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CHAPTER OHS

INTRODUCTION

")»anne is do be st to be lo ide . to blame >e gylty."

Piers Plowman. B, X, 2<6

A body of verse w s composed in the 13th and lUt:. centuries 

*■’ 1er was popular in oririn and appeal .nd w_ich developed into lltor- 

nture of considerable merit. Editors, scholars, critics nave not. 

for the most part, considered this body of verse. t'e verse of complaint. 

as an entity worthy of rtuly. The verse .as furnished analogs® for 

Chaucerian scholarship and provided illustrations of popular feelings 

for the historian, but it has not been studied as a whole in any sys­

tematic way. The justification of this dissertation is that such a study 

would be vlu-ble, and one of the theses is that tve of literature 

forms a " ind" of lit'ratura of suf le lent extent and homogeneity to 

throw liprt upon popular or in V ns n.n . attitudes dur la a eertury of 

chan, e and *̂1:10 ll, the centur. of the Peasants' Revolt and the Lollard 

movement.

The term "kind" is a more ap sprinte designation for this body 

of lltTctmre than "genre" Lor use the verse of complaint cont ins sub­

ject matter, ferns, devL. es, and emotions more varied than the traditional 

and established rearea of, for example, epic, tragedy , and lyric poetry. 

or of satire, novel, or short-story. The Eighteenth century idea of genre 

includes t" <• notion that ? genre had some platonic existence, and authors
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imlt'te It, in dreek literature. The literature ariaing in medieval 

tinea did not imitate Greek models, but their contemporaries or immediate 

predecessors' creations, "any medieval "kinds"—as distinguished from 

"genres* —first*saw  the light of day and last the gloom of oblivion 

within a short space of time, like the day-fly. The homily, the inbliau, 

the exemplum, and the romance grew and changed and finally melted into 

other literature. Another distinction between "kind” and "genre" besides 

imitation, "nd continuity, is the expectation of the audience. The 

reader or listener to a tragedy has a more definite expectation ^rouoeu 

then a reader or listener to a complaint. The criteria determining the 

grouping ol a "kind" need not be so strict nor ro many as those of a 

"genre."

The verse of complaint had dim and. scattered antecedents ana 

descendents. It arises -nd disappears in the Middle A es, living few 

trace? of the once-flouriching vine. Some of those tracer will be dls- 

cusred, but ♦ha emphasis in thin study s on t!w intrinsic worth of the 

vers« itself, itr v.’lue ns background literature for the study of other 

literature of the --riod, and fv the insights it provides into popular 

attitudes :nd nplnionr.

The verre of complaint consists, roughly, of V -t verse which 

editors, Mbliorraphers, I istorinnr. an., anthologists have called "didactic," 

or "satirical," or "literature of reproof." or "political poems." The 

editors' definitions of these terms vary and in many instances overlap, 

but the term "complaint" includes aspects of all these definitions and 

refers to a body of verse which Wells describes thus:

Among the most interesting pieces of %nglirh verse of the 
period before 1400, are the political songs -nd ballads. Most 
of these ere rude, many are coarse, and few to be dignified 
with the name of literature. Bit they are right out of the life 
of the times—they are full of the hot passion and the bitter
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scorn of the participant or the concerned onlooker; or they 
are the intense utterance of the more cultivated and accom- 
plifhed. clerk or minstrel striving to express the feeling 
of the day, or so to present the events of the time as to 
influence others to his own attitude.

Vucn of what Wells said will be modified in the course of this study, but 

it is true that the verse of complaint does provide insight into the 

temper and passions of the 14th-century Nnglishmar..

I

Wells devotes a chapter in his "anual to "Works Dealing with 

Contemporary Conditions," and includes a classification of these works 

into (1) "Political Pieces," which are subdivided into "Non-Prophetic 

Writings," and"Prophetic Writings," and (2) "Satires and Complaints." 

w ich are subdivided rather peculiarly lnto^'orks Not in Alliterative 

Long Lines," and "Works in Alliterative Long Lines." This dissertation 

excludes "Prophetic Writings" from the "kind" of the verse of complaint, 

inasmuch as it forms a "kind" of its own and has received suitable study.2 

The verse of complaint includes the three other classifications made by 

Wells. "Satire," however, is n term b rely applicable to the verse con­

sidered in this dissertation, although many editors and scholars use 

that designation. Wells himself recognizes the awkwardness of the term:

Of what may be called satire in the limited sense of the 
term, there is little in English before the sixteenth century. 
Yet extant from before 1400 are a number of English writings 
that deal with contemporary distresses, abuses, or ill con­
duct, with an ultimate object of correction.3

ijohn 3. Wells, A Manual of the Writings in Middle English, 1050- 
1^00 (New Haven, 1916), pp. 208-209.

^Rupert Taylor, The Political Prophecy in England (New York, 
Columbia University Press, 1911)"

3Wells, p. 2?7. Italics mine.



The "limited sense of the term" is not clear, but the expanded sense 

seems to include many things not usually associated with satire. For 

example, when Vella discusses a particular pœn*  "The L-nd of ?okaygne," 

(?b2)l which he calls a satire, he notes that the author was sympathetic 

rather than hostile toward the aterrant monks and nuns, an attitude not 

normally a characteristic of satire. Veils uses the term "complaint" in 
2 

a more mesninrful way when discussing "The Song of th- Husbandman" (*  

"In passionate bitterness, as from the bottom of his soul, the author of 
•> 

the 'Song1 raises a powerful plaint of despairing miseryThe dis­

tinction between "satire" and "complaint" in Wells' usage seems to be 

that the former is humorous and sympathetic and the latter is bitter 

and despairing. Satire is not always humorous, and it is rarely sympa­

thetic. Wells' distinction beco-.es less clear when he describes Wjrnnere 

and Wastoure (ll]?)^: "The poem is an interesting composite of dream­

vision, allegory, debate, occasional poem, anu satire or complaint. $ 

The moem contains many bitter statements, but it is not humorous, nor 

does the author treat the objects of criticism sympathetically, nor is 

he despairing. '

Wells probably derived the conjunction of the two terms from

1W. Heuser, Die Kildare-Gedichte. Bonner BeitrAge sur Anglistik, 
XIV (Bonn, 190b), no. lb^-^. The nurber in parentheses is the index 
number given t-e ooêm for accurate identification in Carleton Brown and 
ho,gen Hope Pob^lnr, The Index to Middle English, Verse (hew York, 1943) • 
Vella discusses the 'ow on p. ?28 of his Manual.

^Thomas Wrirht, Political Songs of England (Camden Society VI. 

1839). pv. 149-5?.

Veils, "anunl, p. 22^.
uIsrael Gollancr, ed.. Select Sariy English Poems (London, 1920), III 

Swells, Manual, p.



Thomas Wri^t'e Introduction to The Political Poems and Sonea*  where 

Wright links "criticism or satire"2 and "criticizs" and "complain bit­

terly."^ In another place, he describes a poem as "a sort of general 

complaint of, or satire on, the corruptions of society at that period. 

The distinction seems to be that a complaint is a lamentation, and a 

satire is a criticism. The distinction is unwieldy because a single 

poem ma; both lament and criticize. The term "complaint" denotes both 

"lamentation" and "criticism."

S. M. Tucker uses the tern "satire" very broadly in his Verse 

Satire in England before the Renaissance.^ His hook deals with some 

of the literature considered in this dissertation. Tucker f Inas reser­

vations forced on his use of the term, for example, when he considers 

Piers Plowman (14^9)^:

To call Piers Cowman a Satire is to use the term in 
the broadest possible sense. The great allegory, through 
its general lack of humor and particularly its lares 
constrictive element, becomes a didactic poem, a fairly 
complete criticism of its age, rather than a Satire.

It seems much more convenient to group such materials unuer one term. 

The dif ficulties of termine log; r« proper studies for scholars.

A more recent writer, -harles S. L vidson, sees three divisions of litera­

ture, divisions which are useful for his own purpose:

12 vols., Rolls Series, l^9, iStl. 2Ibid. . I, xxlx. 

^Ibld., xlv. ^Itid.. Ixx. ^New York, 190E.

W. Skaat, ed., ESTS 28, 38, 5b, 81 (London: 186?, 1869, 
1877, 1884). References to the Sarly English Text Society publications 
are differentiated in the Brown and Robbins Index as follows: Original 
Series public tions are numbered in Arabic numerals, and Extra Series in 
Rnhinn numeral f.

^Tucker, Terse Satire, pp. 70-71.



Middle \ngli sh verse satire itself rust be clearly differen­
tiated from two related literary forms, the moral-didactic 
f oe.m nr.l the complaint. The ’1.: actio roT charge ! er i sticai ly 
lays down rules for conduct, and i+ s ;p eaKtir is an autker- 
itativc preach- r. The conn lair.t, t fern of poetry which 
invents the decadence of the times, is negatively expressed 
by a speaker sho not; as a sr o<esman fer the r-*  ople, i'b.f- 
satire, on the other hand, has a militant tone, for it 
attacks vice and folly. Furth?rmore, satire uses humor and 
tends to ‘« more ir?ci:ic than the other forms. In practice, 
r.o we vo r, al i three forms i ay 1 e combined in one : oer.

Davidson understands the /omplairttc b?- a 1 ink t^twer;: didactic litera­

ture nj; ; satire, and bases hi s rair distinction among the three upon the 

relationship betwe? n roet and au dienen. The didactic poem is riven as 

if f ro" ti.f r it c.d it: mal r r urrosr i / to in"‘r;rt , "he corp l air * 

is usually .c.'ii * by s person . n " le v»'l • i th : 1 n f • 11 c w sufferers. ?he 

satire a+tac<s vie-» and fell;/. favidsen dis'ussei the ^hree forms in 

his second chapter an ! it •"■oui ; be well to sur; iri?/ hi - ! iscuc ~icn h^re 

because some of is ; deas are relevant to thie thesis. The complaint 

hark- beck to the past as an author: *y;  "It is def !n! l; not ’■'.e nature 

of complaint to urm society to correct its concur», but anyone «no 

listens “o the complaint and is aware of iti implication will ;oe that 

it cries for a reafformation of -oral values."^ The distinction between 

correction an ! "reaffirmation of moral values" is not clear. bavidaon 

continues by stating that the complaint, moreover, is never humorous, 

but is 1 1 amentr.tion. Satire is not concerned with the reform of morals 

either:

The didactic poem has as its purpose teaching moral precepts ; 
the complaint, lamenting immorality; the satire, attacking 
immorality and folly. Put each type to a greater or less 
degree implies the necessity for reform.^

I"Middle Fnglish Verse Satire," an unpublished dissertation 
(Yale, 1553), Summary p. it. Italics mine.

2Ibid., p. 58. % Ibid., pp. 72-3.
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The difficulty of the distinctions le that ultimately the definition 

breaks down into a multiplicity of other definitions. The question ie 

simoly th*t  if tve three forms -re so closely al l leu, why bother to 

distinguish then?

There is little difficulty in defining didactic literature; it 

in a sermon or a law which instructs directly, the utterance of the 

priest or Jud^e to the congregation or nation, of a person in ruthority 

to someone with less authority. Davidson is correct avout the relation­

al. Ip of poet and audience in the complaint and the didactic poem; the 

complaint sounds as if a spokesman of the people is addressing the people 

and criticizing t'-e upner clas-er of the nobility and the clergy, as­

suming a -ior"l authority shared b. his popular au.ience not his by 

right of ■'lasf or -crupat ion. ‘^hat Lavi ison does not add is the re­

lationship between the satirist and his audience; the satirist operdes 

to hl's familiars, men of wit, sophistication, a:ui learning n^u his poem 

oft^n has the •’ir of a privât.- joke. Middle Snglist verse L-c.cs much of 

tri- wit and sophistication, and, exclud e of Cinucer, it has little 

irony, sarcasm, or Htnor. "o be sure, there is irony and sarcasm in 

Langland*  ? <reat poem, but It is not deft *ind  incisive as it is in swift. 

John D. Peter discusses complaint and entire because he finds 

that Renaissance satire derives from medieval literature of co ..plaint; 

he mentions Tucker’s book:

Tucker felt that the essence of Satire was ’destructive 
criticism’. a view which one feels would have been re­
sented. as : .uch b;. Johnson as by Langland.

Peter also refers to WelLs’ use of the terns:

Wells and Owst do not themselves use the terms distinct ively, 
but rather as a canopy-like heading under which all the

^Oomplolnt and Satire in Early EnftHah Literature (Oxford Uni­
versity ^ress, 1950. p. 3.
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variety of their material can "be decently included. But it 
is easy enough to separate them, and in fact as soon as 
they are disjoined 'Complaint*  becomes an extremely useful 
term. Ite connotations are different from those of 'Satire1, 
yet nt *he  s me time it is close enough in meaning to be 
readily applic ble to a type of writing which, tho^^h commonly 
included under Satire, is much better left distinct. I 
mean the vast -edleval literature of reproof that ranges 
from comprehensive works like hindlyng Synne down to lyrics 
and epigrams a few lines long.*

Peters' method of dis t in, rul shing between complaint and satire is to con­

trast Chaucer and Larvland, uarticulr.rly Chaucer's monk of the Prologue 

with Langinnd' s Sloth. "e concludes that complaint deals in personi­

fications or allegory while satire is usually concrete; that complaint 

is impersonal, •nd satire is personal ; that because of the last dif­

ference , satire has a greater range criticisms than uoes complaint, 

which is often bound to a system such as the Seven deadly Sins or 

allegory; that satire is scornful and ttnc<s a third party, not the 

writer nor the reader and that complaint is sober and corrective and 

attacks everyone; that satire is specific and deals with individuals 

while complaint is vague and more concerned with the abuse than the 

abuser; anu that Retire is often sophis Heated, while complaint is fre­

quently naive. These distinction? are valuable for the definition of 

complaint, particularly in distinguishing Chaucer and Lanpland, but some 

of the distinctions are doubtful; it is hoped that a broader and more 

inclusive survey of the verse of complaint. including Piers Plowman (1459) 

will enable better distinctions and definitions to be made.

II

This brief survey of the historical use of the term "complaint"

is unsatisfying because the authors disagree about the definitions of

^id.
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terms. It seems as if each author had a different Iwdy of verse in 

mind, and this is true, although all authors have in ro-ie locm in 

common. All agree th.-.t the literr+ ire criticizes, but uisegre^ as to 

whether the criticism is positive or negative, constructive or destructive, 

personal or impersonal, and if ^ll 'hese, in what degrees. All agree 

that the verse contains elements of didacticism, complaining, and satire, 

but disagree ns to which term properly describes the predominant charac­

teristic of the verse. The following chapters nrr, in part, ra. effort 

to educe concise uefinition of complaint anti to distinguish complaint 

from didactic literature end from retire, but p preliminary definition 

is useful in preparing a refined one. A preliminary definition can Ie 

tested against the verses that "re nun ted and cited in the following 

Tiges.

Peter's (delimitation of complaint as tv e "vast medieval litera­

ture of re ।roof" furnishes oartof n preliminary definition. The versos 

which, express criticism, directly or indirectly, can le called "complaints." 

Davlucon'r distinctions al out t o relationship between poet anu audience 

among the three, didactic, complaint and satirical liter ture, is another 

element of a preliminary definition. didactic literature represents a 

priest instructing m congregation; satirical literature addresser, a 

group of fellow-sophistic tes, and they laugh together about the object 

of criticism; the verse of complaint laments or criticizes persons in 

authority and represents those ; armed by those in authority, but it often 

is not addressed to those whom it attacks.

This study is concerned with all verse containing criticisms or 

lamentations, but the verse representing the orthodox point of view of 

the Church is not emphasized. Another criterion for including a poem in 

the group, "worse of complaint." is that only such verses are included.
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which are composed primarily of criticiris or which cox.tain a large 

number of criticisms.

. Poems which editors call "satires" are herein called "complaints" 

for much the same reason that Peter gave; the v^rse is not satirical in 

the sense that Inter satires are. One rarely finds in 14th-century 

literature the wit, irony, sarcasm, ridicule, and exaggeration that 

one finds in Erasmus, Xashe, Jonson, Swift, and Pope. Middle English 

literature is more naive and less expert than these, more apt to "make 

much moan" and lamentation, or bristle with curses and denunciations, 

more full of keening than laughter, util Hiring the cudgel and mace in- 

stmad of the rapier with a Toledo blade. One reason for this difference 

is given by Wells; the verse of complaint was composed by a minstrel or 

poor cleric with slightly more education or skill than the ass of men 

for whom the noems wire • ade and to whom they were recited.

The term "complaint" seems more appropriate than "satire" because 

the former is the term used by 14th-century men themselves. The word 

"compleyn" or "compleignte" appears occasionally, as in the Prologue to 

the Oonfeesio Amantis (2tc?)^: "... eche in his compleignte telleth/ 

How that the world is al mi ewent,/ And ther upon hie Jugement/ Ilfth 

every man in sondry wise." (Prologue, 516-19) Another poem, (2144) 

illustrates the kind of poem Gower is discussing:

Men hem compleynes of untrewyth 
lawe es dede and fcat es Rew th 
Trechery es al oboue 
And grauen he as trewlouf.

On the other hand, the tem "satire" was strange to the 14th-century

1G. C. Macaulay, ed., SETS LXXXI and LXXXII (London, 1900, 1901). 

^Carleton Brown, A Register of Middle English Religious Verse 
(2 vole., Oxford. 1920), I, 71.



-11-

writer. John Trevisa in his translation of the Poly chron icon of 13^7 

derives "satirical" thus: ". . . sore poet is i-cle mi satirions, and 

ha], ]>at name of satis, ]mt is enow, for ]>e mat ire j>at he spexe], of he 

he touche]) at ]>e fulle."^ "Complaint" seems r. better term because it is 

the term used in the lb th century to refer to the verse considered 

hereunder and because it denotes and connotes it rare necurutely than 

doos "entire."

III

There are further similarities md differences between the 

literature designated as "ildnctlc." "co nint," and "retiriez!." 

They are quite similar in motive. All three forms arise when men 

perceive that t-e re l world is imperfect and th t men are immoral when 

compered with what the world and men should be. All throe forms state 

or l-uly a contrast between the ideal and the real. There are different 

systems of v:lues useu to r.n>e t;.r contrast nmo'.v, the three forms of 

literature: he Driest uses the orthodox Christian ideals for the con­

trast; the satirist uses some of those ideals, but often his iaea of 

what is rirht and w- at is wror# results from his own individual thinking 

The complaint very clearly uses orthodox Christian ideals to make the 

contrast, but the poet of comp'aint selects from those doctrines; some­

times, he criticizes the world or men not from a moral point of view 

at all.

The distinction between the systems of values used in the three 

forms, and the distinction about the relntionrhips of the poet and his 

audience in the three forms combine to make n furt'or distinction which

Quoted in A. W. Ward and A. m. Waller, eds.. The Cambridge His- 
‘tory of Satish Literature (New York and Cambrid^ University Press, 
1933). H. 85.
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explnins another eLnrocterlutte difference nmong the three. The priest 

laments, denounces, and instructs, nnd his statement is very often 

direct and clear. He has authority to do so. The satirist is often in­

direct, usually because he achieves a literary effect thereby; irony, 

for example, is a form of indirectness. The satirist has no real authority 

but what he assumes. The meet of complaint also assumes an authority 

not his by class or occupation, and nartly because he attacks those in 

authority and has reason to fear retaliation and partly for literary 

effect, the complaint is likely to be indirect. Tre priest nay - ttack 

those in authority, not often with impunit; , and t: m mtir irt some times 

does so C so. but more nft"n ’ e ' tt .cks t. c-e v -, canot strike back.

The ooet of complaint has no authority ; he soe- rs for f ore with no 

-uth-rity; he can easily be punished if discoverer, • nd he ' c much to 

fear if he is direct.

The mol nt to be made here is th nt the verse of complaint, tr.ken 

as a whole, represents the mor;i loliefs, the feelings. • n.; the attitudes 

oi the "o pul ace at lar, o in 14th-century ' Ai nlout tne twin masters 

of Church and State. 't the poems complain about indicates to some 

extent whrt was wronn with the nation and ho»' the peasantry felt about 

the evil«. ' hnt thet. felt to he ,-ood as well ns wh^ t they felt to be evil. 

The verre of complaint has thrt predomin-nt craract ris*1c . Some of the 

poems no represent spec 1-1 interest groupe, for example, th» Lolin ml 

poems, and Lnngland's point of view seems his ovn, lut for the meet part 

the poet takes his themes and hir attitudes for his .oems from the 

oeople in order to produce poems which appeal to them.

The motive of comnlnlnt in the disparity between what is sxa 

what should be. The raiding moral beliefs of the times were the doctrines 

of orthodox Christianity. When men saw events or nets of men which con-
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t ras ted with tVeli tel lol* -, co-pl'ilnea. Undoubted!;' men " -rr.^roa 

a nr rrumbled about t be r-rdships a:.A .orsocutlon- they thought they had 
undergone; they whined about t e injustices done to them. This oral 

grumbling .-.nd whining is the riv m- teri-1 wh ch the minstrel and poor 

cleric found and w ich be turned into verse. -he two origins ox con- 

plaint, the sermon and men' s gi-inblir^; rnd -cr. laining. op ear in the 

verse of cnr.pl” lr.‘. tn corlined form, never ver; lo% sarnrateu. but 

t’-’o distinct kinds of verre emerge, c ntalnin*;  both t e medified sermon 

and the modified g^bliug, different onlw because of enp: r sir.. One io 

♦ he romolrint wherein * Y-o -u-sis is on moral criticisms. deriving from 

tie u:l lit. The of-er is concerned quite practic-lly with institutions 

' x..i men who abuse the laws -nd bring economic hardships u;on the people. 

The mor-I conc ins of t..e complaint become in later times tee ma t e ri - is 

of satire, for Erasnus1 Praise of zoil; as well, for t'r-t matter. The 

more practical documents become "c ite Papers" or quite constructive 

statements of :lans for -meliorating the :.u.man condition, . a -ibelle 

of Xnglyshe Polycya1, for ex—; le. The practical and moral concerns 

in the verse of complaint are closely intertwinec., and for a century at 
least they remain so, forming a body of verse which •as a number of 

common characteristics which set it off from other "kinds" of literature 

of the period.

IV

These preliminary distinctions and definitions cannot be made

any more clearly here; they suffice to introduce the verse of complaint.

The best definition is an inspection and a description of the poems

bright, Pol. Poems, II, 157-^05»
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themnelves. vucn of thin diecertntion Is concerned with dnlng so. 

Another aim of this study is to show the reletlonships between didactic 

literature and complaint and to suggest some of the sources of later 

satire. The verse of complaint is, however, a "kind" that has but a 

temporary existence, called into existence by contemporary conditions, 

and finally taken over by professional writers. Te verse suggests many 

of the attitudes of the people of t'e time, as Wells remarks, toward 

their rulers and snirltu.nl guides. Another justif lent ion for this 

thesis exists: a study of the verse of complaint is relevant to other 

literature of the n*r  lod. A number of the onera discussed have a bear­

ing upon the works of the major writers; usually, th*  student and scholar 

trace out t' ese connections, in order to throw light on td e major writers. 

To take the verse as a whole, however, allows p. more accurate interpre­

tation of the major writers, for the verser - re placed in their own 

context. Chaucer, rolle, clif, n%d kower can be viewed against a 

broad and comprehensive t nckgrcuna.

A few more intro iucto r; remarks will prépare the reader to under­

stand tve nature of ♦he conplr in* . The complaint is an explanation of 

the evils men see. e oet tries to sr/.w vhnt *he  evils nre, why they 

exist, and whey they are evil". Th^t is wh.y he refers to the moral be­

liefs and ideals. That effort is, however, seconder;,. The primary purpose 

of complaint is to emro?" lament"t ion and criticise., a lament that evils 

exist and criticism of those responsible for the abuses. As many writers 

have pointed out, this implies constructive -'-.vice or criticism. The 

evil and the remedy are often con/.ertea. Th# poems of complaint express 

emotions ranging from dark hopelessness through frustration to anger;

snirltu.nl
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thej lament and denounce, often they exprerf contempt and disgust. 

De ^»et suerks for the mass of men, assuming a mor"! authority which 

their resentment finds attractive. The poems point out the beams in 

the orient nnJ. friar's eyes, the abuses of the law, an : the ill-governing 

of the kingdom, or, from another point of view, tie violation of the 

enci'l contract implicit in the feudal system. In achieving the tone 

of moral authority, the noet refers to popular beliefs, to Christian 

doctrine, t’ e Bible, t e laws, ir< short, to the universal trut? m believed 

in his tire. .

Din lissertat ion is limited to the l th n . 14th centuries 

b^c"so i• lr n period of yer t interest to t." e students ol literature 

** nd r o." mse "“^ic'. of the best verse o t co"inl ai nt was written in th't 

erlod. mh.e complaint in uro sr y omitted; •lore were :.o ne which 

pnv^d be called liter turn of complaint. ^.blic documents in hnglirh, 

such s the Petition from the Folk of "ercerye1 of D8t, are few and 

fnr be*wpor . Sermons in prose are not likely to represent the populrr 

noint of view, and there are few in 2^11 rh in the 14 th centur; . W . dll ' s 

nr t' e ’^t.fvity r. derogatory comment upon the ope' s ’-'orl-ily

powernn.t " number of bir n»her writings attack tie friars, but the 

Loll’.rd attitudes cn he fo’.uiu in verse as well. Generally speaking, a 

:rr b«r of ett lfuies f du:/: in Latin sermons and poems en be traced in 

the v^rse of co-mid nt; many of the Latin verser on the t i-c ' ro much 

more virulent an l count ic * han those in Sngl ic, un the rtrn^tlee in 

L^tin w . ed within the C- urch were very bitter; erect for *’.e Lollards 

ar. I 'yclif, once t .e ''lurch was -ttneked by the idty, sho presented a 

united front.

T-A. Brandl and C. 2 Ippei, " id 'le 2wt^ isi: Literature (2nd. ed., 
Tew York, 1^9) , pp. 248- .^. *



The greatest omission from this study is Chuucer. Man^ of the 

cornaitinto discussed below throw light on Chaucer’s treatment of his 

characters. bv.t Chaucer does not write complaints, nor -re any of his 

works composed primarily of complaint. Chr.ucer is satiricnl at times, ' 

cert -inly, and tnere r re droll touches of irony in ris characterizations, 

but for the most part he aimed his works at an aristocratic circle; they 

are not onrtlculnrly popular in origin or appeal. In short, the verse 

of complain*  discussed in this study is limited to those verses which 

seem indicative of a nopulur uoint of view, ni. I verse is the popular 

-edium of expression. It s .oui. b;. now be clear that the lyrical love 

complaints ”re ?.at inclu ied in this study, even though they are criticisms, for 

they form a subcategory of t' e genre of lyric poetry.

This dissertation at ternte to answer a number of nuestions about 

the verse of complaint: who or what is complained about ? 'ho is com­

plaining, and to wh\t "u ience? What mo mi criteria are used to make the 

comlnint? I ow pre t e complaints male: wh"t forms, devices, and emotions 

are employed by the noet? "hat does the verse of complaint reveal about 

the beliefs and attitudes of the people about their times? What does it 

reveal "bout other literature of the period? The following chapters con­

sider these nue st ions. "nd in so doing describe t^a verses of complaint, 

define the term "comnlnlntand indicate thrt the verse of complaint is 

a 11 kind" of liter tare, and th"t it is worthy of stuc.y.

VI

The form of the dissertation requires a note of explanation, 

^he foliowin.- chapters are divided between general and specific complaints; 

the specific complaints are further divided into specific complaints about 

the nobility, the clergy, and the third estate. Sach chapter is subdivided
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into manlier ctoniriee to w.^le t'-’e re-.dor to the svl./ect con- 

nlrlned out in n context. and to enable him to ure the-e chapters as 
P sul.’ert index. Tie T-llo of :ont»ntr lists all but the lowest order 

of ente, orlen.

Be cruse - nu b^r of flotation? are riven to illustrate the dis­

cussion of the ot 'ects of couulaiut, ma bee use some of t.^se poems 

’ n e no distinguishing title, n uniform meti^d of identifying the p jems 

' PR boon e-uloyed. never ' ^oon is re ferre to ur a ;oted fror., the 

Ir.clplt number assigned to the 'ioer in t : «' vro''n 1 nu -d lnr !.. ’.nx^to 

” id- le y,,-' jr" "erre will ° found in wrent crcr rear the tl*ln  r, r 

deecri: tion of tne .^oer. he : ir "t time a ?OTi i s re ferre . to. Its 

printed -cures will re -.nd in n footnote. Thereafter the l'Oder uny 

use t 9 Inuex to the Po- .r. wnere «ill be foun . t‘ e Bro- n =.nd Iw bbl ns 

number, in numerical order, followed by tne date t: e r^tl^rlt) for 

it, the printed source ".red in the dissert-tion, and. the ?eges of the 

dissorta*  ion us on wh. ic^ ♦; r :-n ru la q^tn... cite-, or dircusred. The 

render will fin.-’ Hir Inner. tn the Poems useful for unking cmcr-referencos 

end. en find t^e variety of complaints found In n given poem. » .e . .les 

of well-^o«n neems «ill l e f^ .d in t-e >i> liocr-*?lv . followed h; their 

Pro"n ’nd Hob' ins Index number. The quotations from long Toe:;;- are 

identified in the text by the book, pasruf, or section nu-ber in I^r.nn 

numerrls, followed by *h n inclusive line nu lers. "Il in arent.eser, to 

the right of the last line que ted, or lf t e quotation if written into 

the text, directly following tie quotation, Further references to poems 

illustrating the discussion of the rubpact will be founu in the footnotes.

The form of the typescript enables t'is dissertation to oe used 

as a bibliographical tool, as a c talonne of complaint. The brief identi­

fication of tve quotations allows footnotes to be kept to a -inlnum.



CHAI "ri; TVA

The objects of com; lain'.--what the poems com; lnir; about—can be 

divided into two 1 arpe rroups to facilitate examination. The first. croup 

is desirnat-’: " Ar: r «I Jonplaints"; thia r rou:* , t-.e subject of tni s 

chapter, i n^l udea tr.c v ; cer.s ll.it a fault c r faults *ttritut«<

to d o*:  •" or 1 ro , cl as ir r., or ' .'urn*  i or. ; r : ; - n, ; r tino iri.,

or the world at 1 arpe . : n .or -, th-- * r i t - r corf Iains about run ' s evil 

prrpen si ‘ ies ar : at tri ute-' -o hir. '•erz sin or rem. "hese corrl " in^s 

are “ -«'neral " in that " - - evils ar*  ■ ‘ «■ *■«  i ir a -entrai way, ‘■ha*  is, 

"covet-usness, " rather t^.an " spec i f ic" evils, s u c n an la^ ers w'.o sk!" r 

cr th**  i nr radiants in leave®. rc-r has as its object an

abstr-o l i on cf re ny r - ' i : : e - v i , hue • » sreo-fio <» v i 1 - nr*  not r? r- 

tioned. "l.e 11 st"ner <u: } 1 ie ; hi s om. 11 ustr^ti .n® of the al rtr&c t evil 

The second larc" rrcur, ” je.siflc laints." iuoluûes those 

documents which list a leult or faults, usuallv specific foults, of a 

particular class, occupational prour, or any croup r: persona, or even 

a particular person. Tne abstractions may be there, *ut  more often than 

in the General Complaint, the sins or evils are mtv.ze clear and specific, 

for example, pemel ’ s fashionable horned headdress is evil because it is 

a sign of pride. ’huclly the specific evils are described cr listed 

without 1 elrr called evil ; the sin involved is understood. i ne other 

distinction 'etwe-n these two croups should be noted here; on the whole 

the funeral complaint is made in a tone of lamentation, and the specific

—18—
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complaint is made in a tone of anger. This difference is due to the 

difficulty of waxing angry about an abstraction. The tone of lamentation 

of the general complaint implies that the evil situation will never be 

improved until the end of the world. The angry criticism of the specific 

complaint implies that improvement is possible and should be made. 

Because of these distinctions the general complaint forms a separate 

kind of poem with its own tone and mood, its own modus operand!. and its 

own manner of viewing the world.

Ivlls of the Time ‘

Of the "General Complaints" a small number belong together because 

they are quite general and quite short. They form a fitting introduction 

to the whole body of verses of complaint: all the basic complaints are 

included in these poems, and from the number of manuscripts in which they 

are found it is presumable that they were popular. These verses belong 

together because nearly all of them are described by Brown and Robbins 

in their index as dealing with "The Abuses of the Age," or "The Zvils 

of the Times," or "On the Degeneracy of the Times," titles borrowed 

from specific editions of the poems. Some fifteen items in some forty- 

five manuscripts are so designated. They are short, general, have a 

tone of lamentation, and have an air of being proverbs, maxims, or folk­

sayings. Evidently one of the most popular of these is from a 13th- 

century manuscript (1820):

King conseilles. 
Bissop loreles, 
Wumman schameles, 
Hold-man lechur, 
Jong-man trichur. 
Of allé mine live . 
Ne saw I worse five.

lÀ number of variations of this verse occur; vide*  the Brown and
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This Terse explains the unhappy present by the faults of the world at 

large. The five terrible "things" represent the basic complaints nmdo 

in the whole literature of complaint.^

Sometimes the general complaint ascribes present evil to a single 

cause, a lack of truth, or a lack of love, as in this short lament (214^): 

hallael men planys of lltel trwthe: 
hit ye dede and tat is rwthe; 
falsedam regain and as above, 
and byrid es trwlove.^

Another, later, poem (3133) also attributes the evils of the times to 

falsehood:

Sythen that Laws for wills begynne to sleken 
And falshed for sleyght is itaken 
lobbinges and reuyngee Is holds purchas 
And foul fais lechery is pryuy solas 
Ko*  may Ingelond syngea Alae.3

The above poem uses the simple rhetorical device of "since . . . (or

when), . . .then ..." to give emphasis to the concluding line. The 

emphasis results from the accumulation of the evils and from the explana­

tion of them. The above poem also substitutes the vice for the virtue

lobbins Index. 162^. One version makes the "-les" ending consistent, 
thereby stating the contrast between the virtue and the vice in one word. 
The version quoted is printed in Thomas Wright and J. 0. Halliwell- 
Phillips, lelloulae Antiauae (2 vols., London, 1841, 1843)» II• 15.

1A slightly longer list adds the authority of Bede to the warn­
ing, 4051, * Morris, An Old English Miscellany, UTS 49 (London, 1872). 
pp. 184-5.

2m 2145 is printed in Carleton Brown, Heligious Juries of the 
XITth Century (Oxford, 1957), p. 5^. The emphasis differs In another 
version which is otherwise quite similar: law Is dead and trechery 
rules. BE 2146, printed in Carleton Brown, A lexister of Middle English 
leligious Terse (2 vols., Oxford, 1920), 1, 71 »

3a. 6. Little, Studies in English Franciscan History (Manchester 
University Press, 1917), p. 155-
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to show the wide extent of the evils.

In another verse (2008), the lack of love in men's hearts and the 

presence of other vices explain the evil condition of the land:

Love le out of lond iwent;
Défauts of loue pls lond hap she nt.
Eeuth^e and treuth^e and. charité
Be^ out of lond, allé $reo: 
Pride, enuye, and lecherie, 
Couetlse, and tricherie, 
Habbeÿ Ills lond one here balllye.

The listing of vices is another popular device; the accumulation of

evils creates considerable effect. The following poem (427)) is sf- 

fectlve because the vices it lists “.re closely connected:

)lssinge and glosinge and feleehip beon rlue. 
luper lustes ouer floten . with fais gile and strife 
hardneese and bakbiting wip scornes out bersten;
Bote aleue dede and troup, wip semll plei pel resten. 
Vnkundeneese, vnkunninge, vnclanneese, beon arerd 
eo Pat harass pel boden, as Ich am aferd.^

The eternal complaint, the mother of all other sins, is the lack of 

truth and the prevalence of trickery. The poems quoted above were quite 

probably popular property; John Ball in this insurgent poem (1791) uees 

that theme, and the listing of other vices or sins, to achieve considerable

Ifhe following poem (4006) is a warning, but it may conceal a 
complaint about contemporary conditions:

"Whene pryde is mosto in prye 
Ande couetyee most wye, 
Ande lucchery moste in vee, 
pefe maade roue, 
penne schall englonde mys-chewe."

Printed by T. J. Pumivall. Queene Ilixabethse Açhademy, BTS VII (London, 
I869), p. 85.

2y. J. Pur nival 1, Political, Religious, and Love Poems, IMS 15 
(London, 1886), p. 247.

3Ibid., p. 251.
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effect in this well-known poem of about 1380:

John Ball Saint Mary Priest 
Greeteth well all manner of men, 
And biddeth them in name of the Trinitie, 
Father, Son, and Holy Ghost, 
Stand manlike together in truth, 
And helpe truth, and truth shall help you. 
Now reigneth pride in price, 
Couetise is hoiden wise. 
Lechery without shame, .
Gluttonie without blame. 
Bnule raigneth with reason, 
And sloth is taken in great season, 
God do boote, for now is time. Amen.

Another late 14th century poem (592) juxtaposes the vices and virtues 

and the past and present in a typical way, but in an effective way:

Charite, chaste, pite, arn waxin al coide : 
Couetise, Lust, & malstrie, am be-comin al bolde; 
Consel, god accord, & wedloc ben nou noting of tolde.

Strongs, trewe, * cortels kepte fee land;
Bot now feynte, false, foils, it han vndlr hand; 
^eues, Ilers & fowlwlmmen boldeli forth stand.

Vnder dercnesse, darket lit of stedefastnesse. 
Vnder sleu^e, darklt ^e loue of holinesse. 
Tor faute of rlt domusman, ^e lauwe sleplt of rltwlsnesse.

Wlf, wills, and richesse han >e malstrie take;
Vertu, godede, & almlsdede am al for-sake; 
Oker, Ileyng, & wantonesse, mlckel serwe make.

There are a few specific complaints made in this poem; the second stanza 

may refer to the nobility or to the government, and the last line of the 

third stanza is clearly an attack on judges. The poem as a whole is 

stated in abstractions.

Besides these short poems of general complaint, there are other 

poems which might be included in this large division; they are the quick

Ifhe last seven lines of this poem and the others quoted are 
quite similar to the poem quoted in the footnote on p.21 (4006); The 
prophecy becomes a complaint and a call to arms. 1791 le printed by C. 
Mackay, Songs and Ballads (Percy Society, 1840), 1, 2.

2y. J. Furnlvall, UTS 15. p. 264. *
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Burveye of society by which vices are pointed out. In the well known 

*A lutel soth Sereran" (1091)1 of some $4 lines are crammed fulminations 

against backbiters, robbers, homicides, lechers, whoremongers, false 

chapmen, cheating bakers and brewers, priests' wives, disobedient children 

drunkenness, and illicit love. The description of the latter is quite 

explicit. The poem is more specific than most of the others quoted 

above, yet it is a scattered attack on a large subject by an Irascible 

and paternal person. Similar to "Semun" are two macaronic poems, the 

first belonging to the reign of toward II, and the second to that of 

Richard II, which have a central theme, that no one can trust another. 

"Quant homme delt parlelr" (2787)% is in Latin, Trench. and English, and 

laments that because law is misused, fraud, woe, anger, treason, stupidity 

and strife result. It is a dejected, angry, and bitter poem, voicing 

the general corruption of the age » "Syng l wold butt alas . . . "(3113)^ 

England has decayed, is the tenor of the second macaronic poem in anti- 

phonal Latin and English; lust and pride predominate, truth is set aside, 

friends are now enemies, and falsehood rules with avarice. The nobility 

has no pity on the peasants, and the Church is as corrupt as the laity; 

there is no hope. Fashions in clothing are so luxurious (in both the 

Middle English and the modern sense) that proper manners are impossible; 

the tight pants a al long-pointed shoes prevent kneeling in church. These 

specific complaints add up to a large and angry general complaint.

^Morris, EETS 49» pp. 186-91.

2Thomae Wri#it. Political Songs of England (Camden Society VI, 
1839). PP- 251-2.

^Thomas Wright, Political Poems and Songs (Rolls Series, 1859, 
1861), I, ?07-8.



Langland.1 s Vielon of Piers Plowman (1459)1 Is the epitome of the 

large General Complaint. It contains a great number of specific complaints: 

the eurvey of the world, that the poet makes in his vision, on Malvern Hill 

overlooking the "faire felde ful of folke," the pilgrimage to find. Truth, 

and the later visions use a device that is found in many complaints. 

The survey of the world takes many forme which will be noted as instances 

occur; the device is a practical one for the poet of complaint because 

it enables him to give illustrations of his moral theme, in Piers Plowman, 

the sin of covetousness. The specific evils are almost always subordinate 

to the abetraction. The poet rarely criticises anyone or any group of 

persons directly, yet when the Vices come forward to confession after 

hearing Conscience's sermon In pansus V, Wrath was once a friar, Avarice 

was a chapman. Sloth wae a priest, and we see how the poet is pointing 

out the sinners as well as the sins. Indeed, one of the literary 

qualities of the poem is that it does not stay on an abstract level 

entirely but includes little portraits along with its great didactic 

arguments.

The first two hundred lines of the Prologue describe the "faire 

felde ful of folke" and is a view of all ingland in miniature, criticising 

directly and indirectly, the people. The rich and the poor are there, 

the winners and wasters, the devout and the covetous, merchants and 

minstrels, including jesters and slanderers (perhaps even poets of com­

plaint), and there are dissembling and gluttonous beggers, palmers, 

pilgrims, hermits and their "lemmane," covetous said cheating friars who 

glose the gospel:

for sith charité ha£ be chapman . and chief to ehryue lordes, 
Many ferlis han fallen . in a fewe ^eris. (64-5)

^The "B*  text, W. W. Skeat, ed., UTS 38 (London, 1869, reprinted. 
1950), is the source for all referencee unlees otherwise Indicated.
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Pardoners show their bulls and boast they can assoil anyman and everyman; 

men came and gave them rings and brooches. Priests go to London and 

"syngen &ere for symonye" and so do bishops; some clerics serve the king, 

and some serve lords; cardinals are corrupt. The king is led in by 

knighthood, but the power of the commons gave him hie crown. Natural 

Wit, or Conscience, made clerks to counsel the king, and the king and 

his knights ordered men to plow and grow food for all. The lunatic, 

the angel, and the go Hard speak Latin to the king about the power of 

the crown. The story of belling the cat is then told. The list con­

tinues with the sergeants at law who spoke only for money, barons, 

burgesses, bondsmen, even down to the village people in this Breughel- 

like scene:

Baxsteres A brewesteres , and bochores manye, 
Wollewebsteres , and weueres of lynnen. 
Tailleurs and tynkeree . & tolleres in markstes. 
Masons and mynours . and many other craftee. 
Of alkin libbyng laboreree . lopen forth somme, 
As dykere 4 delueres . &at doth here dedes ille. 
And dryuen forth *e  longe day . with "Dieu vous sane, Dame Immel*  
Cokes and here knaues . crieden, "hote pies, hotel 
Oode gris and gees . gowe dyne, gowel*  

Tauemers vn-tll hem . to Ide )>e same, 
"White wyn of Oseye . and red wyn of Oaecolgne, 
Of ÿe Ryne and of N lochel . ÿe roete to def ye."—
Al pls sel) I slepyng . and eeuene eythee more. (218-2)0) 

Langland thus establishes the world and society as his purview; what 

follows in the poem is a series of specific complaints that accumulate 

into a general complaint on the evlle of the times; the cursory treat­

ment in the prologue is similar to the short poems discussed above.

