t h t h i mouth^ biseche i t 
For h i s mercy i s moore than a l l e hise othere werkes 
n i s e r i c o r d i a eius super omnia opera eius 
And a l tha wikkednessa i n t h i s world t h a t man myghte werche or 

thynke 



- 220 -

Nis na moore to the mercy of God than inmiddes the see a gleede 
Dmnis i n i o u i t a t i s quantum ad misericordiam Dei est quasi 

s c i n t i l l a i n medio maris 
(8 \] 281-84a). 

I t i s d i f f i c u l t t o see how Coveitise would r e p l y t o t h i s ; but although 
Langland i s capable of w r i t i n g f a u l t l e s s l y n a t u r a l i s t i c dialogue, I 
doubt whether t h a t i s ' h i s i n t e n t i o n here. Repentaunce's speech i s 
juxtaposed w i t h the hardboiled survey of s i n presented by Coveitise, 
but the characters are not so much t a l k i n g to each other as t o the 
reader. When we read the speeches of Coveitise, we are shown a world 
i n which s i n i s so u n i v e r s a l t h a t "Sire Hervy" and h i s wife are capable 
of l e a d i n g what seem l i k e f u l l and contented l i v e s without ever ceasing 
to be s i n f u l or mixing w i t h anyone who i s less s i n f u l than themselves. 
I n t h i s world God does not seem very r e l e v a n t ; t h i s i s the society t h a t 
prompts Holy Church's comment: 

Of oother hevene than here holde t h a i no t a l e 
(B I 9 ) . 

Langland had seen t h i s s o c i e t y w i t h h i s own ayes; but he also believed 
i n the image t h a t emerges from Repsntaunce's weighty l i n e s : the sea 
of God's mercy, and s i n a mere gleed. There i s , I t h i n k , a d i f f i c u l t y 
i n r e c o n c i l i n g these two p i c t u r e s , because what i s envisaged as s i n seems 
t o vary so w i l d l y i n s i g n i f i c a n c e , but the d i f f i c u l t y i s not exactly 
easy t o formulate as a question; the juxtaposed ideas belong t o such 
very d i f f e r e n t modes of thought. This does not mean t h a t the d i f f i c u l t y 
i s u n r e a l , although i t does ex p l a i n why i t i s so hard to resolve; 
there i s no s o l u t i o n t h a t can be worked out and expressed as a simple 
statement, thus t e r m i n a t i n g any f u r t h e r consideration of the matter. 
I t i s by passing on such open-ended d i f f i c u l t i e s t o the reader t h a t 
Langland provokes us i n t o meditating on the nature of s i n . 

With Gloton's appearance there i s an obvious s h i f t i n the mode of 
p r e s e n t a t i o n , since f o r the f i r s t time we are given a p i c t u r e of the 
Sin i n a c t i o n , r a t h e r than an autobiographical confession. This i s 
a p p r o p r i a t e , since there i s a psychological d i s c o n t i n u i t y between the 
drunken Gloton and the sober, repentant Gloton, which negates the 
p o s s i b i l i t y of self-understanding, Gloton's repentant speech i s 
convincing enough; t h a t i s , we are very sure he f e e l s repentant: 

1. I r e s t o r e the c o r r e c t ordering of l i n e s 282-82a, which were wrongly 
p r i n t e d i n Schmidt. 
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I Gloton quod the gome g i l t y ms yelde 
That I have trespased w i t h my tonge I kan noght t e l l e how o f t e 
Sworen Goddas soule and h i s sydes and so helpe me God and halidome 
Thar no nede was nyne hundred tymes 
And overseyen me a t my soper and som tyme a t fJones 
That I Gloton g i r t e i t up er I hadde gon a myle 
And y s p i l t t h a t myghte be spared and spended on som hungry 