Sower'e Prologue to the Confessio Amantis (2662)1 is quite 

general in its examination of the three estates: The basic theme of

lid. G. C. Macauley, UTS LXXXI and LXXXII (London, 1900-1).
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that gigantic poem is stated quite simply:

Hoght upon on, bot upon alle 
It is that men now dope and calle. 
And sein the rognes ben divided, 
In stede of love is hate guided. 
The verre vol no pes purchace. 
And lave hath take hire double face. 
So that justice out of the veie 
With ryhtwisnesse is gon aveie: (125-132)

The absence of love explains the ills men cry against. Love is wanting 

in all levels of society.1 Cower evidently believes that the mainspring 

of the vorld is love, and the poem is an exploration of the mechanism 

and how it should work among even fallible men.

The poem on the "Ivlls of the Times" may be short or long, but 

its main point is an abstraction which indicates the reason for the 

evils found. Often the single cause has many effects, and one general 

sin causes many lesser sins, which perhaps may be abstractions also. 

The tour of the vorld is an effective method of showing the evils. This 

type of poem is important and interesting because it shows in expression 

and content a popular manner of understanding the events of the times.

"The Past was better"—A Theme

One persistent theme of the verse of complaint is a belief that 

the world has degenerated from a more perfect past, and that it continues 

to worsen. The exploration of this theme shows the popular understanding 

of the evils of the time. It has been mentioned above quite briefly in 

describing the rhetorical device used to gain emphasis. the "Since,... 

then..." method. This device implies the past was better. The charactor-

^Wear the end of the poem (Book VIII, lines 2971-3105) Cower 
exhorte all classes to virtue: the clergy to use charity, the knights 
to defend the Church, to cause extortion to cease, the merchants to deal 
honestly, the king to preserve peace and humbly to follow God's law. Such 
prayers require improvement, and it may be deduced that the present sit­
uation is less than perfect.
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istlc device of the complaint is the contrast between "then" and "now." 

It may be that those words, or the past and present tenses (as in 592 on 

page22), or both, are used: this theme is implied by the phrase "truth 

(or law, or charity) is dead," once having flourished mightily. In a 

poem on the death of Idward III (5), the backward view dominates, not 

only for purposes of eulogy but for the tacit and sometimes explicit 

comparison with the present; this stanza is illustrative: 

fris go do Comunas, bl ÿe rode! 
I likna hem to the schlpes mast, 
frat with heore catel and heore goods 
Mayntened fre werre bofr furet and last. 
M wynd frat bleu) fre schip wifr blast 
Hit was gode pro)ers. I sei hit atrete. ’ 
Nou is deuoutnes out least. 
And mony gode dedee ben elan for)ete.^ (73-80)

The comparison of the past with the present always produces 

pejorative commentary on the present. Sometimes the comparison is quite 

complex. In Piers Plowman (1459) occur these lines: "Xlleuene holy 

men . al fre woride torned/ in-to lele by l eue..................... " (XT, 4)0-1)

but the work should be easier now, for:

. ...we han so manye Maistras, 
. Prestes and prêcheurss . and a pope aboue,

frat goddes salt shulde be . to saue mannes soûle. (XT, 4)2-4)

But such is not the case. When Gregory sent Augustine to Canterbury, 

the bishop wrought many miracles and converted many people. . . . but 

now the situation is reversed; there are many priests but so few converts, 

so few devout men. The explanation is stated clearly:

It is reuth to rede . how ri)twis men lyued. 
How frei defouled her fleeeh . forsoke her owns wills, 
.... . no boke but conscience.

No no richchesse but fre lode . to reicyse hem Inna;

And fro was plente & pees . amonges pore 4 riche; 
And now is routhe to redo . how fre red noble 
Is referenced or fre lode . reoeyued for fre worthier 
fran crystes crosse, frat ouer-cam . dofr and dedly synne.(XT, 495-503)

^«nnoth Sisam, Jougfreenth Century Verso and Prose (Oxford. 1937). 
PP• 157-00.
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The theme emerges again and arain: the past was golden, and the present 

is lead.

flower's use of the past-present comparison is in part implicit

In the quotation which follows, for here each past good implies a present 

evil, and the reversal of good to bad is made clear in the shift from 

past tense to present tense. The accumulation of "tho" until the tension 

is released in "now" is quite impressive. This too is from the Prologue 

to the Confessio (2662):

If I schal drawe in to my mynde 
The tyme passed, thanne I fynde 
The world stod thanne in al his welthe: 
Tho was the Ilf of man in helthe, 
Tho was plente, tho was richesse, 
Tho was the fortune of prouesse, 
Tho was knyhthode in pris be name, 
Whereof the wyde worides fame 
Write in Cronique le yit withholds; 
Justice of lawe tho was holds. 
The privilege of regalle 
Was sauf, and al the baronle 
Worechlped was in his astat; 
The citlees knewen no debat, 
The people etod in obelseance 
Under the roule of governance. 
And pee, which ryhtwlsnesse kesto. 
With charité the stod in restez 
Of mannes herte the corage 
Was echewed thanne in the visage; 
The word was lich to the conceits 
Withoutê semblant of deceite: 
Tho was ther unenvied love, 
Tho was the vertu sett above 
And vice was put under fote. 
Now étant the crop under the rote, 
The world le changed overal, 
And thereof most in special 
That love le falls into dlecord. (93-121)

The quotation at such length is made because it illustrates almost all 

the possible combinations of devices which reveal the presence of the 

theme of the golden past. The quotation also shows how the short General 

Complaint persisted as a popular device and how even an aristocratic
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The theme emerges again and acain; the past was golden, and the present 

is lead.

Cover1s use of the past-present comparison is in part implicit 

in the quotation which follows, for here each past good implies a present 

evil, and the reversal of good to bad is made clear in the shift from 

past tense to present tense. The accumulation of "tho" until the tension 

is released in "now*  is quite impressive. This too is from the Prologue 

to the Confessio (2662):

If I schal draws in to my mynde 
The tyme passed, thanne I fynde 
The world stod thanne in al his welthe: 
Tho was the Ilf of man in helthe, 
Tho was plents, tho was richesse, 
Tho was the fortune of prouesse, 
Tho was knyhthode in pris be name, 
Whereof the wyde worldes fame 
Write in Cronique is yit withholds; 
Justice of lawe tho was holds. 
The privilege of regs^is 
Was sauf, and al ths baron le 
Worschlped was in his astat; 
The citises knewen no debat, 
The poeple stod in obéissance 
Under the reule of governance, 
And pee, which ryhtwisnesse keste. 
With charite tho stod in reste: 
Of mannes herto the corage 
Was schewed thanne in the visage; 
The word was lich to the conceits 
Withoute semblant of deceite: 
Tho was ther unenvied love, 
Tho was the vertu sett above 
And vice was put under fote. 
How étant the crop under the rote, 
The world is changed overal, 
And thereof most in special 
That love is falls into discord. (93-121)

The quotation at such length is made because it illustrates almost all 

the possible combinations of devices which reveal the presence of the 

theme of the golden past. The quotation also shows how the short General 

Complaint persisted as a popular device and how even an aristocratic
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writer used it. The theme is so often revealed that it is safe to assume 

it to be present even when it is not explicitly stated. The nostalgia of 

the past is an important theme in the temper of the complaint and often 

adds hopelessness to the lamentation, or bitterness to the criticism.

Money as an Ivil

A large number of complaints are about money, about covetousness, 

avarice, or greed, radix omnium malonun. Money is often considered to be 

evil in itself. It is more often considered evil because it leads to 

other sins. We have already seen examples of this complaint above (2008): 

"Couetlse, and tricherie./ Habbeb bls lond one here baillye" is one of 

the complaints on the "Ivils of the Times" quoted on page 21. The 

theme penetrates many complaints, and in many guises. Great riches, 

heaped-up and unspent, is evil because it is a Christian duty to give 

alms to the poor. The moral critics more often view covetousness as a 

sin which leads to many other sins, which in turn lead to damnation, 

lechery, usury, vanity and pride, bribery, guile and falseness. To get 

money, men cheat and scheme and pervert the truth; if someone else has 

more money, the sin of envy is committed. The traditional view is il­

lustrated by these sober, didactic verses found in the prologue to 

Walton’s Boethius (2820):

Richt as povert causith sobirnes. 
And febilnes enforcith contenance, 
Richt so prosperitee and gret riches 
The moder is of vice and negligence;I

1*.  *•  Skeat, Oxford Chaucer. I, . 47, and TH, . 449. Another 
didactic poem points out the debilitating effect of envy and the desire 
for great riches; see 3365, infra, p. 97 under the discussion of "The 
Wynnere and Wastours Theme."
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A good example of the complaint dealing with money is the famous 

«Sir Peny (1480).The personification of money, or bribery, makes the 

poem an indictment of money qua money as well as its evil effects; the 

central Im,age of the poem, Sir Peny in regal progress before the worship­

ping throngs, is a compelling one. He may loose and bind, compel the 

law to his favor, woo women with scarlet and green gowns, control the peace, 

buy heaven and hell, and, in short, almost everything, yet in spite of 

his manifest evil, he is constantly admired. A vice is portrayed as a 

virtue; there is a touch of irony in that.2 The device of the progress 

is also evident; the parade through society enables the poet to criticize 

the whole world:

Papes, kinges, and Imperoures, 
bisschoppee, abbottes, and prlowres, 

person, prsst, and knyght, 
Dukes, Iries, and ilk barowne, 
to serue hlm er $>al fui bonne 

both bl day and nyght.

This is one of the few complaints that is comical or humorous. The 

criticism Is that men are not trustworthy and charitable but follow their 

own interests. The indirectness of the criticism is characteristic of 

complaint. The listeners to the poem laugh at the poem and are compelled 

to agree with the criticism, even when they are guilty of the sin them­

selves. The audience may include the priest, parsons,women, judges, and 

barons, but it seems more likely that the audience is composed primarily

liossell Hope Robbins, Secular Lyrics of the XIV and XT Centuries 
(Oxford, 1955), pp. 50-55. Both versions of the poem are printed, Bl 1480 
and BR 2747.

2It should be noted that Sir Peny and Lady Mede are personifica­
tions of vices, but that they all receive respect and admiration, folly 
is similarly personified in Iraemus' Praise of Folly but the irony is 
much more definite in the later work. By irony is meant that the literal 
statement is intended to be understood as differing from the real meaning.
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of the peasantry. If this is so, then the appeal of the poem, besides 

its humor, is to the "have note" who resent the "haves."1

An early 14th-century poem,a "Song on the Times" (4144)^includes 

the sin of covetousness in its discussion of the sins of the times; the 

fable of the lion, wolf, fox, and ass is the vehicle of criticism: 

Whose ^enchi^ vp fris carful lif, 
Nl^te and dai frat we befr inne, 
So moch we seefr of eorow and strif, 
And lite frer is of world is winne;
Hate and wrefr frer is wel riue. 
And trew loue is ful frinne; 
Men frat befr in heii^ist Hue 
Meet icharged befr wifr sinne.

Covetousness has the law in hand, and pride and contention continue.

While the Church and the Law should drive covetousness out of the land, 

they do not do so; the king’s ministers are corrupted and take from the 

husbandman all he has. The fable illustrates this ramification of avarice. 

The innocent man is victimised by the greater powers. The fable is cast 

in the terms of covetousness causing oppression. The lack of love allows 

the use of any means to satisfy that covetousness.

Another view of covetousness can be found in Wynnere and Wastowe 

(3137)•' In this poem Wynnere resembles the traditional miser, the man 

who saves all he makes. However, there is great emphasis placed on 

Wynnere’s ability to make money. Wastoure is the personification of the 

spendthrift. The poem is a debate between the two before Idward III who 

is to decide which of the two is better; it ends in a draw. One is re­

minded of the fable of the ant and the grasshopper. The two debaters

lSee infra the category of "The Attack on the lich," and the "Poor 
are oppressed" theme, chapter III.

2a. Brandl and 0. Zippel, Middle English Literature (New Tork.2nd 
ed., 1949). p. 182-4.

3l. Gollanes, Select Early English Poems (London, 1920), III.
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are, in a way, characterized by their supporting armies: In Wynnere*s  

army are the pope, the four orders of friars, lawyers, foreign and domestic 

merchants, and other profit seekers. In Wnstoure's army are soldiers, 

brave men-at-arms, lusty squires, knights, lords, and barons who have 

used up their lands to support themselves. The poet is able to draw 

together in one place all those he wishes to criticize by the device of 

the armies. This is another illustration of the broad scope, the abstract 

and indirect quality, and the lack of specific examples found in the 

general complaint. The poet is posing a serious economic problem; the 

vast mass of the population is being crushed between the two. Wynnere 

provides employment, but because he is a sharp trader and his employees 

are few, the mass of people are not helped by him but instead are harmed. 

Wastoure neglects his lands and the peasants on them are having trouble 

surviving. Wastoure does employ people to serve him in his rich feasts 

and to make his expensive clothing, but this does not provide much em­

ployment for the peasants either. Wynnere*s  covetousness therefore has 

serious economic results. Wastoure further charges him with avarice, 

with not giving alms to the poor, with heaping up his money where it is 

of no use, and with losing his soul through the sins he commits to gain 

money. '

In The Parlement of the Thre Ages (155°)^ the figure of Medill-elde 

is similar to Wynnere, but the criticism of the merchant's business is 

only a moral one. Iide tells the stories of the nine worthies to show 

how death dims all worldly glories: "Ne there es roches ne rent may 

rawnsone ^our lyues,/ Ne noghte es sekire to 3oure-selfe in certayne bot 

dethe, . . ." (63U-5). What Is interesting about the figure of Medill-elde

1Israel Gollancz, ed., Select larly English Poems (London, 1915). II.



and Wynnere ls that the criticism of covetousness in the nobility and the 

clergy shifts onto the merchant, or the burgher, who is striving to ac­

cumulate capital necessary for further investment. There seems to be 

popular resentment against this, as we have already seen: this resentment 

will be considered under "Specific Complaints" in greater detail.

The significance of Lady Mede in Piers Plowman (1^59) revolves 

around the two meanings of "mode"—reward, and bribe. Langland recognises 

that money can'be used for good or ill. Lady Mede conceals her evil 

nature under the mask of goodness. The dreamer asks Lady Holy-Church: 

"Madame, mercy," quod I . "me liketh wel 3owre wordse, 
Ac fee moneye of feis molds . feat men so fasts holdeth. 
Telle me to whom, Madame . feat tresore appendethî" (I, 43-4$) 

She replies, as did Christ, "Render unto Ceasar that which is Ceasar's, 

and unto God that which is God's." The dreamer asks for no treasure 

except how to save his soul, and the Lady replies: "Whan alls tresores 

aren tried, . . . trewthe is fee best." (I, 85) When the dreamer asks 

Lady Holy-Church how he will know falsehood, she points to Lady Mede 

who has just appeared, richly dressed, with as many diamonds as Idward III 

gave Alice Ferrera. Later, when Lady Mede is betrothed to falsehood, 

the marriage contract is read; here the causal qualities of covetousness 

and falsehood are listed: flattery, envy, lechery, sloth and gluttony. 

Mede is made responsible for the wantonness of wives and widows, for 

bribing judges, and for conniving the issue of pardons.

Later in the poem the traditional arguments about riches appear; . 

here is the appeal to authority:

"Poule preueth it inpossible . riche men to haue heuene, 
Sal aeon seith also . feat syluer is worst to louye: 

Hlchil inlquius quam emare peccuniam.
And eaton kenneth vs to coueiten it . nau3t but as nede techeth, 
DilIge denarium, set parce dilige forma* .
And patriarkes and prophètes . and postes bothe 
Wryten to wissen vs . to wllne no rlcchesse. 
And preyseden pouerte with pacience: . fee apostles bereth wltnesse, 
feat feel han heritage in heuene . bm. bi trews rlits, 
feere richs men no rl]te may clayme . but of reutne and grace." (X, 336-44)



The complaint direct is eimply that "many men on fris molde . more eetten 

here hertls / In good fran in god . . (X, 392) A more plaintive remark

is this:

Alias! frat riccheese shal reue . and robbe mannes eoule 
Tram fre loue of owre lorde . at his lasts ende! (XIV, 132-3)

In a harsher line, the same idea: "fre heigh ways to-heuene-ward . oft 

riccheese letteth." (XIV, 211) Covetousness is connected with pride in 

this statement:

And pryde in riccheese regneth , rather fran in pouerte, 
Aret in pe Maister fran in fre man . some mansloun he hath. 
Ac in pouerte frere pacyence ie . pryde hath no my^te. (XIV, 215-7)

Many other occasions provide examples of the evil of covetousness and 

how it produces other sins, but these illustrations suffice.1 Langland 

seems harder on the rich than the orthodox preacher is; covetousness is 

the central theme of the poem, and explains the lack of love which knits

the soul to Christ.

Covetousness is condemned because it leads to other evils; riches 

cause pride, which threatens the soul's salvation. As has been shown, 

the sin of covetousness in these general complaints serves to explain 

the condition of the times. It is an important and pervasive theme.

Xxtravagence

Ixtravagence, particularly the vanity of fashion, is a complaint 

connected with covetousness. In The Parlement of the Thro (155^)

ILangland is, of course, repeating the traditional attitude 
toward money, explained and analysed in countless sermons. The cor­
rupting effect of money is pointed out in a late 14th century didactic 
poee, "A disputieon bltwene a god man and fre deuel," 3247, Carl Horstmann 
Minor Poems of the Vernon MS, 1BTS 98 (london, 1892), pp. 329-54. lines 
167-172. Cower has a slightly different point of view about money: 
when everything was held in common, men were not greedy, but when men 
began to hold property privately, then peace departed and war came on 
every side. 2662, V, lines 6 ff.
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Ilde criticises Youth for his fancy clothes and expensive riding gear, 

the reins were of silk and the bridle made of gold; the richness of 

Youth's costume is well described: "He was gerede all in grene, alle 

with golde by-weuede,/ Imbroddirde alle with besantés and beralles full 

riche:" All that vanity, says llde, will be wiped away on the last day. 

In Wypnere and Wastoure (3137) Wastoure is criticised for his extravagance 

and luxury, his extensive feasts, rich clothes, while the poor have 

nothing. Says Wynnere:

Hot ones I herd in a hauls of a herdmans tong— 
Better were melee many ^an a mery nyghte. (3^4-$)

Wastoure's main sin is his extravagence, but he reveals his pride in his 

answer to this charge; what, says he, shall lords live as lads on foot? 

Obviously not. Prelates should live better than priests, and merchants 

of price better than peddlars. The peasants should be happy to have a 

piece of meat now and then. Wastoure's belief is clearly intended to be 

condemned, and hie extravagance criticised along with it.

The fine clothes of a flattering courtier in "Mode and Muche 

Thank" (1475)^ are scorned by the worn soldier in a debate between the 

two. The hypocritical courtier seems to believe that he has the better 

bargain, while the soldier, his life spent in battles and prisons, con­

demns the lying servility of the sycophant. The luxury of the courtier 

is a result of wrong. In a macaronic Poem on the Times (3113) » rich and 

ornate clothes prevent prayer and also excite pride and vanity; "faisantes 

purs penyles" is the taunt; the same could be said of Wastoure. Another 

poem (1857) contains this line:
2 

for pride hath sieve, the lond is almusles.

lj. Kail, ed., Twenty-Six Political and Other Poems. MTS 124 
(London, 1904), pp. 6-9.

bright, Pol. Songs, pp. 253-8.
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The fashion was to wear long sleeves, quite full at the wrist, and dangling 

almost to the ground. A somewhat cynical poem (11^6) but with an amusing 

image in it, continues the Wastoure idea:

He that lovyth welle to fare, 
Ever to spend and never spare, 
But he have the more good, 
His here vol grow throw his hood.

Quod More^

2
A 13th-century attack on women's dress (2285) merits mention here because

of its insistence upon vanity:

Ne be fri wimp il never so jely ne so stroutende
Ne fri faire tail so long ne so trailende, 
That tu ne ec halt at evin al kuttid bilevin, 
And tou schalt to bedde gon so nakid as tou were borin.3

A stanza in "The Simonie" (416<)^ describes the fancy clothes of squires, 

a description reminiscent of Youth in The Parlement of the Thre Ages(1556):

A news taille of squierie is nu in ever! toun:
The raye is turned overthvert that sho Ide s tonde a^-doun
Kii ben degised as turmentours that comen from clerkes plei;
Hit ben l-laft wid pride and cast nurture a-wey 

in diche;
gentille men that sholds ben, ne both hit none i-liche.5 (282-28?)

The point is clear that extravagance is a sign of pride and vanity; most 

of the complaints on this subject bear this out.

llel. Ant.. II, 67. 2Ibid.. 15-

3ttrooms ape their masters' rich clothing and draw a nasty stanza
in "On the Retinues of the Great," 2849. Wright, Pol. Songs, pp. 237-40.

^Brandl, pn. 184-202.

5The fashion of carrying a short dagger at the belt was ridiculed
rather severely: here is the good man’s didactic description of a waster’s 
clothes from "A disputison bitwene a gode man and fre deuil" (324?):

"Vi terde ho des and Clokes also,
Al frat vile pride schal don hem ful wo;
frei struye godes frer-wifr; And tome hit to fen, 
frat muche mihte helpe; Sely pore men.
Bow le non worfr a fart. 
But he bere a baeelart 
I-honget bi his syde. 
And a swynee Maw, & al is for pride." (265-272)
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Complaints abc.it Particular Sins

Cevetousnesa, extravar^ncf', vanity, and [rile rec "ivc n.uch criticism 

ir. t?;e ver ae cf '•?:•: lain*,,  sr. xu-’-., in "act, t ;.m t err subjects tnes^ attacks 

indicate a re: alar r••scntr.'” ‘ ‘vaithe ne' I" ri>v- , ■ r corc lain 3 

su; per' yar; ici -n. A:.c In^r-rlinr : " is \-.e r^ 1 n‘i?nshi 7 s arion?

1 Car I'-ton frown, ."lieious l.vrics of the XIV Centurv (Cxford, 1951)
r* 54. --------- --------- ----------------------------------------- T

th : i '. a :i 3cus:“ i; " a i !" : t',e causal quai itl"o < f : r i i", 1er e- x;i:..[ 11 , 

Lnrr » wr ?onr.t--ti jiiS of •"n-s*"  ir. ih t- u-c:-. s -. ai. . " xtravacnc, - h<- 

-ns n " r • un-.cuvt":Ly fees*  • ! Y 7 nT.vn an I ; ;*s,  I th.y o-'ur

in t'.e jej ular vr.se cf ceryl al .it as veil , an : :."1; tc cr/a niz- th.- v-rse.

n. r.if’.t say that all «ins arc ccnn--’t"... n hrvf <:isc.«3Sinn of other sins 

which ary larente i in th*'  v r J e • f eery 1 a ; -, * f 11 as nr r--. er false­

hood or hypocrisy -.r^ sins >3ervinr attentl -n; so frequently th" critics 

discov r that the -h- er ' s -c«^ ;.i i*  1 a well’ that the very 'ac t that tr.er" is 

a di crui %" rr - - - i r i - i sr . rcurhT ; 11 "5" «v«n rak"- a defers" of

ni s f lattery :

”y fl i*  - rynr , cl * syne, ret r." hurmrs . 
Î rote Ir-u", an ! r. 'Che ri rhes 30, 

'^ «n V--1 -faryne ""n of “rr"s 
In ' i r' / , i r. ; r» sc un , an : i , 49-52 ,

Phis " icu'-lenesse" vas th-rcurhly r-i r^hrn -• >-le t- *:  «- -e li^vnl “cral 1st 

both lay and eccleciasti'. -al s"ne : : a- ’’-ode" ar- connected in this 

short [nn (759) too: 

r’slsenesse and couetys er feris, 
wi L nebor o^er bn-sweko; 
lewt® an J reu*rt  ar perla, 
haue ^ai no ritht® in ys rike. 
like man in Ian Y ncu loris .

" wyt fal3» lam tc pinchyn and pike; ‘
es t>er no man bat ^ar sterys 
bot heuer are vnlawis illyke.
Falseness, 1 vmler stands, 
haves dreuen trw t" of lande, 
and tort a”d fort sj sworen £ar c.vth 
J>at la", ^al les- is ouer-clo^e
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The poem which discusses this complaint most explicitly (3420) was 

written during the second half of the 14th century. It has such cynical 

and bitter expression that quotation even at length—it consists of 

eight 12-line stanzas—would not convey those qualities completely. Here 

is the first stanza:

N Mon ÿat lusts to liven in ese. 
Or eny worschupe her to ateyne. 
His purpos I counte not worb a pese, 
Witterll, but he ordeyne 
^le wlkked world hou he schal plese 
Wij) al hie uouwer and his peyne: 
31f he schal kepe him from disese. 
He mot lerne to flatere and feyne; 
Herte & moub loke ^el ben tweyne, 
bel mowe not ben of on assent; 
And 31t his tongs he mot restreyne,
Tor hos seif) b® sob®» he schal be schent.

The truth is hidden by everyone—"leue b» tixt and take b® glose"—and 

friendship is faint: "Faishade is called a sotilte." John Ball's con­

federate Jacke Trewman makes approximately the same statement (1^55)» 

but his criticism is addressed to the clergy:

Jacke Trewman doeth you to vnderstand
That faleenesee and guile hath ralgned too long; 
And truth hath been set vnder a locks, 
And faleenesee raigneth in every flocke, 
No man may come truth to.
But he sing, si dedero; ....

In Piers Plowman (14$9) Lady Mede is the daughter of Falee, and

is pledged to marry Falsehood; by this genealogy the listener or reader 

is meant to make the relationship between covetousness and guile. False 

". . .hath a fykel tongue./ And neuere sothe solde . sithen he come to 

erthe." (II. 25-6) Here Is how Mede's bethrothal was contrived:

And now worth bi® Mode ymarled . al to a mansed schrewe, 
To one fais flkel-tonge . a fendes bl3ete;
Panel borw his faire speche . hath bis folk» enchaunted.
And al is lyeres ledyng . b®t she is b^s ywedded. (II. 39^2)

libId., pp. 152-4. ackay. I, 4.
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The eoral is stated in the third passus :

For so is pls worlds went . wl^ hem frat han powers^ 
That who-so seyth hem eothes . is soonest yblamed. (Ill , 280-81) 

Guile is an important and terrible sin because it is the means whereby 

Satan deceived Ive; Christ says to Satan: "For fre dede frat frei dede . 

fri deceyte it made;/ With gyle frow hem gate . agayne al resoun." (XTIII, 

331-2) And these are consigned to eternal damnation.

Mum and the Sothsegger (♦6)3 is concerned with the complaint 

that men do not tell the truth, but keep silent, and use soft flattery 

to obtain advancement, money or power. This theme is similar to "Mede 

and muche Thank (1475)." the dialogue between the courtier and the 

soldier. Mum and the Spthsegger is in effect a general complaint; the 

poet wanders through society to discover the answer to the quest ion, who 

is right, the man who keeps his mouth closed and says only what his 

master wants to hear, or the man who tells the truth regardless of the 

consequences. The result is an accusation of sin against all those 

who hold with Mum. Since this poem will be discussed quite thoroughly 

under "Specific Complaints" only a mention of it here is justified.

Backbiting

These are other sins of the tongue frequently associated with 

guile, and while frequently attributed to the courtier, they are equally 

applicable to other occupations, bishops, priests, bakers, and millers,

^This echoes 3420 quoted on the page previous.

2A more didactic statement is from the "Disputison bitwene a god 
man and fre deuel" (324?): "The world is full of falsehood, no truth re­
mains in word or deed; the son beguiles the father, the daughter the 
mother, the cousin the friend, each man the other. . .(229-232). The 
lamentation is quite dispirited, perhaps because the implication of dis­
trust reaches so far and so wide.

3m, Day and 1. Steele, MTS 199 (1934).
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The moral la stated In the third paeeus:

For so is pls worlds went . wlb hem pat han powere 
That who-so eeyth hem sothee . is sonnest yblamed. (Ill, 280-81)

Guile is an important and terrible sin because it is the means whereby 

Satan deceived Ive; Christ says to Satan: "For pe dede pat pel dede . 

pl deceyte it made;/ With gyle pow hem gets . agayne al resoun." (XTIII, 

331-2) And these are consigned to eternal damnation.

Mum and the Sothsegger (*6)3  i8 concerned with the complaint 

that men do not tell the truth, but keep silent, and use soft flattery 

to obtain advancement, money or power. This theme is similar to "Mede 

and muche Thank (147$)," the dialogue between tka courtier and the 

soldier. Mum and the Spthsegger is in effect a general complaint; the

poet wanders through society to discover the answer to the question, who 

is right, the man who keeps his mouth closed and says only what his 

master wants to hear, or the man who tells the truth regardless of the 

consequences. The result is an accusation of sin against all those 

who hold with Mum. Since this poem will be discussed quite thoroughly 

under "Specific Complaints" only a mention of it here is justified.

Backbiting

These are other sins of the tongue frequently associated with 

guile, and while frequently attributed to the courtier, they are equally 

applicable to other occupations, bishops, priests, bakers, and millers.

^This echoes 3420 quoted on the page previous.

more didactic statement is from the "DisputIson bitwene a god 
man and £e deuel" (324?): "The world is full of falsehood, no truth re­
mains in word or deed; the son beguiles the father, the daughter the 
mother, the cousin the friend, each man the other. . .(229-232). The 
lamentation is quite dispirited, perhaps because the implication of dis­
trust reaches so far and so wide.

3m. Day and 1. Steele, MTS 199 (1934).
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It has the status of a sin because the results are widespread and damaging. 

One of the more striking condemnations of backbiting is in a didactic 

homily from the North Homily Cycle (79)The story, summarised, is this: 

after a monk who had spoken ill of his fellows had died, another monk saw 

him in a vision; the first monk was in horrible agony in hell, biting and 

eating his own tongue, which had been burned to a cinder. In tears the 

tormented monk tells his dreaming brother of his sin and cautions the 
2 

dreamer, rather needlessly under the circumstances, not to bear tales. 

The moralists' in,function was rarely followed. More often the tongue 

had its desire. When Wrath comes forward to make his confession in 

Piers Plowman (1^59), his eyes are white, his neck hangs; 'I was once 

a friar,' he says, 1 and taught limiters to lie with low speech to please 

lords. I often caused strife with my slandering tongue, especially be­

tween priests and friars. And when I once was a cook for nuns, there 

was no end to the scandal I made amongst them, and sometimes I brought 

the nuns to blows; I talk so when I've had a bit of drink!' The most 

frightening thing about the confessions that the personifications of 

the sins make is that the sin becomes worse and-worse, and more and more 

hopeless. The central appeal of Piers Plowman to the contemporary 

listener is the promise of salvation if certain conditions are met : 

the most important condition is repentence. If repentance is sincere,

1C. Horstmann, "Die Ivangellen-Geschlchte der Homiliensammlung 
des Ms. Vernon," Archiy, LVII (1877)» 310.

didactic poem, "^e visions of seynt poul," (1898) illustrates 
the orthodox point of view; the damned souls in hell are visited by Saint 
Paul. The backbiters are sunk to the knees in a flood of toads and 
snakes; the guiding angel says: 

"Heo ben Backyters of men 
bat in word and dede, as I be say, 
Hyndred heor euencristen b&t b®i nay. " (100-102)

Hortsmann, EETS 98, 251-60.
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all sins are forgiven, a promise which suffuses with a golden light the 

message of Christianity—that is at least the tenor of Piers Plowman.

Langland's general theme of covetousness is neatly illustrated 

by lesser sins connected with the main theme. The abstract nature of 

the connection is shown by the particular elements of Lady Mede's marriage 

contract. Part of Mede's marriage agreement with False allows them the 

privilege:

To be prynces in pryde . and pouerte to dlsplse, 
To bakbite, and to bosten . and bare false witnesso. 
To scorns and to scolds . and sclaundero to make. (II, 79-81)

Backbiting may be a calculated means to advancement, but it may also be 

a natural result of another sin, envy. When the personification of Xnvy 

comes to confession in the great scene in passus T, he is described thus:

Be ho a words frat hs warpo . was of an Addros tongs. 
Of chydynge and of chalangynge . was his chief lyflode. 
With bakbltynge and bismer . and beryng of fais witnesso; (▼, 87-89)

The condemnation is quite severe.The proverb which seems to sum up 

the popular view of this ein le: "Tonge braketh bon, and nath hire-seine 

non. "%

Contention and Strife

The sin of pride is clearly connected with extravagance, covet­

ousness, and backbiting, but pride also causes contention and strife, 

sins often included in the list of vices explaining the evil times. One

1flower evidently had the popular condemnations of backbiting in 
mind when he came to discuss "Detraccion" in the Confessio (2662); his 
treatment of the theme is more aristocratic than the poems discussed 
hitherto, and he probably had more acquaintance with the courtiers pro­
ficient in this sin than did other poets. Vide: I, 387-407.

%W. W. Skeat, ed.. Barly English Proverbs (Oxford, 1910), no. 79.
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poan (3113) says:

Lechury, lust, and pryde, 
hase sunt quitus Anglia parst.

The fable of the lion, wolf, fox, and ass (4144) joins pride and conten- 

tion,l The most important exposé of this sin is in a poem on the evil 

times of Edward the Second, "The Simonie" (4165), which searches out 

pride and covetousness in all occupations and makes those sins the cause 

of bad years, murrain, and civil strife. This stania speaks of conten­

tious nobles;

Pride prikede hem so faste, that no Ide theih nevere have pee 
Ar theih hadden in this lond maked swich a res. 
That the bests blod of the lond ahamliche was brouht to grounds. 
If hit betre mlhte a ben, alias ! the hards stounde 

bitid;
That of so gentilleblod i-born ewlch wreche was 1-kid. (433-438) 

God punishes the land directly with pestilence, great winds, storms, and 

earthquakes, but indirectly also through the contentious men who make 

such trouble amongst their fellow men. Pride is a cause of disobedience, 

and disobedience leads to strife. Lucifer is the traditional example of 

"wikked wills" (IX, 205) and he is used to illustrate this moral theme 

in Piers Plowman (1459):

Ac lucifer lowest , 11th of hem allo;
Tor pryde &at he pult out . his peyne hath none ende; (II, 124-5) 

Conscience in his sermon argues that the great wind was God's punishment 

for men's pride. (Y, 15) Pride ie the cause of other punishments as well:

. . .so is pryde waxen
In roll go un and in aile }>e rewme . amonges riche & pore.
j>at prayers haue no power . £e pestilence to lette. (X, 75-77) 

In the final onslaught against Piers, Pride sends forth Surquidous and 

Spill-love, "one speke-yuel-byhynde," who by sophistical arguments at­

tempts to undermine Piers and the people. Conscience and the cardinal

^ide supra, p. 31.



virtues, however, cone to his aid and achieve victory over Pride.

Lanyland'e evangelical message exhorts men to humility and charity; 

pride is the antithesis of these; charity cleanses men from pride.

The Lack of Charity

Contention, envy, covetousness, and backbiting prevail; the

lack of charity and the lack of trust in the land are other complaints 

and represent another point of view explaining the evils in the land. 

"When Charite is no lengor cheore" (4157)" is the refrain of one of these 

poems, a refrain which unifies the more specific evils that the poem 

discusses:

Mony a Mon. riht as him seemed
A Jjlng &at he nouer kneuh ne wist.

Bo£e lords s & Mene Men he deme)).
And spekep of hem rl)t as him list.
Alias ! for ^lf a mon nou trist

His broper or his cosyn neere.
He schal be deceyued in his fist. 

For charité is no lengore cheere. (9-16)

Lack of charity means distrust; lack of trust leads to suspicion; sus­

picion leads to animosity; animosity leads to strife; and father is set 

against son and brother against brother.The Plowmans Tale (]448)/ a 

Lollard attack on the Church, laments that the poor get no alms while 

priests accumulate money. In PiersJ^lowman (1459) charity is an essential

^That sin has many guises; another form seems to be Indicated In 
passus XV, 195-197.

2Brown, Rei, Lyr, XIV Cent,, pp. 170-73.

^Thls complaint occurs elsewhere in the General Complaints and is
an Important theme; see 214$ on page 30, and 2008 on page 21, which both 
attribute the evil times to the lack of love; 4144 on page 31 says "trew 
loue is ful &inne" and hate and wrath predominate; 4273 laments, page 21.
"vnkundenesse."

^keat, Oxford Chancer, VII, 147-90.



theme:

For-£i is loue leder . of M lordes folks of heuene, 
And r mene, ae |>e Maire is . bitwene &e kyng and ^e comme; 
Ri]t so is love a ledere . and be lave shapeth
Vpon man for his mysdedes . )>e more lament he taxeth. (I, 157-160) 

The rich must have pity on the poor and give alms through love, yet good 

works without faith are without merit. Many chaplains are chaste, "ac 

charité is awey,*  (1, 188) and they eat up the money they should give to 

the poor. "Loue is leche of lyf," says Langland, but too many are sick:

I seigh neuere such a man . so me god helps.
That he ne wolde aske after his , and otherwhlle coueyte 
^ings J>at neded hym nou^t . and nyme it if he my^te! (XT, 153-155)

Charity is, of course, more than giving alms. It is a love for one’s 

fellow man, and a love of God. In Piers Plowman, charity and love have 

a mystical quality of superabundant grace, as if it were the essence of 

life itself and of God. The despairing laments about the lack of charity 

seem to refer to that essential meaning and suggest that men are not 

full of care for their fellow human beings.

Sloth, Lechery, and Drunkenness

These three sins do not receive much attention in the verse of 

complaint. They are mentioned, ae it were, in passing in the General 

Complaints. Some of the specific complaints criticize the friars for 

laziness, among other faults, and the didactic criticisms preach against 

sleeping in church, but for the most part these sins do not receive much 

popular criticism.

In Piers Plowman (1459) sloth is connected with gluttony, and 

with gluttony are connected drunkenness and lechery. Gluttony and 

Sloth are given to Mede and False in their marriage agreement:
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Glotonye he gaf hrm *ke  . and grete othes togydere. 
And al day to drynke . at dyuerse tauernes. 
And there to iangle and to iape . and iugge here euene cristene. 
And in fastyng-dayes to frete . ar ful tyme were.
And ^anne to sittan and soupen . til slep*  ham assaille. 
And breden aa burgh-sw^n . and bedden hen. esily, 
Tyl sleuth and slepe . slyken his sides;
And panne wanhope to awake hym so . with no wille to amende, 
For he leueth be lost . pis is here last ende. ( II, P2-1OC)

The portrait of Sloth^ in Fassus Vis very interesting: 

panne come sleuthe al bislebereo . with two slymy eigen, 
"I most sitte," seyde pe segge . "or elles shuïde l nappe; (V, 392-3)

He falls asleep over his prayers, '.then he is awakened he says he dees 

not know his Pater Noster, but he does Know rhymes about Robin Hood. He 

forgets his vows and penances; he li»s, swears, sleeps with his "lemman" 

in Lent, but rets absolved by friars. He then, rather surprisingly, says:

1 %aue r •• r r*st  %-. 1 irscun . ; asr r , 
get-’ can : n 'i' ' r - . : • e j'.r.ge . n -- s i "u< ? r» >,
rut I ar. I vn :• i u I -1 :• . or . •. a ' r .o:./»» r.:. .nr»-,
:*tter  pan i r ' t .s vir . er in : • a’i r-.n**  ?
’cr true r cTT. •r 1 . .. nÿ? F -r :.y : aro.' ,n«n- i.

."any of th*  cc:r.r lnint j at . u' 31. ar-- .ir-.'V : nt ' . r r . i’r- ;., : .*

usually net a- m nr t i. t\ . ; .. r .. r.'!.*  ;,

much V1'- ’ irin.-, v. . that : r - •« ■■ 5. ; ' : run ■•route

i r. gouth' . uni yi/ •• • :i« • b rr- , 14 •; tr- n '.as

‘ c wc/', rir again H t' - n:' i r. 1.- . ;■! t-i. \11 • -«' r

this is an amusinr portrait. . i»'r in the i t . ■■ t :. i t in an : ■. ia/ti 

statfnp n*  i i r -.d* : •

Poche we worth bat an . bat mys-r- ul-th his in-wi'te, 
Ann bat b» rlotoun^ • lrlbare< . her rca j n her wor.b*  ;

Qur rum ieu'; v"ntT tt. 
"or b*i  arruer. sa thin . h«r i^ul*  - ' l h*  hiu*;  ;v g

Th*  corny Hi nt-i ariir.it slot- «ni r 1 uttcry ar- r*rrral,  ’ ut quit*  oft t.

he portrait of ?1 utton in I a-sus ' has Lon. ■ *on  ! am-us ; th*  
gatherin. at V - ‘ av^rr. is do i-rlbe J in ^uch t*rms  t -at th*  • oril is 
i"lain. Vide infra "Si^-ifio Co^rlaints About the ord nstit»."

ariir.it
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they are specific accusations; the peasant had no time nor substance to 

commit those sins. His familiar was more likely to be that ghostly 

Hunger who appears so threateningly in Passus VI and compels the laggards 

to do Piers' bidding and to work. .

The direct and unblushing attack on lechery, especially the by­

play of flirtation in church, is striking in "A Intel soth Senran (1091)» 

The poet threatens the lovers with hell and damnation, yet they continue 

to whisper together and go to the ale, and thence into the evening, 

despite the admonitions of priest and parents. The figure of louth in 

The Parlement of the Thro Ages (155^) indicates his delight in pleasure 

by including female companionship:

With ladya full louely to lappyn in myn armes. 
And clyp thaym and kysse thaym and comfort he myn hert; 
And than with damesols dere to daunsen in thairo chambirs; ( 247-49) 

"Hide" answers this by telling how he too was once young, but time tells 

a different story in the mirror: "Paramours and pride puttee [dethe^ 

full lowe." (633) John Bell warns that "Lechery without shame" existe 

(1791). "Poul fais lechery is pryuy solas" runs another poem (3133)» 

The "old mon lechur" and the "Wlmmon schomeles" are included in other 

complaints (4051) on the times. But the charge is not one of the more 

important complaints; again the targets for this complaint are the clergy 

and women.1 Piers Plowman (1459) of course contains references to this 

sin, but they are entirely orthodox and didactic. Lady Holy-Church 

herself connects drunkenness and lechery and cites the example of Lot. 