(B U 368-74). 
But the speaker i s sober, and the r e f o r e f a t a l l y cut o f f from h i s 
drunken a l t e r ego. Gloton can c r i t i c i s e h i s own behaviour because i t 
i s not a l t o g e t h e r h i s own behaviour. I t i s someone else's. No-one would 
swear so much or eat so much i f thsy were so c l e a r about why t h i s 
behaviour i s wrong; the drunken Gioton, however, does not make thess 
r e f l e c t i o n s . But i f t h i s sober and repentant Gloton does not, a t the 
moment of confessing, even understand the desire t h a t l e d him i n t o a 
debauch the previous day, t h i s makes him t e r r i b l y vulnerable to h is 
b e s e t t i n g s i n . No amount of present c o n t r i t i o n w i l l serve as a defence 
against f u t u r e lapses, (Evan today i t i s generally accepted t h a t 
a l c o h o l i c s cannot be expected t o r e s i s t temptation; they can only be 
taught not t o encounter i t . ) 

This episode, t h e r e f o r e , introduces a d i s t u r b i n g new theme: 
i r r e s p o n s i b i l i t y . Gloton wins the indulgent sympathy of both the reader 
and Repentaunce (B 1/ 379); but the dr e a d f u l i m p l i c a t i o n of t h i s 
indulgence i s t h a t Gloton i s i n c o n t i n e n t l y s i n f u l . He i s b e r e f t even of 
the d i g n i t y of sin n i n g by choice, as Coveitise seems t o . I n t h a t respect, 
the image of God i n Gloton i s even more degraded. 

A l l of t h i s makes the episode sound d i s t r e s s i n g , but of course i t i s 
not, Gloton p r i o r t o h i s debauch i s i n j u s t the same penitent state of 
mind as afterwards, which i s worrying i f we stop and t h i n k about i t ; 
but such considerations are not encouraged by the touching and comic 
account of Gloton's decidedly feebla struggle w i t h temptation: 

Now bigynnath Gloton f o r t o go t o s h r i f t e 
And k a i r e t h hym t o kirkewarde h i s coupe t o shewe 
Ac Baton the Brewestere bad hym good morwe 
And asked of hym w i t h t h a t whidsrward he wolde 
To holy chirche quod he f o r t o here masse 
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And s i t h e n I wole be shryven and synna na moore 
I have good ale gossib quod she Gloton uoltow assaye 
Hastou quod he any hote spices 

(B U 297-304). 
This i s h a r d l y the kind of comedy t h a t wa associate w i t h moral f e r v o u r ; 
i t i s f a r too g e n t l e . ( I t h i n k the f u n n i e s t t h i n g i n the exchange i s 
t h a t Gloton's C h r i s t i a n name turns out to be "Gloton".) This i s a 
s t r i k i n g switch of mode on Langland's p a r t ; we are being i n v i t e d t o 
adopt a new mental a t t i t u d e t h a t permits us t o share Gloton's 
i r r e s p o n s i b i l i t y and t o take a holiday from the serious business of 
s h r i f t - i t has been very serious i n the l a t t e r p a r t of the section 
devoted t o C o v e i t i s e . But i t i s not i n the end a holiday f o r us; 
Langland's e x p l o r a t i o n would not be complete i f he d i d not make us see 
s i n i n i t s f a i r e s t c o l o u r s . Here there i s nothing t h a t can e a s i l y be 
described as e v i l , except by a preacher; only a n a t u r a l desire f o r a 
r a t h e r sloppy s o r t of togetherness. I n the l i n e 

Thanne goth Gloton i n and grete othes a f t e r 
(B U 307) 

I i n t e r p r e t the "greta othes" as sociable greetings. What Gloton i s 
a t t r a c t e d t o i s "glad chera" and "good a l e " , and i f he i s t o be believed 
the former has p r i o r i t y over the l a t t e r : 

For love of t a l e s i n tavernes i n t o drynks the moore I dyved 
(B \1 377). 

Love of any ki n d i s not something ue associate w i t h the other Sins, 
but Gloton seems, momentarily, to be motivated by a kind of love f o r 
h i s neighbour, or a t l e a s t love of h i s neighbour's company. 

The reader soon ceases t o take such a sentimental view of the tavern 
scene. We are not given much evidence of r e a l a f f e c t i o n ; the laughter i s 
accompanied by "louryngs" and impatient shouts of "Lat go the cuppe" 
(3 \1 337). The occasional bursts of song (3 U 339) suggest t h a t each of 
the d r i n k e r s i s ceasing t o be aware of his colleagues, except when 
someone f a r t s too h o r r i b l y (B U 343-45). The company does not i n f a c t 
epitomize companionship; as each drin k e r becomes more drunk he becomes 
more i s o l a t e d from h i s f e l l o w s . The suggestion becomes more emphatic 
when the poet focusses on Gloton g e t t i n g up t o leave: 



- 223 -

He myghte n e i t h e r steppe ne stonde er he h i s s t a f hadda 
And thanne gan he t o go l i k e a glemannes bicche 
Som tyme aside and som tyme arere 
As whoso l e i t h lynes f o r to lacche foweles 
And whan he drough t o the dore thanne dymmed hise eighen 
He thrumbled on the t h r e s s h f o l d and threw t o the erthe 

(B U 346-51), 
This i s met i c u l o u s l y observed, but i t i s Langland, not the company, 
who observes Gloton's wandering motion. He i s compared t o a s o l i t a r y 
f i g u r e i n l i n e 349, and we i n f e r t h a t ha i s a s o l i t a r y f i g u r e ; he i s 
le a v i n g on h i s own, Gloton's movements would be n e i t h e r so observable 
nor so unhampered i f others were making t h e i r departure too. 

I n tha end, t h e r e f o r e , we cease t o be a t t r a c t e d by tha c o n v i v i a l 
g a t h e r i n g i n Baton's alehouse. The sloppy togetherness proves to be 
a matter of vomiting up "a cawdal i n Clementes lappe" (B U 355), But 
although t h i s may ba said t o reve a l tha "tr u e nature" of Gloton's love, 
i t doss not a l t o g e t h e r cancel the a t t i t u d e t h a t we were i n v i t e d to 
share a t the beginning of the episode, Gloton's s i n , which brings 
" a l tha wo of t h i s world" on h i s household, i s a r e a l s i n a f t e r a l l , 
but t h i s does not mean t h a t what Gloton loves i s not, from h i s own point 
of view, a t t r a c t i v e ; and i t i s d i f f i c u l t t o f e e l outraged i f someone 
loves what i s a t t r a c t i v e . I t seems t o me t h a t we are made t o adopt, 
momentarily, the serene perspective of Marco Lombardo: 

Esce d i mano a l u i cha l a vagheggia 
prima cha s i a , a guisa d i f a n c i u l l a 
che piangendo e ridendo pargoleggia, 

I'anima semplicatta che sa n u l l a , 
salvo che, mossa da l i e t o f a t t o r e , 
v o l e n t i e r torna a c i ^ che l a t r a s t u l l a , 

Di p i c c i o l bens i n p r i a sente sapore; 
q u i v i s'inganna, e d i e t r o ad asso c o r r e , 
sa guida o f r e n non tores suo amora, 

(Puroatorio XUI 85-93), 
Because Gloton's p e r s o n a l i t y has two states - a drunken one and a sober 
one - h i s sincere repentance i s psychologically p l a u s i b l e ; t h a t i s j u s t 
what we should expect from Gloton i n State B. The psychological 
consistency i s not unrelated t o the sympathetic but condescending 
a t t i t u d e towards the sinner t h a t the reader i s made t o adopt i n t h i s 
s e c t i o n . I f the Sins episode as a whole i s seen as a compilation of 

1. Sapegno ed,, I I , 179, 
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possible viewpoints, then t h i s one i s closest t o the viewpoint t h a t 
predominates i n our own s o c i e t y ; i t i s b e h a v i o u r i s t , and places l i t t l e 
emphasis on f r e e u i l l o r , i n consequence, on moral c u l p a b i l i t y . But we 
must not look f o r t h i s approach elsewhere. When Sleuthe becomes 
unexpectedly p e n i t e n t , f o r example, t h i s i s not because Langland i s 
t r y i n g t o por t r a y a p s y c h o l o g i c a l l y complex p e r s o n a l i t y but because 
there i s a j u x t a p o s i t i o n of modes, which e n t a i l s n a r r a t i v e inconsistency. 