(I, 30) Lady Mede receives the lordship of Lechery and all the righto

Va didactic poem against adultery (839) may have been a popular 
complaint. Catherine H. Borland, A Descriptive Catalogue of the Western 
Medieval Manuscripts in Edinburgh University Library (Edinburgh, 1916)» 
P. 332.
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to wanton and flirtatious deeds and words, perhaps a reference to courtly 

love, "waltynges with eies," (II, 89) and "ydel thougtes." When Lechery 

cones forward to make his confession, he is given as penance the duty to 

"Drynke but myd )>e doke . and dyne but ones," a reference to the belief 

that lechery is caused by rich food '.nd strong drink. (V, 75) fortune 

bids the dreaming poet to look into the mirror of the world, and he sees 

there all fleshly delights. Fortune has two assistants, "Concupisceneia- 

carnls*  and "coueytise-of-eyes" who entice the dreamer with their blandish­

ments, Iide, however, warns him that all three are fickle despite their 

pleasant promises. (XI, 12)

The portrait of Glutton in the fifth passus of Piers Plowman 

describes the sin of drunkenness quite graphically, and yet it is not 

quite convincingly disgusting; the inebriated crew seems to be having too 

much of a good time until Glutton becomes too drunk. There is a certain 

amount of bonhomie evident before the scene becomes disgusting. It is, 

somehow, more convincing a tavern scene than the gathering at the Tabard. 

There is a couplet (^079) which makes the objection of the moralist to 

that sin quite clear:

Vhil )at i was sobre sinne ne dede l nowht, 
but in drunkesehipe 1 dede 3e werete 3! mlhten ben thowht.*  

Popular complaints about sloth, lechery, and drunkenness are few; there 

are a number of verses in celebration of the good brown ale;^ complaints 

about those sins do not seem very representative of popular attitudes.

iMoral Gower devotes some sixty lines to drunkenness:(26b& VI, 
15-75.

2Brown, Register, 1, 329»

3Fot example, (5^. Bobbins, Sec, Lyr. XIT & XV Cents.. p. 9: (*2U),
p. 106.
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Mutability--A Them*

The theme of mutability, the idea that time passes and changes 

all things, is a very important part of the tone and texture of the verse 

of complaint. This theme usually voices the fear of death, the worry 

about past sins, the horrors of the grave, and the apprehension of the 

Last Judgment. It is a personal kind of complaint. The vanitas 

vanitatem tone with its condemnation of worldly things furnishes a 

rationale for the complaint; "look to your end" is the constant refrain. 

Iide, in The Parlement of the Thre Ages (1556), is dressed in black, and 

his feebleness, his tottering steps, and his mumbled words of warning are "blee 

the Nine Worthies met their end in spite of their glory; youth passes 

into middle age and middle ago passes into old age, and the dream is 

done. Of what value are the strivings and yearnings, for gay coats, for 

rents and lands, when the one necessity is the remission of slnsT^ A 

number of poems illustrate this thene; the most familiar (695) exists in 

a number of texts and versions and seems to be proverbial:

Vyche day me cumob tydinges b^so, 
For wel swlÿo more boob hoc; 
be on is b»t ich schul heonne, 
bat oder bat Ich noth hwenne; 
be bridde Is my meste kare, 
b«t ich not hwlder ich seal fare.

Another instance of this complaint is simply entitled "Wide" (?18p and

lit should be noted here that sin is condemned primarily because 
it threatens salvation, and only secondarily because it makes the world 
more difficult to live in. This distinction is discussed later in the 
dlseortctlon.

^Carleton Brown, English Lyrics of the XIII Century (Oxford, 1953), 
p. 19 and p. 372.

1904),
3W. Heuser, pie Klldrre-Oediehte. Bonner XIV (Bonn,

170-2. '
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la found in an early 14th-century manuscript. The speaker laments one 

by one his infirmities. the loss of his friends, the difficulties with 

his children, his sins, and his misfortunes. What gives the poem its 

bitter, hopeless tone is the mention of the lack of respect given him; 

boys mock his infirmities; "Veh schenlon me blechrew." The poem seems 

to be a pure expression of personal misery. One wonders if the plight

of the aged in this period was everywhere so bad as it is described here. 

A more orthodox expression is this stanza from a poem (1402)

written a little later in the 14th century; the last line is a refrain:

I wolde witen of sum wys wlht 
Witterly what ^is world were: 

Hit fnre£ as a foules fliht. 
Now is hit henne, now Ie hit here. 

No be we nouer so muehe of mlht. 
Now be we on benche, nou be we on bare;

And be we nouer so war and wlht. 
Now be we eek, now boo we fere. 
Now is on proud wl>>outen peers. 

Now is ÿe solus I-set not by; 
And whos wol allé £lng hertly here, 

£18 world fare£ as a Fantasy.%

"we stunte£ but a stounde," the poem continues. Another version (1580) 

of the theme almost achieves irony in its reversal:

In £is word £at hys so wicke 
l ne mal no stunde abide;

For mischances arne so £icke 
And reueleke it be-tide;

Wylum haued I fere and flicks, 
God hors on to ride;

Nou hys mln hors a wrechyd sticks 
£at stondit be my ssyds.^

The theme appears in Piero Plowman (1459), the thesaurus of all cosiplalntB 

and in a number of other poems. It suffices here to note only that it is

^Brown. Nel. Lyr, XIV Cent,, pp. 16o-4.

2W. V. Skoat, "Elegy on the Death of King Edward I," Modern 
Language Review VII (1912), 150.
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widespread and deeply penetrating theme. The turning wheel may be un­

predictable, except that it will always turn, but the apprehension of 

change and death is mitigated by the feeling of peace that some of the 

meditative and contemplative versos give; that release from the world 

makes the nostalgia and regret and fear less terrifying and less poignant. 

The theme of mutability is important in the verse of complaint 

because it seta the tone of many of the poems. It is connected with the 

theme "the past was better" in its essential meaning; everything changes 

and passes except evil. The note of fear, a deep and pervasive fear, 

emerges from these poems and makes them very impressive. The idea of 

mutability is also a method of achieving contrast between "then" and 

"now." This is an important device in the poetry of complaint. For . 

the most part, however, the personal lament forms a group of poetry by 

itself, it is discussed here because the idea and the tone of the theme 

penetrates all verse of complaint.

Women

Another object of the "General Complaint" is women, women in

general, all women, but mostly wives. This category is placed here in 

this chapter because it does not seem to fit elsewhere; the verse is 

•general" in that the critic includes all women—there are none good-­

in his poem. The criticisms are that women are lecherous, greedy, giddy, 

inconstant, guileful, domineering, nagging, spiteful, and in short scarcely 

less malignant an evil than the devil himself. These complaints are dif­

ficult to assess. They may reflect the despairing cry of the husband, 

but they may also be the result of prolonged celibate brooding, and they 

may even be humorous cliches which the minstrel found effective, just as 

they are still effective today. A didactic poem (1917) which may be a
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result of monkish brooding is this one:

Li^er lok and tulngling, 
Tiheng and tikelinge. 
Opin brest and singing, 
ÿeise mid-outin losing. . 
Ar in toknee of horeling.

"A lutel soth Sermun” (1091) comments quite clear 1} on giddy Jankyn.

Here is another little poem (1974) which connects lechery and the fashion- 

hungry female:

Nou hath prude the pris in everuche plawe; 
By mony wymmon un-wis y sugge ml sawe, 
For 3ef a ledy lyne is laid after laws, 
uch a strumpet that ther is such drahtes wl drawe; 

in prude 
Uch a screws wol hire shrude 
Thah he nabbe nout a smoke hire foul ers to hude.

Grist to the devil's mill:

Nou ne lacksth hem no lyn bosss in to beren; 
He sitteth ase a slat ewyn that hongeth is eren. 
Such a joustynde gyn uch wrecche wol weren, 
Al hit cometh in declyn this gigelotes geren; 

upo lofte. 
The devel may elite softs, 
Ant holden his halymotes ofte.2

The invective is severe and sharp, as most of the complaints are, but the 

criticism is interesting in itself, for it reveals the use of lockets on 

the forehead or temples, and that earrings are decorations that attract 

masculine attention.^ A very brief poem, four lines in a Latin sermon, 

"Contra mullores omantss" (4093)» describes the beauties of the bower 

thus:

j>ho house homes als na mm . and ha neck als a swan 
and a midel als ha break . ha tayl als ha pacock.*

1-Max Firstar, "Kleine Mitteilungen sur mittelengliechen Lehrdichtung," 
Arehiv CIV (1900), 304.

^Prown, Tne. Lyr. XIII Cent, bp. 133-4.

3Ç285X & poem quoted earlier, connects the vanity of fashions and 
luxury, page 36, supra.

8,. James, Catalogue, II, 4?6.
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All of which have pejorative connotations; the horned headdress is a 

standard metaphor of vanity, lechery, and extravagance. The discussion 

of "Sir Peny" (1^80) mentioned that women worship that hardy knight; 

indeed, a whole stanza is devoted to them;

With Peny may men women till
Be that never so strange of will, 

So ofto may it be sene, 
Lang with him will thai noght chide, 
For he may ger than trayl syde 

in gude skarlet and grene.

The desire for fancy clothes leads women to sin, to trick and to deceive.

The criticism of women has a religious motive which enters into 

popular belief quite early. The popular criticism has a slightly dif­

ferent cast. Robert of Brunne's Handlyng Synne (778)% declares most of 

the traditional ideas about the place of women, and echoes some complaints 

about their variance from it:

God made womman man to gyue. 
To be hys help# yn hys lyue; 
He madl here nat, man to greue, 
No to be mayster, but felaw leue, 
No nat ouer logh, no nat ouer hy. 
But euene felaw, to be hym by; (1611-16)

Women are still a threat. Robert relates a tale about the devil, who had 

made a well-dressed women and placed her close to a deacon in church; the 

deacon was unable to keep hie eyes off her. The story reveals how much 

the priest feared women. Robert concludes;

For woemens sake, frye tale y to Ide, 
frat frey oute of fro chaunsel holds 
wyfr here kercheues, fre deuylys sayle, 
Biles steal frey go to hells, bo fre top and tayle; 
For at hym frey lernl allo
To tempt# men yn synne to falls. (8881-6) '

l*The  Bargain of Judas" (1649) is a strange poem; it retells the 
Biblical story. A woman is made responsible for the betrayal of Christ, 
however. Judas is sent to town with thirty pieces of silver to buy meai*  
He meets his sister, and after eating goes to sleep. His sister calle in 
their kinsmen who rob him of the money. Judas is therefore compelled to 
sell his Master to replace the money. Brown, Eng. Lvr. XIII Cent.. pp. J8-9.

2f. J. Furnivall, UTS 119, 12) (London, 1901-1903).
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They are fiends in disguise. In a curious outburst Robert telle the story 

of a minor's wife who, when her husband was trapped in a collapsed tunnel, 

made offerings for him in church; thus was he saved, but the moralist 

remarks:

Fewe swyehe wymmen now we fynde, 
>at to here husbondes are so fynde! (1075^-,♦)

He advises men, almost bitterly:

Trust )e nat moche on )oure wyues. 
He on 3oure chyldryn, for no byng. 
But make*  30 self, 30uro offryng; 
For, so fynde a womnan as y of tolde, 
lyueb nat now, be bolde. (10792-6)

That is a fearful thing to say. Part of the reason for such serious 

distrust is that women, all women, are the daughters of Ive, and they 

are therefore theologically suspect as the weaker vessels. The clerical 

attitude emerges in more popular verse. In the moving lull iby in which 

a mother speaks to the drowsy chill of the turning wheel of furtune in 

"his fais world* ; ®ve seems to receive the more blame (2025)

Lollal, lollai . Util child. bl" wo adam be wro3t.
Whan ha of b® ®ppil ete, and eue hit him betacht. (35-6)

The popular jokes about women souni like proverbs. Women are sinful, is 

the attitude of the clergy: woman are ornery, bothersome, and impossible, 

is the tenor of the popular complaint (*63):

A yong wyf and an arvyst got. 
Moche gagil with bothe: 

A man that hath ham yn hie clos. 
Reste echal he wrothe.

And the mother-in-law (38I8):

Two wymen in one howse. 
Two cattes and one nowee. 
Two dogges and one bone, 
Maye never accorde In one. 3

^Brown, Rel. Lvr. of XIV Cent., pp. 35-6.

2Rel. Ant., II. 113. %el, Ant.. I, 233.
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Thls Is r persistent complaint against women: they are not easy to live 

with. The maid is sweet and humble, but after marriage. . .the blind eat 

many a fly. This pseudo-Chaucerian balade (2661) echoes a popular idea 

and explains the wonderful dissembling of women:

Whan maidens are wedded and houshold haue take. 
All their humility is exiled away. 
And the cruel hertes beginneth to awake. 
They do all the besie cure that they can or may. 
To vexe their housliold maisters that soth for to say 
Wherfore ye yong men I rede you for thy, 
Beware alway, the blind eats many a fly.1

The only mention of women and their frailties in Piers Plowman

(1^59) is from the Bible:

Thro fringes frere ben . frat doth a man by strengthe 
Porto fleen his owne hous . as holywryt shewsth. 
frat one is a wlkfced wyf . frat wil nou)t be cheated. 
Her fiere fleeth from hyr . for fere of her tonge. (XVII, 315-19^

A leaking roof and a smoking fire are the other two. And the worst of 

these is, presumably, the housewife's tongue. Skeat found this proverb 

from Alfred: ‘

Be wurth thu neuer so wod, ne so wyn-dr uüce «
That eue re segge thine wife alls thine wills. no. 40

and from Hendyng:

MonImon syngeth 
When he horn bryngeth 

Is yonge wyf;
Wyste he whet he broghte, 
Wepen he mohte. no. 78

The loquaciousness of women receives much condemnation. A rather clever 

poem (3078) purporting to be the entreaty of a housewife to her magical 

broom reads:

1a. Chalmers, English Poets (London, 1810). 1, p. 560.
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•Say me, Tilt in >• brom, 
Teche me wou I eule don 
bat mln hosebonde 
me Ionian wo Ide.1 

'Hold bine tunke stills 
4 have al bin® ville.

1 Brown, Ine. Lvr. XIII Cent., p. 32.

2"I Bepent for blaming women," BE 1504, charges that women use 
deceit because men taught them to, and the poet therefore repents. G. L. 
Brook, The Harley Lyrics (Manchester. 195$)* p. 44.

There are, of course, poems vhich defend women.2 Tor the moot part, how­

ever, the vote is against them, vlth the limitations mentioned above, 

fifteenth Century verse contains many examples attacking vomon; it becomes 

a favorite theme.

Conclusion

These are, then, the objects of the General Complaint. The theme 

of money is often iterated and dominates the moral criteria of the veree. 

There is a general silence about the sins of sloth, lechery, and drunken­

ness. Despite this emphasis, the serai themes of co^laint are quite 

similar to the moral themes of sermons, that inexhaustible well of eermon 

subjects, the Seven Deadly Sins. In the general complaint the poet ragio­

te red his criticism in quite a broad way, making no reference to any par­

ticular object, but simply classifying the evils under one or more sins. 

It is clear that this kind of poem is effective in at least two ways, 

vhich perhaps justifies their existence, first, such a poem is easily 

agreed to by its hearers, who sigh for the "good old days" and accept the 

mutability theme. These make an emotional bond among men. Secondly, the 

hearers were easily able to find in their own experience specific Illus­

trât lone of the general charge, and indeed had heard approximately the
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itM thing» said from the pulpit. The general complaint has easy appli­

cation, as do many aphorisms, saws, and proverbs, and the minstrel 

undoubtedly utilized these already accepted ideas to entertain his audience. 

But the general complaints help to continue the beliefs that 

people had about the nation and the world and the people in it, and further 

help to explain the events and conditions of the times. The religious 

teachings of sin and redemption appear to have been deeply accepted for 

the most part, transformed perhaps from the context of the priest into 

the context of popular belief. While this is not the place to hazard a 
proof, most of the poems discussed above do not sound like the didacticism 

of a priest or friar preaching, but more like that preaching at one remove, 

caught, as it were, over the ye rs in the sieve of the lay conscience 

and lay belief.

The General Complaints set the tone for all the verse of complaint 

and provide the basic moral criteria used in the Specific Complaints. 

These moral criteria enable the judgment and criticism to be made, organize 
I 

the Specific Complaints, and affect the temper of the complaints as well. 

As the Specific Complaints are discussed, the emphasis upon the theme of 

covetousness will become apparent.



CHAPTER THREE

SPECIFIC CC?.fPLATETS ABOUT THE MOBILITY

While the General Complaint testifies that the times are bad 

because of the prevalence of abstract evils or sins, or because some 

particular sin causes or encourages other sins, the Specific Complaint 

illustrates the evils or sins by referring to particular actions or 

particular men. The generalised evil is made flesh, so to speak, and 

clothed in iniquity. It has been noted that to the listeners, the 

General Complaint was not vague nor abstract; the listener could 

easily supply concrete instances to fit the general statement. The 

Specific Complaint listed the practices or events which men thought 

to he evil, and almost always the particular evils pointed to a gen­

eral or abstract sin. The mental process of moving from particulars 

to abstraction and back to particulars again seems to have been habit­

ual, fostered, if not begun, by the theologians and priests, and 

practised quite frequently in sermons, handbooks, and complaints. 

Brunne's Handlyng Synne (778) and Langland's Piers Flowman (1459) 

both contain a parade of vices, their divisions and subdivisions, com­

plexities and interrelationships manifoldly analysed. Different 

devices are used and different purposes are aimed at, but the moral 

foundation exists in both, and in both the listener's ability to move 

back and forth between general sin and particular evil is assumed and 

exploited.

•57»
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The Specific Complaint move» in the realm of particulars, but 

the world of universale is never forgottene The devices used to organ 

ise the particulars may be the Seven Deadly Sins, allegory or personi­

fication, visions, or the tour of the world, all of which are found 

in Piers Plowman (1459). These devices will be noted in the following 

discussion, but it may be noted here that many of the Specific Com­

plaints are indirect or oovert criticisms, that is, for example, par­

ticular persons are not often named but are referred to by heraldic 

devices or puns or some other indirect device. Usually, the object 

of complaint is a class of persons, a group, often an occupational 

group, rather than specific persons. There are exceptions, of course, 

but not many. The criticism may have been covert and indirect because 

the complainant wished to protect himself against reprisal—there are 

a number of complaints that powerful lords take such action—or for 

the reason that the abuse was so widespread that no one person was 

particularly guilty. Whatever the reasons might be, a characteristic 

of the Specific Complaint is that it does not attack a particular 

person but a group of persons.

■ The three traditional divisions of medieval society are the 

subjects of the three chapters discussing the Specific Complaints. 

This chapter is concerned with the nobility, the bellatores, and the 

next two chapters will discuss the complaints about the Church, the 

oratores, and the third estate, or laboratores, respectively. Other, 

methods of division are used by writers of complaints, Mum and the 

Sothsegger (*6)  and Wynnere and Wastoure (3137). The traditional 

method of organisation, however, is the one most often followed, as 

in "The Simonie" (4165), Piers Plowman (1459), and the Confessio 

Amantis (2662).
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The function of the nobility was to protect the people by 

guarding them against attack from abroad and from civil strife at 

home, primarily by the establishment and enforcement of justice. 

In the period of this investigation the nobility were to some extent 

concerned with the administration of the land, with supervising farming 

and the production of food; the nobility under its feudal obligations 

was required to fight England's wars. The 14th century saw the be­

ginning of the Hundred Years' War with France, and wars against the 

Scotch and the Spaniards as well. The Black Death caused economic 

problems which led to the Peasants' Revolt of 1381. The increase in 

the production of wool and wool products, the rise of the guilds and 

the increase in wealth of merchants—all these made problems with 

which the king and his nobles had to deal. Men complained of in­

justice and inequality resulting from these problems. The historical 

background of these complaints will be dealt with as the complaints 

themselves are discussed; there is not space enough to consider the 

crowded and fascinating panorama of the 13th and 14th centuries in 

toto. An examination of the specific complaints about the nobility 

will, however, provide a fairly broad historical perspective of the 

period and suggest, in part at least, the temper of the populace, and 

popular attitudes toward those events. To make the analysis clear 

and to allow examination from a number of points of view, the specifio 

complaints about the nobility have been divided into four groups: 

political complaints, economic complaints, complaints about the rich, 

and complaints about the administration of justice.

Political Complaints

Gower states in the Prologue to the Confessic Amantis (2662) 
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that discord between th*  king and his nobles, or between the king and 

his people, causes much evil in the land. The music of Arion's harp 

means concord:

And every man upon this ground 
Which Arion that time herd*,  
Als wel the lord as the sohepherde. 
He broghte hem alle in good acord. 
So that the coraun with the lord, 

. And lord with the comun also.
He sette in love both*  tuo 
And putts awey malencolle. (1062-69)

If the poem was addressed to Richard II, perhaps Gower is Arion, and 

his poem the harp which would soothe the realm and bring th*  commons 

and the king into "good acord." This did not happen; discord remained 

until Richard's deposition*in  1399 and after. The two centuries covered 

in this study were full of discord between King and barons, between 

barons and barons, and between king and commons. The Church fought 

with the state and was rent by the Great Schism and by the strife of 

friar and priest. Gower intends to include all these difficulties, 

and to lay them at the feet of Discord. Six years later than the 

Confessio he composed a poem, his last in English, "In Praise of Peace" 

(2587)1 where his opinion of Richard is clear, it is addressed to Henry 

IV and renders tribute to him for saving the land from Richard's mis­

rule*

God hath thee chose, in comfort of us alle, • 
The worship of this land, which was doun falls, 

Ther is no man may says in other wyse 
That god hlm-self ne hath the right declared; 
Whereof the land is boun to thy ssrvyse. 
Which for défaut*  of help*  hath longe cared. (4-18)

^Wright, Pol. Poems, 11, 4-15.
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Gower uses the traditional metaphor of the body politic:

Of that the heed is syk, the 1 limes aken; 260

The limbs did ache; the complaints were made about the head. The point 

is this: the complaints in verse about the government of England in 

the period 1200-1400 revolve around discord.

The King

That the king is "conseilles' (1830), or willful, or too younr 

(4051), are proverbial complaints, as has been seen in the General 

Complaints. They appear in the Specific Complaints as well, where 

applicable, along with more detailed criticisms. Compared with other 

topics, there are not very many complaints about the king, but from 

the complaints that are made, it is easy to see which kings were popular.

John. A Short English Metrical Chronicle (1105)1 devotes six 

lines to Richard I, but 110 lines to John. It was probably written soon 

after 1307, or about a century after John's death, yet it is rather 

bitter:

& au££e regned kyng Jon 
In his tyme al Engelond 
Was enterditid in his bond 
For on erchebischop 
^at was wisman & no sot. 
He het steuene of Langedone 
N kyng hym nolde vndergonge (%, 919-25)

John was cruel, reports the Chronicle; he once took offence at a one­

eyed fletcher, presumably an old soldier, who winked at the king as the 

monarch rode through Bishop's Gate. John had the fletcher's other eye 

put out. The Papal Interdict is the subject of considerable criticism:

1E. Zettle, BETS 196 (London, 1934).
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jut he dude more schrewednesse 
For a prest nolde synge his masse. 
In pat tyme pat Engelond 
Was enterdit in his bond 
He dude hym sle with peyne * sorwe

* In belle ich hope he ha^ his mede. (I, 946-53)

The chronicler tells the story of a monk of Swineshead who decides to 

poison the king, and so, having been absolved in advance, gains access 

to the king and gives him poisoned plums. John takes the precaution 

of having the monk eat some plums too, and both die. The monk is ex­

cused, however, because : "He ne dude hit for non enuye ne onde / Bote 

for to saue al Engelond." (I, 1019-20)

Robert of Gloucester's Chronicle (727)1 has a much longer 

account of John's reign and contains censures of almost everything that 

John did; his divorce, the suspicion that he murdered the young Arthur 

his nephew, the conflict over the election of Archbishop Langton, the 

quarrel with the pope, the Interdict, his confiscations of Church lands, 

and his loss of Normandy. The discord between king and his barons did 

not begin nor end with John nor with the ”agna Charts. References to 

the almost continuous struggles occur in a number of poems. If the 

king was in any way weak, the barons took advantage; the baronial up­

risings are an index to the stability of the realm. When the banons 

united and captured the king, the chronicler gives these reasons:

Vor hor wlues & hor dogtren . pe king ofte vorlay .
& hangede men gultles . vor wrappe al longe day *.  (10491-2)

John repudiated the Charter, as others were to do after him, and there 

was more fighting and bloodshed. The chronicler refers to the poisoning 

and supports the opinion of the other chroniclers:

1*.  A. Wright, ed., Rolls Series (London, 1887).



At newework he deide . a sein lukes day , 
He was Ihasted ^at vnnefee . fere dawes sik he lay . 
Suf eni man feer to help . god it him vorglue . 
Vor he adde er feis long . to nuohe wrechede idriue . 
In fee ser of grace he deide • tuelf hundred A six tene . 
* seuentene ser he was king . & fif monfees ioh wene . 
* fif dawes * feat feouste . mani man longe iwis • 
At wircetre in fee munstre . vaire ibured he is . (10552-59)

1Hardyng's Chronicle, (710), ed. H. Ellis, London, 1812, written 
almost two and a half centuries after John's death, and probably not 

reliable, repeats most of the criticisms given above, and adds 
that John's tax levies were also hated*

"In his first yere a taxe he tooke full out. 
Of echo plough land thre shyllynges fully payed. 
For whiche the people bitterly for him prayed." (Capiter Cxli) 

The Provisions of Oxford and the Statutes of Westminster were 
baronial reforms aimed at limiting the King's power. Both stem from the 
Magna Charta.

The chronicler's sympathy with the Church is clear, but it is probable 

that popular attitudes were similar; John was hated by the Church and 

by the barons, and it is likely that the people hated him too.1 The 

traditional description of King John is all black, of an angry, cruel, 

willful, and grasping man, without pity or charity, or any redeeming 

feature. His death brought relief to the nation, and the accession 

of Henry III under the guardianship of William Marshall, whom everyone 

trusted, increased the hope in the future.

Henry III. Unfortunately, that hope was not sustained. The 

Short Chronicle fliOS' criticises Henry for the Farons' War, and laments 

the death of Simon de Montfort; the strife arose "feoru wictede red" 

(line 1036) and the King's antagonism to Simon is attributed to the 

fact that Simon "wolde haue gcude lawes"2 (line 1038) and for that 

reason he was killed. According to another version of this chronicle, 

Henry loved churches more than castles, "heye halles peynted wife fleures 

. . . . / He loued noifeer fist ne striif." (229C-32) This may refer to



the French courtiers with whom the king surrounded himself, and by whom 

he is supposed to have been influenced.

The "Song on the Battle of Lewes" (3155)1 is strongly partisan 

to Simon de Montfort, and since it is the first political song in 

English, considerable discussion is justified. It is a soldier's song, 

undoubtedly meant to be sung over the campfires of the victorious army, 

full of sarcastic taunts, derisive and contemptuous of Henry's army and 

supporters, and particularly of the king's brother, Richard, Earl of 

Cornwall and King of Aimaigne (Alemania), to whom it is addressed; the 

thirty thousand pounds mentioned in the first stanza was the amount 

offered to Richard to na.ce peace between the king and the baronss 

Sitteb aile stille ant herkneb to met 
b® kyng of Alemaigne, bi ml leaute, 
ftritti bousent pound askede he 
For te make the pees in b" countre, 

Ant so he dude more.
Richard, 

bah b°u be ever trichard, 
Tricchen shalt b°u never more.

Richard of Alemaigne, whil bat he was kyng; 
He spends al is tresour opon swyvyng; 
Haveb he nout of Walingford o fsrlyngt — 
Let him habbe, ase he brew, bale to dryng, 

Maugre Wyndesore J 
Richard, etc.

Simon's tactics in the battle ware simple and effective. He placed a 

weak group of Londoners in the center, and when Prince Edward charged, 

Simon with a superior force drove in from the flanks; the royal forces 

were divided and captured piece-meal. Richard of Almalgne found him­

self thus cut off and suffered the indignity described in these two 

stanzas:

1 Brown, Engl. Lyr. XIII Cent., pp. 131-2.



The kyng of Alemaigne vende do ful ml, 
He saisede 1*  mulne for a castel;

XA reference to Edward*s impetuous charge on the Londoners. He 
learned his lesson well.

^Edward's uncle was Simon, who had married Henry*s sister. Richard 
of Almaigne was also an uncle, the king's brother, but it seems more 
likely that the reference is to Simon.

Wi|> hare sharpe swordes he grounde ^e stel. 
He vende pat ^e saylee were mangonel 

To helpe Wyndesore.
Richard, eto.

►e kyng of Alemaigne gederede ye host. 
Makede him a castel of a mulnepost, 
Wende vij) is prude ant is muchele boat, 
Brohte from Alêmayne mony sori goat 

To store Wyndesore.
Richard, etc.

The next two stanzas attack the Earl of Warenne who allegedly had robbed

England to help the king, and the stanza following these criticizes 

another royal supporter, Hugh de Bigot. The last stanza criticizes 

Prince Edward and predicts exile. Edward was kept prisoner by Simon 

until the former escaped.

Be pe luef, be ÿe loht, sire Edward, 
^ou shalt ride sporeless o py lysrd 
Al ÿe ryhte way to Dovere-ward;
Shalt ^ou never more broke foreward, 

Knt pat rewep sore*  
Edward, Pou dudest aae a shreward. 

Forsake pyn ernes lorel^ 
Richard, etc.

There are no direct jibes at Henry, although the poem may be incomplete; 

the listing of royal supporters may end with the same kind of attack 

on the king. The indirect criticism, although it is barely a criticism, 

is the mock pity for "Wyndesore," which probably stands for the king.

The fifth stanza may refer to Henry*

. By God, pat is a-boven ous, he dude mucho synne
pat lotto passen over see pe erl of Warynne*  
He hap robbed Ingelond, pe mores ant pe fenne, 
pe gold ant pe solver, ant y-boron henne. 

For love of Wyndesore.
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The nation as a whole frowned on large amounts of money leaving the 

country. The criticism of the King is indirect, but it is there; the 

criticism is not at all clear, but it is clearly a criticism, 

Henry III is the last king discussed in Robert of Gloucester's 

Chronicle (727), The account of that reign is a long one, but the 

chronicler does not offer many criticisms. Peter de Roches is considered 

an evil counsellor to the king, and so are the French favorites of a 

later period thought to be injurious to the poor as well as to the 

barons. The attempt of the barons to force the king to accept the 

Provisions of Oxford and the Statutes of Westminster is recounted, 

and so also is the disagreement among the barons which prevented any 

lasting control of the monarch by the barons. An interesting reference 

is made to the message Simon de Montfort sent to the king just before 

the battle of Lewes, promising fealty if the king would "graunte horn 

l»e god lawes . 4 habbe pite of is land." (11,356) The king of course 

refused. The chronicler mentions the incident of the windmill at that 

battle and praises the knight who captured Richard of Almaigne. (11,383) 

Prince Edward escapes from his captors and leads the royal forces, 

swollen with the dissident barons, against Simon at Evesham in 1265. 

The chronicler remarkst "Suich was pe mordre of einesham . uor bataile 

non it nas .* (11,736) Simon de Montfort was slain and foully dis­

membered; great revenge was taken on the barons and the baronial cause 

was all but crushed. Such cruelty, says the chronicler, caused "a dark 

weder . / . Grisloker weder pan it was . ne miste anerpe be" (11,742-45). 

The royal vengeance may have caused some of the barons to go to desperate 

lengths; Simon de Montfort the younger held the castle of Kenilworth 

against the royal besiegers, and even against the power of the Church. 

Henry asked the pope to send a legate who, in full regalia, laid the



papal curse upon the rebels, but the rebels retaliated in a manner that 

illustrates the tough ribaldry of the medieval soldiery*  

ntl of fre castel toide , her of gret despit .
Cope & ofrer clofres . hii lete make of wit .
& maister philip porpeis . feat was a quolnte man .
Clerc and hardi of is dedes . 4 hor cirurgian • 
Hii made a wit legat . in fris cope of wit .
A3*  fre ofrer rede . as him in despit .
4 he stod as a legat . vpe fre castel walls .
4 amancede king & legat . 4 hor men allé .
Swuioh game Haste longe . among horn in suich strlue, (11,922-930)

Kenilworth capitulated and Simon escaped his father's fate. The kingdom 

had a respite from strife. Prince Edward had taken the cross when Henry 

died in 1272.1

Edward I. There seem to be no complaints about Edward I, 1272­

1307, a much better ruler than his father, a better soldier, a more 

efficient, vigorous and rescourceful administrator, it is difficult to 

account for this lack. It may be accidental that no verse survives con­

taining complaints about this king, particularly since there are few verses 

in English from his reign. It may be that Edward I distracted the people 

with his wars against the Welsh, Scotch, and French, the cost of which 

was borne by the nobility on a more efficient basis of duties, and by 

the clergy who found themselves taxed without their consent. Yet the 

fact is that neither group voiced their complaints in English verse.

Edward II. The verse of the reign of Edward II, however, con­

tains a nimber of complaints. The traditional apprehension regarding a 

young king is indicated in the Short Chronicle (1105) by the prayer

^Hardyng's Chronicle (710), however, criticises the barons and 
defends the king's French favorites. There is a hint of lost criticism 
in the chronicler's defense of Prince Edwardj Edward was not crook- 
backed, "As some menne wrote the right lyne to depryue." (Capiter 
Cxlvii)
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"Saue cure gonga kyng Edward / * gyue hym grace his londe to gome."

Other poets were apprehensive too; "An Elegy on the Death of Edward 

I" (205)1 praises the dead king and holds his example up for the young 

king to see# 

■ Nou i.s Edward of Carnavan 
King of Engelend al aplyht, 

God lete him ner be worse man 
Then is fader, ne lasse of my ht 
To holden is pore-men to ryht. 

Ant understands good conseil, 
Al Engelcnd fer te wisse ant diht; 

Of gode knyhtes darh him nout fail.

Such apprehension was Justified.2 A noem written about 1311, "On the

King’s Breaking the Vagna Charta" '1B57\ in Anglo-Norman and English, 

contains a direct criticism of Edward, "cne can make and unmake, some­

thing done too often, and therefore England is ruined . . .

Nostre prince de Fngletere, 
Far le conseil de sa gent. 

At Westminster after the feire 
Made a gret parlement. 

La chartre fet de eyre, 
Jeo 1’enteink et bien le crey. 

It was holds tc nelh the fire. 
And is molten all awey.

The poet then considers in a rather general way the reasons "Whi Engelond 

is brouht adoun." Four philosophers answer the question in varying ways; 

the first says: 

... I understonde 
Ne may no king wel ben in londe, 

Uhder God Almihte, 
But he cunne himself rede, 
Hou he shal in londe lede 

Ever! man wid riht.

ly/right, Pol. Songs,pp. 246-50.

^1307 is the date of composition given by the Middle English 
Dictionary, "Plan and Bibliography" fascicle (Ann Arbor, 1954), but if 
the poem were written later, and was intended to seem to have been 
written in 1307, then the prayer is really a complaint. The same device 
is used in the political prophecy.
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How instead of right counsel, might rules: 

For might is riht, 
Liht is night. 
And fiht is fliht.

For miht is riht, the lond is laweles; 
For niht is liht, the lond is loreles. 
For fiht is fliht, the lond is namelee.* *

■ 1

*These rhymes seem deliberately obscure, almost runic; the last 
line may be a criticism of England's ability to wage victorious war. 
"Because battles turn to retreats, the land has lost its reputation."

Settle, EFTS 196, p. 107.

^The criticism of men who cross the lines dividing the classes 
increases during the 14th century; the idea is conanon, and traditional.

While these statements are general, the application is clearly meant to 

apply to Edward, who could not prevent his barons from murdering his 

favorites, favorites who gave self-interested counsel, and who could not 

win a battle. The other three philosophers give similar reasons; luxury, 

covetousness and pride reign. The last philosopher returns to the 

traditional concept of the willful king, unwilling to accept good counsel. 

The "King Counseilles" theme appears time and time again; it is an in­

direct attack upon the king, made indirectly because the king rules by 

a divine right that cannot be questioned without committing heresy and 

treason.

The theme of the child as king is utilised in another poem, des­

cribed as "The Government of Edward II Crlticlsed"(4235):

Wos maket of a clerc hurle. 
And prelat of a oheurle. 
And of a child naked king, 
panne is pe londe vndirling.2

This idea appears very often, but not in connection with the ideas of 

the first two lines.

The most famous poem of complaint is "The Song of the Husbandman"
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(696). Written during the reign of Edward II, it contains complaints 

about the high taxes which were taken from the yeoman farmer. The poem 

gains much of its effect from the listing of the numerous officials who 

demand their due. Beset on every side by continual duties and taxes, 

his land and cattle and other goods dwindling, by bad crop years, and 

by hie feudal dues, the narrator concludes : "Ase god is swynden anon, 

as so for te swynke." All these ills derive from the king, is the in­

direct complaint.

loh herds men upo mold make muche mon, 
Hou he bep i-tened of here tilyynge: 

"Gode jeres and corn hope bep a-gon, 
Ne kepep here nr sawe ne no song synge. 

Nou we mote worche, nis per non oper won, 
Mai ich no lengore lyve wip mi lesinge. 

3et per is a bitterore bit to pe bon, 
For ever pe furpe pent mot to pe kynge, 

pus we carpep for pe kyng, and cariep ful colde. 
And wenep for te kevere, and ever bup a-cast.

The speaker attacks the rich who "pilep pe pore" and afflict them with 

the numerous supervisors. The master beadle with his writ sealed with 

the green wax for taxes appears:

Set comep budeles wip ful muche host; 
"Greype me selver to pe grene wax: 

pou art writen y my writ, pat pou well west." 
Mo pen ten sipen told y my tax;

The husbandman gives all he has saved to meet the demands, and must pay 

a bribe as well :

Comep pe maister budel, brust ase a bore, 
Seip he wole mi bugging bringe ful bare. 

Mede y mot munten, a mark oper more, 
pah ich at pe set dey sulle mi mare, 

pus pe grene wax as grevep under gore, 
pat me us hontep ase hound dep pe hare.

To sache selver to pe kyng y mi seed solde: 
Forpi mi lond leye lip, and leornep to slepe.

1Brandl, p. 134.
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The généralisation le not lacking: thus evil will walks the land, law 

is lost, falsehood fattens, and the world is filled with woe. The poem 

is contrived, perhaps, but it is artfully contrived; the reader senses 

the dwindling hope of the speaker in his increasingly hopeless situation. 

The bitterness makes the criticism emphatic, but the tone is full of 

lamentation and despair as well. When the head is sick, the limbs ache.

The Short Chronicle (1105) attributes many of the ills of the 

reign to Edward's counselors, Peter Caveston and Hugh Despenser. The 

barons accused Gaveston of treachery and summarily cut off his head. 

The chronicler says that Edward 

. . . les his lond saun falls 
pur ch his wicked conseyle 
purch sir Howe pe Spenser 
pat was his wicked conseyller (I, 2345-8)

The strife between the barons and the king is referred to in this prayer: 

. . . send good pees bytween pe kyng 
And pe baruna open allé ping 
And alls pe gede men in pis lond 
God shelde him fram werre strong. (1, 1134-7)

The blame for this contention should not fall on the king alone, but on 

the barons, who, throughout this period, squabbled fiercely. The king 

deserves censure if he cannot control his nobles, as Henry III and 

Edward II could not. "The Simonie" (4165) alleges that the king's 

councillors and officials rob his taxes and argue for increasing tax 

levies (319 ff.). Edward II was the object of many complaints.

Edward III. The fifty-year reign of Edward III, 1327-1377, is 

a period in which many complaints against many objects were composed, 

but practically none attacked the king personally. He was praised for 

his military glory by Laurence Minot, and in a poem on his death (5), 

he is truly lamented. Sir Israel Gollones suggests that Wynnere and Wastoure
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(3137) le a oevert criticism of the monarch and hie son for their ex­

travagance in war and peace on the one hand, and for their shrewd 

encouragement of commerce on the other, both to the detriment of the 

nation. Edward encouraged trade in order to find money for the war 

but was notoriously generous in maintaining his own personal establish­

ment. The Black Prince was well-loved by his friends for his lavish 

gifts, and well-hated by his peasants who eventually paid for them. 

The poem criticizes the excesses of both Wynnere and Wastoure, as will 

be discussed below, but it also criticizes the king.

To what extent Piers Flowman (1459) complains about the king 

is difficult to determine. The B .text, written circa 1378, mentions 

the coronation of Richard II, and refers to a number of events in the 

reign of Edward III. The story of belling the cat has a vague similarity 

to the events of the later parliaments, during which several of the 

king's ministers, and even Alice Ferrers, the king's mistress, were 

indicted and forced to quit the king's entourage. They quickly re­

gained power and crushed those who indicted them. The cat might even 

be the king, and the rats and mice the parliament,* but it is difficult 

to be sure; the poet speaks with similar restraint:

What j>ls moteles bemeneth . gm men &at be merye, 
Deuine 3e, for l ne dar . bi dere god in heuenel (208-9) 

The criticism of the king is almost always indirect, and perhaps the 

poet meant the listener to have Edward in mind when he describes the 

trial of Lady Mode. What is said there in a general way is perhaps 

intended to refer specifically to Edward, there is no way of knowing 

for certain. The story itself is simple, Lady Mede has become too

^The "Kitten" is likely John of Gaunt.
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powerfal : 

There she is wel with be kynp . wo is ^e rewme, 
For she is fnuorable to ^e fall . and fouleth trewthe ofte. (III, 152-3

The lady is accused by Theology, and the case is brought to the king. 

Conscience refuses to marry her and says that Reason will punish wrong­

doers; Reason comes and advises the king to act with strict justice. If 

the vision does refer to the actual political situation, then the im­

plication is that Fdward has been badly advised, by Fede and Falsehood, 

that he has not acted justly and strictly, and tha*  hr ha3 not governed 

with reason r.^r conscience. This i a a severe criticism if the vision 

is meant to be "divined" so.

In th*  fifth passas Conscience counsels th»' icinr: 

comune to louve, / It is £1 tresore, if tresoun ne were , and triade 

at hi nede.' " ( V, 4?-5C' but in the 19th pas sus, a Kinr cones forward 

and vindicates himself, ^e makes the usual medieval claims; he is the 

law and can never act contrary to justice ; he can take what he needs 

from both Church and commons without reproof. Conscience answers him 

with a surprising condition:

in eondicloun," quod conscience . "&at ^ow konne defend*  
And rule £1 rewme in resoun . ri3b wel, y in treuth. 
Take pow may in resoun . as J>i lawe as<eth;

Omnia tua sunt ad defendendum, set non ad depredandum!"- rm-;
The implied criticism is clear.