Sleuthe's a r r i v a l a t confession i s less than h a l f - h e a r t e d . The seventh 
Sin must be t h e r e , of course; but from h i s f i r s t querulous remark he 
makes i t p l a i n t h a t he f e e l s e n t i t l e d to s p e c i a l treatment simply f o r 
having turned up: 

I moste s i t t e seide the segge or e l l i s sholde I nappe 
(B U 387)o 

His mechanical e f f o r t s t o r i s e to the occasion soon cease; 

He bigan Benedicite w i t h a bolk and h i s b r s s t knokked 
Raxed and rored and r u t t e a t the l a s t e 

( 3 U 3 9 1 - 9 2 ) . 

He i s woken up, but nou pleads ignorance as an excuse f o r h i s 
i n d i f f e r e n c e t o the charades 

I f I sholds deya b i t h i s day quod he me l i s t nought to loke 
I kan noght p a r f i t l y my Paternoster as the preest i t syngeth 

( 3 \J 3 9 4 - 9 5 ) . ' ' 

I t w i l l l a t e r emerge, shockingly, t h a t he i s a p r i e s t himself. He i s 
no stranger t o confession, although he t r i e s to avoid i t (3 U 4 1 0 - 1 5 ) , 

but h i s attendance has been uni f o r m l y f u t i l e : 

I have maad avowee f o u r t y and f o r y e t e hem on the morue 
I parfournede navere penaunce as the preest ma highte 
We r i g h t sory f o r my synnes yet seye I uas I nevere 

( 8 U 3 9 8 - 4 0 0 ) . 

Hare s u r e l y i s an in c u r a b l e i f ever thera was one. Sleuthe has many 
defences against e f f o r t s t o redeem him. He i s quick to f o r g e t 
inconvenient f a c t s (B U 4 2 3 - 2 5 ) o E f f o r t s t o help him make him angry, 
and he cannot comprehend why anyone should be d i s i n t e r e s t e d on his 
account ( 3 U 4 3 0 - 3 1 ) . The c y n i c a l i m p l i c a t i o n i s p l a i n . When he goes 
to confession he speaks w i t h o u t t h i n k i n g ( 8 U 4 1 5 ) ; perhaps Langland 

1o I r e s t o r e Bx "me l i s t " f o r Schmidt's c o n j e c t u r a l " I desire" i n l i n e 394. 
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means us t o t h i n k t h a t ha makes up tha sins he confesses t o , thus 
avoiding any r e a l self-examinationo 

And y e t , a f t e r we have heard a l l t h i s , we witness Slsuthe eagerly 
crossing himself and making h i s repentant speech (the same speech, 
e s s e n t i a l l y , as i n the Z t e x t ) , and ws f e e l t h a t we are expected to 
believe t h a t something p o s i t i v e has been achieved; and we do believe 
i t , although not without misgivingso Ue do so not because the progression 
i s made p s y c h o l o g i c a l l y convincing but because Sleuthe's f i n a l 
confession p e r c e p t i b l y requires a change of mental a t t i t u d e on the reader's 
parto One p a r t of the reader's mind has been as s a i l e d by doubts 
concerning the p r a c t i c a l usefulness of confession, but there i s 
another p a r t , which was exercised throughout our reading of the 
episode i n Z, t h a t accepts the i d e a l p i c t u r e of sincere repentance 
as a k i n d of t r u e myth t h a t expresses what sometimes r e a l l y happens 
and what perhaps always happens i n an i n d e f i n a b l e , s p i r i t u a l sanse, 
so t h a t the mera act of going t o confession can ba believed t o ba 
mysteriously b e n e f i c i a l even when tha sinner's enactment of the oenitent's 
r o l e i s unaccompanied by any inner convictiono 