Richard II. A number of poems survive that are irrortant for 

the complaints they contain about Richard II, 1377-1319, and the events 

of his time, many more than were written in Edvard's time. The p and C , 

texts of Fiers Plowman, Gower's Confessio Amantis (2662) with its two 

beginnings and endinrs. Pierce the Ploughmans Crede (663)/ Mum and

^W. W. Skeat, ed., Oxford, 1906.
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Sothsegfer (»6), and numerous shorter poems. One of these is the quite 

famous, "Distich on the Year 1391" (3306):

The ax was sharps, the stokke was harde. 
In the xlili yere of Kyng Richarde.I

This grim verse evidently criticises the severity of the punishment the 

king meted out. The usual complaint is repeated; the king is evilly 

advised. He was quite young when he came to the throne; the "Elegy on 

the Death of Edward III" (5) says: "An ympe biginnes for te grows." 

A macaronic complaint of 13R8 (3113) moans:

England sum tyme was 
regnorum gemma vocata; 

Of manhod the flowre 
ibi quondam floruit (mnls;

The kyng khowyth not allé 
non sunt qui vers loquuntur

Exactly what no one tells the king the truth" means cannot be answered; 

it may mean that the king is not intelligent enough to choose good 

advisers, and not intelligent enough to rule wisely himself. A long 

poem that attacks the king's ministers and the king himself is Mum and 

the Sothsegger (*6),  known before the discovery of another fragment as 

Richard the Redeles. The R fragment of some 770 lines is told in the 

first person. The poet Is at church in Bristol when news arrives that 

while Richard is fighting "pe wilde Yrisshe" Henry of Lancaster had 

entered the kingdom in the Fast. The people wonder which to support; 

most of them wish an end to misrule and a settlement of their grievances 

and so support Henry. After a short advertisement of his book, wherein 

the poet apologises for his temerity in giving advice—an apologia In 

advance--the poem proper begins:

^Sisam, p. 161.
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Now, Richard pe redeles / reweth on 3ou-self, 
^at laweleese leddyn goure lyf / and goure peple bo&e; (I, 1-2)

The king has ruled with guile and worked his will on the people. Cov­

etousness rules his counselors and his crown is cracked. The courtiers 

wished luxury and ease, and so they combined to pluck the pence of the 

poor. No one dares complain for fear of the dukes. Richard favored 

young men in fancy clothes, and the true knights and wise men are shoved 

to the end of the hall. This theme is repeated throughout the R frag­

ment. The king gave a number of liveries and had many retainers, and 

these men took from the poor under the ruard of their White Hart 

badges. He packed the parliament with his own supporters and got them 

to grant high taxes. The king was too extravagent, wasted his money, 

and had to raise more,*  The kinr is quite directly criticised; he is 

the cause of spreading evils.

The V fragment is 1751 lines long, too long to examine here; 

its thesis is that no one is willing to tell the truth, but only to stay 

silent because preferment is given to the tactful. The poet wanders 

through courts and schools, towns, and monasteries, (and into a vision 

as well) seeking the answer to the question, "who is right. Mum or 

Sothsegger?" Those who side with Mum, and most do, are thereby con­

demned. Mum is the source of evil in the land, says the poet; the 

effect of such a statement is a warning to, and a criticism of, the king.

1Hardyng's Chronicle (710) devotes six stanzas to a description 
of the excesses of Richard's court; ten thousand cas» to dinner every 
day; there were three hundred cooks, thousands of chambermaids, grooms 
and yecmen, all dressed in finery. There were hundreds of clerics, some 
of them quite unlettered. Lechery was privy solace, especially for 
the clergy. The description seems exaggerated, but the last two lines 
sound true: "Great taxe ay the kyng tocke through all the land, / For 
whiche commons hym hated bothe free and bond." (Capiter Cxcili) Hardyng 
reports this as hearsay, but most agree that Richard was excessively 
extravagent, *



Gower lessened his earlier praise of Richard in the second ver­

sion of the Confessio (2662), both at the beginning and at the ending 

of the poem. The poem originally ended with a prayer for the king, 

but the revised form is a prayer for the state of England. Gower in­

cludes the complaints about Richard mentioned above: "For ther mai be 

no worse thing / Than Covoitise aboute a king:" (V,2229-30), A king 

should give largesse, but he should not be prodigal; he should be wary 

of flatterers. Gower criticizes th**  large number of retainers kept by 

the nobility, but does not criticize the wearers of the Whit*»  Hart. 

Gower even repeats some of the general complaints: 

And forte lekyn cvyrmore, 
TTher of the poeple pleigneth sore. 
Toward the lawes of cure lend. 
Men sein that trouthe hath broke his bond 
And with brocage is goon awele. 
So that no man can se the wele 
Wher forto fynde rightwisnesse. (VIII, 3029-35)

The poet discusses the duties of a king and emphasizes that a king must 

rule himself well before he can rule his people; he should not be proud, 

nor indulge in lust. Since this advice has been substituted for praise 

of the king, a complaint may be implied.!

There is a correlation between the number of complaints occuring 

in a given reign about the king and the fate of the klnr; the correlation 

may be accidental, that is, a result of some other cause, but it is still 

curious that John, Henry III, Edward II, and Richard II received more 

criticism than Edward I and Edward III, and that Edward II and Richard II 

were deposed. The criticisms are indirect, more of the king's counsellors

1Gower seems to be playing a game of "if the shoe fits" and he 
is careful to have the king's size. The General Complaint may be phrased 
in abstractions for this purpose. Other indirect references employ this 
device, for example, Piers Plowman; vide infra. Chapter VI, "The Temper, 
Devices, and Forms of domplaint."



than of the king himself, and while the indirectness may be politic and

tactful, \b.u intensity of the complaints and particularly their repetition 

suggests that the king was complained about orally much more than is 

suggested by the traditional view of medieval society as static and 

serene.1 The following category reviews the complaints about the king's 

counsellors which are really criticisms of the king, and adds those com­

plaints which appear to be focussed on the counsellors directly.

The King's Counsellors

The complaints about the king's advisers bear investigation 

because the verses reveal much of the popular understanding of the govern­

ment. The popular understanding of government seems oversimple, perhaps, 

but that itself is significant. A poem on the times, of the reign of 

Edward II, with the fable of the lion, fox, wolf, and ass (4144', has 

this stanza: 

pos kingis ministris bep i-schend, 
To rist and law pat ssold tak hede. 

And al pe lend fort amend: 
Cf pos pevis hi takep mede.

Be pe lafful man to dep i-brogt. 
And is catel a-wei y-nom: 

of his dep ne tellip hi nogt, 
Bot of har pre! hi hab som. (33-40)

^Oral complaints were probably composed; R. K. Wilson, in The 
Lost Literature of Medieval England (London, 1952), pp. 201-2, noteT^ie 
following: - - — ,

"In the following year £1378} an account of certain happenings 
at Oxford tells of a song against the young king, Richard II, and 
this time it is definitely stated to have been in English. A 
member of the king's household came to Oxford. There he was sere­
naded by some of the students with a song in English 'containing 
words against the honour of the king,' the affair ending with a 
general discharge of arrows through the window of his room. Com­
plaint was made, and the Chancellor and vice-chancellor of the 
University were summoned before the Council. When it appeared that 
no punishment had been inflicted upon the culprits, the Chancellor 
was made to resign and the vice-chancellor imprisoned."



-78-

The fable illustrates this theme dramattoally. A debate between a 

courtier and a soldier (14^5) contrasts a sycophant and his lies and 

flattery with the sincere and suffering soldier. The most specific 

attack on particular counsellors uses puns on the nar.es of courtiers 

of Richard II (3529); the assumption is that the puns are recognizable 

to the listeners of the time, just as the general complaints awoke 

specific events in the memories of the hearers:

Ther is a busch that is forgrowe; 
Crop hit welle, and hold hit lowe, 

or elles hit wolle be wilue.
The long gram that is so grenu, 
Pit most be move, and raked clone; 

forgrewen hit hath the fell de.

The grate baggr, that is so mykille. 
Hit schal he ketterd, and maked libelle; 

the bothem is ny ougt.
Hit is so roton on ych a side, 
Ther nul no stych with odur abyde, 

to set thereon a clout.1

The "busch" is Sir John Fushey; the grass that is so green is Sir Henry 

Greene, and the "barre" is Sir ^illiam Fagot. The everts noted in the 

poem require mu^h explanation; briefly they are these; Pushey (busch; 

brought about the death of the duke of Gloucester (Thomas of Woodstock, 

the swan, "a gentel bryde"); Greene slew the earl of Arundel (a worthy 

steed, a reference to the Arundel crest); Fagot ("bagge") procured the 

banishment of the earl of Warwick. The son of the duke of Gloucester 

was carried to Ireland, "an uncod place," and kept in prison; the son 

of the earl of Arundel, Thomas, found refuge with Henry, duke of Lancaster 

( "an eron"), in the north. The basic metaphor of the overgrown field 

now becomes overloaded with other birds; the geese make a parliament 

and support the heron while the peacocks (a reference to Richard’s other

1 Wright, Pol. Poems, 1, 363-6.
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gaily dressed retainers) gather their forces. The heron will rest on 

the bush and take his prey on the green; the bar is full of rotten corn 

(evidently the profits of the wicked counsellor) and the peacocks and 

the geese will be fed. The bush will be cut down and uprooted and 

taken to town; the rot in the grass will be "dynged oust" and the great 

bag will be hung up to dry, the corn will dribble out through th*  teara 

and rental

Now Ged, that mykelle is of yr.yst, 
Grant us grace to se that syst, ’

3yf hit be thy wille ;
Our lene bestes to have reste 
In place that he® lyketh teste, 

that were in point to spylie. .

The counsellor is covetous, gives bad advice ^o further his own ends, 

and uses his position tc ret rid rf hi s enemies; these deeds harm the 

nation. The quasi-divirity of the king protects him from direct attack ; 

the power of the nobles is their insurance. The poem was written soon 

before or soon after the deposition when retaliation was less likely. 

It shoula be noted that perhaps this peer., and Num and the Sothsegger, 

may be commenting on the last reign in such a way as to advise the pre­

sent king.

Mum and the Sothsepger (»6) comments on the means the courtier 

employs to gain his ends:

Theas knights of fre cunseil frat nygh fre king dwellen. 
And eeke lords y-lettred of cone lawe and ofrre, 
Forto kepe his coroune fro couetous peuple, 
Han pulled fraym-self fre pares right to fre pure stalke, 
and lickid so fre laves - he hath fre leste dele. 
For fray holden of his honour halfendele and more. (1648-53)

Gower uses the same names in his Cronica Tripartita, which 
describes the same period. The Complete Tories' of John Rower, ed.. 
G. C. Macaulay, 4 vols. (Oxford, 1899-1902). “
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The poet also warns that young men uwike poor counsellors; they lack 

experience and sobriety, are more interested in fancy clothes than in 

sound thinking.% Piers Plowman (1459) indicates the same vice when 

Reason says he will not have pity on Mede until ... "pe kynges conseille 

. be ^e commune profyte" (IV, 123). Charity used to walk the earth— 

once even wore a frier's frock—but now "In kynges courte he cometh ofte 

• h*  conseille is trewe, / Ac if coueityse be of pe conseille , he 

will nougt cone per-inne." R. M. Wilson gives evidence that a song 

once existed which criticised Peter de la Mare, the Speaker of Edward 

Ill's parliament, and that another song even attacked John of Gaunt; 

no other information about these lost songs exists.1 2

1Gower (2662) seems to be in agreement with Mum and the Sothsegger 
(•6) in his criticism of young counsellors: "... ÿông^ônsSITT^wKIcn — 
is to warm, / Er men be war doth ofte harm, / Old age for the conseil 
serveth . . . ." (VII, 4135-37).

2Wllson, pp. 201-2,

Parliament

The verse of complaint does not have very much tc say about the 

political functions of the king's counsellors, nor much to remark about 

parliament. The distinction between the council and parliament was 

probably less clear than this analysis would suggest. The curia regis 

includes all those whom the king invites to advise him, and the develop­

ment of a House of Lords separate from a House of Conviens was not completed 

at the end of the 14th century. The king had his favorites and to 

them gave his ear, but the power of the lesser gentry, the knights of 

the shire, increased when the knights entered into a kind of coalition 

with the merchants, the guilds, and other burghers. While the great 

lords are attacked for their corruption, the lower elements of parliament
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gained influence and control, intermittently and in varying degrees, 

over the purse. When the king wanted taxes voted, parliament deliberated 

and presented petitions of grievances before acting officially upon the 

grants. Richard, always in need of money, resorted to "packing" the 

par liaient with his supporters.

The fourth passus of Mum and the Sothsegger (»6) (R fragment) 

describes a parliament in session, almost as clearly as if the poet had 

been there. The passus begins with a criticism of the extravagance of 

Richard's household and his court dandies and his need for money, most 

of which had been taken from the poor or got on credit elsewhere.

And whanne ^e reot and fee recueil / fee rent feus passid.
And no feing y-lafte / but fee hare haggis, 
)>an fella it afferse / to fille hem ageyne, 
And feyned sum folie / feat. fail id hem neuer. 
And cast it be colis / with her concelll at euene. 
To haue preuy parlement / for proffitt of hem-self, (IV, 20-25)

Writs were sent to the great peers and prelates and to sheriffs summoning 

them to parliament. The sheriffs were instructed to choose knights who 

would suppert the government's business. The first event of the parliament 

was the Chancellor's speech for the crown; he . . .

. . . prononoid fee poyntls / aperte to hem allé. 
And meved for mony / more fean for out ellis. 
In glosinge of grette / lest greyues arise.
e e e e
Put sit for fee manere / to mane men blynde. 
Some argued agein rith / feen a good while, ' 
And said, "we beth seruantis / and sailere fcng*n.  
And ysent fre fee shirts / to shewe what hem greueth. 
And to parle for her prophète / and passe no ferthere,(TV, 36-48)

And to grant no taxes wrongfully, unless there were war. The description 

of the members is amusing and contemptuous; some were ciphers "feat noteth 

a place / and nc feing availith," and some had supped with Simon, others 

were talebearers to the king who informed on friends; some slept; some 

talked nonsense; some were so stupid that they get lost in their arguments.
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But there were others who evidently wished to gain some concessions or 

not to grant the tax. The metaphor of the ship is used here, and the 

lords lay alee, blamed the skipper for his ignorance of the course, 

and warned him of the "wedir-side"; the mast bent at the month-end, and 

if they had not struck sail, the blast would have blown them overboard. 

The "blast" probably refers to the king's power. Some were privy with 

the council and knew how the debate should end, "Cr some of *e  semble / 

shulde repente" (IV, 85), and others went with the majority no matter 

what.

1Probably the great merchants or burghers.

Some parled as perte / as prouyd well after. 
And clappid more for >e coyne / ^at *e  kyng owed hem1
Thanne for ccmfforte of fre comyne / |>at her cost paled,
• • e •

And some dradde dukis / and Do-well for-soke; ( jy, 88-93'

The fragment breaks off here, but it is assumed that the ending found

the counsellors victorious.

What is interesting is the description of the parliament, the 

cynical and sarcastic attitude toward the institution, as if it were 

incapable of anything worth-while. The specific criticism is that 

parliament was "packed," powerless, and cowardly. The implication that 

the ring would use force upon some of the members if they did not vote 

correctly is part of the attack on the maintenance of retainers.

The If fragment contains a passage which describes the result of 

parliament's grievances:

And yf a burns bolde hym to bable po sothe 
And mynne hym of mischief J>at misse-reule asketh. 
He may lose his life and laugh here no more. 
Or y-putte into prisone or y-pyned to deeth 
Cr y-brent or y-shent or sum sorowe haue. (165-169)

Mum is the master of all estates. When the poet encounters in his dream
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* bee-keeper killing drones, the question is posed: "... who shoulde 

haue / The maistry. Mum or ^e sothe-segger(1101-2) And the bee-keeper 

replies:

For of al j>e mischief and mysse-reule ^»at in &e royaulme groweth 
Mue hath be maker alle |)ees many yeres. 
And eek more and moulde, I may wel aduowe;
And principally by parlement to proue hit I }>enke. 
When knights for pe comune been come for pat deede. 
And sambled ferto shewe pe sores of pe rcyaulme 
And spare no speche pough pay spille shuld. 
But berste cute alle pe boicches and blaynes of pe hert 
And lete pe rancune renne oute a-russhe al at oones 
Leste pe fais felon festre with-ynne; (1115-1124)

The festering within will cause rebellion,1 so it is better that parliament 

voice the grievances. The criticism of parliament is dr;ly that they 

have not done so.

1The poet is perhaps profiting from hind-sight, the Peasants' 
Revolt of 1381.

2Vide! Mum, IV, 88-90, supra, pp. 81-2.

’ These passives are similar to the fable of belling the cat in 

the Prologue of Piers Plowman (1459). The rats and rice appear to be 

debating the means of belling the powerful cat just as the hotheads 

burst out their complaints in Mum and the ^othsegger (*6),  and are 

cooled by the wise counselors. A dispute occurs among the rats and 

mice about the responsibility for paying for the ball; the dispute 

indicates how difficult it was to achieve united strength, just as the 

members of parliament in Hum haggle and quibble.2 The contempt for 

parliament in Mum is perhaps similar to Iangland's use of rats and mice, 

and his term "longe studye" (LSI) for their debate is an ironic commentary 

on the procedure of parliament described in Mum.

The details given in Mun suggest that the poet was a member of 

parliament who thought that body could possibly be an agent for good,
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was disappointed when it was not, and angry at those who prevented it 

from being so. He seems wise and realistic in his expectation of failure. 

Langland does not seem particularly interested in parliamentary reform; 

his aim seems almost exclusively moral.

The aims of complaint are twofold, and they are consistent, but 

they are not often found together: the reform of morals of men, and the 

reform of actions or institutions. The former is moral and ethical, to 

save the soul; the letter is concerned with the improvement of the 

world and the world’s institutions. They are consistent in that moral 

institutions foster good morals in m*n ; the purpose of the earthly 

society is the establishment of Christianity on earth, and t^e salvation 

of souls at the Last Judgment. Langland is more interested in the 

individual’s soul, and the author of Mum in the improvement of man’s 

earthly condition.

There are few suggestions that laws should be changed or discarded. 

Parliament had no legislative function; the curia regis handled matters 

of law. The petition oi grievances gradually became a way of securing 

necessary legislation. For the most part, law was not made but was 

found by judges upon inquiry into custom or the statutes. The M fragment 

of Mum and the Sothsegger (»6) makes a few references to laws and custons: 

... I herde hit myself 
Y-cried at fee crosse, and was £e king-is wille 
Of custume of coylaige $>e c omîmes shuld be easid.
Rut how f>e couenant is y-kepte I can not dascryue.
For with &e king-is conseil I come but slide. (147-151)

In another passage the poet speaks of the king's revenue; once, he says, 

it was sufficient, bu*  now it has been taken from him by those lords 

who should have protected it:
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Not-withstending statuts fui strattely y-made 
To stable many statuts and strong lames make. 
Put execucion falls what may hit aval He 
Ne more frenne ^e moss may or fre maij floures 
To broke dovne bastlles frat bests is y-made. (1C41-45)

The laws are good, but they are not followed. The criticism is not of 

the laws that exist, but of the lawbreakers; no now laws need be made.

Laws were given by the king, and parliament had little to do with them. 

There are no complaints that parliament had failed in this function, 

although such a criticism may be implied by the attack on parliament as 

weak and cowardly.

The complaints considered thus far in this chapter may be called 

"political" in the narrow sense, that is, concerned with the administration 

of the government. The complaints are few in number, and not very much 

more specific than the general complaint that the king is badly advised. 

Parliament has attracted little respect, and the nation as a whole seems 

satisfied with the laws that exist, but cry out against these who break 

the law. Let us now turn to the second large subcategory of the specific 

complaints about the nobility.

Economic Complaints

Political complaints and economic complaints are often connected, 

for both involve money. The attack in Hum and the Bothsagger (*6)  on 

those who plunder the king's revenue is that the scrambling by the lords 

after his money leads to strife and conflict:

^The poet does suggest one law: when he is discussing lawsuits 
he complains that the poor are at a disadvantage when suing a rich man. 
The rich man can afford to lose a suit but the poor man cannot, so 
that often a rich man can do as he wishes and will not be brought to 
justice. Legal costs are high, and so, the poet suggests, the cost of 
the writ should be home by the loser. (1613 ff.)
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This was grovnde and blgynnyng of gurdyng of heedes. 
And eeke more of meurdre / and many-folde wronges 
That han y-falle for foly withynne t>eea fourty wintre. (1554-6)

The lords' desire for riches and envy of each other caused civil strife; 

the people came to hate the tax collectors because they knew where the 

mon»y went. The king's own income should not be thus pared; he needs 

it "for his haynous werr-s / To maynteyne his manhoode . . (1565)

one of the few criticisms of the king for making war. To distinguish 

this as an economic complaint is to -eke a chance in emphasis only, for 

it is political as well, With this emphasis in mind, a number of sub­

jects will 'e considered.

The Waste of War and Strife

"The Simonie" answers the question "Whli werre and wrake in londe 

and manslauht is 1-come" and why cattle starve and men go hungry and why 

food is so expensive. Covetousness is one answer, and it is the reason 

why men strive one against the other; the barons, full of pride, began 

it:

The fend kldde his malstri, and arerede a strlf.
That ever! lording was bisi to sauve his owen lyf, 

and his god.
God do bote thereon, for his blessede blod*

Gret nede hit were to bidde that the pes were brouht.
For the lordinges of the lond, that swioh wo han i-wrouht. 
That nolde spare for kin that o kosin that other;
So the fend hem prokede uch man to mourdren other 

wid wille.
That al Engelond i-wis was in point to spille. (423-32)

The strife among the barons brought hardship to the peasantry as well. 

Wynnere and Wastoure (3137) lists soldiers and knights in the ranks of 

Wastoure; this implies a criticism of war, although it is not a direct 

one. Wastoure must sell his lands to find money for the war and this 

is generally economically dangerous to the nation. Wastoure is also
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accused of not taking good care of his land. Gower, in "The Praise of 

Peace" (25E7), states quite explicitly:

The wer re bringth in poverte at hie heles,
Wherof the comun people is acre grieved; (113-4)

Cities are ruined, laws weakened, and religion defiled in war. Cower 

seems to realize that war may be necessary, but it is still an evil, 

particularly for the peasants who fight it, and who ultimately must pay 

îcr it. Both war an 1 civil strife are condemned, but the former more 

than the latter.

■Tay as National Glory. For the most part war was praised rather 

than condemned. There are numerous poems and songs celebrating English 

victories over the Scotch and French; these verses reflect the Fnglish- 

msn’3 pride in his arms and in his country’s military t rowess, and they 

indicate what the Englishman thought of his enemies. The songs (3352, 

2754' against the Scotch are full of rough derision:

rhe fete folke
Pu th the Sortes in the pelke, 

and nakned their nages^

Fer acatred er pe Scottis 
* hodred in &er hottes, 

neuer £ei ne the.
Right als I rede, 
|>el tombled in Tuede 

&at woned bi |>e se.^

They are vigorously merry. Another poem celebrating the Scotch wars of

Edward I is a "Song on the Execution of Sir Simon Fraser" (1889)3 

begins in a captivating way:

bright. Fol. Song», pp. 295-6. 2Wilson, p. 208.

3Wright, Pol. Songs, pp. 212-23.



•88“

Lystne*,  lordynges, a newe song Ichulle bigynne 
Of *e  traytours of Scotlond ^>at take be*  wy^ gynne; 
• e • s

$>at y sugge by ^is Sccttes *at  buep nou todrawe, 
N hevedes o Londone-brugge whose con y-knawe: 
He wenden han buen kynges, ant seiden so in sawe; 
Be tere hem were han y-be barouns ant libbe in Godes laws 

Wl*  love.
Whose hate*  soth ant ryht, Lutel he doute*  Godes myht, 

*® heye kyng a-bove. (1-15)

The details of the capture and judgment and execution are given with 

rsllih and glee. The falseness of the Scotch lords is the main idea; 

they swore fealty to Edward, but:

Fais was here foreward so forst is in May, 
That sonne from the southward wypeth away: 

Only Robert the Bruce remains to be captured; if he were to surrender, 

the common people would be happy in peace. The poem ends with this 

warning:

Tprot, Scot, for *1  strif!
Hang up *yn  hachet and *1  knyf, 

Whil him laste*  *e  lyf 
Wi*  *e  longe shonkes.

The poems of LauYence Minot, written between 1333 and 1352 in 

the reign of Edward III, attack the Scotch and the French both. They 

need not be considered at any length. The Scotch are blamed for starting 

the war, for their boasting, censured for their rebelliousness, and 

praised for their bravery. They are full of guile as well. The poems 

praise Edward and his men in lavish terms. The poems against the Scotch 

taunt them for believing the promises of Philip of Valois and his son 

John, who incited the Scotch to attack England while she was fighting 

France; there is considerable glee in the taunt that the promises were 

never kept. The French are often attacked as cowards; in one poem (709) 

Philip flees from the English even though he has greater numbers because 
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the English were so formidably arrayed in battle formation.1 The same 

terms of reproach used against the Scotch are employed against the French. 

Philip is supposed to have wept at the English successes (2149),2 The 

last poem (3899)3 heaps ridicule on John for the loss of the castle of 

GuineaThe Spanish foes fed the fishes after a sea battle near Sluys 

(1401)> the Spaniards are considered to be prideful and thieving. Edward 

recaptured much of the booty the Spaniards had taken on their coastal 

raids, and taught then "new lare."®

^Wright, Pel. Poems, I, 66-9. 2Ibid., 75-8C.

3Ibid., 89.
I

An English archer named John of Doncaster and thirty followers out 
for booty gained access to the castle secretly, subdued a few guards, and 
captured the rest of the garrison while they were eating dinner. It was 
a marvelous feat and deserved such praise. The unhappy French are suitably 
mocked. 3 * 5

5Ibid., 87-9.

While there are more poems concerned with the French than with 

the Scotch, the reader’s impression is that the Scotch are derided more 

vigorously and more fiercely than the French. Perhaps the English re­

spected the Scotch fighting, ability more than they did that of the 

French. The Minot poems show considerable feeling for England as a 

nation, and reveal considerable disdain and contempt for other nations. 

The poems are happy and gleeful in rood, exultant, and full of indica­

tions of pride in F ng,land and her King. The existence of these poems 

may explain the dearth of complaints against war and the king : the 

nascent national feeling or patriotism would not find such poems very 

agreeable.

Taxes

One would expect that complaints about the king’s wars might
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be diverts: into co.-nrliinti atou- ♦ h- kinr's taxe? whizh paid i er the 

,,nr. ''U*-  "»"h net svnr to 1 - so. /.«-rf ay. f>w ro^r.n a^-nevinp 

taxes. .no o: :.hon is ' h-- cl th» zusban !y ir” . o. ' jj,:

in part anov- , w.c r,- ■••■r.trHl :o".: lai nt is : enr th r T.y.-' » :.n - %

to v.*'.**  rinp. he ■.••'.■ "ne neo ol" the c r i t: ?i sn -nn H i..;,-. .; fr^m + h"

•ieacrioMcn of the 'H-n • n. ir a ,-= v. ! writ • rr—r

wax, .>ni:l inf : r : riv»’r, «rv i wi \ h nnap . aaa' !» a-r }.r ri f. , and

ir.r *ri  nt: ; : a r . .'L- 1 r / i ; ‘iv'-tr. ! r. ? • ;.. i y . " i ;

i1"'1 : ' : ounc in " Th- Unonia" Ml"?' wn-re .► : . .- in nV«n --v< r

Jtat-n-nt;

an

evt-ri !:ri 
sha1 "

h*>l v* •; ’

2e if ^1: - '-it Alate, ! T .rc we h- wol te ho wr. •;., 
rcu the : nre : o t: i i 1 " -, ar. > nu -y.® a . 1 . ,-r path ;
Hit is sc -iesKatere • : c th h. ’nr a::-.: t-hi^er. ,
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, And amounted;
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At sus tises, at shim ves, cho : turs and thaunceler
... .. . Ant at les ;

Swicne nii.to finde hin i-ncuh and la*e  - ern p^n have p«s. 301-24

The obvious inequalities d-sori^c in thr :o.?ond .stanza above rr.sy refloc 

some artaponi.sm betw^.n the rich an : the poor; it is more likely that 

the rien man bribed th*  collector ‘ e asses,; his ,-rc t at a i, % ] eve1 •
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landlorda more and more began to commutate feudal services of their 

peasants for money payments and rents. The landlord thereby got cash 

for his needs, often to pay soldiers to fulfill his military obligations 

to the king, and the peasant get more time for his own farming. The 

landlord then hired day laborers for the harvesting and planting. The 

plagues, making labor scarce and expensive, hastened this process. 

The wage-price spiral was becoming dangerous, although the rises were 

slow, and the statute of Labourers of 1351 attempted to fix wages and 

prices and to compel workers and craftsmen to accept work from the 

first person to ask them and to prevent them from moving about to find 

higher wages. It was imposait le to enforce this law. More and more 

villeins left the land, and the class of unattached laborers increased.

The most immediate cause of the revolt was a series of poll 

taxes which fell with increasing severity upon the class of landless 

workers; previous tax levies were laid on property. The first of 

these was in 1377, the second in 1379, and a third in 138P. Lunt 

remarks :

This (third levy) was intended to ^e heavier on the rich than 
on the poor, but it was apportioned with such ignorance that 
in many communities the poor had to pay at a heavier rate than 
ever before. As a result false returns were made on a large 
scale, Shen the returns were sorted, the evasion was discov­
ered. In 1381 commissioners were sent cut to investigate the 
frauds and to collect from the evaders. The comnissicner for 
Essex was resisted by force, and the villagers who participated 
in the riot at once aroused all Essex.1

Piers Plowman (1459) speaks of the discontented laborers with 

contempt:

p. 245
corrupt officials, and bribery made the tax oppressive of the poor.
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And wolde wastour nougt werehe . but wandren aboute, 
Ne no begger ete bred . ^at benes Inne were, 
But of coket or clerematyn . or elles of clone whete; 
Ne none halpeny ale , in none wise dryhke. 
But of best and of &e breunest . |>at in borghe is to selle.

Laborerss pat haue no lande • to lyue on but her handes. 
Deyned neust to dyne a-day . nygt-olde wortss.
May no pony ale hem paye . ne no peoe of bakoun, 
But if it be freach flesch other fische . fryed other bake.
And pat chaude or plus chaud . for chillyng of here mawo.

And but if he be heighlich huyred . ell is wil he chyde, 
And pat he was workman wrou^t . waille pe tyme, 
Ageines catones conseille . comseth he to iangle 1 —

Faupertatis onus pactenter ferre memento. 
He greueth Hym avoines god . and gruccheth ageines resoun.

And panne curseth he pe kynge . and al his conseille after, 
Suche lawes to leks . laborsres to groue. ' (VI, 304-320)

They had not complained when Hunger had threatened them, Piers warns 

them of evil times to come for their impertinence. The attitude of the 

laborers revealed in this passage resembles the famous distich (3922)1 

used by John Ball as a text for his sermon on F1ackheath after the 

peasants had effected his release from prison:

When Adam dalf, and Eve span. 
Who was then the gentleman?

The passages quoted from Piers Plowman and from John Pall's sermon have 

long been famous. A recent monograph on the Peasants' Revolt^ interprets 

the Revolt in terms of the economic class struggle. More moderate 

historians, however, find a more complex explanation. The contention 

that the idea of social equality had a rough expression in the Revolt 

must be viewed with suspicion. It is more likely that the successful 

resistance of the Essex peasants to the tax collectors stimulated a 

sense that the peasants had a great deal more power than they thought 

they had. Their use of that power was quite conservative, on the whole.

Isisam, p. 152.

2Phillip Lindsay, and Reginald Groves, The Peasants' Revolt, 
1381 (The Anchor Press, Tiptree, Essex, 1951?).



-94-

compared with the risings in France and the Low Countries in the same 

period. A fair assumption is that the peasants did not want to take 

over the ^cv^rnment or force drastic reforms ; they wished to present a 

petition of grievances in as effective a manner as possible. The com­

plaints a'-out parliament suggest that the comune had no voice in the 

established government.

The macaronic neem on the rebellion of .'ack Itmw (326C) is 

hirhly critical of the rebelling peasants. The insurrection, says the 

poet, began in Kent when some ruffians gathered arms, and, acting line 

fools, attacked the rich. Churls were their chieftans, and fathering 

others as they went from Kent to London, they demanded freedom from 

their bends. They rot charters to that effect. I rom the king, little 

realizing, that they were to have deeper bondage. "heir pride increased 

and they began to riot. They slew the bishop, burned the Savoy palace, 

and killed others, notably Sir -chert rales, ^h" ring's Treasurer. 

Finally -ichari "a.?' -her. Icm at Smithfield, and the revolt was ever. 

The poem arrue-x that taxes have harmed everyone and tha ' the peasants 

really had no reason for the r e c 11 ; the poet exults tn t .e feasants' 

easy belief in the charters and the revocation of them, a fact which 

does not endear the poet to the modern reader.

; ther poems on the rebellion exist ; two of these have been 

quoted above f1731 on page 32, and 1655 on page 36 ). Poth say that 

truth is lost, and that pride and covetousness reign. They are 

general in statement, but their application is to the events of June, 

1381. Another poem of the revolt (1796) is in a letter from John Ball 

to the peasants of Essex; it contains the famous reference to Piers 

Plowman. "Hobbe ^e Robbere" may be Sir Robert Hales, the Treasurers
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lohon Sohep, som tyme Seynte Marie preet of gork, and 
now of Colchestre, greteth wel lohan Nameles, and lohan 
M Mullere, and Tohon Cartere, and hidden hem Jiat ^ei be 
war of gyle in borugh, and stondeth togidre in Godes name, 
and bidde|> Peres Plougman go to his work, and chastise wel 
Hobbe Robbere, and take)) wi$> gow lohan Trewman, and alle 
hiis felawes, and no mo, and loke schappe gou to on heued, 
and no mo.

lohan £e Mul le re ha)) ygrounde snal, smal, small 
M Kynges sone of heuene schal paye for al. 
°e war or ye be wo;
Know®)*  gour freend fro gour foo;
Ilaueth yncw, and selth * Hoo1 ;
And do wel and bettre, and fl®th synne, 
And sekef) pees, and hold gou périrai® ; 
Ani so biddeb lohan Trewman and alle his felawes.

The warning of guile is reminiscent of the general complaints, but the 

rest of the letter is business-like. The injunction is to maintain 

unity and discipline, and o^y th® leader. The document indicates 

the fairly complex organisation of the revolutionaries, with John 

Trewman as liaison between the various groups. The names used give

. the air of a "front populaire" to the poem.

Hardyng, in his Chronicle (71C), illustrates the Has of con­

temporary historians in these lines; the revolutionaries:

. . . asked hym all bondmen to bee free, 
And taxe none euer after payed to bee.

They asked eke Take Strawe & Wat Tiler 
To bee made dukes of Fssex * Vente, 
To rule the kyng thens forth in peace and warre. 
For they hee wyse of royal1 regiment. (Capiter CLxxxviii)

Such claims are extravagent. The rebellion was more orderly than most; 

the objects of destruction were manorial records and deeds, including 

those of monasteries, which bore testimony to feudal bonds ; Sir Robert 

Hales was murdered, as was Archbishop Sudbury. The demands made to 

the king were simply that feudal dues be commutated to a modest fourpence

igisam, p. 161.
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rent. There was some indiscriminate looting in London as well. These 

acts could not justify, in retrospect at any rate, the vengeance taken 

on the peasants, which was swift, sure, and thorough. Rebellion was 

crushed; its objectives forgotten; the death of Wat Tyler at Smithfield 

and the execution of John Pall soon afterward were only the beginning 

of a rain of blood throughout the country.

A poem written soon after 1382 f4268)1 refers to the rebellion 

and attacks the nobles who fled before the peasants. The revolt and 

the earthquake are God’s punishments for sin:

When &e Comuynes bi-gan to ryse. 
Was non so grot lord, as I gesse 

&at )xei in herte bi-gon to gryse 
And leide heore lolyte in presse. .
Wher was ferine heore wordiness*,  

•Thon pel made lordes droupe dare” 
Of alle wyse men I take witnesse, 

)»is wai a warnyng to be ware.

The poem is a reneral complaint on covetousness; there is no direct con­

nection between covetousness and the rebellion, but the avarice of men 

caused God to make men revolt.

In spite of the tremendous importance, social, political, and 

economic, of the Feasants’ Revolt, there are few comments about it in 

verse. it may be that poems about the revolt were repressed as 

deliberately as were the peasants. None of the historians of the period 

is favorable to the peasants, nor is Langland, nor the moralist just 

discussed. Except for John Rall and his comrades none was sympathetic; 

this fact makes their attempt all the more creditable and courageous.

The "Wynnere and Wastoure" Theme. The terms "winning" and 

"wasting" are used frequently in the complaints considered in these

1 Brown, Rei. Lyr. XIV Cent., pp. 185-8.



chapters, and they bear some scrutiny, for they reveal some of the 

medieval economic ideas. "Wynnyng" simply means the accumulation of*  

money. The connotation is clearly that winning is evil when the means 

of obtaining it are evil. What has been said of covetousness in the 

chapter on the General Complaints applies here as well. The accumulation 

of too much money is another evil; money, in "Sir Peny" (1480):

... maxes mani be forsworns, 
and sum life and saul forlorne, 

him to get and wyn.

"A Sarmun" (3365) didactically states the theory of worldly goods: 

b°3 man hit hah, hit nis noyt his. 
Hit nis llend him bot alone 
Fort to libbe is lif iwisse 
And help nedful bat nab non.

Kou mani wrecche becommib brail*.  
Hi nul n©3t spene, bot sime in store;

For ni3t and dal is al her boste. 
How hi hit mow hab and winne. 
Fast to hold and spene rigt ro3*e  
And ledib suer har lif in binne.î (69-90)

Such a man shall wend to the devil. This is the traditional notion of 

"winning"; the opposite is equally evil, as in the list of the evils 

of the time: "A pore man a waster, haveles" (1820); usually a waster 

is a man who spends everything he has; the traditional meaning is a 

devastator or pillager.

The two terms were used for his own purposes, and in so doing 

were meanings added to them, by a poet around 1352-53. The "Good short 

refreyte" between Wynnere and Wastoure (3137) is interesting because 

it is not a moralistic and didactic poem, and because it is concerned 

with an economic and political problem of considerable difficulty. 

A number of complaints are made by both Wynnere and Wastoure but the

^Heuser, pp. 89-97.



poem as a whole makes a complaint about the times, and reveals in­

directly part of the reason for the Peasants*  Revolt.

The poet detaches himself from the world of real events by 

putting the debate into a dream and making personifications of the 

two economic forces involved. In his dream the poet sees two large, 

glittering, and imposing armies approach each other over a wide field. 

As they mane their preparations, a stalwart warrior appears over a 

hill between them, closely followed by a royal caravan that pitches a 

colorful tent. The knight calls the leaders of the two armies before 

him and leads them to the king. The armies are described by referring 

to their heraldic devices. In ^astoure's army are the nobles and their 

soldiers, richly dressed and accoutred; and they signify the senseless 

waste and impoverishment of war, the largesse of generous leaders, the 

expense of foreign campaigns with the consequent neglect of the land 

and the peasants. In Wynnere' s ranks are the pope, the friars, end 

both foreign and domestic merchants; this army signifies those who 

accumulate wealth, and it refers particularly to the merchant class 

which had been fostered by Edward III in his attempts to raise money 

for the war.

The clear implication is that those in Wynnere's ranks are 

greedy; here is the poet's description of the friars :

Thies are Sayn Franceys folke, pat sayen alle schall fey worthe; 
They aren so ferae and so freoche, pay feghtyn bot seldom.
I wote wele for wynnynge they wentten fro home;
His purse weghethe full wele that wanne thaym all hedire. (159-62) 

The debate before the king is reminiscent of the bold "flyting" of war­

riors before individual combat. Wastoure chides Wynnere for his craft­

iness and guile, his continuous scheming for gain, while he already 

has more than he can use:
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Let be thy cramynge of thi kystes, for Cristis lufe of heuen! 
Late the peple and the pore hafe part of thi siluerej 
For if thou wydwhare scholde walks, and waytten the sothe, 
Thou soholdeste reme for rewthe, in siche ryfe bene the pore. 

(255-58)

Indeed the unseen and unheard audience to the debate is the poor who 

are figuratively trapped between the two debaters and unable to extricate 

themselves. Wynnere replies that Wastoure's strife and extravagance 

destroy the winner's goods. Wastoure answers that at least he fives 

employment to the poor with his luxury. Wynnere describes a typical 

feast in great detail and charges that two W'astoures eat ten men's 

food. Wastoure argues that Wynne re controls the grain market and raises 

the price of food. He becomes quite angry: should lords. live like 

lads a-foot, he asxs? Then Wynne re comes to an important point: hew, 

if you are so poor, can you buy your wife a rich robe, with trailing 

sleeves and decorated with ermine? Wynnere answers his own question: 

by selling your wood lots and hoping the second growth will do for 

your children, ^astoure explodes into a defense of his class:

It lyes wele for a lede his leman to fynde, 
Aftir hi r faire ch-re to forthir hir herte. 
Then will scho loue hym lelely as hir lyfe one . . . .418-430;

Wastoure warns Wynnere that "^e deuyl1 at &i dede-day schal delyn £i 

gudia" and gives his own idea of the purpose of life, not the wasting 

of it in piling up money, but to "Take |>e coppe as it comes, fre case 

as it falles." The two points of view are clear, and both are worldly. 

The judgment of Edward III is severe. Wynnere is to go to the 

pope at Rome where he will be well treated to luxury. Wastoure is to 

go to Cheapside and gull the country boys. The punishment is the opposite 

of the crime. There are other complaints implied in the poem, partic­

ularly of the Church—the pope is in Wynnere's ranks—and of the courtiers
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who are in Wastoure's army. The complaint about war is indirect, as 

is the criticism of Edward III for waging it. The Black Prince is per­

haps criticised; Sir Israel Collanes quotes from R. P. Dunn-Patti son’s 

biography:

Thus it was that he whom the nation idolised for hie bravery 
and generosity, who was regarded throughout Europe as the 
most humane and courteous warrior of the day, was loathed and 
execrated by his own tenants and peasantry .... Debt was the 
ourse of the Prince's life from the campaign of Crecy to the 
day of his death.I

Westoure's show seems to fit the Black Prince. The remarkable insight 

into the economic problem is that Wynnere and Wastoure are interdependent; 

each needs the other, and in moderation they are both beneficial to1 the 

nation, but the extreme of each activity is highly detrimental. Wastoure 

neglects his lands and the peasants on them suffer, or he sells them to 

T.ynnere for cash to maintain his estate or go to war, and the peasants 

probably suffer then too. Wynnere is criticised not only for his attitude 

toward life, but for his avarice, and probably for his usury (traditionally 

defined as tne use of money to make money rather than the use of money 

to feed, clothe, and house oneself). Sharp business practices harm the 

peasant whose economic life is shifting frer. a feudal to a commercial 

basis. The theory of the just price is difficult to practise, and un­

doubtedly many utilized the fluctuation in prices and wages to their 

own adventage.2 Both Wynnere and Jastoure are criticized for their lack 

of consideration for the vast mass of humanity in large part dependent 

upon them; this is the most important complaint of the poem.

l?he Black Prince (London, 1910), p. 129.