I am here making some attempt t o resolve t h i s negative j u x t a p o s i t i o n 
i n t o a p o s i t i v e one, which i s tha mental process t h a t the reader i s 
challenged t o undertakeo I n the prayer of Repentaunce, which Langland 
tacks on t o the episode i n the B t e x t , tha author himself provides 
some assistance, by invoking tha d a r i n g , although t r a d i t i o n a l , 
p r o p o s i t i o n expressed by the words "0 f e l i x culoaX 0 necessarium 
peccatum AdeJ" Narrowly i n t e r p r e t e d , the paradox merely alludes to 
man's s i n f u l n e s s as a s e t t i n g f o r Christ's act of redemption; but 
Repentaunca's words h i n t a t a way of regarding t h a t sinfulness as i t s e l f 
p a r t of a f i n a l l y g l o r i o u s design and thus of perceiving humanity as 
g l o r i o u s even i n i t s s i n f u l s t a t e o 

Now God quod he t h a t of t h i qoodnesse gonne the world make 
And of naught madest aught and man moost l i k t o t h i s e l v e 
And s i t h e n s u f f r e d e s t hym t o synne a siknesse t o us a l l e 
And a l f o r the baste as I b i l e v e whatevere tha Book t e l l e t h 
0_ f e l i x culpa 0_ necessarium peccatum Ada 
For thorugh t h a t synne t h i sone sent was t o t h i s erthe 
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And bicam man of a maids mankynde to save 
And madest t h i s a l f w i t h t h i sons us s y n f u l l e y l i c h e 

(8 V 481-87). 
L o g i c a l l y or n o t , Repentaunca's words seem t o ma t o j u s t i f y 
r e t r o s p s c t i v e l y the enjoyment w i t h which ue sometimes p a r t i c i p a t e i n 
the hearty though c o r r u p t a c t i v i t i e s of Coveitise and Gloton, and t o 
a l t e r the nature of our concern f o r those Sins t h a t appear most 
i n c u r a b l y a f f l i c t e d by t h i s u n i v e r s a l sickness; i t becotnes more p i t y i n g 
but less despondent. For Langland, who wishes t o spur h i s reader i n t o 
a c t i v e l y pursuing s a l v a t i o n , despondency i s not a s t a t e of mind t h a t i t 
i s d e s i r a b l e t o provoke. 
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CONCLUSION 

I n t h i s l a s t account of j u x t a p o s i t i o n s i n Piers Plouman I have f e l t 
able t o dispense w i t h the d e t a i l e d examination of the reader's response 
t h a t I have attempted e a r l i e r . I n other words, I have pointed t o a 
v a r i e t y of j u x t a p o s i t i o n s i n the B version of the Sins episode, but 
have not always t r i e d t o describe the kind of e f f e c t t h a t each j u x t a p o s i t i o n 
has. A f t e r a l l , the d e s c r i p t i o n s t h a t I have o f f e r e d e a r l i e r are only 
attempts t o present as accurately as possible my own reactions t o 
Langland's poetry, and i t would be wrong t o put them forward as anything 
mora than suggestions t h a t ought t o be, i n the end, ignored; or r a t h e r , 
they can i n f l u e n c e one's way of reading, but what happens when one reads 
cannot be outweighed by anything e l s e . I f Langland himself does not 
prescribe what poem the reader s h a l l make f o r h i m s e l f , the c r i t i c of 
Piers Plowman c e r t a i n l y should not do so. Hence, although I have 
pointed o u t , f o r example, the j u x t a p o s i t i o n between the sin-dominated 
world portrayed by Coveitise and Repentaunce's image of s i n as a coal 
being quenched i n the sea, I have not t r i e d t o suggest what ought to 
happen i n the reader's mind when he t r i e s t o achieve a s a t i s f a c t o r y 
r e c o n c i l i a t i o n between such very d i f f e r e n t p i c t u r e s . What ought to 
happen i s , I suppose, as much as possible; but t h a t u i l l depend on 
how deeply the reader i s engaged i n h i s reading, and t h a t i n t u r n i s 
mostly a matter of chance. 