2Vide: the discussion of "Usury" in Chapter V infra.

Another important consideration is that the merchant class is
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given recognition for their influence. Wliile there have always been 

wasters, among all classes, winners have ^een rather few; in this poem 

they are quite powerful. The wasters, or the other hand, jeem to be 

identified with the nobility, idle barons home from the wars who do not 

want to return to their lands, who wish only to lead a life of gaiety. 

The conflict between the two is important I"cause it illustrates the 

rising power of the merchant class and the contempt of the nobility for 

the merchants. The two terms of the title become fixed and are used 

in other poems. .

A poem entitled "Mede and l.'uche Thank" (1475) is a dialogue be­

tween a courtier and a soldier; the courtier is a drone, a Wastoure;

I likne a gloser, in echo wader 
To folwe the wynd, as doth the fane. 

3e begeten bony togedere;
To stroy3 that coneth the drar.e.
F'e thenkeb pere wit is wane

To strolls the hony, and feule hit shed"; 
Closer hath brought faytour lane

To hall and chambre, to lordes, for mede. (57-64) 

Wastoure sins in his luxury and greed, and in the means he uses to satisfy 

hi * desires, flattery and lying. Another poem 11?5""' says;

Sir Israel Gollance suggests that the poem may have been 
inspired by Wynnere and Waatoure (3137), but this is difficult to 
prove.

. . . . It is no wonder 
(ff thiae eyres that goth under, 

Whan thelh romon to lends 
fronde and stcuto, and ginneth selpe, 
Ac of thing that sholos helpo 

Have thelh noht on honde.

Their pride, extravagance, and lechery leave them penniless.

Piers Flowman (1459) has a number of references to this theme.% 

In the prologue in the field of folk were some who "In settyng and in 

sowyng . swonken fui harde, / And wonnen that wastours . with glotonye
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destruyeth." (21-2) The first item in Conscience's sermon uses the 

terms:

He bad wastoure go worche , what he best ccuthe, 
And wynnen his wasting . with sommo manere crafte. (V, 24-5)

And in the same pas sus the confession of Avarice reveals the '."ynnere 

again, his false weights and measures, diluted ale, stretched cloth, 

and the like. The portrait i< in effect a history of the rise of a 

merchant from peddlar to banner. He has done business with lords, "And 

lene folke &at lose wel . a lyppe at euery noble." (V,26') He has made 

mercers and drapers knifhts. He has no pity on por men but would skin 

them if he might, and he hoards his money and never rives any to the 

poor. Repentance warns him that his money will be stolen by his 

executors: "And &at was wonne with wronge , with wikked men be despended 

(V, 267) Avarice is to give up his trading and give his ill-get gains 

to the bishop and pray for forgiveness. In the next passus Fiers makes 

a covenant with the knight that if the latter will protect the Church 

and the people from "wastcures and fro wykked men . |>at pis worlde 

struyeth" then Piers will win the food. Fiers calls upon the anight 

to punish the Idlers who watch Fiers plowing, a whole troop of them; 

you waste what men win, cries Fiers.The braggart waster defies both 

Piers and the knight, but he cannot defy Hunger. In this passus also 

is the identification of waster with the landless laborer who is never 

satisfied; this has been discussed in the pages dealing with the Peasants 

Revolt.

Langland uses the terms "Wynnere" and "Wastoure" in a different 

sense than the author of the poem by that name. Langland means the

^See the discussion of complaints about the "Peasantry", infra, 
Chapter V, wherein the same passage is described further.
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merchants and chapmen by "Wynner* n and some of the clergy too, but he 

does not seem to include the same people as appeared in the debate. 

By "Wastoure" he means only lazy and gluttonous peasants; there is no 

attack on the nebility under that name, I.angland is more concerned 

with the moral implications of the words ; the earlier poet is not so 

much concerned. What is interesting is the recurrence of the two terms 

in Langland’s poem.

Mun and the ictnsepger ( « 6) contains a few ips lances 'f the words 

the indictment of Richard 11 accuses him cf waste and riot ana covet­

ousness . The vision cf the bee-keeper seems constructed for the attack 

on the drones:

But &e dranes door. worste, deye mote J»ay alle; 
Thay haut ten ^e hyue for hony t>at is ynne, 
And lurken and licken ^e liquor £at is swete. 
And trauelyn no twynte / but taken of £e hr ste 
Cf |>at t>e been bryngen fro blossones and fleures. (9R2-%6) 

These are the wasters, and in the context of the political 3yitem of 

the bees that is explained at this point in th*  pnen they pre batly are 

the courtiers and retainers of ■ichard II. The terms ar*  not used, but 

the ideas are. The sober presentation of an economic problem is made 

a moral problem in Tiers Flowman, but in Mum it is once arair economic 

and political. Th*  significance of the "Wynnere and Wastrure" theme 

lies in the connotation that the peasants do not receive their lust 

reward; they work for all, but the government and the Church waste what 

they produce. Wynnere and Wastoure establishes different ideas, cer­

tainly more sophisticated ideas, of economics than do the other poems, 

but in all of them exists the vague belief that the peasants are not 

receiving their due.

"The Poor Are Oppressed" Theme. One of the ways the verse of 
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complaint attacks the nobility is the lament that the poor are oppressed; 

this is a general statement and it has a number of specific objects, but 

it should be considered at this point in the discussion because it con­

nects a number of different topics. In Wynnere and Wastoure (3137) the 

poor are the audience of the debate, and it is their complaint that is 

being placed before the king. ^astoure tells Wynnere that "Thou scholdeste 

renie for rewthe, in siche ryfe bene the pore." The same theme underlies 

the appeals of John Fall and Jack Trewman, and it is found in rum and the 

Sothsegger (*6).  Such a widespread complaint should be considered care­

fully for the implication of the breach between classes.

A poem titled "Over the Pier of the "orldlinr" (2369)^ sets the 

contrast quite sharply: 

flu ete %>ine mete y-makit in cousis, 
&u lettis fee pore stcndin ^rute in fori st & in is. 

The funeral ceremony and the idea of nutability do not hide the real 

satisfaction on the wordling's death. Robert of Prunne (77R) adds to 

the list of oppressors;

Lordel how shul £ese robbers fare, 
pat pore pepyl pelyn ful bare,-- 
ErlBs, knyst8s, and barouns, 

• And cu^er IcrdyngBs of tounnes;
lustyses, shryues, and baylyuys, 
j>at ^e law®s alls to-ryues. 
And })e pore men allé to-py les
To ryche nen do ^ey but as ^ey w^lle. (6789-96)

The "Song on the Times" with the fable of the lion, fox, wolf, and ass 

(4144) indicates how the poor are victimized by the crafty and the 

strong; the poet prays the Church:

1 Brown, Eng. !yr. XIII Cent., p. 64.
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To entredite and anionsi 
Al thai, whate hi evir be. 

That lafful men doth robbi, ■ 
Whate in lend what in see; 

And thos hoblurs, namelich. 
That husbond benimeth erl of rrund; 

Men ne schold ham biri in non chirch. 
Dot cast hem ute as a hund.

In a poem attacking the retinues of the nobles (2649) the attendants 

are cursed long and hard for the damage they de; the horsemen are 

blamed for their cross-country trips and the consequent harassment 

of the peasants. The same resentment of the rider by the walker—a 

class distinction--is found in "The Sor.r of the husbandman" (696);

pus wil walkep in lond, and lawe is lerlore. 
And al hap piked cf pe pore pe prikyares prude, 

pus me pllep pe pore and pykep ful dene; 
pe ryeho men raymep wipouten eny ryht,

The noble sport of hunting is mentioned twice, but in both instances 

the peasants are the hares. "The Simonie" (4165) explains the evils 

in the land by the covetousness in men's hearts; that is why "hungfer 

and derthe cn eerthe the pore hath undemome," and why prices are high. 

The many instan.es cf corruption are borne most pitifully by the poor; 

in fact the standard of measurement is based on Biblical injunctions 

and on how tne poor are affected. The corrupt priest, for instance, 

either does not provide alms as he should, rr he hires a "daffe" who 

does not know anything and cannot fulfill his religious duties. Bail­

iffs and sheriffs pester the poor, and so do justices who accept bribes.

If the king in his werre sent after mihti men, 
To helpe him in his nede, of sum toun IX or X: 
The stiffeste sholen bileve at horn for X shilling's or XII 
And sende forth a wrecche that may noht helpe him solve 

At nede.
Thus is the King deceyved and pore men shent for mode. (295-300) 

The same is true of taxes, as has been seen above. The king has the least

instan.es
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part of them.

And baillifs and bedeles under the shirreve, 
Everich fondeth hu he may pore men most prove. 
The pore men beth overal somouned on assise. 
And the riche sholen sitte at horn, and ther wole silver rise

To shon:
Godes curs moten hil have, but that be wel dont (337-42)

No matter where one turns, another oppressor looms. For all this sin

God sent a bad corn year.

A mannes herte mihte blede for to here the crie
Off pore men that graduen, "Allas I for hungger I die 

up rihtel"
This auhte make men aferd of Godes muchola mi ht. (388-91)

But of course it does not. The poem contains a number of other com­

plaints which will be examined later; it is sufficient here to show 

the point of view implied by the "poor are oppressed" theme.

"For-thi I rede 30W riche . haueth reuthe of t>e pouere," (1, 173)

says Conscience (1459) after his short sermon on love; "faith without 

works is dead." Langland always bears the poor in mind. Laily Mede 

most harms the poor, especially when she interferes with justice;

"For pore men mowe haue no p owe re . to pleyne hem P0U3 £ei smerte."

(III, 167) Put when Reason rules, then the commons will not be 

oppressed by king nor knight, constable nor mayor. (III, 313) Piers' 

advice to the knight is that no tenant be harmed, nor taxed unreasonably.

And mysbede nougte |>i bonde-men, pe better may &ow spede; 
£owgh he be |>yn vnderlynge here . wel may happe in heuene, 
^at he worth worthier sette , and with more blisse, 
}>an flow, bot |x>u do bette . And lyue as flow shulde; (VI, 46-49)

It may be assumed that the advice refers to a very real grievance. The 

poem abounds with references to the oppressed poor.

Mum and the Sothsegger (*6)  in its attack on Richard II's courtiers 

remarks that their finery "make^ Jie peple for pens-lac / in pointe for to
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wepe}" (111,142)and criticizes the retainers and purveyors of the king 

in considerable wrath; the wearers of the king's white hart badges . . .

. . . plucked &e ploraayle - from pe pore skynnes. 
And schewed her signes - for men shulde drede 
To axe ony mendis - for her mys-dedis.

pey bare hem pe bolder - for her pay broches. 
And busshid with her brestis - and bare adoun pe oouere.

(II, 32-39) 

Richard's taxes are riven a strange motive: pillynge of goure peple -

goure prynces to plese, / . . . . / Or be tallage of gour townes - 

without ony werre." (I, 13-15) Justice Is perverted by bribes, and 

the King's purveyors take without thought of making good the costs.

The same plaints are made in the V fragment, and others are added.

The extent of this theme cannot be illustrated because it 

lies embedded in many of the complaints, as in Wynnere and ^astoure 

(3137), the inert and faceless audience exerting a steady but silent 

criticism. This theme should not be given too much emphasis, for it 

may only be an emotional appeal by an adroit propagandist. Oppression 

in a feudal society is a matter of degree, and it probably mattered 

little to the average peasant; the importance lies in the use of the 

theme by the writers of complaint; whether sincere or not, whether the 

purpose of its use was to attack the Church or state or a malfunction 

of either, the recognition of the poor is important.

The Attack on the Rich

One of the important questions to consider is the possibility 

that the verse of complaint includes any evidence that there is antagonism 

between the rich and the poor. Riches in the abstract are condemned, 

and both Wynnere and Wastoure, the rich merchant and the noble profligate.
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have been criticized frcm the point of view of the poor; the poor are 

oppressed is an underlying thesis of a number of poems, and the peasants 

Revolt indicated that many felt the feudal contract was inadequate to 

protect the workers. The rich are the nobles, the religious, and the 

merchants, and the criticisms of all three groups give a reasonable 

amount of evidence to conclude that they are criticized because they 

are rich rather than because they are barons, or lishops, or Vnnxvrs. 

it in ret /ust an abstraction but a very real resentment.

This resentment is tingle with the religious beliefn about 

riches and their accem; anyinr sins, Pobert of ’ runne ( "?»-' typifies 

this attitude :

ge ryche men, 3e rye he purehasours, 
3e w=ne ^at al ^>e v -rl d»*  ‘e pours; 
^nd yn alla joure mo^te purehace 

3oure jop sunnest yn place; ( 6( 4 !-52 '

A Norfolk bondsman is praised for his words to a lord who did not res­

pect the sanctity of n churchyards

pe 1orde &at made of erpW, erles 
Of pe same erbe made he entries; .
ErlBs my3t, and lordés stut, 
As cherlSs shal yn erpe be put; 
Priés, cherlés, aile at ones
Shal none knowe goure, fro cure, bones. <«nJh-3700}

A few lines later Pobert speaks in his own person: "hordynges, --£yr 

are j-now of ^o, / Cf pentyl men, &yr are but fo." (8715-6) Undoubtedly 

the resentment of the ’’horsemen” in the po*m  on the retinues of the 

nobles (2649) is a vague resentment of the nobles, possibly because they 

are rich and powerful; the poem ends with a fervent wish that the horse­

men be lodged in hell. The same sentiment is found in "The Jong of the 

Husbandman” (696). Langland (1459) warns the rich not to trust in the 

pardons they buy:
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For-&i I rede 30W, renkes . |>at riche ben on |)is er the, 
Vppon trust of sowre tresoure . triennales to haue, 
Pe 3e neuere M balder . to broke jie ten hostess (VII, 181-3)

Langland adds mayors and judges and masters to his list of rich men; 

"A poke ful of pardoun" will not help on the Judgment Day unless one 

does well. Men lack charity; the more money they get, the less good 

they do in alms-giving. The Bible is cited: "Who-so hath moche, spene 

manliche . so meneth Thomie / And who-so litel weldeth . reule

him |>er-af ter ; " ( X, 87-9) rich men should not eat in private parlors 

by themselves, but in the great hall and share their bread. When in 

private, says I.anrland, I have heard them carpe against God ns if they 

were clerks. Finally, wealth is likened to a pencock’s tail, which, 

no matter how pretty, hinders its flight; so the rich man has hindrances 

to heaven. A macaronic poem (3113) has these sad lines:

The rych make mery, ' 
sed vulgua collachrimatur;

That, perhaps, is the basis of the resentment. More likely the com­

plaints of the oppression of the poor and the attacK on the rich are 

related. It seems as if all possible complaints about the rich are 

made in Mum and the Sothsegger (*6):  they are covetous, they rob the 

poor; they rive few alms if any; they are full of pride, subtlety 

and guile. The poet in his search finds more than a hundred "mvmmers" 

at the king's court among the knights. (80C) One of the devices of 

the poem is the use of books the poet found in his bag; in one of 

these books:

There is a copie of couetise, how conscience is revled 
Whenne he hath gadrid a greets bagge and good at his wil. 
And wrongfully y-wonne hit borough wiles of his hert. 
And is y-runne in riches borough ryfling of fee peuple, 
He maketh maisons deu herewith whenne he may live no longer; 
But while he had power of pe penyes - )>e poure had but lite.

(1683-8)
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The attack on the rich needs little statement here: the complaint is 

made less against the nobility than against the religious, as will be 

seen in a later chapter.

The Lust for Power

The nobility are also criticized because of their lust for power, 

and the motive for this lust is covetousness and pride. It is not a 

widespread complaint. "Mede of mys-doeres , maketh many lordes, (III, 

295) / And ouer lordes lawes . reuleth pe rewmes," says Langland (1459). 

The poet of Mum and the Sothsegger (#6) explains Richard's cracked 

crown by saving that his courtiers plucked his power away from him and 

kept it in their own lands:

Bat where ^ls crouhe bicome , a clerk were pat wuste; 
But so as I can , declare it I thenke. 
And nempne no name; , but ^>o pat nest were. 
Full preuyly peypluckud . py power awey, 
And reden with realte . goure rewme poru-oute. 
And as tyrauntis, of tillers . token what hem leste. 
And palde hem on her pannes . whan her penyes lacked. (I, 49-55)

These same courtiers were the false councillors discussed above, and 

all their advice. . .

Al pat pey moued . or mynged in pat mater
Was to be sure ?f hem-self , and sirls to ben y-called;
For pat was all her worchinge , in worde and in dedr. (I, 103-5) 

References to "maistri" appear in a number of poems signifying the hunger 

for power in minor nobles who seek advancement and wealth. Part of 

the criticism is based on the traditional concept of the three estates, 

a concept which is becoming questioned in theory and brcken in practice. 

Knightships could be bought by mercers, as Avarice says in Fiera Plowman 

but this is not as significant a method of climbing from one class to 

another as was the Church; the universities are attacked by the tradit­

ionalists for educating a sutter's son to sit next to a lord. The mass
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of the peorle are not so much concerned with this kind of social advance 

ment as they are with some of the methods whereby men attained higher 

rank or greater power. The attack on the rich and on the nobility for 

the most part i^als with other matters

The Lnrge Fotinues of the Fo dos

The agents of oppression wnr» quite often the retainers kept 

by no las, a : rac‘ im tat increase ! t’-.rourho tr^ 14th century. These 

men wore th»= livery of their l ■ r.; and ferre.1 < detachment when he

v." nt to war. "hey stayed with him at hoc , *'."n  th; y were no*  rn - 

campaign, t*  tr.»' i« \ri nent of re ic° an . o.ie' of the mner :r town. 

They ..ere often use. in ‘he strife vite %'ighbers or cti«r 1 ar^ns and 

in the lav cci.r^s. < c t ou Id not or plain to th» leru a'’out any

ol fense done tn him ty the rettir ^r ; because was either threatened 

by ti.r r»% thorns' ive s, or because his complain". v.ouli simply he ignored 

by the lord whr did not car*  or -are ‘c alienate :.i ; men. The people 

hate i t h"T. ~ pe n. q..ote i in : art a: .w- "\ r: the • tinues ei ‘he rest" 

{2G4.\ i c upon by Th emus ..right thus ;

i he fell -Ai nr song is a satire upon the nui r.'us retinue 3 of 
the nobles and rich people, whose idle attendants and servants 
preyed upon the produce of the industrious peasantry. It 
shows how great were the pride and ostentation of the courtiers 
of the latter years of ? dward l.

This seems a slight exaggeration; protected vy th^ir masters the 

attendants seem like terrible house-guests:

Of ribaudt y ryme 
Ant rode o r.i rrlle, 

(f geùelynges, grones. 
Of Colyn ant. of Colle, 

Parlotes, hors-knaves, 
Pi pate ant by polie; 

To devel ioh hem to-lyvre 
Ant take to toileI
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Cne can visualize quite easily the din and confusion in the kitchen:

The harlotes buoth horlynges, 
Ant haunteth the p l awe ;

The redelynpes bueth glr L-uns, 
Ant drynke th er hi t dawe, 

Sathanas huere syre 
'ey de on is save, 

Gnhelyn made is gerner 
Of grorrne rm we.

They are lazy and quarrelsore and ludicrously ape their masters’ fashions.

There Isa curious reference to the depredations of the king's 

purveyors, those who accumulated food and other roods for the king's use, 

in a metrical romance of ring Edward and the 'htpherd (T88)The shep­

herd complains that since he liv^s close to Tindsor castle, hi? cattle 

have ’err. taken from him, and all he has to show for it is a "stick of tre," 

a hazel stick notch*?  to show the amount of purchase and then split in two, 

one piece reinf to the shepherd, the other to the treasurer; th*  shepherd 

is then supposed to be paid for hi s cattle. The shepherd encounters King 

Edward ir. disguise, and makes a number of complaints about the purveyors. 

The vehemence of the complaint is peculiarly strong, perhaps because the 

shepherd’s grievances are r*dressed  and the King vindicated:

&ei do but gode, pe Kynpur men; 
|>ei ar worse ^en sich ten, 

&at bene with hym no dell. 
|>ei pro aboute be viii or nyne 
And done ^e husbondys mycull pyne, 

pat carfull is theire male, 
pel take geese, capons, and henne, - 
And alla j>at euer pel may with renne, 

and reves vs oure catell.

pel toke my hennea and my geese 
And my schepe with all pe fleese. 

And I adde ^em forthe &my, 
Pc my dostur pel lay alny3t;

Into my car thaws pel me dryfe; 
Cut at M dur pel put my wyfe. 

For she is olde gray here. (148-177)

1%. H. French and C. B. Hale, Middle English Metrical Romances 
(New York, 1930), pp. 950-85,
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The shepherd is probably exaggerating, or so the rest of the poem seems 

to imply, but it is probable that such highhandedness did occur suffic­

iently often to make a reference to it clear to the audience of the poem.

Richard’s downfall in Mum and the Sothsegger (»6) is credited 

to his giving so many liveries. The retainers did not stand by him 

in his need, but either ran away or surrendered to Henry. They rode 

through the country and made trouble, and so the king’s badge became 

hated by the poor. The White Hart prevented men from complaining.

For po pat had hertis / on hie on her brestis. 
For pe more partie / I may well avowe, 
pe bare hem pe bolder / for her gay broches, 
And busshid with her brestis / and bare adoun pe pouere 
Liages pat loued 30U pe lesae / for her yuel1 dedis. (II, 36-40)

For every heart that Richard marked, he lost ten score faithful hearts.

And euere with here wylis * wast / ofte pay hem anoyed, 
pat pouerte hem prickid / full preuyliche to pleyne. 
Put where, pey ne wyste / ne ho it wolde amende. . 
pus 3e derid hem vnduly / with dropnis of anper, 
And stcnyed hem with stermes / pat stynted neuere, 
Put plucked and pulled hem / anon to p*  skynnes, 
pat pe fre singe frost / frated to here hertis. (71, 121-127)

The armed retainers come to court and exert pressure on judge and jury 

for their own purposes. There was much complaint rf the retainers.

Their acts can be guessed at with considerable certainty in an age of 

violence and hot tempers. They were the agents of the "maistri” which 

men lamented, the responsibility for whom men ascribed to the nobility.

The Attack on the Courtiers

Another Indication of the attack on the rich is the complaint 

about the extravagance, lechery, and intrigue of the courtiers. An

1Gower adds his voice to the complaints on this topic; near the 
end of the Confessio (2662) he discusses the chivalry; some are to be 
commended, and others amended. The retainers’ extortion, fighting, and 
pilfering cause the commons to complain of oppression. (VIII, 3011-20)



examination of the verse reveals the extent and intensity of the coir­

plaints. Wynnere (3137' criticizes the extravarence of Wastoure. Cne 

of the general complaints (1657) refers to long sleeves, practically 

synecdoche fcr courtier:

For pride hath sieve, the 1nnd is almusles.

The sleeves were l"np and wide; they were costly because they contained 

so much material. A macaronic poem (3113) remarks that "Jerorys han 

peyntyd slews." The dandies are so fashlon-c onset eus that they si end 

all their money on clothes : " 'alaur.tes, purs penyles . . . Fresch of

the new trweh, / . . . Lityl cr nor ht in her powch." They have hirh 

and wide collars, long spurs, tirht hose, and for fear o:' prickinf 

themselves with their spurs and ruining the curled points of their 

shoes, they cannot Kneel in prayer. They seek special ways to Kiss, 

and chase women while honest men sleep. They drink "iragrantia vine" 

until sodden:

Thei cry, "Fyl the bowler.I 
"bonus est liquor, hie maneamus; 

"For alle crystone sowllys 
"dum durant vasa, hlbamusl"

The courtier in "Fede and Fuche Thank" (1475) lies and flatters to 

get his gay coat "gawdy rren, / Pl a sande brigt, embrowdid gay" while 

the soldier starves in rags. The criticism of the courtier follows 

the pattern of town mouse and country mouse, The -oral overtones of 

the condemnation of fancy clothes and pride can Ke heard,

There are few criticisms of the courtier in Piers Plowman (1459); 

the "raton of renen" remarks upon the chains around the necks of people 

in London, and this say refer to courtiers. Laneland criticizes the 

court in the episode of Lady Mede for its avarice, and it can be inferred 

that avarice is the result of a desire for rich clothing. The description 
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of Lady Mede at the beginning of the second passus presumably reflects 

the rich clothing of the courtiers; Langland does not often describe 

clothing, and this delineation leaves much to be desired;

I loked on my left half .... 
And was war of a woman . wortheli yclothed, 
Purfiled with pelure . &e finest vpon erthe, 
Y-crounede with a corone . Jje kyng hath non better. 
Fetislich hir fyngres . were fretted with pel de wyre. 
And frere-on red rubyes , as red as any glede. 
And diamante of derrest pris . and double mane re safferes, 
Orientales and ewages . enuenymes to destroye.

Hire robe was ful riche . of red scarlet engreyned. 
With ribanes of red golde . and of riche stones;
Hire arraye me rauysshed . suehe ricohesse saw I neuere; (II, 7-17) 

Langland's remarks about the rich can probably be applied to the attendants 

at court.

The poet of Mum and the ^othsegger (•□) is much more specific in 

his criticisms of the dandies and sleeve-wearers; they are "trifflours" 

who did not advise Richard but were more interested in their coats;

For ben J»ey rayed arith / ^ey recchith no forther 
Rut studieth all in strouutynge / and stireth nmys euere;

For all his witte in his wede / ys wrappid for sothe, 
More ^an in mater to amende / fre peple $>at ben mys-led. (Ill, 120-5)

That is the reason why young advisers are bad; they are interested in 

too many things other than good counsel. The extent to which such folly 

leads is remarked by the poet:

For t>ey xepeth no coyne / fcat cometh to here hendis. 
Put chaunchyth it for cheynes / ^at in chepe hangith, 
And settith all her silver / in seintis and hornis. (III, 138-4C)

Wastcure is sent to Cheap side in Wynnere and ” astoure (3137) and is 

criticized for buying rich clothes for his lady. The poet of Mum is 

highly indignant at the cour tiers who hang tops cloth on their hips 

than they win, who spend all their money so that dukes praise them.

The latest fashion is to have long sleeves, so long that they touch the 

ground. If Pemel praises the pleats behind, then the sleeves are worth
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any amount of money. The pleats are so pretty that women adopted them 

too:

But now )»r is a gyse / pe queyntest of all, 
A wondir coriouse crafts / y-come now of late, 
That men clepith kerving / pe clo^e all to pools, 
pat seuene goode sowers / sixe wekes after
Moun not setts pe seemes / ne sews hen ageyn. (Ill, 162-6) 

This costs ten times as much as the cloth. And so the dandies continue 

to strut and stare and strive against virtue. The world would soon mend 

if lords would "dryue out pe dagres / and all pe Duche cotis" and dismiss 

”po proude penlies / with his peynte sieve." Wit, the good counselor 

in his homely clothes, is ridiculed by "pe sleues / pat si ode vppon 

erthe." The courtiers' clothes are not their only distractions. Besides 

pivine selfish advice, they:

. . . rest on pe dales 
And spende of pe spioerie / more pan it neded, 
Rothe wexe and wyn / in wast all abouste, 
With deyntes y-doubled / and daunsinre to pipis. 
In myrthe with moppis / myrrours of synne. (III, 272-6)

The other criticism of the courtiers in the poem is of course their flat­

tery and intrigue. Hum speaks of the advantages of such conduct:

But folowe thaym in thaire folie and fare muche pe bettre. 
Easily for oylo, sire, and elles were I nyce. (Ill, 246-7)

Scthsegger remarks that these courtiers allow scandal to fall on the king 

when they do not advise him truly.

Langland (1459) makes an obscure reference to intrigue at court 

in these lines; Charity is the subject:

In courts amonpe taperes , he cometh but selde. 
For braulying and bakbytyng . and beryng of fais witnesse. (XV, 232-3)

Not much criticism of the courtiers for lechery can be found in these 

poems. Lady rede is by nature lascivious. The fine clothes are meant
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any amount of money. The pleats are so pretty that women adopted them 

too:

But now &er is a gyse / 0e queyntest of all, 
A wondir coriouse crafts / y-come now of late. 
That men clepith kerving / b® olo^e all to pools, 
bat seuene goode sowers / sixe wekes after
Moun not sotte b® seemes / ne sows hen a^eyn. (Ill, 162-6) 

This costs ten times as much as the cloth. And so the dandies continue 

to strut and stare and strive against virtue. The world would soon mend 

if lords would "dryue out b" dagros / and all b® Duche cotis" and dismiss 

proude penlles / with his peynte sieve." Wit, the good counselor 

in his homely clothes, is ridiculed by "be sleue3 / |>at slode vppon 

erthe." The courtiers’ clothes are net their only distractions. Besides 

giving selfish advice, they:

. . . rest on be dales 
And spends of b® spioerie / more pan it neded, 
Rothe wexe and wyn / in wast all ahou%te. 
With deyntes y-doubled / and daunsinre to pipis. 
In myrthe with moppls / myrrours of synne. (III, 272-6)

The other criticism of the courtiers in the poem is of course their flat­

tery and intrigue. Hum speaks of th*  aavantage3 of such conduct;

But folowe thaym in thaire folie and faro muche be bettre. 
Easily for oyl*,  sire, and elles were I nyce. (III, 246-7)

Sethsegger remarks that these courtiers allow scandal to fall on the king 

when they do not advise him truly.

Langland (1459) makes an obscure reference to intrigue at court 

in these lines; Charity is the subject :

In courts amonge i ape re s . he cometh but seide. 
For braulying and bakbytyng . and beryng of fais witnesse. (XV, 232-3)

Not much criticism of the courtiers for lechery can be found in these 

poems. Lady Fede is by nature lascivious. The fine clothes are meant
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to further amorous designs.^ Lady '.'ede says at one point, however, to 

a friar:

"Wist I that," quod bat woman . "I wolde nougt spare 
For to be gowre f renie, frere, . an i faille jow neure 
Wliil 3e loue lor de s . bat lechery Munteb, 
And laKke^ nou^t 1 adi 3 . |>at leueb wel b® same. (Ill, 51-4) 

Ierhap3 the feneral populace took for franted the lechery of courtiers. 

"The Simonie" f4165' condemns the krirhts for their indolence, and those 

who were not home of noble bloods •

Knihtshipe is aclcied an t ieclfulliche i-diht; 
Kunne a boy nu breke a spere, he jhal he mad a kniht. 
And thus ben knihtes pad-red of unKinde bloJ, 
And envenimeth that ordre that ahold be se rod 

and hende;
Ac o shrew in a court many men may ah^n le. ( 2 64-3)

Even squires are no longer what they should he ; they bear baubles and 

1ong beards and swear foully;

Put sholde he for overt fais uth ki r tel or koto, 
I l*ve,

'Ie sholde s tonde stare naz^d twye or day or ev». ( 275-7)

Knights "brewer, strut and stunti3^ ^her» as sholde be pes" anc instead o 

firhtinr in the Holy Land they si in th<*j  r hall and utter as many 

villainies as a scold in a town. They ires; line rlee-.cn instead of 

like sober Knights. The squires pay the ♦ if-nd with their ^casting and 

sin; "Tentille men that sholde >n, ne bath hii none i-1 iche." '287) 

The same sentiment f could consistently be applied to courtiers, who 

deviate from the standard of the past as widely as these.

1Gower (2662) complains of the dandies who attend church in 
their finery to show themselves off to the ladles, to ogle anu stare. 
(V, 7C40ff.) The religious are much more severely condemned for this 
sin.

^It should be noted that there are no reference. to anything, 
like courtly love. Robert of Prunne (77R) lashes out in his sturdy 
fashion against the "Iordynges" who ravish maidens and seduce wives. 
(7419-23)
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The courtiers are criticized for their luxury because it pre­

vents alms-giving to the poor, and because they waste their goods in 

fancy clothes and rich feasts. Wynnere (3137) criticises ^astoure's 

luxury thus:

Bot ones I herd in a haute of a herdmans tong—
Better were moles many pan a mery nyghte. (364-5)

as has been seen in the general complaints. The excesses are criticised 

as sins that are evil in and equally evil for society. The

traditional idea of a sufficiency cf goods, not an excess, for human 

existence is changing or beginning to change. Another explanation is 

more practical; the display of wealth by the nobility is becoming more 

disagreeable to the majority of the population, who perhaps do not hate 

the rich so much as they envy the display. The use of moral reasons 

for the complaint may be a rationalisation of the real reason, which 

is just as immoral. For the most part, however, the verses seem sincere 

and disinterested, based on moral and social reasons, albeit conservative 

ones, rather than on selfish ones. The indirectness of the com: lair.t 

and its tendency toward abstraction prevent the analysis from eliciting 

clear motives; it is safer to assume pure motives unless there is clear 

evidence for believinr otherwise.

Th- them, used for the morel criticism of the rich in the attacks 

on the nobility 1, covetousness. In many instance, the compl.irt include, 

•in. that cause or result from th.t sin. such as ext revalue., lechery, 

‘ d"=lre for power, pride, a lack of charity, and .0 on. Th. emphasis 

1», however, on covetousness, and that fact .urr..t. that the complaint 

has some other motive than moral reproof. The complaint almost always 

include. « intimation that the complainant ha. suffered some oppression 

which he has not deserved. The complaint about covetousness may indicate 
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that the complainant felt he did not deserve poverty when so many have 

riches. In short, the moral themes may be a rationalization of a real 

feeling of envy and jealousy. Any attack on the rich raises that 

suspicion; one need not subscribe to Marxian ideas of economic class 

warfare to support such a contention. It seems likely that the commons 

resented the nobility and the rich and envied the ease and plenty of 

the well-to-do, but it does not seem likely that such resentment 

had any formal expression in terms of a medieval socialism. The 

social structure of the three estates was strong; the goals of the 

Peasants' Revolt did not involve any great social upheaval but only a 

hastening of commutation. One is forced to conclude that the attack 

on the rich was not motivated by envy alone, but by a desire that the 

nobility fulfill its social function according to the time-honored 

duties of that estate.

The King's Justice

The last subcatepcry of the specific complaints about the 

nobility involves one of the most important functions of government, 

the impartial administration of justice. The "Poor ere oppressed" 

theme appears often in the complaints about justice. Another common 

complaint is that judges are corrupt .and take bribes. Lawyers seek 

to drain their clients of everything. The most hopeless of the 

complaints about the nobility (696) Js:

Thus wil walketh in lende, and lawe is for-lore 
And al is piked of the pore, the prikyares prude.

The poor are at a great disadvantage before the law.

False witnesses are condemned by Robert of ^runne (778), as 

are those who consent to a false judgment for 'mode." (2635, 5399)
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The fable of the lion, fox, wolf, and ass (4144) repeats the general 

complaint that "Coveitise hath the law an honde / That the trewthe he 

ne mai i-se." The honest ass is hanged, and the lion, wolf, and fox 

share the spoils. The social significance of this extends beyond 

justice; it includes an attack on the rich and noble. "Lex lyth doun 

over al, fallax fraus fallit ubique" is a macaronic version (2787). 

"The Simonie" (4166) and Piers Plowman (1459), Mun and the Sothsegger 

(*6),  and others connect covetousness with justice and complain that 

the poor are thereby prevented from receiving their due.

Mum and the Sothsegger expends much of its criticism upon the 

king's justice, and especially upon the interference with the law by 

maintenance. This has been referred to briefly, but some of the more 

trenchant verses are concerned with this problem. After criticising 

Richard for his indiscriminate issuance of liveries and badges, the 

poet remarks that only good men should have badges. A good judge, who 

lived on his own income who could give truthful judgment and not allow 

bribery nor lordship to guide the decision when the poor were wrongfully 

tried, should have a badge and a sufficient salary. (1, 89) Great 

nobles hold back laws that would relieve the poor unless they are 

given presents:

Thus is %»*  laws louyd / $>oru nyjhty lor dis willys, 
t>at mcyneteyne myssdoers / more ^an operpeple. (Ill, 310-11) 

The poet recounts a courtroom scene where retainers over-awe judge and 

witnesses:
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For ohyders of Chester / where chose many dales 
To ben of conceill for causis / Mt in M court hangid. 
And pledid pipoudris / alle manere pleyntis. 
N cared for no coyffes / pat men of court vsyn, 
But moved many maters / frat men nouer thougte, 
And feyned falshed / till My a fyne had. 
And knewe no manere cause / as comunes toide. 
È>ei had non o|>er signe / to schewe £e lawe 
But a preuy pellette / her pannes to kepe, ‘ 
To hi lie here lewde heed / in stede of an houe. 
My constrewed quarellis / to quenche M peple. 
And pletld with pollaxis / and peyntis of swerdis, 
And at M dome-geuynge / drowe out h® bladis, 
And lente men leuere / of her longe battis.
My lacked aile vergues / M^ a jure shulde haue; 
For, er a tale were ytolde / My wolde trie M harmss, 
Withcute ony answers / but ho hi s lyf hatid. (III, 317-33)

Another problem is the difficulty of the poor before the law, 
particularly in paying t:*  necessary fees. At the beginning of fragment 

M there is a reference to the chancellor, scribes, clerks, justicesand 

judges, sergeants, and even court prentices ; these are all enjoined 

to have pity on the poor "That for faute of your fees fallen in M^re 

pleyntes; / Haue pitie on M p®nylees and Mire pleynte harkeneth." 

(2C-1) Hear them equably, and -rant them the cost of writing the writs 

and of the green wax also. K'uch later in the poem, the topic is raised 

again. The poor are not aided by squires as they should be; the squires 

fear to displease the powerful lords who have oppressed the poor. (149C) 

Retainers*  interference in lawsuits may cost whole estates ; the poet 

here uses a simile of the tug-of-war :

There is a raggeman rolls / Mt Ragenelles hymself 
Hath made of mayntennance and motyng of pe peuple, 
Hough My sheue at sises and sessions aboute. 
And halen so M hockerope / oon halfe arayne eMr 
Til M strongest steriers and styuest on M heedes 
Haue haled M howslord oute atte halle-dore.
Strifen so and streicchen streight adovne M poure. (1565-71)

This hurts the prestige of the crown, for the people begin to thin*  that 

the poor have no chance before the law:
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Thus laboreth pe 1 oos among pe comune peuple 
That pe wacker in t>e writte wol haue |>e wors en de; 
^it wol net payne a poky a gre-te man for to plede, 
For lawe lieth nuche in lordship si th icyaute was exiled, 
4nd poure mer. pleyntes / renylees n-bateth. f lbF( -t 4 )

The poet then chronicles the hard fates of ;ncr men pursued in litigation 

by the rich who can afford the l*gal  fees while poor men cannot. The 

complaint 'vcoros a criticism of the la» then, namely ‘h«t ‘hone w*  c 

bring such suits, when they are in the wrong, should hear the costs.

There is another criticism made besides the attack on maintenance 

Too many men 'ring suit when they need n t dc so; they wasV their es­

tates in court cos*s  and eventually lose everythin,. The > seriftion • 

of the quarrel is eloquent: the taking sides by neighbors ard friends, 

both sides letermined rot to yield, the case irarging on and on far in 

Dicken’s Pleak House) until stubbornness becomes ruin. It is foolish, 

says the poet, to do so when little is at stake, but there are a number 

of foolish men who think their reputation» will suffer if they do not 

go to law for a slight. luch men had better give up a small suit so th 

they will be believed when an important matter arises. These general 

considerations about the king's justice suggest familiarity with legal 

processes and practices; for the most part they ar*  net so much legal 

reforms as legal practices that need reforming. T.p law as such is 

adequate, but misused. ’’aintenance imperils orderly Justice ; mit ht 

becomes right, and the poor are oppressed. The poet has sympathy for 

the poor—though he is not blind to their faults—and considerable 

knowledge of the law.

Corrupt Judges

Cne complaint against the king’s justice is that judges take 

bribes; an examination of this complaint by itself is justified. Robert
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of Brunne (778) makes a number of statements pertinent to this com­

plaint. He tells the tale of a judge who deals mercilessly with the 

poor; on his deathbed is meted out the save mercy to him. (5443 ff.) 

In another place the moralist says:

What shul we say of ^ys dytours 
^ys fais men, fiat beyn sysours, 

for hate, a trewman wyl endyte. 
And a ^efe for syluer quyte? 
Re he neuer so strong a &efe, 
Set he may 3yue, he shal be 1ele; (1335-1340)

Sir Peny (1480) is powerful in court; two stanzas of that poem 

apply to the lawmen:

In binges court es it no bote, 
ogaines sir pent forto mote, 

so mekill es he of myght; 
he es so witty, and so strang, 
t>at be it neuer sr mekill wranr., 

he will mak it right. '19-24)

È>e domes men he mase so blind 
pat pai may noght t» right find, 

ne t*  suth to se.
forto gif dome pam es ful lath, 
par-with to max sir peni wrath, 

ful dere with ^am es he. (43-48)

The statement is grimly bantering, half humorous and half serious.

"The Simonie" (4165) is vehemently angry and indignant:

And justises, shirreves, metres, bail Ill's, if I shal rede aricht 
Hit kunnen of the faire day make the derke niht;
Hit gon out of the hole way, ne leven hti for no sklaundre, 
And mak en the mot-halle at horn in here chaumbre,

wid wouh;
For be the hond i-whited, it shal be god i-ncuh. (29C-295)

This petty corruption reaches higher circles; many high offices pay a 

man well, and the underlings profit by the example, as do:
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. . . thise aesiaoura, that comen to shire and to hundred 
Damneth men for silver, and that nls no wonder. 
For whan the riche justise wol do wrong for made. 
Theone thinketh hem theih nuwen the bet, for theih han more nede 

to winne.
Ac so is al this world ablent, that no man douteth sinne. (469-474)

If the judge gets his fee from his convictions, then it is likely he 

will become rich. The corrupt judge is a fearsome figure; here is an 

early warning '3621);

Sis is si sete, domes man, 
Sif rihtful dom gif 30W kan; 
wiht sin hond tak 30W no gifte. 
Ne for blacking doi non unriht; 
Lawe and liht is 31 faderis fel, 
Loke on sat and deme wel|l

Among Mede’s followers in Fiers Howman are sergeants:

Sit houed pere an hondreth . in houucs cf selxe, 
Seriaunt3 it semed / pat serueden atte barre. 
He deden for penyes . and poundss pe lawe. 
And noust for loue of owre lorde . vnlese here lippes onis.

(21C-13)

Conscience accuses Mede of many things, and in discussing justice adds 

some of the complaints already seen:

ni ihesus, with here leveles . 3owre lustices she shendeth. 
And lith again be lawo , and let he th hym M gate. 
That feith may nouste haue his forth . here floreines go so pikke 
3he ledeth pe lave as hire list , and louedayes maiceth. 
And doth men lese porw hire loue . pat lawe myste wynne, 
pe mass for a mene man . boug he mote hir eure. 
Lawe is so lordeliche , and loth to make ends, 
With-oute presents or pens . she pleseth wel few». (III, 154-151)

The connection between avarice and justice is made at the end of the 

poem as well; in the confused and confusing allegory Simony sends Avarice 

to the king’s council as a baron:

Ant., II, 120.
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And kneled to conscience . in courte afor hen allé.
And eart pode feith flee . and lais to abide. 
And boldeliche bar adown , with many a briste noble 
Mocha of pa witte and wisdome , of westmynster halle. 
He iurped til a lustice , and lusted in his ere. 
And cumrtilte al his treuthe , with "take pis vp amendment." 
And to pe arches in haste , he 3ede anone after. 
And torned Ciulle in-to Symonye , and sitthe he toke pm official 
.or a mantel of monyurro . he me^e lel« matrimonye
Departen ar deth cam , * deuor3 shupte. ( XX, 129-136)

Mede’s trial is of course concerned with the justices; she buys them off 

with fcId cups and ruby rin^ and they rremis- tn advise th- <inp tn

her sivantarr. Ai si sors assist h-r toe, and sheriffs xnow her well;

many an evil man ha3 rrr.m fr— !cr Aneth-r cmfusir.r nll-rory

i3 in '!/ fourth 1 - 1 ;u v which rrr‘M.3 ease harmri -y Arene;

-'°1- i:- ‘o r itif-ata the Kind's ar.per apainst

•'.rr-..-, ! ut inter: rrm 3 an : su.veiti ‘hat hrrnr b 1 . t let re free

30 «asily. It. the seventh nui sus Iruth says that corrupt ar.d

avaricieur Hwyer; ,-e- least par.: v. nt -eir de a th-Jay, (Vli, 39' 

Th-re are many other ^.fmenc 1 to corrupt judges in the ; rut. there, 

is r- n--.! t c list them nil. .anf land’s criticism is ths- t, r rwho

taxe brir-3 :c nr’ Ju.: - i:: th0 spirit, of love thev eupht to show for 

tno truth ar. : ‘;1- pnnrln/ All th- qurtntions in rente the intensity 

of the condemnation are tne fear of the practice. I hey r-flect also the 

disadvantam the poor felt in liti^im with -h- rich; they reflect 

the Frowinr some of injustice lone to the lower class, It is interest-

inf to note that Mun and the >th^fmr does not make this criticism 

of Judrm; it does contain two refcr^nc^ ’o serreants who adhere to 

’.turn’s practices.

Ijower 
the land where 
(VII, 2754ff.)

(2662) maKes the same criticism: ^oe to the people of 
^udpes taxe bribes, for wronfs cannot he hidden.
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Avaricious Lawyer»
The popular image of the lawyer is more unkind than that of 

the Judge, The social status of the lawyer was low, but it had been 

lower; lawyers are beginning to gain prestige. "Sir Peny" (2747) con­

tains this stanza:

&ow I haue a man T-slawe 
* forfetyd &e kynges lawe, 
I xal fyndyn a man of lawe 

?yl takyn myn peny * let me goo.

Two stanzas in "The Simonie" (4165) indicate the attitude toward the 

legal officials as well as the lawyers, and condemns their guile, greed, 

and hauteur:

And countours in benche that stondeth at th" barre, 
Theih wolen bigile the in thin bond, but if thu be the warre. 
He wole take .xl. pans for to do doun his hod. 
And speke for the a word or to, and don the litel god,

I trouwe. 
And have he turned the bak, he makketh the a mouwe.

Attourneis in cuntre theih geten silver for noht; 
Theih maken men biginne that they nevere hadden thought; 
And whan theih comen to the ring, hoppe if hil kunne. 
Al that theih muwun so rate, al thinketh hem i-wonne 

wid skile.
Ne triste no man to hem, so false theih beth in the bile.

(343-354) 

The peasant resents such hauteur, and he resents what he thinks is un­

fair treatment.

. The many references in Piers Flowman (1459) to lawyers contain 

the same criticism as is made of judges ; they are covetous and do not 

act from the motive of love. In Mede's train are the sergeants who 

plead for pennies and pounds; at the bridal ceremony of Mede, before 

the interruption, are "vokates of M arches" (II, 60); the poet sees 

"made in the moot-halle . on men of lawe wynke, (IV, 152) / And )*ei  

lawghyng lope to hire . and lafte resoun manye."



-127-

And A schireues clerk» . byschrewed al £e route, 
"For ofte haue I," quod he , "holpe gow atte barre, 
And git geue ge me neuere . £e worth*  of a russhe." (IV, 168-70)

The king becomes angry at I'ede because threuph her Law was almost ruined. 

Truth's remarks are quite sober:

Men of lawe lest pardoun hadde . pat plateden for Mede, 
For pe sauter saueth hem nougte . such as taketh giftes. 
And namelich of innocents . pat none yuel ne kunneth;

Super innocentern munera non accipjes.
Pledoures shulde peynen hem . io plede for such, an helpe, 
Prynoes and prelates . shulde paye for her trauailie; (VIT, 39-43)

The point of view illustrated by this statement i s clear : the poor should 

be defended out of mercy. This surrests the degree of hardship which 

legal costs entail. lawyers seen tr be referred to in the discussion 

of '''it and Wisdom:

visdome and witte now . is nougt worth a carse, 
Put if it be carded with ceueytis*  . as clotheres <emben here wolle. 
Who-so can contreue deceytes . an conspire wronges. 
And lede forth a loue-day . to la^te with treuthe;
He pat suche era! tes can . to conseille is clepid;
pel lede lordes with lesynges . and 1 il ye th treuthe. (X, 17-22)

Yet in many other places is "laws . . . loth tc louye . but if he lacche 

syluer." (XI, 217) Further iteration is unnecessary to show the popular 

stereotype.

A curious idea of lawyers and law appears in Wynnere and Wastoure 

(3137). In the description of Wynnere's army occur these lines:

Anoper banere es vp-brayde with a bende of grene 
With thre hedis white-herede with howes one lofte. 
Groked full craftyly, and kembid in the nekke: 
Thies are ledis of this londe pat scholde cure lawes geme. 
That thynken to dele this daye with dynttis full many.
I hoide hym hot a foie pat fightis whils flyttynpe may helpe. 
When he hase feunden his frende pat fayled h^nn nouer. (149-155)

The tax of the preen wax is one reference, as mentioned in the "Song of 

the Husbandman(696) , and the three white-headed men are presumably 

judges; craftiness and guile are other attributes, but the important
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point in the last two 1 ines is the collusion of ..ynaere with the law.

T'.e charge reduces i-self to rovetousnest an ; ‘ ribery. "urn an;! the 

othse^per (*n)  introduces ancth*r  cri»icisr., perhaps implicit i the 

oharre of pull*  in "The imonie" (4165), namely tha» th- larron 

of the is confusing and that it ena*  les him to lea ! the client

Ly the nos*  :

Ani in al «ing-is jourt p*r  coirhes be*n  and open 
!.'vm is maister pere more penne m*n  w*nen,  
?’or sum o.f po serres nolle si ch*  si^-wnysi, 
Whenr.” pay a ; ten w»l y-now where pe har*  walketh, 
Th ay lecen m*r.  pe it ng wave x; . 1 -u*-  !ayr' broken 
And ma<*n  mcppes wel myry wi‘h paire madH*  tales, 
Korto suwe siluer seede - an 1 -rlue er*  pay sinre. 
To haue yr. ne paire ha rues te while pe hete dure th/ '1141-48*

..1*  »' neral opinion s'orna to if tnat lawyers are full of surprising wavs 

of 1iphteninp a man13 pocko». Th*  ret eron 's ar" hri- f, consistent, 

and unanimous in denouncing lawyers. The comolaint does not die with 

the 14th century, nor with Fielding and .ickens.

Executors of ..ills

.he hj . « erm ac^ i i making a v 111 . The nef a ri ou me s of the 

executors of wills is legendary in the verse of complaint. «nd forms one 

of the more humor, n collections of Quotations. The matter is serious 

enough, but t?.*  *x ‘ent to which executors went to secure the greatest 

pain, et ter. verv r* “y gains, as one poem testifies, is a good example 

of guile and covetousness. The crime :s ridespread. Robert of frunne 

( 778) remark * ns t the pope cursed false executors four times in one 

year, Robert quotes >neca;

3enex, pat meche of w\ s !om spellyp, 
•Ne be pou neuere yn swych erreur 
To maxe pjm eyr py secutour, 
Ne py sexutoure py fysycyene, 
Yn hop# for to leue a-jene.’ (11RC-84)
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Souls in purratory seek the succour of the rood executor (F25O), but 

the worst executors are one’s relations:

C;f allé executours |>at men fyndo. 
Worst are J)yn own# kynde. 
And by chyldryn specyaly 
Are to by soule vnkyndMly: 
by chyldryn all# sey rypht bus: 
"whom shuld b«y 3yu» hyt, but vs?" ( GZJfk’-CP;

The moral is th-t rich men siio^ld take rood care of their .cney them­

selves , ann not 'e^ueath i . Thr Jhurch was ol course interested in 

wills and testarents 1er she often profite.; j rom them.1 A translation 

of a '.“.tin exenrluo: on the vanity of wealth Pori) warns :

2T. Trirht, Latin .Stories ( Percy loc. V11J ' , p.

Pan of the self thu haf rod mynie
That thu dost wiht + hi hand that schal tu finden;
Ghilder ben f or-th**tele,  and wives ben un-kynde.
That that cored in the snetures Fondes often it is Fy-hyni*n. 2

Another short poen ( 41 has n sharp, lut antiiue, tar at ’■h*  end:

%yse mon if thou art, of thi pod 
Tate part or thou hense wynde;

For i f thou leve thi part in thi secitours ward, 
Thi part non part at last end.^

Tec secuturs ar/ an overseere ma.:" thr« thevs.

Here are two exaspera’-ed cries (685, P?5; :

Do non for thiseife, 
Wyl thou art alyve;

For he that dose after thu Jothe, 
God lot him n^ver »hryvo.*

Quod Tucket

l^irk instructs the parish priest to ask this question of the 
dyinp^; in Inatructiona to Pariah Prieata (961), ed. Peacock, EUS 31;

■Hast bou I->e any executour 
To any fronde or nephbour, 
Ano drawe out l.ys-pode b® tyl ] e 
And net I-do b® dedes wylle?" '1197-12CC)

3f®l. Ant., I, 314. ^ltjd.
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Godefrey pe ruede - he deode asse vnhede 
he made pille prut fort - a secutor of al 1s poid 
Al pat heuere 30 doit - crist of heuene w)>e hem wroit^

More peens exist to the same intent, and they are similar in attitude. 

'Tynnero' s (3137’ stinginess and monomania calls frrth this 

vicious statement:

Thi sone and thi sektours, ichone sews others; 
Maken dale aftir thi days, for thou durste neuer 
Vnwnpery no nynlaln, ne neuer myrtle lcu?di ste. (302-3(4) 

Wynnere1 s heirs 1ecomo wastcures. The last shaft loosed by .'.'astoure 

impales Wynnere thus :

ror-thi, wynnere, with rronpe peu vastes pi tx-me; 
For pede day ne plade petys pou neuer.
pe deuyl1 at pi dede-day schal delyn pi gudis, 
pe peu «oldest pat it ware, wyn pay it neuer; 
pi SKathill sectours schal seuer pan aboute, 
t peu hafe hello full hotte fer pat peu here saued. (44C-4E)

Fiers Flowman (1459) contains references to executors also. -pentane? 

warns Avarice to repent of his ill-got rains, for unless he does repent 

his heirs will not have any joy cf h:s noney, for executors will take 

it. H", The idea i. s revested in the twelfth pas sus

where "Fxcecutoures, ^nre^ fais fr-ndes . pat fulfill? n^u^t his 

wille / . XII, 257) pat vt' wri ten, and be ; ••i-nes.-e , to "rr zhe ri 3t 

as it wolde,” ?he ri ;h x.nn is in a dangerous s*ate , The i dea is re­

peated amin in the fifteenth pas sus ( X"., 128H evil men spend the 

goods evilly won. Fxecutors are assumed to be evil, with no exceptions 

and no reprieve. The belief seems to be that a man should take care 

of his estate while he is alive.

Mum and the Oothse^er (*6)  is more explicit in its description 

of the acts and reasonings of executors; the theme is similar to the

1James, Cat., 1, 441.
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other compl ain*.3,  tut -.f-re the rich r.?n who doe a not five charity to 

the poor is criticized for his l e te ntt^r.y ts, in this , of

willing money to -1 stu- l i si. n «osjitfil for the peer :

Now ir.ucne moste his mrrite be pat menueth so ^>e poure
Tha*  pifeth his roo le l or God-i s sup whenne his roste is passed. 
There is a title of teitamcntz fat I tol :« wu'r, 
lew rryux ly fay l eon rruviu end y-put n- i de, 

rcr so fe siluer be y-scluid for fe srfl of bcffice 
Am: fe t'ei s mile y- funr» - fay fol e’en fayr. tc-re ire 
And caster fayr in & >■: fr^ leste fey cot i<- i nT»1, 
And si th fa; scurf fay- by fay rut elf and noyer fees worded : 
"hi t i s r.c ri r lane forte ware "arrok while he si eye th" 
r or fouph a qaynsiep-.e were y-quethe --oon qui tance ^hal be rrven 
Thcurh ey-cutn.rs after-warde ex^cut*  hit neuer, 
Ne do norht for be dede a « ’ do wh»nne I sl «re.
And vit fat- sever f r r faymsilf rim*  a sub*  il • reu :r n :

' ny shul d we uele for f,: .fade" - -fe dice net while r.e niph*e . 
He made vs in his rry-nie arenr al’e his frondes 
To be hi s trove at tourneys an; trente for his dettes, 
e'er .so fat fax haue hal f-nd-l r - bay rr.or» baym hel io ren'^nt. 
bit wol net fe pood ro so ferre- ic mot» v» yrovnde cur*•  tale. 
For I wol sex» for ryelf - seye bou w+.»nr.r b» !i<eth, 
Yf we do as he dude, may no man d»s.e v s yu*  1, 
Ne ri rhtful ly by reason r» proue vs .".er»--after.
He was bop? wart and wise wh:l» he was ri. lixe, 
Ar.d me Lust not b» lewed lest*  ! l are fe wor s. 
His eustune was to r'pe his -cod - so 1ete vs Kep- rit f ekf, 
And berne after oure dee th day l»te dele for vs all», 
For oure exécuteurs aftr#- vs shal hauo f*  same charr»." 
Ihu3 fay chi den with Charite and chacn**h  echo other, 
That til fe day of dome fe sel» i j no" rarl ourr.lc. (lHÇb-172?)

The poor are th» victims of the false executors. The latter are then 

the more damned.

Almost all tne criticisms of the k i np ’ s Justi ce can Le found 

in the ^ook's Tale of iarelyn (1P15).1 The mai:, rlat of th» disinherited 

younrer brother, a victim of false executors, includes a bribed jury, 

a judge and jury intimidated by Garelyn's band of greenwood men, and 

an evil sheriff, Gam*lyn's  older brother. The tale contains the sane 

abuses of justice illustrated in other complaints. Violence and puile

^French and Hale, pp. 2G9-35.



-133-

subdue the right. Of course, Camelyn is made chief justice by the 

king at the end of the poem, but the audience must have been at least 

inured to, and at best appreciative of, the abuses in the tale. The 

popular attitude toward the corrupt judge, the avaricious lawyer, the 

thieving executor, and the force of retainers is a compound of fear and 

anger, fear that men cannot obtain justice, and anger that the evils 

cannot be remedied.

Conclusion

Fear and dismay at the inescapable and unchangeable noral evil 

and anger and desperation at the social consequences of abuses of the 

nobility constitute the attitude and temper of the complaints discussed 

in this chapter. There is not much humor. There is considerable 

grimness and resignation. These emotions are typical. The specific 

complaints about the nobility are largely indirect; the objects of com­

plaint are too powerful to attack directly. The king is not attacked, 

but is debited with bad advisors; war is not criticized, but the taxes 

which pay for the war are so. The rich are not attacked, but th"ir 

fashions and luxury are condemned. The king’s justice receives more 

direct abuse probably because it cannot retaliate as quickly. The 

dire and terrible vengeance levied upon the peasants after the rebellion 

of 1381 is powerful evidence of the power of the nobility to retaliate. 

Many of the poems urge the king to hear the complaints of the people, 

but there is little evidence that their complaints were heard; that is 

the point of Mum and the Sothsegger (»6). Indeed the verse of complaint 

is the vague mutterings of popular discontent, discontent barely able 

to be identified or made clear. The verse studied in this chapter does 
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not contain names or dates or occasions; the abuses are vague, elusive, 

couched in general and non-specific terms. Piers Plowman (1459) care­

fully does not mention names but works by indirection and implication 

toward its criticism. Verses which attack the king's ministers by name 

(e.g., 3529) use obscure puns or heraldic devices, even when retaliation 

is impossible. When the critics are less vulnerable to retaliation, 

the criticism is more specific and more outspoken ; the Church receives 

more criticism than the state, the names of the offenders are not 

given, but their ranks are, from pope to friar. This is not so true 

of the complaints about the nobility.

The specific complaints about the nobility do indicate a number 

of important conclusions. During the 14th century the resentment of 

the poor against the rich seems to increase. This resentment reveals 

a consciousness of class, and a belief that the poor deserve more of 

the world’s goods. At the same tine the belief that one should stay 

in the class of one's birth is maintained; those who ris*  above their 

class are criticized. The stability of the feudal society is desired 

by the poet of Wynnere and Wastoure (3137); hence, it would seem that 

the ideal society in the mind of the poet is a conservative and stable 

one, though the poet recognizes the change in society and attempts to 

deal with it. Poth Wynnere and Wastoure must be controlled so that 

society as a whole may be benefited. The answer in Piers Plowman to 

the problems of society is completely conservative; men must improve 

their morals. The moral message of Mum and the Sothsegger (#6) is a 

unifying device for a number of important political and economic 

criticisms, not moral criticisms. Nevertheless the concern for in­

justices done to the poor forms the important matter of all three poems.
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Another conclusion is that the vague mutterings of discontent 

are continuous, now increasing, now decreasing, but rather constant. 

The reigns ol' the less efficient kings, Henry III, Fdward II, and Richard 

II, are periods rf more complaints than the reigns of the more efficient 

kings. The complaining is continuous enough, and of such an emotional 

tone that it can be inferred that the themes and attitudes of the verse 

of complaint form an important and influential part of the temper of 

the literature of the period under consideration. To conceive of the 

literature of a period in terms of genres is advantageous to the study 

of that literature, but to contemplate the emotions tin * attitudes em­

bodied in that literature regar.i^ss of genres may lead to an under­

standing of the people who read or listened to the verse and proie tales. 

The specific complaints atout the nobility also have a function 

ascribed to the general complaints, that of explaining, usually in moral 

term?, the present evil si tua*ic$."  : thr specific complain*,  has another 

function, to illustrate the particular ways of improving the social 

situation. The specilic complain» implies or states the remedy as 

well as the illness. It is significant, toc, that the three important, 

poems of this chapter, Wynnere and Wastoure, fi-rs Howman, and X'ur and 

the Sothsegger belong to the latter half of the 14th century, and 

diagnose as well as prescribe. This implies that while mon had realized 

that earthly existence can "e a prelude to a heavenly one, it jan also 

be of value in itself, and tn at something can be acne to ameliorate it.

This last conclusion may be borne out the discussion in the 

next chapter of the specific complaints about the Church. The Church 

is criticized for her worldlines?, for her manifest disregard of those 

whom Christ bade her serve, and for her jealous interest in her own
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welfare. The criticism is not only condemnation but a prescription; 

not only a moral reproof but a social injunction.



CHAPTER FOUR

SPECIFIC COMPLAINTS ABOUT THE CHURCH

The Church prays for all. To pray for the soul is not the only 

duty of the Church but ewee up all her duties nevertheless: to teach 

the doctrines, the Gospels, the Pater Noster. Ave Knria and the Creed; 
to exhort men to prepare their souls for the Day of Wrath; to practise 

♦be rites and especially the sacrament of the Eucharist; *o  reprove 

men for their falling into sin and to assign penance to them; to teach 

the Ten Commandments; to persuade men to virtue; end by constant prayer 

to invoke the aid of the Trinity, the Virgin, end the Saints to attain 

the eventual salvation of men. To do this the Chur-h Justified all her 

rets, and exerted her tremendous power and authority over men. Priests 

parsons, monks, friars, bishops, archbishops, c rdinals, and lopes were 

created to do tils liesred work or to see that it w s done as well as 

mortal rm, culck with the Holy Spirit. coula do it. The best men at­

tempted it and accomplished it, probably to a - ensure difficult to con­

ceive today. To this high duty, taken for granted by so man.., a large 

number of religious men could hardly adhere. The complaints reflect 

the deep despair of laymen and clerics when they saw the hypocrisy of 

the religious and reveal their passionate fear for the danger of their 

souls.

The Church in criticized more than the state; indeed, if the 

state is criticized, more often the blame is given to the clergy who 
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ehould have prevented the evils. "If gold rusts, what will iron do?" 
The sin most often ascribed to the clergy is covetousness and the name 
of Simon (3113) is attached to them:

Symon, that fais man, 
doctor potat occlesiarum; 

Moch sorow he began, 
virus diffudit amarum.

The poem titled "The Simonie" (hl65) explores the progress of covetousness, 
from the pope's palace to the warmly-dressed monk.

God greteth wel the clorgie, and seith theih don amis. 
And doth hem to understonde that litel treuthe then is; 
For at the court of Home, ther treuthe shold bi tinne. 
Him is forboden the paleis, dur he noht com therinne 

for doute ;
And thouh the pope clepe him in, )it shal he stonde theroute.
Allé the popes clerkes han taken hem to red. 
If treuthe come amonges hem, that he shal be ded. 
There dar he noght shewen him for doute to be slain. 
Among none of the cardinane dar he noht be sein, 

for feerd. 
If Symonie may mete wid him he wole shaken hie berd. (7-16)

The list of specific evils is extensive and will be considered in detail 
in this chapter. Bribery, chicanery, misuse of tithes, disobedience of 
the Regula are compounded with malice and falseness. The hunger for 
money corrupts the layman and thus the land wastes away.

Members of the Church are on Wynnere's side of the debate (3137), 
and cardinals at Paris provide the silk sheets Wynnere will enjoy in his 
exile. Another important poem critical of the Church is Pierce the

Cfte (6*3).  The Plowmans Tala (>48) is no tale at all but 
a Lollard diatribe. Piers Plowman (IU59) attacks the Church; bishops 
and friars aid Lady Mede, pardoners are busy, and worst of all:

Ac now is religioun a ryder . a r owner bi stretes, 
A leder of louedayes . and a londe-bugger, 
A priker on a palfrey . fro manure to manors, 

' An heap of houndss at hie era . as he a lords were. (X, 306.9)
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The poet's attitude is plain. It should be remembered that the peasants 
rebelled against the wealthy ecclesiastical manors, monasteries, azxl 
other clerical landholders as well as against the nobility in I38I, and 
that foremost among the king's agents o'f vengeance was a bishop, Langland 
admonishes the religious very frequently and bids them perform their 
spiritual duty in sincerely, not hypocritically.1

This chapter describes complaints concerning four main aspects 
of the Churcht the papacy and administration. Church discipline, educa­
tion, and the lower clerqr. These subjects overlap, but the analysis is 
necessary in order to consider the Church from different points of view.

The Pone

An interesting poor of the middle of the 13th century, probably 
written by a priest, already considers the papacy degenerate. It is 
titled: "Hwon holy chireche is vnder vote" (4o8$)^:

Ewile wes soynte peter . 1-cleped symon. 
fro quefr vure louerd him to . fru schall ho ten ston. 
Ich wile myne chirec ho . sotte j>e up-on. 
too frat heo schulde biwite . nv boofr hire ivon. 
Of allé hire forme freend . nv nauefr heo non. 
frar-fore is hire wurfroype . wel neyh al agon, 
fro her wee symon . and nv is symonye.

St. Peter was a true pope of Home, the rightful head of Christendom, and 
so were Clement and Gregory after him; they protected the Church well.

Gower draws the usual contrast between ancient days and his own in the Confossio (2662) ; long ago the Lombards did not buy sell 
bishoprics, nor benefices with or without cure, but now "Simon the cause 
hath undertake,/ The worldos sword on honde is take." (206-42) The Church 
takes a worldly sword in order to get worldly goods, despite Christ's 
command for peace. "That scholdo be the wo rides hole/ Is now, men sein, the pestilence." (278-9)

Dorris, DTS 49, p. 89.
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but nowi
ÿo heo etod ful vasto . and seoM>e sumo stunde. 
Nu me least ej> hire to . myd markss and eyd punde. 
Of seolure and of goldo . to volion heo to grundo.

The saints are the pillars of the Church; where are they today?
St. Thomae suffered martyrdom. Archbishop Stephen fought for her, and
through them the Church was worshiped.

Nv is holy chireche viole vnder honde.
Slopes and clerskes . knyhtos and bonde.
Kynges and eorles . to hire habbe^ onde. 
And ÿe seo lue pope . |»at heo bl-wyte eeholde. 
Habbe he >o yoftes . of seoluer and of goIde. 
Markos and pundes . myd rlhte o^er myd wronge. 
Keo let hoom aile l-wur^e . ^at beo& so swy^e strange. 
Away ÿat heo bl vure days . so is vnder vote.

The corruption of spiritual duty by "gifts" brings the papacy into dis­
respect. "The Simonis" (416$) is not so critical of the pope; the pope 
may call Truth into him, but Simony in the curia prevents him from enter­
ing. The pope is listed among those who worship Sir Pony (1480) and 
serve him in the poem of that title.

The pope's banner is seen in Wynnere'e ranks (3137), and is thus 
described:

And pondéré a banere of blake pat pe bent houes, 
with thre bulles of blo white brouden with-inn. 
And iche one hase of henppe hynged a corde, 
Soled with a sade lode; I say ale me thynkes,— 
That hede es of holy kirke, I hope he be there. 
Allo ferae to the fighte with the folks pat he ledls, (143-48)

There is a touch of humor in the design of the banner; the papal bulls 
stand for the pope's power, potent as a bull, but still only paper.
Sir Israel Go Hanes, editor of Wynnaro and Was tour e. provides a more
serious interpretation In this remark:

The Pope's banner is black, with three Papal Bulls, white, 
a cord of hemp from each with a heavy lead seal. The growing 
feeling against papal influence in England is no doubt shown bar the reference to the Bulls with their heavy leaden seals. 
The black has probably reference to Popo Clement ' s connexion 
with the Benedictine Order, who wore the Black Monks.*

^Signature (0111).
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At the conclue ion of the debate Edward givee hie judgient. Wynnere le 
to go to the pope at Borne, by way of Parle;

>e cirdynalle ken be wele, win kepe >e fui faire, 
& make ÿl eydoe in silken eohetye to lygge, 
& fade be A footer ba * forthlr thyn hart. 
As leafe to worthen wode as b® to wrethe ones. (462-65) 

Papal avarice ls the indirect complaint. The criticion of Wynnere ap­
plies to the Church as well.

Lady Mede (1459) "In b® popis paleys . . . .is pryue as ny-self" 
(XI, 23) according to Lady Holy Church, and Conscience says Lady Meds 
can get absolution whenever she wishes: "For she le prlue with b® pope . 
proui source it knowsth,/ For sire eymonye and hlr-eelue . seleth hire 
bulles." (III, 146-7) Conscience makes another complaint against the 
pope: "And elthen he prayed b® pope . haue pite on ho11-cherche,/ 
And er he gyve any grace . gouerne first hyn-selus." (V, 51-2) In the 
fifteenth paeeus the poet remarks how many bishops the pope has made, 
and there are so few co nverto—"What Pope or prelate now . perfourneth 
bat cryst hl3te, (XV, 482)/ Ite in vnlvcrsum mundum A predicate, Ac.?" 
The rod noble is preferred to the cross. In the next to last pas sue a 
vicar complains of the luxury of cardinals and their presence in kings' 
courts where they do so much damage. The poet then turns to the pope 
himself and his lust for power:

And god amende b® pope . b®t pileth holykirks, 
And cleymeth bifor b® kynge . to be keper ouer crystene, 
And countsth nou3t bou^i crystone . ben culled A robbed. 
And fynt folks to fy^te . and cristens blod to spills. . .(XIX, 439-42) 

Ths worldly purpose of the pope is condemned severely in other poems ae 
well.1

^In Gower's Confessio Amantis (2662) is told the story of Pope 
Boniface VIII (whenDante placed among the Slmoniæo deep in hell, Canto 
XIX, Inferno) who gained the mantle by deceit, and to further hie own 
ends placed the Interdict on France and was punished for his sins by im­prisonment by Charles of Blois. (II, 2803-3084)
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The charge le made In Pierce the Ploughmane Crede (663) that 

the Austin friars buy privileges from the pope when they wish to disobey 

the Rule. Dominicans are accused of buying bishoprics. This is a Lollard 

poem concerned particularly with the friars. Another Lollard poem. The 

Plowmans Tale (3^48), has much more to say about the pope. The pope le 

given the responsibility for all the sins of the Church. lie is repre­

sented in a one-sided debate by a Griffin, and tne Lollard point of view 

is given by a Pelican, who speaks most of the time. The Pelle n charges 

that the Church wishes to be greater than kings and emperors despite 

Christ's meekness. They call Christ sanctus deus. but they call the 

pope grnctlsslmus. But now can they be called snints who lean the 

people into error and keep them in thrall by the threat of spiritual 

power? They are not interested in he ven but the earth.

Her heed loveth all honour, 
And to be worshipped in vorde and dede; 
Hinges mot to kem knele and coure; 
To the aoostles, th t Christ forbede; 
To popes hestes such taketh more hede 
Than to kepe Christes commnundiment; 
Of gold and silver mot ben nir wede. 
They holdeth hem hole omnipotent. (205-12)

The tirade is endless; the pope's spiritual authority is questioned: 

the pope seems to be above everyone, even Christ, when he sits in 

state; he damns and saves as if he were God; "Such pryde tofore £yd 

doth stink." (221-7) The pope uses Peter's power of salvation and 

damnation to sell sins, "In winning all their wit they wrall." (370) 

The pope sells bishoprics too, and other offices. Papal infallibility 

ie questioned (41?); St. Peter erred, and so did John, argues the 

Lollard. Furthermore a shepherd should not use a sword unless he is 

a butcher. These "traytours" have taken over Judas' role, carrying 

the purse, and like Judas, they hide and steal the money and misspend
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1t. If Christ were to return, they would damn him just as they call 

Hie words heresy.

The main complaints against the pope % re his covetousness and 

his lust for worldly dominion:

The empereur yaf the pope somtyme 
So hyghe lordship him about. 
That, at the last, the sely kyme 
The proud# pop# putte him out 1 (093-696)

The criticism against the pope's covetousness is almost always con­

trasted with Christ's poverty, a doctrine at one time condemned by the 

Church as a heresy. Indeed, the poem is based on a contrast between 

what Christ or the Bible says and what the Church does :

If pope or cardinall live good lyve, 
As Christ eammaunded in hie gospell, 
Ayenis that woil I not stryve; 
But, me thinketh, they live not well. 

For if the pope lived as god bede, 
Pryde and hyghness he shuld dispyse. 
Richesse, covetyse, and crowne on hede, 
Mekenesse and pnvert he shulde abye— (1225-32)

The poem is quite repetitious and outspoken. The shepherd neglects his 

flock except for the shearing; the sins which are preached are the very 

ones committed by the religious. The Loll-.rd documents continue and 

intensify the anti-clerical feeling of the first half of the 14th century.

Church and State.

The humiliation of pope Boniface VIII at the hands of the French 

began the decline of the temporal authority of the Church in international 

affairs. The Church continued to proclaim her authority, claiming more 

and more the power over kings and emperors, but that power actually declined. 

The Lollard complaints attributed to the temporal Church aims obtained by the 

wielding of a temporal sword. As early as the middle of the 13th century
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the temporal interests of the Church haa brought it less respect. For 

the most pnrt the state acknowledged Church supremacy in spiritual 

matters, but more and more limited Church jurisdiction. The important 

point of contention was the papal taxation of English clerics. After 

the outbreak of the hundred Years*  ar the English felt that such taxes 

went to the support of a French pope and attempts ver«i made to restrict 

those taxes. Consider the animosity shown in this poem of Laurence Minot 

"On the Siege of Calais" (585)^!

The France men er fers and fell, 
And mase grete dray when that er (light;

Of than men herd alike tales tell, 
With 2dw rd think trial for to fight, 
Him for to hald out of his right, 

And do him treson with thaire tales. 
That was thaire purpoR, day ana night, 

Bi counsail of the cardinales.

Cardinales, with hattes redo, .
War from Calays wele thre myle;

Thai take thaire counsail in th? t stede 
How that might sir Edward bigile. 
Thai leaded thare hot litill while. 

Till Franche men to grants thaire grace. 
Sir Philip was funden a file. 

He fled, and faght noght in th .', place.

Much the a «une attitude is found in Froissart's account of the papal 

legates who appe-rea mysteriously before every major battle to try to 

negotiate a peace. They had very little effect.

The lollards, however, felt the power of the Church, quite keenly, 

and they made the opposite complaint, that the Church had too much power 

in England. The Plowmans Tale (J448) says:

These han more might in England here 
Than hath the king and all his laws. 
They han purchased hem such powers 
To taken hem whom they list nat knawe; 
And say, that heresy is hir saws. 
And so to prison well hem send; (b)?_42)

^Wright, Pol. Ppems, I, 80-3.
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Th« Church taxes without the consent of the commons, as the king does 

not, and the collectors are corrupt; Church courts are harsher and one 

cannot defend oneself there; the Church takes a large fee out of pre­

paring and executing wills. Tia loll iris implored the king and the lords 

to put the Church in its proper place. John of Gaunt tried to do so, and 

Wyclif was his unwitting iupe, but only to get the wealth of the Church. 

The lollards,naturally enough, hysterically attacked the disciplinary 

power of the Church, for they were carefully searched out. haled to 

prison, held for a time, warned, and usually released upon recanting. 

It was not until after 1400 that the Lollards were more severely 

punished.*  The main problems of Church and state do not appear in the 

verse of complaint. The decline of the power of the Church in temporal 

matters seems to be a fact. The decline of respect for the Church is 

due in part to the papal schism.

The Papal Schism. In 1376 the papacy was re-established at 

Rome, and in 1378 an Italian pope was elected. The French cardinals 

elected a French pope, who established his see at Avignon. W. Lunt 

remarks:

For many years thereafter the world was treated to the 
extraordinary spectacle of two rivals, each claiming to 
be the vicar of Christ on earth and the supreme head of 
the church.2

The temporal advantages sought by the two popes clearly earned a due 

contempt, but for some reason difficult to discover few complaints 

survive. The Plowmans Tale (3448) has only this to say!

Betwene hem now they is gret etryf. 
Many a man is killed with knyf, 
To veto which of hem have lordship shall; 
For such, Christ suffred woundee fyve; 
For all such falshed will foul fall. (24Q-44)

1Lunt, History. p. 255. 2Ibid.. p. 254.
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In PIti Plowman (1^59) nn ignorant vlcnr complains of the cardinale 

that troop through the countryside. The commons hate them for their 

luxury and lechery. They should stay at Avignon "amonge £e luwes . 

cum saneto sanctum eris, Ac.,/ Or in Rome, as here rule wole . £e 

reliques to kepe" (XIX, 4?0—21); but this is the only reference to the 

schism, lower touches on the schism in the Confessio Aman tin (2b62): 

"Betven tuo Stoles lyth the fal" (336); the fire of Snvy and the love 

of disputation has led to disbelief; he urges that the Church stand 

upon the right faith and do its duty. He attributes the schism to 

national rivalries, and as a consequence the flock is harmed in the 

absence of the guide. Sower's poem "In Praise of Peace" (2567) contains 

the idea that the schism is responsible for war:

Upon three poynts stant Cristes pees oppressed; 
First, holy chirche is in her-self devyded; 
Which oughts, of re so un, first to be redressed; 
But yet so high a cause is nat decyded. 
And thus, whan humble pacience Is pryded. 
The remenaunt, which that they shulde reule. 
No wonder is, though it stands out of reule. (253-59)

Sxcept for these brief mentions the schism does not appear among the 

complaints. The tentative conclusion is that people simply were not 

very interested, or, since national interests were involved, not dis­

posed to complain very loudly.

Pride and Worldliness

A more general complaint-than those about papal politics or the 

schism are the attacks on the higher Church administration for pride and 

worldliness. The charge of covetousness is connected with this complaint 

in an obvious way, each implying the other, in "Hwon holy chireche is 

vnder uote*  (4n85), wherein the repetition of "silver and gold," and 

"marks and pounds" indicates papal preoccupation with the temporal



-146

authority to the neglect of spiritual authority.

The Church is among Wynnere’s ranks (3137) and must receive the 

criticisms attributed to the latter. Jack Trueman's epistle on the 

abuses of the age (1655), a General Complaint, gives a particular in­

sight into the vice of bribery:

No man may come truth to. 
But he sing, si dedero; 
Speaks, spend and speed, quoth John of Bathon, and therefore 
Sinne fareth es wilde flood.

The amusing and yet contemptuous phrase, implying that the preamble to 

the bribe has become part of the liturgy, is amplified by the formula 

for success enunciated by Bishop John of Hathon. It is clearly implied 

that the bishop is cynical, an important charge. The Plowmans Tale (3448) 

attacks the worldliness of the clergy, putting them in the ranks of the 

"riders" "In glitterande guide of grete aray,/ I-paynted and portrei 

all in pryde/ . . .With golden girdles grete ind small." (133-35) 

They make the Church a whore, selling her services, filling her with 

wine and ale, stuffing her treasure bare by bargaining for benefices. 

Their miters have more pearls on them than the queen's headdresses; 

the golden staff and cloth of gold robes are paid for by the tithes of 

the poor. Here is a typical stanza of frenzied denunciation:

They ben as proude as Lucifer, 
As angry, and as envious;
From good fayth they ben full for, 
In covetyse they ben curious; 
To catche catell ne covytous 
As hound, that for hunger woll y all; 
Ungoodly, and ungracious;
And nedely, such falshed shal foul fall! (381-88)

The contrast with Christ's teachings is usually like this: 

They ben so roted In richesse. 
That Christes povert is foryete, (781-2)

The Lollard complaints differ in intensity from other writers' criticisms.
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There is more. The main charge • worldiness nd rovetousnesm,

all of which mean that the prolate does net do lie spiritual duty:

Put how shuld a surgenn seme vel ) 1r hyre
That cometh not in seuene yere to ee $>e sore oonet, (13"2-3)

The criticism is widespread in complaints about the Church that the 

shepherd does not minister to the flock, has indeed become befoulled 

with the same sins against which she breaches. The description is a 

bleak one, but it is so extensive that one is convinced of its basic 

truth. The degree of corruption is a problem not to be solved by 

analysis of the literature. The historical belief is that the Church was 

corrupt, but not so corrupt as the mass of verse suggests.

Covetousness

The misuse of money includes the charge of worldiness, simony, 

bribery, absenteeism, and, generally speaking, the complaint that the 

Church is not fulfilling its spiritual duty. Man can use money for good 

or for ill, and the literature of complaint time and again comes to the 

subject, as must any study of the literature, with a compulsiveness and 

vigor almost too great to bear. "Hwon holy chireche is vnder vote" (4065) 

ascribes the fall of the Church to money, marks and pounds, silver and 

gold. "The Simonie" (416$) recounts that the parson hides his peccadilloes 

but if discovered he can stop the bishop's mouth with silver. Money 

illuminates a man's true character; if a poor man comes to a friar to 

ask shrift, and a rich man cones too, the poor man stands outside in 

sorrow and peril (169). To "Sir Pony" (1480) is attributed pride and 

"maletry," the power and authority of a lord. The decoration of a 

church, the rich clothing of prelates, and the dignity and hauteur and 

air of authority produced many complaints. These are ultimately democratic
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The neglect of pariah duties is described in the Prologue to Piers 

Plowman (14$9); among the crowd of people are:

Bi echopee and bachelors . both maistres and doctours, 
fr.t han cure vnder criste . and crounyng in tokne 
And signe frat fret sholden . shryuen here paroschlenes, 
Prechen and prey for hem . and fre pore fede, 
Liggen in London . in lenten, an elles. (87-91)

Some of these sin by commission as well as omission; they serve the 

king, or are stewards to great lords, and say their hours badly. 

Another criticism of pluralism is that religious men become rich and 

liable to the evils of riches. The Plowmans Tale (W*8)  makes this 

complaint a number of times and connects it with the neglect of the 

cleric's spiritual duties. They are cattle-catchers anà little more. 

Mum and the Sothsegger (*6)  contains a reference to pluralism. The 

poet has been seeking the answer to his question: who is right. Mum 

or the Sothsegger.

Thenne raughte I fro religion, redelees of wittes, 
And caried to closes and cathedralie churches 
There frat pluralité was prisely y-stablid. (553-5)

The priests there are all gluttons. Ln ter in the poem, the s^etKar 

dips into his bag of complaints and brings out the old criticism of the 

"riders":

Tit ls frere a paire of pamphiletts of prelate of fre royaulme 
Tn fre bottume of fre bagge, how boldely fray ride.Thees personas and frees prebendiers pluralité frat hauen, (1370-72) 

These are the few complaints about pluralism: the vicar will be hired 

at as cheap a rate as possible, and the larger part of the income will 

be diverted from its proper use to the priest's luxury and sloth. The 

absentee cleric shares with the rich the attacks by the poor, like com­

plaints will be discussed in greater detail in the last section of this 

chapter.
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Simony. Robert of Brunne (778) places simony in its traditional 

category of sin and defines it :

To coueytyse longe)» symonye, ,
ÿe whych haunte)» almost al clergye. 
Symonye ye, as men telle 
when 3yftye of holy cherche men selle. (5509-12)

To gain advancement without merit a cleric will give money for a bene­

fice or other office, or if such an office is given for money, then

art a wulfe of Goddys folde." (5520) Robert counsels lords to give 

the best man the bishopric and not to take bribes from an inferior 

cleric. "The Simonie" (^165) has been referred to many times in the 

course of this analysis, but it most properly belongs here. The poem 

explores the progress of Simony through society, beginning at the court 

of Rome where Simony attacks Truth. Silver flows to the bishop, arch­

bishop, and cardinals as water to the sea. The poem creates the aura 

of malevolent corruption; notice the skillful use of personification in 

this quotation:

for sone so a parseun is ded and in eorthe i-don. 
Thanne shal the patroun have 3iftes anon;
The clerkes of the cuntre wolen hlm faste wowe, 
And senden hlm faire 3iftes and presentee i-nowe, 

and the bishop; 
And there shal Symonye ben taken bi the cop.