By ceasing t o seem t o prescribe what the j u x t a p o s i t i o n s t h a t I p o i n t 
out s h a l l convey, I hope t o r e v e a l , f i n a l l y ^ the c r u d i t y of my own 
d i s t i n c t i o n between negative and p o s i t i v e j u x t a p o s i t i o n s . Of course 
there i s a d i f f e r e n c e between our response t o the j u x t a p o s i t i o n s i n 
B Passus X V I I I , which I have c a l l e d p o s i t i v e , and our response to those 
i n Need's speech, which I have c a l l e d negative, and t o one aspect of 
the d i f f e r e n c e my d i s t i n c t i o n a l l u d e s . But every j u x t a p o s i t i o n d i f f e r s 
i n e f f e c t from a l l the o t h e r s , j u s t as every l i n e of verse d i f f e r s i n 
e f f e c t from a l l the others. I t i s u s e f u l t o impose categories, but i t 
i s e q u a l l y u s e f u l t o r e c a l l t h a t they are imposed and not innate. 
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Besides9 i t has c o n s t a n t l y occurred t o me t h a t when I confess t h a t a 
j u x t a p o s i t i o n such as t h a t between the two p i c t u r e s of s i n r e f e r r e d t o 
above i s j f o r inej a negative one ( l am conscious of a d i f f i c u l t y I 
cannot r e s o l v e j r a t h e r than of a sense of i l l u m i n a t i o n I cannot 
analyse)9 i t may f o r someone else be a p o s i t i v e j u x t a p o s i t i o n ; f o r 
someone J t h a t i s 9 who i s able t o perceive the world portrayed i n tha 
speeches of Coveitise as manifesting9 i n i t s own way9 the goodness of 
God and of the universe seen from a timeless p e r s p e c t i v B o For someone 
granted t h a t k i n d of exc e p t i o n a l i n s i g h t 9 n e i t h e r j u x t a p o s i t i o n s i n 
Piere Plowman nor anything else i n the world w i l l have a negative e f f e c t o 
But Langland was not expecting t h a t kind of audience 9 and he would 9 I 
thi n k 9 have f e l t t h a t i f h i s poem provoked nothing more than the 
consciousness t h a t one lacks i n s i g h t , i t would s t i l l be j u s t i f i e d as 
a c o r r e c t i v e t o the c o n f i d e n t sense of s e c u r i t y t h a t one f e e l s while 
n e g o t i a t i n g the i n t r i c a c i e s of a "reasonable" t e x t . Of course i t does 
provoke a good deal more than t h a t , which i s why the verse of Piers 
Plowman i s not i n f r e q u e n t l y recognizable as great p o e t r y o 

I t i s because of t h a t remarkable f a c t t h a t we remain i n t e r e s t e d i n 
Langland^s worko But I t h i n k we must see the poetry as produced 
a c c i d e n t a l l y or i n s t i n c t l v e l y o I t i s sensible t o assume the author 
never read U i r g i l or Ovid or Chretien de Troyes or Dante| and although 
he must o f t e n have experienced something l i k e the pleasure we gain 
from reading poetry9 from the l i t u r g y f o r example, he does not seem 
to have been p r i m a r i l y motivated by the desire t o produce a f a i r and 
b e a u t i f u l a r t e f a c t o 