Coveytise upon his hors he wole be sone there 
And brings the bishop silver, and rounen in his ere, . . .(55-^2) 

The terms "simony" and "coueitise" are sounded throughout the poem with 

the inevitability and mournfullness of a tolling bell. The result of the 

bribery is that the office is badly performed. A cheap vicar is hired, 

and the income is squandered on luxuries. The evil parson is able to 

bribe the bishop to close his eyes to the parson's sins. The particulars 

of Simony's corruption are discussed in other sections of this chapter 

and need not be repeated here.
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PiTB Plowman (IU59) mentions simony in the Prologue :
Persones and parisch prestes . pleyned hem to ÿe bischop.

}>at here parisshes were pore . sith ÿe pestilence tyme. 
To haue a lycence and a loue . at London to dwelle.And syngen frere for symonye . for silver is awete. (83-80)

And at "ode's wedding Simon) is one of those who read out the marriage 
contract. When Theology objects to the contract, he curses Simony for 
shaming Holy Church. At the very end of the poem another criticism is 
made. Simony has not only become the purpose of the Church but it pre­
vents the Church from being effective:

Symonye hy^ [CoueitysS sente . to assaille conscience. 
And preched to fre peple . and prelates fret hem maden, _To holden with antecryste . her temporaltes to saue; (XX.lLf-27)

The poet is undermining the position of the Church on temporal power and 
bringing up the old controversy of the foul vessel and the pure sacrament. 
The last point is included in Lollard doctrine.

The Plowmans Tale (3W8) is violent in its denunciation of simony.
Here is an example of heavy-handed irony:

They usen never no symonye, Put sellen churches and prioryes (261-2)
Simony is charged a^in and again:

They maken parsons for the penny 
And canons of hir cardinals;
Unnethes amongest hem all any 
That he ne hath gleeed the gospell fais!

* For Christ made never no cathedrals. 
He With him was no cardinall Wyth a reed hatto as usen eynetrals; (509-15)

The Lollards held quite heinous the use by the Church of the power of 
penance to obtain money, and compared the Church to Judas: "So wolde 
these trayon him for money" (623). The following stanza is effective
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becauee of its last line:
Shryft-silver such*  wollen asks le 
And woll men crop*  to the crouehe; 
None of the eacramente, eave aekee. 
Without*  mode ehall no man touche. 
On hir bishop their warant vouche. 
That is laws of the decre;
With made and money thus they mouche. And thie, they eayn, is charité! (941.48)

Thio position le eoeentlal to Lollard doctrine: If the prient le sinful, 
then the sacrament is invalid, and men are cheated both of their money 
and their spiritual necessities. The attack on the clergy receives a 
strong impetus from this argument.

In Mum and the Sothsegger (*6)  the poet gives his advice on how 
to treat the friars when they beg: give them what they ask on condition 
that they *.  . .proche fre peuple fre peril of synne,(474)/ How symonie 
shendith al hooly churche,/ And not forbore bisshop ne baron frat lyreth." 
evidently the bishop looked ill on those who preached about simony.

Simony is a large and general term that includes many kinds of 
evils, but it connotes a vicious worldliness. The most important acts 
in man's life, to the devout, are the sacraments, and other religious 
acts, including penance and absolution. When these are sold or cynically 
administered, then fear seises the religious man and he cries out against 
those who do so and against those who permit it to be done. The fear is 
illustrated in the frightening description of conspiracy and collusion 
between bishop and priest, archbishop and cardinal, cardinal and pope In 
such pomp as "The Simonie" (416g) and T^a Plaw—^s Tale (3448). Bren 
the personification of Sir Simony retains some of this fearfulness, spectre 
like and cruel. The categories immediately following explore other aspects 
of simony, pardons and bribery.

Pardons. Th sell the remission of sins, to prey upon men's hope
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for salvation and dr*dof  Hell for covetous motives was horrible. When 
the Church permitted and abetted this practice, her spiritual influence 
over men was lessened. The complaints do not attack the sale of In­
dulgences and dispensations, probably because they did not come to the 
notice of the mass of men. These formed a thriving business in the 
Church: one suspects that the Church gave some of her decrees only 
because she could sell dispensations for their disobedience.

"Sir Pony" (l^Bo) may buy both heaven and hell. In "The 
Simonie" (4165) a rich man goes to a friar to be shriven and brings him 
a gift. The Lollard attack on the friars in Pierce the Pl oilman's Credo 
(66)) is that they sell their religious services and buy dispensations 
from their Regula; the ploughman says:

And Austynes rewle - bel reknob but a fable. But purchaseb hem pryuylege - of popes at Rome. (4ob-7)
The friars have the privileges of hearing confessions and attending 
burials, but these are the most lucrative activities. The Austin friar 
accuses the Dominican of a practice similar to selling pardons:

He holdeb his ordynaunce - wip horee and boues. 
And purchaseb hem pryuiloges - wip penyes so rounds;
It is a pur pardoners craft - proue and assayed 12*5-7)  

A Minorite friar alleges that the Carmelites "precheb elle of pardon - 
to plesen the puple." The trap is baited with honey.

The seventh pa sus of Piers Plowman (1459) discusses pardons 
from a different point of view. It is one of the better passages in 
the poem and deserves summary. At the end of passus VI there is a 
prophecy of famine. Truth tells Piers to till the earth before the 
famine comes and purchases a permanent pardon "a pega & a culpa" 
for Piers ami his heirs and all those who help him labor. Then occurs 
a disquisition on tMse who will receive pardon; just kings and hni^ts.
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blshops who observe the cowraandmente, merchants who do good works, and 
those who help the poor. The poet inveighs against lawyers and beggars 
who feign infirmities, but those who are maimed and meek have their 
purgatory on earth. Then there is a sudden change:

"Pieros," quod a prest fro . "fri pardoun most I rede. For I wil construe echo clause . and kenne it fre on engliche."
And pleres at his preyere . fre pardoun vnfoldeth. 

And I bihynde hem bothe . bihelde al fro bulle. 
Al in two Lynes it lay . and noujt a leaf more. 
And was writen rl]t frus . in witnesso of treutho: 

It qui b«na oaerunt, ibunt In vitam eternam: 
Qui vero mala, in ifmem sternum.

"Peter!" quod fre prest fro . "I can no pardoun fynde. 
But 'dowel, and haue wel . and god shal haue fri sowle. 
And do yuol, and haue yuel . hope fro*  non other But after fri ded-day . fre deuel shal haue fri sowle!** (HI, 1Ob-115)

Piers then is angry and vows not to work any more but to do penance and 
say prayers only. Because Piers refers to the Bible, the priest taunts 
him. art they quarrel. The poet awakens and muses upon his dream:

And how fro prest preued . no pardoun to dowel, 
And domed frat dowel . indulgences passed. 
Biennalee and triennales . and bisschopes lettres. 
And how dowel at fre day of dome . is dignelich vnderfongen. And passeth al fro pardoun . of seynt petres cherche. (VII, 16^172)

The musings include an apology in advance, which indicates the care with 
which the poet guards himself:

low hath fre pope powers . pardoun to graunte fre peple 
With-outen eny penaunce . to passen in-to heuene;
And so l loue lolly . (lordes forbode sills!) 
frat pardoun and penauncs . and preyeres don eaue 
Soules frat haue synned . seuene sithas dedly. 
Ac to trust to frise triennales . trewly me frinketh. Is nou^t so syker for fre souls . certis, as is dowel. (VII, 173-180)

The warning to the rich which follows need net be repeated here. The 
poet envisions the Last Judgment and says that a "poke ful of pardoun" 
or letters, or Indulgences are not any good unless "dowel" has helped.
The point of the pas sus is the undermining of the prestige of pardons by



-156-

the argument of 11 good, works." 8b matter how carefully the argument le 
put, the effect of it Ie powerful, for it cute through the basis of the 
authority of the Church. One can infer from this daring that the sale 
of pardons had done irreparable damage to the authority of the Holy See.

The Plowmans Tale (3*48)  iterates the complaint I “To put to 
pennyes in hir purse (16?)/ They well sell both heven and hell.*  The 
people are harmed when the prelates sell their seals to pardoners. The 
consistory court is charged with bringing false accusations in order to 
get the fines and money payments for penances. The most traditional com­
plaint is this one:

A simple fornicacloun, 
Twenty shillings he shall pay; 
And then have an absolueloun. And al the ye re usen it forth he may ! (669-672) 

Sin does not seem evil, only expensive. It seems likely that men became 
inured to the practice of selling and buying pardons and cynical about 
the power of the Church to loose and bind.

Bribery. The popular image of the aspiring priest is that he 
must bribe to gain advancement. "The Simonie" (U165) contains an apt 
stanza:

Vols of clerk is sielde i-herd at the court of Home; 
He were he nevere swich a clerk, silverles if he come, 
Thouh he were the wiseste that evere was i-born. 
But if he swete ar he go,, al hie weye ls lorn l-souht.
Or he shal singe si dedero. or al geineth him noht. 

The phrase "si dedero" hae been referred to before,1 and it seems a 
phrase which quickly became synonymous with bribery. The other function 
of bribery was to silence the disciplining tongue of one's clerical

l%n Jack Trewman's Ipietle (1655).
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superior:
And thiee ereedeknee that ben eet to visite holl churche, 
Iverlch fondeth hu he may shrewedellcheet worche;
He vole take mode of that on and that other.
And late the parsoun have a vyf, and the prest another, 

at wills;
Coveytise shal stoppen here month, and waken hem al stille. (49-54) 

The bishop can also be bribed, and so can the dean who should chastise 
the people.

The treatment of bribery in Piers Plowman (1459), particularly 
the vision of Lady Mede, is dramatic in nature; the personifications 
move and act as their characters require in a crowded pageant, lady 
Mede lB ^l^ rly the most important of these personifications: she is 
richly dressed, even wears a crown, and is treated with considerable 
respect by her adherents. Indeed, her evil is manifested by the worship 
which evil men give her, and her power is shown by the strength necessary 
to defeat her. Bven the king is not able to withstand her until Reason 
is called; Conscience attacks her, but Wit and Wisdom are at first won 
to her defense. The struggle between good and evil is almost even. 
Lady Mede, of course, presents herself as "Reward" and not "Bribe*  in 
the homage that vice renders to virtue, yet in her defense the words she 
speaks only reflect upon her own evil:

Bmperouree and Brlis . and al manere lordes 
For 31ftes han 3onge men . to renne and to ride. 
The pope and aile prélatin . presents vnderfongen. And medeth men hem-selusn . to meyntene here levee. (Ill, 212-15) 

Conscience distinguishes between the two kinds of "mode"; the evil form
is described thus:

There is an-other Mede mesurelees . }at maistres desireth: 
Znd"Sere2f Sîth*J!  sauter î*in* felines ends.

In quorum manihus ininuitates sunt. AeyfflB 
sornrn r,nleta est vuneribus:

SaWflCr 5% wS M (m.
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tfhat follows concerning Lady Mode is not directed against the Church as 
a whole, but against parsons and priests, who will be discussed later. 
The first part of the poem is about money,both its use and its misuse; 
its misuse is responsible for many evils.

Simony is, of course, connected with bribery. Another term which 
means bribery is "spicerle" and it occurs in Hei and the Sothsegger (*4).  
The term usually refers to small bribes given to the lower orders of the 
clergy in the form of spices, which were expensive, difficult to obtain, 
and highly regarded in cooking and eating. The poet urges men to give 
alms to friars on condition:

That ÿay teche treuly he texte as hit standeth.
And abide hereby with a holds herte,
And spare for no spicerle ne no speche elles.But telle oute h*  trouthe and tourne not a-side. . .(477^*80)  

Later, Mum gives a good description of his own activities, how he sits 
silently at great men's feasts, putting on wise looks and waiting for 
the matter discussed to come to a climax:

He spendith no speche but spices hit make, 
Til he wite whitherward ÿat wil doo drawe. 
But jienne he knittith a knotto and cometh al at ones 
And get1th hym a greet h^oke to go among h® bests. (091-4) 

Most of the complaints about bribery are concerned with the lesser clergy; 
the term "simony" seems to include bribery when it is charged against 
the great.

The criticisms discussed so far indirectly attack the higher 
administrative levels of the Church and bring indirect discredit upon 
the pope. Hitler ecclesiastics do not receive much criticism; cardinals 
are spoken of disrespectfully in "The Simonie" (4165), Piers Plowman 
(1459), and The Plowmans Tale (3448), but they are guilty because they are 
responsible for allowing or even causing simony and worldliness in the 
Church. Piers Plowman (1459) contains a curious discussion of cardinals
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by a "lowed vycory" in passus XIX: cardinals know nothing of the cardinal 
virtues, he says. and while every cardinal claims to be from the pope, 
we clerks must pay for their furs, food, and retinue.

■jie comme clamat cotidle . echo a man to other, 
•j>e contre la fre curseder . frat cardynales come Inne; 
And frere they ligge and lenge moete . lecherye.frere regneth: — 
For-fri," quod frie vlcorl . "be verrey god, I woide 
That no cardynal come . amonge fre comme peple. 
But in her holynesee . holden hem etille At Auynoun. amonge fre luwes . cum saneto sanctum erie. &c«. 
Or In Rome, as here rule wold . fre reliques to kepe;. . " (XXX, 414-21)

This attitude toward the cardinals is already familiar; the papal schism 
increased the contempt for cardinals because it was through their Instru­
mentality that the schism was produced by France. The vicar implies 
that cardinals exert an evil Influence in the king’s court. "And cryet 
of his curteisye . fre cardinales eaue,/ And tourne her witte to wisdoms . * 
to wele of moule’" (XIX, 446-7). The papal court as such is not much 
criticised.

If there was corruption on the lower levels of the Church, it 
can he assumed that the same existed among the cardinals, and that in­
fluence and other pressures were exerted in providing benefices , dis­
pensations, and other matters in the control of the great prelates.

Doctrine and Dogpa

Nor were the doctrine and dogma of the Church often criticised, 
and the complainte may be treated in a summary fashion. The Lollard 
poena contain a number of criticisme, some of which were peculiar to the 
Lollards, while othere were widespread and popular. The doctrine of 
temporal authority—that the Church stood superior to kings and emperors— 
was more firmly enunciated by the Church as her powere declined throughout 
the 14th century. The fact was plain to everyone: temporal power was
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used for the worldly interests of the Church instead of increasing her 
spiritual aid. The Lollards attacked the temporal authority of the Church 
because they feared it, although they were not heavily persecuted until 
after 1400 when the Church was able to obtain cooperation with the state 
to try and to execute heretics.1 The criticisms of extravagence and 
covetousness, and the resentment shown in Piers Plowman (1459) against 
the cardinals who interfered with matters of the state, are probably 
also popular attacks on the temporal power of the Church.

The spiritual authority of the Church is questioned on such 
matters as transubstantiation. The k)Herds inclined toward a more 
mystical understanding of th't doctrine and to discard the scholastic 
complexities authorized by the Church. Indeed, the scholastic argu­
mentation was in some cases replaced b; an epistemological doubt that 
man could penetrate God's mysteries by reason. One poem (1402), probably 
not a Lollard one, remarks:

£e more we trace Jie Trinité, 
pe more we falls in fantasye 

But leue we vre disputisoun, And leeue on him }>at al hah wrou^t; (95-8)
A more mystical interpretation of the rites of the church is revealed 
in the Lollard reliance upon the authority of the Bible and Christ's 
teachings in their complaints. The poems challenge the efficacy of 
pardons and the validity of the sacraments when they are administered 
by impure hands. The Church always maintained that the sacrament is 
pure regardless of the vessel, but the Lollards placed more and more 
reliance upon "good works" and an upright life, as has been seen in 
Piers Plowman, where the issue is carefully discussed.

There is considerable dispute whether or not the Lollard move-

^Lunt, History. p. 255»
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®nd popular criticion of the Church shook her spiritual authority.
*ho maintain that the Reformation of the 16th century had its roots 

in the lb th urge that Lollardy was never completely crushed. Even if 
this be true (and there are no facte to support it), the opposing argument 
seems strong, namely thf.t Lollardy was crushed and that the spiritual 
authority of the Church was not further diminished nor her doctrines and 
dogma discarded. The temporal authority of the Church was on the decline: 
the conflict between Henry VIII and the pope was not concerned only with 
spiritual authority, but with her temporal authority as well. The lb th 
century, however, was probably more conservative than a discussion of 
complaints can suggest which, after all, shows only one side of the 
problem. While parliament hesitated for twenty years to give the coopéra^ 
tion the Church wanted to deal with heretics, it did so, and most likely 
because the spiritual authority of the Church and her jurisdiction over 
heresy could not be disputed.

The discussion in this chapter hitherto describes the complaints 
about the universal aspect of the Church found in English literature, her 
administrative and policy-making functions. On the whole, popular com­
plaining was concerned more with the temporal evils of the Church, with 
her officials and not her laws, with the exercise of her authority rather 
than questioning that authority itself. The resemblance to criticisms 
of the government of the state is clear and interesting. The main charge 
against the government is covetousness, against the Church, simony, its 
ecclesiastic equivalent. Another topic will now be considered, the means 
of the Church for maintaining discipline both upon the laity and the 
lower orders of clergy, and the complaints about the laxity of those 
disciplinary and supervisory functions.
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Church Discipline

The maintenance of proper discipline in the Church was the 
responsibility of bishops and archbishops who visited the parishes, 
monasteries, and nunneries in their jurisdiction, took complaints from 
the members of the institutions, and acted on them, correcting, admonishing 
and punishing as they saw fit. It was a heavy responsibility and dif­
ficult to execute. Gossip and backbiting seems to have been favorite 
occupations in towns, monasteries and nunneries, and many of the charges 
with which the bishop had to deal were probably hearsay. Some of the 
complaints were undoubtedly true, judging from the sheer amount of 
criticism contained in the visitation registers. When the bishop did 
not correct an alleged offender, he became subject to like abuse. In 
one of the first poems discussed in this thesis (^051), the evil of 
the priest is connected with the sloth of the bishop: 

Freest }>at is wilde. 
^lecop slou.

It cannot, however, be argued away that the discipline was not always 
maintained. All too often the bishop was a busy man with many duties, 
and some duties were perforce neglected. One stansa from "The Simonis" 
(4165) has already been quoted to show the kind of complaint that was 
made (48 ff.). Besides the archdeacons, the bishop and archbishop 
receive blame:

And srehsbishop and bishop, that ouhts for to enquers 
Of alle men of holi churche of what life thelh were, 
Summe both foies hemself, and laden a sory life. 
Therefore doren hil no ht spoke for rising of strif 

thurw clarkes, 
And that everich blwrled other of here vrecchads werkes. 
But cartas holi churche is muchsi i-brouht ther do une. Siththen Saint Thomas was slain and saltan of his croune. 
He was a pilar ariht to hoIdan up holi churche, 
Thlse othere ben to elouwe, and felntellche kunnen worche, i-wis:Therefore in holi churche hit fareth the more amis. (31-42)
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Being slothful le not so sinful as taking bribes, as do the archdeacons, 

but the bishop’s sale of benefices is worst. To compound the felony the 

bishop will overlook the sins of the new priest: "But unthank have the 

bishop that lat hit so go." (90) Who will keep the priests moral and 

hold the monks and friars to their RegulaT The abbots and priors 

"contrefeten knihtes" (122) and such men will never hold fast to their 

vows. Such is tie bitter complaint about the ability of the Church to 

keep itself in order. The wlsle point of Piercethe Ploughman's Credo (663) 

is the friars' flagrant disregard for the purpose of tielr orders and 

their simplest religious dut>; if this is so, then there cannot have 

been much discipline. The Plowmans Tele (?4d8) follows the same pattern. 

The whole Church is sick with the disease of covetousness and no man 

stands upright. Cannot it then be inferred that the disciplinary agencies 

of the Church are corruptT

Except for these specific references, there are no direct state­

ments about visitation and inoulsition. In Vum and the Sothsegger (*t)  

occur these lines reflecting on the delinquency of Visitors:

There is a volume of visitacion of viftone loves 
Ho*  personas and prostis been y-passid ouer 
Thorough fauour of fangyng ana no faute amendid, 
And pieyen lllle for lalle with many levde kitte. (13^3-5^) 

The main criticism is of absenteeism, but the lessor criticism of the 

visitor is implied whenever the sins of the subordinates are not rebuked.

What has been said about the discipline within the Church also 

seems to apply to the discipline the Church exerts upon the laity. The 

priest with his confessional and the laying of penance. the friar with 

hla absolution, the consistory court with its heavier powers, the par­

doner with his bull——all these seem to be for sale.
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ConBiatory Courts

"uch can be learned atout the consistory courts from a peculiar 

poem which Wright titles "A Satyre on the Consistory Courts" (2287)^ 

The first-person speaker recounts K»w he 11 hj’xnued by the officers of 

the court, brought before it. and punished. It criticizes the court at 

the same time admitting tne justice of its decision. The atmosphere of 

the court and the aspect of merciless justice, void of human sympathy, 

make the noom effective, especially when joined with the despair of the 

speaker. Nevertheless, the reader is meant to laugh at the nnrrntor 

who speaks his mind in a naive way, acknowledging his guilt. The poem 

is quoted in full:

Ne mai no lowed llhben in lon.ie. 
Be he never in hyrt so haver of onde. 

So lerede us bl-ledes;
ief ich on me ide mote with a mai, 
T shal falls hem byfore ant lumen hue re lay, 

Ant rewen alls huere redes.
Ah bote y be the fume day on folds hem by-fore. 
Ns shal y nout so sksre senpen of huero score;

So grimly he in me gredes. 
That y ne mot lede ther with ri laws. 
On alls maner othes that heo me wulleth awe, 

Heore hoc ase un-bredes.
Heo wendsth bokes un-brnd, 
Ant rake th men a monoth a-mad; 

Of scathe y wole me skere, 
Ant fleo from my fere; 
Ne rohte he whet it ware, 

Boten heo hit had.

Furst ther sit an old cherl in a blake hure, 
Of all that ther sitteth someth best eyre, 

Ant leyth ye leg o lonke.
An heme in an herygoud with honginde eleven. 
And mo then fourti him by-fore my bales to breven. 

In sunnss )ef y songe;
Heo pynkes with heore penne on heore parchemyn, 
Ant eayen y am breved ant y-broht yn 

Of al my wools wlonko.

bright, Pol. Sonne, pp. 155-59.
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Al le heo bueth redy myn routhee to rede, 
Ther y mot for meneke munte eum mode, 

Ant thonirfulllche hem thonke.
Shnl y thonke hem ther er y eoî 
ge, the meliter ant ye men bo. 

3ef y am wreint in heore write, 
Thenne am y bac-bite, 
For moni mon heo maketh wyte

Of wymnene wo.

^et ther eitteth somenoure eyexe other sevene, 
Mye motinde men allé by here evene, 

Ant recheth forth heore roller
Hyrd-w»n hem hatleth, ant uch mo nee i^ne, 
For everurh a oaroeehe heo polketh in pyne, 

Ant claetreth with heore colie.
Nou wol uch fol clerc that is fayly, 
Vende to the byeehop ant bu^e briyly; 

Nye no wyt in is nolle.
Come to countene court couren in a cope, 
Ant euggen he hath privilégié proud of the pope 

Swart ant al to-ewolle.
Aren heo to-ewolle for swore?
ye, the hatred of helle beo heore! 

For ther heo beodeth a boke, 
To wugge aee y folht toke;
Heo ehulen in helle on an hoke

Hongs therefore.

Ther etont up a 300lumon, ys^aeth with a 3erde, 
Ant hat out an heh that al the hyrt herds, 

Ant cleoneth I'agge ant Malle;
Ant heo cometh by-modered aee a mor-hen,
Ant ecrynketh for ehome, ant ehometh for men, 

Un-comely under calle.
Heo llginneth to ehryke, nnt ecremeth anon, 
Ant ealth, "by my gabbing ne ehal hit so gon, 

Ant that beo on ou aile;
That thou ehalt me wedde «mt welde to wyf." 
Ah me were leva re with l».we leone my lyf, 

Then eo to fote hem falle.
Shal y to bote falls for ml fo?
3e monie by-ewyketh heo ewo. 

Of thrallee y am ther thrat, 
That eitteth ewart ant for-swat, 
Ther y mot hente me en hat, 

Sr Ich horn go.

Such chaffers y chepe at the chapitre,
That maketh moni thryve-mon un-thenfol to be. 

With thonkee ful thunne*
Ant eeththe y go coure at constory, 
Ant falls to fote uch a fayly, 

Heore is this worldss wynns, 
Ssththsn y plaide at bisahopes plea.
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Ahl ne were leva re be eonken y the eee, 
In eor withouten synne.

At chlrche ant thourh cheping ase dogge y am drive, 
That ne were levere of lyre then so for to lyve. 

To care of al my kynne.
Atte conetorle heo kenneth us cars, a 
Ant whissheth us evele ant worse to fare; 

A promet proud ase a po, 
Seththe weddeth us bo, 
Wyde heo worcheth us wo, 

For wymmene ware. •

The poet describes a crowded, buey scene, ne viewed by an harassed, con­

fused culprit with whom we sympathise and at whom we laugh. But we do 

not laugh at the criticism of the learned men whose books seem like so 

many weapons to the ignorant herdsman. The disinterested, uninterested 

judge in his black gown and the busy clerks scratching away at the 

parchments are grimly portrayed. The clerks have a sharp eye out for the 

bribe, according to the narrator, and they *,ad  better be thanked, for his 

name is in their writ. The summoners with their lists, hated by herdsmen, 

claiming the .rlvileges granted by the pope, are cursed by the defendant. 

Then the accusation by the shamed "aggy, and our poor hero sees his 

judgment given at the same time as the accusation in the faces of those black- 

gowned men. The humorous cliche of the necessary marriage and the con­

demned bridegroom is worked out fully.

There is in the poem a touch of dismay and fear caused by the 

power and authority of the court operating in dimly understood ways that 

is reminiscent of the despair voiced in "The Song of the Husbandman*  (090). 

The humor is forced in the "Satyre," however, and the poem lacks the con­

sistent emotional tone of the "Song." The court is impersonal; there are 

no religious overtones to the proceedings at all. There are suggestions 

that false informing and false accusations could be made, that bribes 

might be given awl taken, and that punishment is automatic. Of course,
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the speaker is more worried about his punishment, marriage, than about 

his sin. There are some nice dramatic elements in the poem which lift 

it above the mediocre, but the suspicion remains that the primary purpose 

of the poem is male humor.

The criticism of the consistory and of the dean in "The Clmonle" 

(416$) has been mentioned briefly, but it belongs here:

And officials and denes that chapitles sholden holds. 
Theih sholds chastise ths folk, and thelh maken hem bolds, 
"ik n present to the don ther thu t:.enke=t tr dwells. 
And have isvs longs i-nouh to serve the fend of helle 

to queme;
For have he silver, of slnne taketh he nevere 3 e me.

If a man have a wlf, and he ne love hire nnht,
Brings hire to the constorie ther treuthe shoIde be souht, 
And bringge tweye false wid him and himself the thridde. 
And he shal ben to-parted eo faire as he wole bldde 

from his wlf;
He shal ben holpen wel i-nouh to lede a shrewede lyf.

And whan he is thus 1-deled from his rihte spouse. 
He taketh his neiheboures wlf and bringsth hire to his house; 
And whiles he hath eny silver the clerkes to sende. 
He may holds hire at his wills to his lives ends 

wid unsklle;
And but thnt be wel l-loked, curs In here bile. (193-210) 

The poem of complaint often contrasts what should be with what actually 

is. The second stanza indicates that divorce, or annulment, was not as 

rare as one would normally think it would be under the domination of the 

Church. Bribing the consistory appears in Piers Plowman. When Conscience 

(1459) describes Lady ^ede's misdeeds, he lists this one:

To be cursed in consistorie . she counteth noujte a rueshe;
For she copeth £e comlssarie . and coteth his clerkls;
She is asso Hied as sone . as hir-self like th.
And may nel3e do . In a monoth ones. 
As 3owre secret seel . In eyx score dayes. (Ill, 141-5)

Later in the poem. Charity's habits are discussed; he was once, long ago. 

a friar, but now he seldom appears in the consistory:
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In constorie bifor fee comiesarle . he cometh nou]t ful ofte, 
Tor her lave dureth ouer-longe . but if b*i  lacchen syluer;
And matrimoigne for monye . maken & vnmaken• 
And J>at conscience and cryet . hath yknitte faste, 
ÿei vndon It vnvorthily . |» doctours of lave. (XV. 2)4-b)

Divorce, bribery, lack of mercy prevail. The Lollard complaints 

about the consistory are, of course, prejudiced. The drawing-out of the 

trial is criticized in The Vlowmans Tale: a man is charged with a sin, (3448) 
and the clerical officers force him to pay for absolution even though he 

is innocent ; conversely:

Though he be gilty of the dede, 
And that he yet may money pay. 
All the whyle his purse woll blede 
He may use it fro day to day ! 
These bishoppes officers goon full fay, 
And this game they usen over-all;
?he pore to pill is fill hir pray; 09-55)

The Pelican cries that they "derin all without -ercy" (510) and use 
"agaynst pits, punishments" OO. Lines 009-72 suggest the use of 

the power of the Church for extortion, :*ut  it may be used for protection 

as well; the Pelican says that lascivious priests when caught out will 

say they are sorry, but no man is rardy enough to accuse them to the 

consistory. (8??-3U) The main criticisms of the disciplinary agency of 

the Church are that the court is harsh, uses its power for gain and for 

its own protection. The Lollards chrrge that the misuse of the power 

of the court proves that the Church wields a temporal sword as well as 

a spiritual one, and that this is contrary to Christ’s teaching. On 

the whole, the operation of the court, its jurisdiction and practices., 

is shaded with evil. It is difficult to decide whether the court was 
feared or merely regarded with disinterest, -he popular conception of 

it seems to be that it was corrupt.
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Xnaulsitlon into Heresy

The Lollard criticism of the consistory may find its rationale

in the fear of Inquisition into heresy, a fear which led the Lollard poets 

to attack the Church for persecuting them. Into the argument was injected 

the issue of the two swords: the cursing by bell, book, ano. candle was 

not so much feared as the fire and rope. In Pierce the Ploughman's Crede 

(bcj) Wydif is mentioned:

'•fytnesre on Wyrliff . |>at warned hem wip trew^e 
For he in ^oodnesse of gost . graybliche hem w.rned 
To wayuen her wikednerse . and workss of synne.
How sone bin sori men . soweden his seule, 
And ouernl Iclleue him . wi^ heretykes werken! (5^6-32)

One senses an hysterical çitch to the comrlaint indicative of consi-eralle 

fe-r. Pierce rcm^rkn upon another preacher:

Aile )>nt persécution . in pure lilf suffren, 
Y prrie, pnreeyue no" . $>e pur sut of a frere. 
In what mesure of meknes^e . ^ise men deleb, 
Pyhol l open Wat 7mt . hou blrilich J»el purrueden 
Fer he payee hem b*  fobs . and uet. syre, ferpere, 
Hy may no more marrer, hym . but men tellep 
pat he is rn eretike . anti yuele by leuep. 
And prechib it in pulpit . *o  blender, be puple; 
pel wo Ider, rwyrien pat wijt . for is well do :es; (Cjj-tci)

There it a species of irony here; for i in^' v-j.t the friar ought to do 

but does not do, the Lollard is persecuted. The condemnation is stronger 

in The Plowmans Tale (3^^). *he  Church prevents the poor from preaching, 

says the Pelicon, and for "poor" read "Lollard":

All the that han t .e world forsake 
And liven lowly, as god bad, 
In-to bir prison shullen be take 
Petin and bounder, and forth Ind. (557-bO)

There is a reference here to the controversy over apostolic poverty;

the Pelican (and Pierce too) puts on himself the mantle of humility and 

poverty, taking it, as it were, from the friars. The Lollard poet gives
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the Griffin lines which are angry ani vituperative:

So with the tales that thou doest tell 
Thou woldest other people dirtry, 
With your clone, and your heresy, (1143-^)

Thou nb.nlt he brent in balefull fyre; 
And all thy secte I shall ilrtrye. 
Ye sh"! be hanged by the sw;. re ! (123U-L)

Ye ahullen be handed and to-drawe.

Thou «halt be curred with hoke and bell, 
And dissevered from holy ^hurche;
And dene y-dnmpned into boll, (1241-3)

The poet unwittingly mnde a true prophecy. The Pelican answers that he 

does not fear the cursing-, and in the fight between the birds wiich ends 

the Tale, the Pelican wlnr. No otier complaints about t;.o Inquisition 

into heresy have been found.

Penance

One other form of discipline was exerted b; the Cnurch upon both 

lay and religious, the authority to hear confession, to assign penance, 

and to grant absolution. This authority is the basis of the power of the 

Church. The usual chrxge is that the substitution of money payment for 

penance H'rme the "penitent" and ti^ confessor, who is thereby tempted to 

covetousness. The complaints against the friars and the priests for their 

covetousness will be reserved to tr e final section of this chapter, but 

there are a few complaints about penance of a different nature. In "The 

Simonie" (4165) the point is mr.de that because deans can be bribed, the 

people are made bold to sin. The same point is strongly made in a poem 

against the friars (2777)

For had a man slayn al his kynne. Go shryve him at a frere.
And for lease then a pay re of shone He wyl assoil him clone and sone,

lwri#it, Pol, Poems, I, 263-08.

mr.de
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Pieree the Plowüunmn'e Cred» (063) iterates the complaint in many ways; 

all the friars are willing to absolve the wandering poet for pennies. 

Pierce recognizes the seat of authority when he remarks:

Keren her confessiones . clenli destrued, 
Hy schulde nou3t beren hem so bragg . ne belden so heyje, 
e • e e
>® power of *®  aposteHs . ÿei passen in speche, 
For to sell en $>e synnes . for siluer oper mode, (705-12)

The poet gives as his reason for desiring to learn the Creed that his 

priest has threatened him with a - rd penance:

^e promt wil me punyshe . and penaunce enloyne; 
ÿe langue of a Lenten . flesh moot y leue 
After ÿat ïstur ys yeomen . and >at is Lardfare; 
And wedenee-day Iche wyke . wl^-outen flesh-mete. (10-1?)

Tie priest can only gain credit for his motive, but the penance does 

seem hard. Cynicism is the result of money payment for penance. The 

poet of Pup and the So th megger (•$) makes that charge but sees more, and 

farther-reaching, guile in the friars' power of confession:

Thorough crafte of confession to knows men intents,— 
Of lords and ladles that lustes desiren. 
And with &alre wyly wittz wirehen on euer 
And mulden vp fre matlore to make t®y® fatte. 
And gouuernen t® grete and gullen t® poure. (4fcl-5)

On the whole, there are very few complaints about the severity or kind 

of penance, or about any violation of the confessional, and, surprisingly 

enough, the parish priest is not criticized at all. The complaints about 

the discipline of the Church can be summed up in one word: covetousness.

"Quia custodlet custodies!" might be the central question to ask. 

It is easy to overestimate the piety of the people of the 14th century; 

and the parish priest cannot cope with every sin if the sins be many. 

If there are many corrupt priests, then it becomes impossible to correct 

them and attempts at discipline are worse than useless; the bishop or 

archbishop must then enforce those laws which can be practicably enforced.
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The consistory courts undoubtedly abused their duties. The sum­
mo ners probably established a spy system and extorted "protection" money 
just as the t-x collector did. The villagers were probably watched and 
spied upon by men who did not care about penance and absolution but about 
profit. It is quite likely that the absence of many complaints about 
the consistory is due to fear that the poet would be punished.

The Universities and Education

Another main group of complaints is concerned with the universities 
and education, scholasticism, ill-educated prelates, and anti-intellect­
ual ism. This subject is placed in the chapter on the Church because the 
primary function of the universities was to educate men for the Church. 
Many graduates beeme royal officials and rerved the state, but they were 
often paid by income from benefices. They were criticized because they 
were royal officials and could not, therefore, fulfill their more important 
social duty, the cure of souls. Except for this lust criticism and the 
manifestation of anti-intellectualism, these poems represent a point of 
view that cannot be called popular, but they -r*  still important complaints.

The town and gown struggles at Oxford did not stimulate any com­
plaints in verse, except in the Chronicle of Robert of Gloucester (727)A 
Lollard comments on scholastic disputations rev-K I no firsthand knowledge 
of them but only the usual popular contempt for things dimly understood. 
One would expect to find among the students the writers of complaints; 
there are only one or two poems which indicate the weariness of students

1263 a full-fledged battle between the students and the towns­
folk was ended only by the intervention of the king rnd his men, who 
chased the scholars out of the town. They had broken into a bower's shop 
and armed themselves, a nd had picked out the mayor's shop, a wineshop, 
for special consideration because of a dispute about the closing of a 
town gate. (11165-11233)
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over dialectic, and there le n poem on the same subject b) a priest or 

friar. The universities had the function of providing leadership for 

the English church and state, and there do not seem to be complaints 

about the effectiveness of this function. There are complaints about 

the knowledge and education of parsons, priests, » nd vicars—those having 

the cure of souls—but these received their education in a much more 

hit-or-miss fashion than they co to da; ? . probably did not attend the 

universities, or, if so, not for long.

Education is referred to frequently in Piers Plowman (1^59). 

The subject is treated fully in passus X in the examination of Do-Well. 

Personification in a dramatic tableau is used. Wit has a wife named 

Dame Study. She reproves him for casting pearls before swine, namely 

those flatterers and fools who prefer riches to wisdom:

Wisdoms and wltte now . Is nou}t worth a curse, 
But if it be carded with coueytise . as clotheres kemben 

here wolle. (X, 17-6)

Whoever can contrive deceits and conspire wrongs is called to council. 

These men are like jugglers and japers. Those who can preach of noly 

things are despised. The preacher has become a minstrel, opprobrious 

for his ribald stories; Dame Study describes a dinner conversation: 

Ac if &el carpen of cryst . £is clerkle and pls lowed, 
Atle mete in her murthes . whan mynstralles ben Stille, 
^anne telleth feel of %e trinite . a tale other tweyne, 
And bringen forth a balled resoun . and taken Bernard to witnesse. 
And put ten forth a pre sumps loun . to preue j>e so the. (X, 124-8)

This refers to disputations among clerics and unlearned men. Dame Study 

has heard men at the high table "carpen as %ei clarkes were . of cryste 

and of his mixtes," (X, 102) and questioning God's purpose: 

Suche motyues ^ei mo eue . |>ls maistree in her gloria. 
And maken men in mysbileue . Jmt muse moche on her wordee; (X, 113-4) 

Dame Study reproves those who desire to know more than God wills because
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of Intellectual pride:

For alle frat wllneth to wyte . fre weyes of god alrl3ty, 
I woIde his eye were in his ers . and his fynger after, (X, 1^2-3)

Then occurs one of those excursions into Allegory. Ahe poet asks Uame 

Study to help him find Do-Well. She recommends him to Clergy and Scripture, 

who are found down the road of "hennes to suffre-/ Bothe-wel-^-wo* passing 

by Riches and Lechery until the court of *kepe-wel-fri -tonge-/ Fro-lesynges- 

and-1ither-spec he- . and-likerouse-drynkes." Sobriety and Simplicity will 

be met, and then Oler^ to whom Dame Study first gave the Psalter, Wisdom, 

logic, and music. Another reference to abstruse studies is then madet

Ac theologie hath tened me . ten score tymes, 
The more l muse frere-Inne . fre mistier it remet? . 
And fre depper l deuyne . fre darker me it frinket?.; 
It is no science for sothe . forto sotyle Inne; A ful lethy fringe it were . }if frat loue nere. (X, 180-4)

Langland reveals the suspicion and prejudice against occult sciences, 

sorcery and alchemy, and also against astronomy, geometry, and geomancy: 

Dame Study states that she invented those sciences to deceive men.

The poet then hears a long s- rmon by Clergy. At the end of the 

sermon the poet makes a startling reversal, casting confusion on the many 

things said by Dame Study and Clergy which seem valid. The poet holds 

that predestination rules salvation, that learning does not determine 

Grace (he cites that Solomon and Aristotle were damned), that many witty 

and learned men are in hell. The argument is based on this line of 

thought:

Clergye fro of crystes mouth . commended was it litel; 
For he seyde to seynt Peter . and to suche as he loued, 

Dum steteritis ante Heges et presides, Ac: 
frough ge come bifor kynges . and clerkes of fre laws, 
Beth nou3te abasched , for I shal be in 3oure mouthes, 
And ]yue 30W witte at wills . and kunnysge to conclude 
Hem aile frat a^eines 30W . of crystenedome disputes. (X, ^2-8)

The poor ploughman may be saved with one Pater Roster while a wise clerk 



-175-

who knows many books is damned. The theme of intellectual or lie recurs 

often enough to warrant its inclusion in the litemt'ire of complaint : 

it is evidence of anti-intellectual current in popular thought. The 14th 

century is a time of nysticirm, lay find monastic, and perhaps that also 

is an influence, commrising 's it. does a direct way to heavenly knowledge 

and undermining scholastic study, and ultimately even Church doena. The 

poet's rejoinder to Clergy's mormon is directed, at Clergy's a mention of 

the power of salvation. The poet states simply that the. Church d^s not 

control draco, al though he prays that Moly Church prove to Yn •- Noah's 

Ar< in dark times.

Reason s^aks in the fifteenth pas sus of the lust for knowledge, 

how it caused the Fall, and particularly of excessive knowledge: 

For in b*  lykyng lith a pry de , and a ly cames cousit ise, 
A^ein crystes conseille . and allé clerkes techy'ng.

That Is, non plus sapere ouar onortet sapere. 
Freres and fele other male tree . frat to }>e lowed men prechen, 
le moeuen materes lmmeeurables . to tellen of be Trinite. 
t>at ofte tymes }>e lewed peple . of hlr blleue douter*.  (XV, 65-70)

It Is better to teach the Ten Commandments anc tho 3even Sins th/ui to con­

trive complicated doctrine, Sven so, 

Doctoures of decree , and of diuinite "aistree. 
bat shulde tonne and knowe . alkynnes elergye. 
And answore to ar^mentz . and also to a quodllbet, 
(I dar nou]t eeggen it for shame) . if suche weren apposed, 
bel shulde f allien in her philoGofye . and in phlsyk bothe. (XV, 373-7)

An interesting criticism is made about "bise newe clerkes": none of them 

can versify, nor cm read more than Latin or Fng’isb, and barely can write. 

Langland's standards seem high.

The Lollards accused the friars of the sin of intellectual pride, 

as in this passage of the Credo (063) where a Dominican friar, his chaps 

quivering in indignation at the poet-wanderer1e unknowing affront to his 

order, protests that Augustines were not founded first:
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Put, felawe, our found orient . was first of o)iere, 
And. we ban fulllche . wi^-o iten fayntise;
And we ben clerkes y-cnowen . cunnynge in scolo e 
Proued in procession . by processe of lave. (250-3)

The anti-intellectual bias is clear in the following quotation, where it 

is joined with the ch-r^e of intellectual .ride and absenteeism. Pierce 

is sneaking:

And also ÿls myster men . ban may sters icalled, 
bat pe gentill issue . generallyche blamed, 
And {>nt poynt to his apostalls . purly defended. 
But freres hauen for3etten J>is . (and be fend suweb, 
He ]>nt mayetri loueue . Lucifer pe olds), 
Kher Fraunceie or Dominik . o]>er Austen ordeynide 
An;, of bi? do tardes . doctur to worj)e, 
Masters of d^mrinltle . her mate ns to Icuo, 
A-d chereliche as a r; eueteyne . him chambre to holien 
W 1J> chymene '.nd c he pell . and chesen whan ' Im liste, 
And serued ns a souoreine . and as a lorde sitten. 
Swiche n gome Godes wo nies . grysliche glose)»;
Y trowe, le touche^ nou3t Jie text . Vit take): it for a tale. 