I began t h i s t h e s i s by arguing t h a t Langland's verse demands a response 
t h a t i s r a t h e r u n l i k e the q u i e t rsceptiveness = not mentally i n a c t i v e , 
but not o v e r l y troubled9 e i t h e r =• w i t h which ue contemplate the west 
f r o n t of a great c a t h e d r a l , or Venij, creator Sjairitusp or Parzivalg or 
the Mun's P r i e s t ' s Taleo That seems t o me j u s t the kind of response 
t h a t ue make t o other a l l i t e r a t i v e poems, i n idhich the poet's method i s 
accumulative? t h a t i s 9 he compiles " l i s t s " t h a t create i n the reader's 
mind w o n d e r f u l l y d e t a i l e d and c o n s i s t e n t scenes = a banquet, a b a t t l e 9 
or a n a t u r a l s e t t i n g o Langland's poem i s a compilation too, but the 
items i n h i s l i s t s are t y p i c a l l y much harder t o resolve i n t o a s i n g l e 
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p i c t u r e , n a r r a t i v e , or statemento I n some ways the most obvious analogy 
i s w i t h Abelard's Sic e t Won, a c o l l e c t i o n of juxtaposed a u t h o r i t a t i v e 
statements t h a t are apparently contr a d i c t o r y o But t h a t i s a textbook 
f o r students of philosophy, and the c o n t r a d i c t i o n s can presumably be 
resolved (or confirmed) by the exercise of lo g i c o What Langland gives 
us, i n verse t h a t i s slouic=moving and t h a t encourages us t o be r e f l e c t i v e , 
i s " l i s t s " o f items t h a t are not u s u a l l y l o g i c a l l y c o n t r a d i c t o r y but 
are i n a way even harder t o reconciles the items e x i s t i n d i f f e r e n t 
thought=worlds, and our mental a t t i t u d e s h i f t s accordingly as we reado 
They do have something t o do w i t h each other, i f only because we were 
able t o adopt both mental a t t i t u d e s , but our medit a t i o n on t h i s sequence 
of experiences i s l i k e l y t o be open-=^nded and t o become as much about 
ourselves and our oun b e l i e f s as about the t e x t t h a t provoked i t o 

I do not t h i n k t h a t Langland would have been able t o t h i n k of himself 
as a poet i n the sense t h a t we give t o t h a t termo Consequently, when 
con s i d e r i n g why Langland wrote as he d i d , I have found i t more 
productive t o dw e l l on problems t h a t we know he d i d face, not as a poet 
but as a C h r i s t i a n moralisto I have argued t h a t he was aware of c e r t a i n 
shortcomings i n the "reasonable" approach t o a t t a c k i n g s i n and 
promoting s a l v a t i o n s i n p a r t i c u l a r , he was ac u t e l y conscious of how 
the audience responds t o such discourseo His own method, as o u t l i n e d 
above, i s i n s t i n c t i v e l y "unreasonable"! i t has t o be, because i t i s 
intended t o have an e f f e c t on the reader t h a t "reasonable" discourse i s 
not e s p e c i a l l y l i k e l y t o havso The l a t t e r i s always asking us to sayg 
"How trueX" but we can e a s i l y make t h a t response without f e e l i n g i n s p i r e d 
t o seek s a l v a t i o n , which i s the f i n a l aim shared by every moralisto Lay 
the book as i d e , and seek salvation? "Lerne t o love quod Kynde and l e e f 
a l i a othere" (B XX 208)o 

Langland"s j u x t a p o s i t i o n a l method i s an attempt t o provoke some such 
rea c t i o n ? or a t l e a s t , i t r e s u l t s from having t h a t f i n a l aim very much 
i n mindo I t o f t e n produces great poetry, but I am not sure whether i t 
was bound to? whether, t h a t i s , t h i s e x c e p t i o n a l l y subtle and s e n s i t i v e 
approach t o a m o r a l i s t ' s problem amounts t o nothing less than a personal 
r e = i n v e n t i o n of what we recognize as poetryo The power t o break out of 
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one mode of thought and switch t o another i s c e r t a i n l y one of the 
i n t e l l e c t u a l powers t h a t we a l l u d e t o when we use terms l i k e "imagination" 
or " c r e a t i v i t y " , and perhaps the most fundamental. But I doubt whether 
" i m a g i n a t i o n " or " c r e a t i v i t y " or "poetry" bear tha kind of meaning t h a t 
can be expressed as a d e f i n i t i o n , so I am a f r a i d t h a t t h i s question i s 
unanswerable* 

However, i f poetry i s our god, i t i s e n t i r e l y n a t u r a l t h a t we should 
ask unanswerable questions about i t , although c l e a r l y Langland would not 
approve, and the re c e p t i v e reader of Piers Plowman might come t o f e e l 
g u i l t y about i t . I t i s i n t e r e s t i n g t o speculate about 

why t h a t oon theef on the cros creaunt hym yald 
Rather than t h a t oother theef 

(B X I I 214-15) 
but i t i s probably not the most immediate concern, which i s , no doubt, 
to emulate the "oon t h e a f " . 
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