God forbad to his folk • and fullyche defended 
bey schulien nou3t stodyen biforn . ne sturen her wittes. 
But sodenile b® same word . with her mow)) sc hews 
pat weren 3euen hem of God . boru3 gost of hlm-selue. 
Now mot a frere studyen . and stunblen in tnles. 
And leusn his matynss . and no mass^ singen.
And loken hem lesynges . bat 1Ikebe b® puple. 
To purchaeen him his pursfull . to paye for be drynke. (574-9^)

The Lollards liked tb.e term "gloss" for its ambiiTiity, "gios:" and "flat­

tering lie." One wonders where the poet of the above passage learned the 

argumentun ad ponulua.

The ooet-wanderer in searching for the answer to his question, 

who is right, Mum or the Sothsegger (*6) , decides to go where such 

questions are discussed, the universities of Oxford, Cambridge, and Orleans, 

The personifications of the seven arte and sciences cannot answer him. 

Their answers remind one of the strange behavior of the learned men whom 

Gulliver Teets in hlr voyage to Laputa.

Sire Grumbald b® grammler )x> glowed for anger 
That he couthe not congruly knytte boy™ to-gedre. 
Music and Mvm mighte not accorde. 
For b®^ been contrary of kynde, who-so canne spie.
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’’hi sic diff led al i>e bo the sides, 
Bo the Hrn and ne and N soeth-elggre; 
He was accunbrid of oure cumpaignye, by Crist }>at me bought « 
And as fayn of oure voiding as foul of his make. 
Astro no my-ys arguments were alle of be skyes. 
He-is touche no twynte of terrene hinges. 
Rethoric-is reasons ne luste not reherce. 
For he conceded not b® caas, I knewe by his wordes; 
Put a subtile ahophister with many s-iarpe wordes 
Setts b® soeth-si^er as shorte as he couthe. 
Put he wolde mails with Mvm ner more ner lasse. 
So chiding and chatering as choghe was he e ier. 
leometrle be loynour lablid faste. 
And caste many cumpas, as b® crafte askith, 
And laide leuel and lyne a-long by be squyre.

■ Put I was not b® wiser by a Walr! note 
Of b*  matiere of "vt. . . (33^*50)

The poet becomes angry and ir about to burst forth in anger when he sees 

on a high seat "A doctour of doute . . . fui of philosophie." The doctor 

speaks to the poet:

. . ."Soon, seest b°^ bi® semble of clercz, 
how bay blsien b^y™ on baire bokes and beten bai^e wittz, 
And how bay loken on b® levis b® letter to knoweT. . .* (Jot-b)

Never, he says, has anyone asked such a question: "Hit is sum noyous 

nycete of b® newe iette," (37U5) The clerkr, re ad s, read the text and 

no farther, how to live without sin. If you wish an answer to ;our 

question, go see the graduates who forget the text and read the gloss 

and live with lords ind use "plaisance of wordes." "he ivory tower 

was criticized then too. In short, the universities were attacked for 

their lack of utility, but also bee use of an anti-intellectual bias.

Scholasticism. .

The criticism found in Mum and the Spthsegger (*t)  of the schools 

may reveal more of the popular attitude toward the university than the 

contempt for useless knowledge; the method whereby that knowledge was 
found, scholasticism, and the dialectic method of disputation, is also
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Rtt%c’«d. The "doctour of dout?" •'.nd his over-specialized colleagues 

are almost ludicrous, and the scholastic system is in an instant ÜB- 

c^rded as useless, despite its great contribution to knowledge. To be 

sure it was a closed system and its assertions were dogmatic, but once 

the method was understood and the definitions learned, it was a finely- 

honed tool. The widening of knowledge was not the only effect of 

scholasticism; men's intellectual capacities were increased as well.

"The Song of Nego" (itOB)1 sesms the product of a witty but 

disgruntled student who evidently felt that the dialectical method had 

outlived its usefulness and served only to hide second-rate intelligences:

It is quoted in full:

Hit nis bot trewj) iwend an afte 
Forte sette "Nego" in eni crafte; 
Trew^ so drawlb to heuen blisse; 
Nego dob no3t so iwisse; 
"Forsake" and "sane" is fref In lore, 
"Nego" is pouer clerk in store. 
Whan menre nori lb ham here and bare, 
"Nego" sauib ham fram cre. 
Awei wib "Nego" vte of place, 
Whose wol haue god lie grace I 
Who so wol a3ens b® deuil fi?te, 
ber mal "Nego" sit erl3te. 
Àk loke b®t we neuer more 
"Nego" sette in trew lore. 
For who so can lite, hab ^one Ido— 
Ano ne he drawib to "Nego". 
Now o clerk selib "Nego" 
And bRt ober "Dublto", 
Selib en ®b®r "Concede". 
And an ob®r "Oblige", 
"Verum faleum" sette b®r to— 
ban is al b® lore ide. 
bus b® fais clerkes of har heuid 
Maklb men tre%*  of ham be reuld.

It is the kind of poem a student might make while listening to the highly 

stylized disputation and grown weary.

Another poem criticizes the emptiness of disputation. "This World

Wright, Pol. Spnge. pp. 210-11. 
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fares as a rintasy" (1402% and it is directed didactically at the masters 

of divinity;

l wolde witen of sum wye wiht 
Witterly what £le woride were

Hit fare^ as a fbules fliht, 
Now Ir hit henne, now is hit here, (1-4)

The font le sadness of the Tutalillty there ^verns the poem. No one 

but God knows our coming hence nor our going thither, and the same is 

true of generations, no matter what a man's desire for fame any lead 

him to do :

Sum sire for-^ete clene as bon 
A-mong alle manor nacions;

So schul men fjenken vs no-blng on
)>at nou han be ocupacions; 
And aile ÿeos disputéeions 

Idelyche all vs ocupye, 
For crlst rake)) )>e crénelons, 

And bi8 world fnroj) as a fnz.tnsye. (-9-3°)

Both man and beast die, and except thet man is more sly, they are alike.

Who knows if beasts go to - erven, or if th^y pra^-, but their Creator?

All sects rave at each other, but all believe in God:

And bl heore wit heore worching preue. 
bus mony maters men don meue, 

Sechen heor wlttes hou and why; (u8-?o)

Whar-to wilne we forte knows 
be poyntss of Godes priuete?

More )>en him lustes forte echowe
We echulde not knows in no degre; 

And Idel best is forte blowe 
A Meyster of diulnite 

benk we lyue in eorbe her love. 
And 3od an he £3 in wareste; 
Of Material Mortualite

Medle we & of no more Maistrle.
]>e more we trace be Trinite, 

be more we falle in fantaeye. (85-96)

We must leave our disputations because we cannot discover how Christ was 
born; instead we must worship. The weariness of useless and tedious argu- 
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mente, the aimless certainties amidst greater uncertainties, are summed, 

up in quite an excellent way. It is unfortunate that this kind of piety— 

perhaps like that of Savonarola^—is destructive. When extended, the ar^u- 

ment heron es ruinous to every search for knowledge.

The point of view e>pressed in Piers Plowman (1^59) is already 

rle? n logic and law core under attack in the eleventi pcs bus:

$>anne is byleue a l#*le  helps . aboue logyke or laws;
Of logyke ne of l awe . in legends sanctorum 
is litel allowaunce rade . but if bileue hem helpe. 
For it is ouerlonge ar 10,^'ke , any lessoun assoille, 
And laws is loth to louye . but if be lacche syluer. 
Bothe lo/yke and lawe . bat loue th nou^te to lye.
I conseille aile crystene . cleue nou)te per-on to sore. (XI, 21?-1?) 

Learn, rather, the law of love. In paseus XIII the poet dreams again. 

Clergy takes him to dinner with Conscience, nr.d poor Patience is brought 

in; the latter and the poet sit at a side-table. Clergy is a master, 

probably a prebendery connected with a cathedral, and he sits on t;;e de is 

nnd eats rich food:

Of j>at men mys-wonne . feel made hem wel nt ese.
Ac her sauce was over soure . A vnsauourely grounds, 
in a nor ter, uost-mortem . of many bitter pe^ne. 
But If ^ei b;. nge for Jx> soulee . and wepe suit teres: (XIII, 42-' 

T; e poet is sorry to see the doctor drink so much wine nnd eat se much 

rich food; he whispers to Patience:

"It is nougt fours day es J>nt )>ie freke . bifor h® den of poules. 
Proched of penaunces . poule he apostle puffred. 
In fame & frigore . and flr.ppes of scourges; " (XIII, 6^-7)

' ntienco replies thnt the doctor will suffer >enn:.ee soon- f rim inaigestion 

A discussion follows about tie nature of Do-Well. The doctor says that it 

consists of doing no evil to a fellow Christian. The poet retorts that 

then the doctor does not do well, for Conscience and the poet have not 

eaten. Conscience asks the doctor what Do-Well is: the answer is that 

Do-Well obeys, Do-Bet teaches, and Do-Best does both. Clergy has seven 

enn:.ee
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mons, the sciences. who tench w)nt Do-Well le.

"Til I se È» eeuene . and. my-«elf acorden, .
I am vnhnrdy • " nvod he . 11 to any vy?t to preue It. 
For one pieree >e ploughmen . hath inputted vs allé. 
And eette allé sciences at a soppe . snue loue one. 
And no tixte ne taketh . to meyntene his cause, 
But dilire deum . and domine, nuis habitatit. &c. .
^nù se1th bat dowel ami dohet . aren two infinites, 
Whiche infinites, with a faith, fynden oute dobest. 
Which shal saue mannes saule . pus sei th piers pe ploughman.

*1 can nou^t her-on," quod conscience . "ac I knowe "el pieres; 
3 (XIII, 121-130)

The sane appeal to cor.^on— sense anc. faith is used to undermine the 

scholastic dieput-tion in Pierce the Ploughman's -rede (cc?). The ploughman 

teaches the poet-wanderer the Cree<, and then commente on the sacrament of

the Eucharist:

And b18 flateryrM;e freres . wyln. for her pride. 
Dieputen of bi® deyte . as lotarde schulden, 
be more b® matere is meved . b® masedere hy worben. 
Lat te losels alone . and leue b®u b® trewbe. 
For Crist seyde it is so , so mot it node worbe; 
berfore studye b°u nouit b®ron . ne stere bi wittes. 
It is his bl Issac, body . so bad he vs beleuen. (819-2$)

Indeed, too much musing on the kiepels is dangerous:

bise maystres of dj-vlnite . many als y trove, 
Folwen noult fully b® f®l> • a® f®l® of >® lewede. 
Pou? may mannes wit . b°ru^ werk of him—selue, 
Xnowen Crletes pryuitie . bat kynde passeb*  (28C-9)

These lines are reminiscent of lines 85-88 of "This World fares ns a 

Fantasy" (iho?). One more reference, and an amusing one, occurs in 

Mum and the Sothsegger (*t);  the poet-wanderer of th-.t poem le:

Rehershyng b® reasons of bothe two sides, 
The pro and b® contra as clergie asketh. 
But for witte bat I wanne I wo ide bat h® knewe 
I was neuer b® ayre, but as neve to begynne 
As clerc is to construe bStt can not reede. (299-303)

The formal deb te cannot solve the problem, even though the moralist can 

find a auick answer, and the man of common sense knows which is correct.

The popular attitude toward scholasticism and the masters of
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iivin! t; 1 s cl r t'i*o~ f ose joe^s; ”.s n ne tho I it is usplecs. <--r.d the 

knowleare It nrovid.es noy ne u.- nr ro in, .n:.s icnl iui i dev 11 lei ;

it e in lend to t- e rin of intellect-.■ 1 ni.e,

Ill-educ tei -'r«l"tee

Another criticism involving educution is the ro,’u.:i?e th; t 

rel t <ne'- .nthin, ; t' tr se^ns inconsistent with t ne criticism t nt

sc:r l''n*  ic im ro-ived esoteric inr-.ns, h :t it is e never t- cli ss.

"h - t roe-" ? « e-.n*  \ t h'. : cr i* i * I nr 1 r t t rr 1" ' 'C. i. > t cccu: /

ires of •■ 7. , i. - * »- . in - - <- ç V « t- /.in; ■' ' inrs ', men as c»:’V-

ing the cine, " e rel’ te- re not .meh ituire i eir i: c : of edu- 

c-tion " ihs n fill in ‘o t'e other ^riticisns. T e criticism ir -g-.lined 

-'it'-, sirv-n/ ir. " iers lawnnn (1-- ' )) ; Ln Vede " 1 lesrot: false l ies, o jer . 

bd ’e bn^ 1? lew ) i. " (III, 1'c) n int i- mde in .he rluw-nas

Tale (^448) in disc sr in how on nsnirsnt to ’ :enef ice - chieves his

'0 -1 thr-ur I ri ; ^r. :

conns r.-. r? r*oo ■ •
A lordes rn;.er s ' 1 he e>ed;
Tl ou,th he wild of will*»  or vo.id. 
Nr t unders*  r n i.i ' w .- t mn her. ren, 
A hosier, nr. : (tret --on forbe^e I ) 
As rood r. "hlsho-' rs ry hire 11 , 
S’^che • none is foule he-rte^, 
And nt t- e last# well foul f nil !

And r no re succinct r tnter'U.t is made reven lines liters

Suc' e t' nt conn# nr t hir Crede 
’.'ith. nr"jer ahull he nd prel'.tes; 
Nowther c onne the ospell rede, 
Such shull now welde rye est».tee.

T?.n*  ir most likel; a fro- r exa,:: cr tion.

(41^-lc)

Except for t ese references

^Squall: exaf:? r ted are t^ere com mnts from hnrd^ng’e Chronicle 
(710), Cnoiter O.xcili: àichnrd II '.ad many bishops in his chapel who 
could not si nr n -ass or read t: e Scriptures well; they were "lewed. men 
. ... in clertes clothyn»;" who -retended to ^rent learnin, , hut their 
parishioners ^t little rood from then. They dia, however, h.ve r;rent 
learning in covetousness, to Jud^e by their practice.

nrovid.es
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t iere le little crltlelem that the rr<?l' t?s re ill-oducrted.

An Intereetinr, criticirn concerning el ic^tlon ir l'ovin in fierce 

t e Orede In de^y the ?lon.:h-nn -

Now mot ich «-outero nls sone . set‘di to rc?.olo. 
Ana ich n ber ers brol . on ^>e boo<e lerne, 
And worj» to n writere . ond wlj> a lordo dwell. 
Oÿer fr.lsly to b frere . be fend for tc reruon! 
So of pa*  be&^TA ' roi . n b. shop sch-.l worsen, 
Among peres of be loua . presse to sitten; 
And lordes sones lowl;. . to loselln aloute.
Xn^'^tes c rouke)) h em to . nnd - rue ■ .eb 1 all love;
And Lis pyre a soutere . i-suled in grecs, 
3:1s tee)) wit toyli;.^ of le^er . t-AeroÀ ns n sawe:

'•hlle the quotation does provide an interesting description of a cobbler, 

the hatred for the friar se^ s to be applied to the schools as well. It 

is difficult to account for this unless it reflects the conservative view 

that one ought to remain in the degree to w icy one was born. If education 

can make the difference between a cobbler's son and a bis:.op. one woiJd 

expec*  education to be popular. "Le poet , however. y refers t e younger 

sons of the n b illty for the bishoprics. Hs -ain point is t nt richer 

men will not exploit their cures for gain, while the suiter’s son might.

Royal Officials. .

The king employed a number of university graduates as officials 

in his government; they were, of course, clerics who derived t:oir income 

from benefices given by the king or his lords or provided bj the pope, 

perhaps upon recommendation by the king. These clerical assistants were 

absentees without the cure of souls, and consequently they were criticized. 

Man cannot serve two masters, say the complaints. Among the general com­

plaints there are two couplets (4235) which criticize Kdward II for making 

prelates out of churls, and earls out of clerics. In "The Simonie" (M65) 

there is a stanza which states the complaint explicitly:
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But everl man ma; wel i-wlte, who eo taka Jerne, 
That no man may wel serve tweie lordes to queme. 
Summe bet*,  in of ice wid the king, and gaderen trésor to ? epe, ■
And the fraunchise nf holi churche hi! leten ligge slepe 

ful stille;
Al to manye ther ^eth swiche, If hit were wodes wills. (4?-8) 

The royal work hid to be done b; someone, and the king found his clerks 

where he coull, and paid ♦hem by any means he couli. It does not seem to 

be true th .t the privileges of the Church were lessened, but strengthened, 

for the -atronaro of tie pope and the king was often bestowed to their 

iratual lavnti -e r.:.c roul i be ased, if neoes^ar; , as ilplomitic levers. 

?opul .r opinion sen -s to have be^r. th it men o^uld rise b; education to 

no sit ions of power and wpilt., -a.d that some positions were ver; lucrative:

For who so in swich nflee, come ne nevero so pore, 
He fare th in a while as t;.ouh he hadde silver ore; (3-5—4)

The sins of covetousness and aride ar»*  nighly unbecoming to the clerical 

stite.

Piers Plowman (14 <9 ) has thin to say about the royal officials, 

nd nUrit otr*r  clerics w*  o sarve lords in b.nines? capacities; rany absentees 

and oluralists, bishops, bic-olors, masters, and doctors neglect tneir

cures mi the poor:

Somme semen pe kyng . an l his slluer tdlen, 
in cheker an l in c' ar.cerye . chalengon his uettos 
Of warden and wardmotes . wejaies and streyues.

And some senen as seru-ntz . lordes and lauyes, 
And in stede of stuvardes . s,. tten and demon. 
Here messe and here mnt;nes . and many of here oures 
Arn don vndeuoutlych; .... (9"-98)

In the Crede (6L3) the Carmelite friar criticizes the Dominican order for 

worldliness: "&ey ben counse Hours of kinges; . Crist wot }>e so)>e, / Hou 

ÿey currey kin,"es . and her back clawe^^" (344-5) The contrast of good 

and evil is indicated in this quotation:

Who wilnep ben wisere of lawe . pan lewd freres. 
And in multitude of men . ben maysters y-called. 
And wilneÿ worshipes of M werlde . and sitten wij> heye, 
And leueÿ louynge of God . and lownesse behlndeT (497-500)
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Friars should not beguile the great, nor be confessors and councillors of 

kings, but should return to their spiritual duty. Much the seme complaint 

is made In The Plowmans Tale (^3). One of the clerics close to the king 

in Mun and the Sothaeg/yr (*t)  openly admits allegiance to Mum:

For allé ÿe greet clercs j>at with &e klnt; lendith
Knoveth J>is as kindsly as clerc doeth his bokes: 
Hit is no siker seruice but for a somer saison. 
But yf hit were for a fool t>°-t wold not be fertr.red. 
He night sey sothe sum while among >aym
And shuld be holds fooly J»ugh hit feul r-fter. (1V-H3)

It was seen earlier that graduates leave their books and to serve 

lords ir. luxury, read only the gios- and speak gently, confess lords 

-.nd ladies, and control th^m thereby. One consequence of t-.lr practice 

ir. that the clergy were slow to rebuke the gr®ct lor is for treir envious 

quarrels; these religious are adherents of Mum»

. . .prélats aughten Laue nite when princz bee mosued. 
And reede ^aym so %>at rancune roots not in hert. 
And ere ^e grams growe ferre . fee ground so to weds 
And amende frat were mysse ere any moors caiccre .
Of man-slaughter or nourdre, as rrth many dayec. 17<.o-73-J

The royal clerical official is criticized because he is an absentee and 

neglects th- cure of souls, because he is proua am covetous of wealth 

and power, ar.d because he forgets nis otner religious duties ana religion 

itself. This is approximately the same $ tt itude the medieval hnglisiaan 

held toward the administrative officers of the pope.

Lollrrdy-

The Lollard movement arises from the thinking and writing of John 

Wyclif and from his teachers, from Oxford University, and for that reason 

is discussed under this heading of the chapter. A movement as broad and 

vigorous as Lollardy cannot be attributed to a single cause. The upheaval 

of the Peasants' Revolt had some theoretical justification, found in
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*yclif1 b Or Civil üonlnion of 1378» in which it is argued th; t ownership 

involves a contract between the owner and Gou, and that if the owner is 

immoral, he does not own anything. WycUf also attacked the doctrines 

and rites of the Church, nro^ossing finally to his denial of transub­

stantiation. Behind both of these ideas is a belief that the Mediation 

of priests Is not so important as the individual's own faith, belief, 

prayer, and understating of Jol. This is, of course, partially derived 

from mysticism, the ultimate object of which is a union with God trans­

cending rationality.

The Lollard movement also arises out of popular resentment of the 

overloaded hierarchy of the Church, he- dogma ant the manifested corruption 

of both high and low rlTics. The stories of the Christ rebuking the 

rabbis of the temple are very popular stories in any age because they 

attack constituted authority, bureaucratic, entrenched, and dogmatic 

.authority. The priest is a custodian of ürcanae. and a jealous guard 

of them; the prophet seekn the ever-veiling source of religious life, 

re interprets it to iit the tines and to make the word of Jou fresh and 

persuasive. The monastery developed because of a neea for a more perfect 

Christian life, answered in contemplation and stud;, and the orders of 

friars originated bee-use of a need to renew the com-and of Christ to go 

forth and preach. The enemy of the prophet is time, for in time the 

prophet becomes a priest. When the friars became limiters, accumulated, 

wealth, founded houses and chapters and chapels, and fell away from their 
ideal, then they became objects of popular criticism, the more bitter 

because they had seemed to be more perfect. The Lollards rode the crest 

of the popular wave of protest and considered themselves the new evangelists.

Such an interpretation does not, perhaps, do justice to more basic 

motives of men. The friars were powerful preachers and were often much
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more devout and learned men than the village vicars and cur tee, and 

tl ey ru e a de»? impression on the people; the; w re new. he priests

found tî.oir incomes iimininhin,'^ »»n . the rcholnr menks resented some of 

the friars' doctrines. The "ttempt of t'e friars to combine the active 

and contemplative ’ ife drmw t: e criti'ls-.s if both th a priests and mo nkr. 

Gradually the friars obt-ined ;>• rmisrion * ' 'roue: , t a * e*  r .-nr.fess ion 

’iJ rrnnt ahrolut ion , an i to eon . ' bnr 1""I . T: ese ? re r.rtivities

normally done by the priest.

There war n .-rent « 'Ur t of controversy within the Church in the 

l^th centur. , rm: the "nntroverry grauU'.lly bee .-e a -.utter of popular 

fe 'l inr; 'h : ? if an . hl - writin -r bridge the gap, "iving the popul-r 

criticic-s a theorct ie^I coh-»ai .’er.osc and ' rir.t of rtura. Lo 11 ardy 

represents only nr.rt of t‘ •» c-i tic isms of the Church n%c it likely soul i 

not have become a -r vemert un'^ss t" e io au l a r t •'-yer ' rs reeuy to rapport 

it. Tho " il «rents of the movement were * ■ « oor ar iert *•,  vic rs. and 

curates who for t: r m i - * part were poorly no 11, -o r t of t e ii.comc .<c in(; 

to tie absentees, u: l w?o faced th« c npeti t ion ~.f t he friars for t eir 

remaining income. In ‘his way the theoloyic l controversies spilled over 

into popular complaints. Once the movement began, the objects «.f co-pl int 

increase; t"O friars • re not alone, for the whole Church is included in 

‘the attacks.

A poem titled "A Song Against the Friars" (2777) attacks other 

branches of the Church as well. ’he poem begins in an ironic. *oague-in ­

cheek way by saying that fri' rs are more given to devotion than are priests

^An excellent illustration of the "ntiprthy -^'nlnst the friars by 
other members of the clergy car. be found in a letter from the prior of 
Nonrich to Gloucester College et Oxford, «noted in W. A. Pantin, The 
English Church of the fourteenth Cantur^. (Cambridge University Press, 
ï^TTpTiTrr ■
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monke, nnc cnnonr. Sone of the 1 tter love chlv-Jr^, rioting", ar..; b&wàlnees 

not ffrers gyves hr-a to grete Ptuty, 
And to grate 'rayors. 

Who so kepes their reule "I, 
bo the in corde r n i dele;

I am ful Biker that he sr al 
have heven bits to aede.

The poem continues with more false praise: the friars are men who do 

great penance, for their foo^ i' r.. ry re. Suddenly tr« poet

drops the pose, and rays t e opposite:

I have lyved now fourty ]er«, 
And fatter men about the nere 
■>it sawe I never the:. .• re these f rerr.

The friars wander a^out in pairs and deal in cerehenoise in order to 

entice housewives, ^ho wife buys their w re;, but the I usband pay ?. 

They use their nower of confession and at sol .tic:, for ^eduction, -he 

main therie of the -oem is that friars are hypocrite?.; *r ey say t:.ey 

destroy sin, but in effect they foster it because o; their cheap abso­

lutions . The CAÏM acrostic appears in ‘ e xin::; ' for ti.o Carmelites, 

A for Austin?, I for Jacobin?, and M for Minorites. Having the Levil as 

their founder, there is no loutt tr at the fri r? cruse muc: wickedness:

Thor shel no ?rule ve rowan in elle, 
Of frers ther is ruche throng.

The friars comuete with the priests, es?o-i lly since they have received 

annuals and become limiters. The king ought to dissolve the friars in 

the sane way he did the Templars, 'ülle friars can a au do preach well, 

they do not practise what they preach. The poet concludes with a testi­

monial; although he was a friar for eleven months, he left the habit:

. . .when I snwe that thair lyvyng 
Acordyd not to thair proc' ing, 

A similar poem attacks the Minorite friars 63) for their dramatizations 

of the Passion and other Biblical scenes. y the use of false wings and
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nrtificlal gtifnntn, realistic effects were reduces, and this, the poet 

c:ri-s. 1- n misrepresentsion of the Leity. The fri-rs are proud and 

fluttonous :

’’yde nre thair wonz.yngos. ”-r.u wonderfully wroght;
Murdre nr.d boredome ful dore has It o t.' 1,

Wit . an 0 and an I, for sixe pens er that fayle, 
Sie thi fndre, and .'-pe thi modre, and thai w; l the as so lie. 

"hore frirrm who criticize t: clerc no st. do not even <now the Creed.

Lnnrlnnd (lh<q) seem to rave been his own man, not a Lol ' rd, 

but p. critic unconnected with any sect. A number of criticisms m^e in 

the poem nr*  also rrde b; Lol1-.rd”, however. and t;. • ;jortralt cf Piers 

ns nn evnn ^llst who quotes t e ?ible and lar^el; b. asses tre clerical 

offices in his re .rex for Tr-t? , Do-' ell, ^-5et, a: d Do - -est suggests 

Lollard lnfluer.ee. Piers owmnn co nt .ins many If not all the popular 

criticisms of the the and of course md^s much of the criticism which 

follows.. It may very well be th .t 'he -wr influenced the Allard move- 

-e%t, or thnt the two are inextricably corrected. Piers' pardon, and 

the priest's chal>r^-a of it. in t e seventh ^s^us '"s been discussed. 

7ho pries' mor>p Piers :

"n at ! " nuo.-‘ be ore st to nerkyn . "pet-r! as me t>lnæt: , 
j)ow art l nt trod a litel . who lerred j>e on bokeî"

"Abstinence J»e abbesse." quod uieres . "myne a.l.-. me tauate.
And conscience come afterward . and kenneu me moche more." 

"Were °- -rest, pieres," quo a he . "*ow  mi)te proche 
where )>ow sholdest, 

As deuynou1* in deuynyte . with dixit insipens to pi terne."Lowed lorel!" quod ^ieres . "litel lokestow on >e bible. 
On salomones sawes . selden &o*  biholdest,3ice derisores et iurgla cum els, ne crescent, âc." (VII, 130-38) 

The tactics are those of the Lollards: the direct approach to the Bible, 
to the virtues, to inspiration rather than education. The poet muses on 
the dream, and inter equivocates about the value of pardons, he states, 
finally, that pardons may save souls, but Do-Well is better and surer. 
The conversation just quoted resembles that between a priest and a Lollard

lnfluer.ee
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*' p priest retends to superlorit; in 1 earning nr.û looks down on the 

simple ploughman, while Piers is portrayer, as sincerely searching for 

instruction. Generally rper.kiv, t o Lollard documents bear a tone of 

hysteria and fanaticism, of litter criticism, while tre other complaints 

have a tone of humility about trur. In pas nus X, the dreamer ponders 

the critics of ?.ls time:

banne is do bent to be be lue . to blame pe (%lty, 
Sithenea b°w seest ^l-«elf , as in seule dene;

. Ac blame bow neuere bo :y . anf b°w be blame worthy: (X, 2$L-8)

ir i? applied to priests, and in -'hnt may be nr, allusion to Lollards 

the drnnmer commiserates with "Lowed men" who deplore sinful priests ; 

he ions, ho ever, warn them to look to their own virtue;

For-bi, 30 corectoures, claweth her-on . and corecteth 
fyrst ^ow-sduen.

An i )>anne shal borel clerkes ben abasched . to blame Jow or 
to ^eue. 

And cirpen nou^te as bei curpen now . and calle ^ow dour.be houndes, 
Canes non valor.tes latrare.

And drede to wrntthe 30W in any worde . powre werkema: shin to lette 
' (x/284-m)

It would seem that Langland is steering a difficult course between the 

nosition of the Church and Lollardy. In the famous passage where Piers 

is interpreted as Christ (XV, ?f 6) there is a kinl of uisclr imer of 

Lollardy; the theme is that man can only be known by his will: 

ÿere-fore by coloure ne by clergye . knewe shaltow hym neuere, 
Noyther par*  wordes ne werkes . but fcorw wills one. 
And )>Rt knows th no clerke . ne creature in er the, 
But piers be plowman . petrus, id est, chrlstus. 
For he ne is nou3te in lolleres . ne in lande-leperes hermytes. 
Ne at ancres, ))ere a box ha age th . alls sue he pel fatten, 
Fy on faitoures , and in fautores suos! (XV, 2'3-9)

Langland is the man who stands aside from tr.e world and watches it and 

comments on it, who tries to understand it in Christian humility and 

charity, and who knows that the bitter controversy between the Lollards 

end the Church cannot lead to improvement but to an even more entrenched

dour.be
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antaeonlen.

Pierce the Ploughman's Crede (Co?) la i set propaganda piece, but 

it is a clever one. Its purpose is to show that tie friars do not fulfill 

the mendicant ideal of poverty ana preaching but 1 nr. tea-. reek riche». 

The aim of ^ropa^anda is to seem objective and to persuade without seeming 

to try to do so. The Crede borrows Piers’ namic and makes him n spokesman 

for the poor, but he speaks a diatribe. The poet presents himself in the 

fir-t perron ns another poor ploughsnn w' u must lenru ' >■ "reed ana who 

seeks out tie four orders in order to do so. ..uch order uec ines but 

instead ifferr to absolve t' e w nderer from siu for none, ' -d bl-uies the 

1 ther orders for various sins. .^'ch order tm.^ret, c< r.v lets it sei- of 

backbiting . and ur.-lttir.,-!;. revenir itr own r.inr. The w-maerer then 

encounters Pierce who first crlt icires '11 the orders and then teaches 

the wanderer his Creed. Other devices nr« used to degrale the friers, 

ïnch nrd^r is given ai. unwholesome sett im : one fr.t trier is . oun. sitting 

in ■- richly ornante . hou-e; r. .-.ir of fri "s nre in a tavern.

The Crede. by means of these devices, nortrnys t'e Loll: rds as gentle. 

b'Lmble, "nd sincere h rlst inns, w^o are persecuted by evil friars resentful 

of just criticism.

The ^lowmans Tale (3LL8) was perhaps written by the author of tae 

Crede, but it most certainly w-s not written b; Chaucer, although it is 

fitted with a head-link similar to those in the CjAterlltf i 

plowman argues violently with the Host and fiercely attacks tne perse­

cution of Loll- rds by the Church. The Tale is erst in the form of a 

debate, but only the Lollard, adherent does much speaking. The Çjydp is 

referred to in passing as an attack on the friars, while the attacks 

the whole Church. It is polemic and resembles the screeching of birds 

rather then sane argument. The verse is quite poor. The Lollards are
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descrlbed as persecuted and poor, hounded by the Church on e irth anu. in 

heaven or hell:

"he other syde ben poore and pale, 
^nd people put al ont of prmes; 
And sen# caytife so re n-cale.
And ever in oon without oi.crees, 
I-clened Tollers and Tondlees;
"7;o tototh on her, tv *->y  been ur.tall. (C^-74)

7he temporal power of t' e Church is attacked with all the ferocity born 

of fer. At one point in t e noon tho Griff in ch rres the Pelican with 

desnlrinr ‘■’-e pope an.: n>e- :inr a^inrt t: e sacraments and -.;;ainst 

tithing. "he Pai lean answers tint ? o does not despise t e pope, only 

his "hyS pryde" 0I Pl) ; *ie  sacraments -re respecter, but not w- en they 

are •'old; » it. .in,- is wholesome, but no t when t^e ti* ’- r. ro f iven or 

taken for covetousness. The Lollard position in the doctrine of transub- 

st°n*  intion is s im 1er and more mystic l t an tie orthodox doctrine:

I r. r.; so th, tic r^w trewS rede, 
Fis fies nd blood, "i.rou h i is m; strj , 
is there, in t - for o of trade.

ow it is th^re, it uedet . nut str. vo, 
'fi.et- er it ba «-ubret nr accice:.t, 
m.it ar '' :1st wrr, when he wes on-lyve, 
Go i s i.e t ere verraient. ( 121r—PL )

In see ti " ^rti-i-.toi la 't-.-l bins of t e Lollards in t: is nnotation. 

The more specific romnlaints will be disc'issm 1 in t'-e l■ st section of 

this chapter.

"ur an! tin ^othse,; or ) is not a Lollard poem, even though 

i*  cent-ips -k* i-cL'ricel criticisms. One suspects t-at the theme of 

ti:e poem -ay be a result of the Loll rd movement. Ti e c:-j r^e of hereny 

^nd Lollardy seems to have been used toward any criticism, much as "Un- 

A-.ericnn’1 is used now, he ef'oct of this would l e to silence the critics, 

’■’hen t e poet-wanderer visits, the friars t’ ay condemn themselves by ad­

hering to hum in the dispute, because Mum has done then more food. It
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18 Interesting to note thrt the poet repeats the CAYM acrostic and 

generally criticises the Church, -nd warns that they may persecute the 

truthtellere.

Lollardy was of course cruelly crushed, but perhaps it had done 

all the work it could. ”'he initial impetus of the movement gradually 

slowed, and with t'-e execution of ^lr John Oldcastle in V»15, it was 

in effect stopped. Any reform movement must come within the Church in 

this period, and as seems universally true, any reform movement becomes 

a captive of ' rents with less pure motives. The movement .'.an a popular 

effect; it was strong enough to voice many of the criticisms of the 

Chur o'- "ith considerable nut :.nrit;.. /or a while it ' nd a great leader 

in Wyclif nnl ec-u-m^lateu nut ncrlty thereby, H:t no pcwrr wa« p'.ron,: 

•'no ugh to withstand the charge of heresy by an entrenched accepted 

Church. The Lollard movement bee-me a lost cause when the Church began 

to condemn them for heresy, no matter how ran„ -n:reed with the 

criticisms of the "lurch, they dared not risk that ch-rge.

The Lollard movement suggests a popular d*rlr"  for enningful 

ritual, for sincorety in the performance of rail"tous acts by the priests, 

and for some realization of the Christian faith in the world. The Church 

was luxurious and many of its members :ypocrites, ^nd f e movement enabled 

the criticisms to be made. The people w nted n religion ruled in the 

spirit of "hr1st and not ruled b; the Sanhedrin.

The brlsf discussion of Lollardy is necessary for two reasons: 

(1) the movement illustrates the transfer of ideas from the university 

to the market place, «nd (2) some definition is needed so t' st the 

criticisms of the lower clergy can be separated into Loll-rd and non­

Lollard criticisms. The two classes of criticism overlap, of course, 

and the Lollard propagandists used popular criticism for their own ends.
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but the distinct ion between the two is required to show where if vaguely 

the one ends and ttie other begins. One can therefore underst&nu that the 
chronicler's statement thnt one of every two men met nlon^ the wr^ was e 
Lollard is an exaggeration and one c: n infer tant ty» popular criticisms 

were widely held.

The Lower Clergy

The last main section of this chapter deals with the complaints 

about the lower clergy with ti e cure of souls. T. e complni..ts are c*  sed 

on the assumption tlAt the social duty of t: e Jhuren was the cure of souls 

by both secular "nd regular clergy, priest, friar, ana monk. It is not 

surprising, therefore, to find complaints tr.'t tne priest should be a 

good example to hio confn-eg' tion «md is not. The specific instances are 

almost innumerable. The charge which sum*  ti em all up is that t .e religious 

are hypocrites. While th in dissertation presents onl; one slue of an 

argument, any attempt ‘o evan t^.e baL nce must include the f^ct th nt 

absenteeism and pluralism, and rimony ton, allowed men to develop into 

scholars and officials who c ntrlbuted greatly to the welfare of Church 

and the state, to learning, and to the art?. One cannot praise the unifying 

and civillying power of the Crurd m. one 'and and criticize the means by 

which that power was obtained on the other. Nevertheless, the by-product 

of pluralism and absenteeism was often an ignorant and sinful priest, a 
slothful monk, and an avaricious friar. The most important function of 

the Church was thereby ill-served.

The "wild priest" (40^1) allowed by the bishop who neglects disci­
pline has been discussed above; such an example is hardly edifying to the 
parish. The complexities of the problem of the sinful priest and the pure 
sacrament were not clear to most complainants, hobert of Brunne (778)
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perhaps relies more on popular belief than on Church doctrine, but he 

holds that it is sacrilegious for the sinful cleric to (:ivo the sacra^ 

me nt s :

Alro fro clerk frat hauutefr oynne, ■
But he leue, end ^er-of blynne, 
Ke shal nit parue at &e auter, 
Noÿer halewed )»yng to con*  ner. (10269-72)

To the poet of "The Simonie" (Ultj) there is no worse cb^ r,;e than that 

the priest does not seek the spiritual welfare of his parish but their 

tithes. An interesting poem (332B)1 attributed to the Frr.nclsc.in Jacob 

Ryman tells of the false fox that cime to "aure halle/ And nssoyled oure 

gene both grete anu small. . ./ "to oure halle dore/ And shrove oure gece 

there in the flore." One infers that vulpine absolution is not to the 

benefit of the goose's soul.

In the crowd of folk in the Prologue tn Piers Plowman (1459) are 

a number of religious: lying palmers, hermits with treir wenches, friars 

who twist the gospel, pardoners who absolve evil men, priests who live in 

London, and clicks who work for the king. All these neglect or pervert 

their religious duty to the detriment of the cure of souls. Langland con­

siders oardoners n great menace to snlv tion; Liar escapes from the King's 

officers and runs to the pardoners, who care for him and give him pardons 

and send him to church. (II, 219) Friars also entrrtrln him, end even 

clothe him as a friar. Lady Mede is worshipped by many clerics. Langlaul 

makes Sloth a priest in his strongest indictment. Sloth knows tales of 

Robin Hood, but not his Pater Hooter; he falls asleep over his prayers, 

and he admits he is a hypocrite. He visits neither the sick nor prisoners 

and lies abed in lent with his "lemman." The most general criticism of the 

Church that Langland makes is that the example of a sinful cleric corrupts

1Robbins, Sec. Lyr. XIV and XV Cento., p. 44,
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the laity: “Sj^eMerdocliiK^ftiertt^lnjgeccRti^^jtotuejgo^ulusjcomiertltur 

ad peccandum." Lan^land illustrates the worldly priest with contrasting 

images:

If lowed men wist . what ^la latyn meneth, 
Ani who was myn anctor . moche wonder me &inketh. 
But if many a pr-st here . for here baaelardea and here broches, 
A peyre bedea in her hands , and a Loke vnier her arms. (XV, llu-lÿ)

Langland's point seems to be thr.t when a cleric sins, the people lose 

faith in rIm and become cynical and mistrustful. Near the end of the 

poor. Conscience cries out forlornly th't he is filling because of imper­

fect priests and prelates; friars hear him and hurry to him but because 

they "couth nouite wel her craft . conscience forsoke he"." (XX, ?3D)

■£!«£$ .V-e.Plough?.aifs Crede (tc?) repents nan^ of the same ideas; 

the sincere rloughran is unable to learn the Creed necessary for his soul's 

weal because the friars are corrupt. The Plowmans Tale (yAS) applies 

tl -t lesson to the rest of the Church. In 'him and the Sothsegger (*t)  

tl.e low »r rlergy holt with Mum and do net specie truthfully. Contrasting 

im-ges illustrate the idea:

Thst bay cume no crafte saue kepe ^aym warns.
Thny bisien more for benefices jienne lilies to reede. (&66-j)

In such ways the general complaint is made thnt the lower clergy do not 

fulfill their most important social function, the cure of souls. The 

other ci-nlnints a.:d up to this conclusion, their lrqiorance, worldliness, 

covetousness, sloth, licentiousness, ana their bad example to the people.

The Clergy ane Worldly.

In the catechism of complaint many terms seem synonymous. If the

clergy neglects the cure of souls, it is likely that the religious are 

worldly rather than spiritual. It is possible, of course, to view the 
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cure of soils as a worldly duty of the Church, and the Saints bear witness 
to the concern that worldly duty nl^it interfere with that worship which 

the religious soul renders to Jnd, Abbot Samson resolved the dilemma in 

the spirit of humility : he evidently realized that to cleave only to con­

templation when the work of the Church required other duty would le as 

prideful as to enter into administrative work only. This does not and 

cannot justify the excesses to which many clerics persistently advanced. 

Th' *.  the claries ore worluly is a general sin which includes -any. other 

sins, luxury, sloth, and covetousnessIn the "Entire on t:e People of 

Kildare" (1078)2 the poet hints at vanities in true satirical fashion. 

Of a Dominican friar 1er ring his great Bible on his n-.cr:, too ostentatiously 

pious, the poet says,"be pou noot to hei]," A Carmelite's handsome habit 

ani rilt sulce-box, synecdoche for bribery, offend the sturdy poet who 

deplores pretense, via portraits have the classical quality of woodcuts 

viewed by a smiling realist. Consider this description of the Franciscan: 

Hall selnt Fr-uiceis wl& £1 nani foulis, 
Kites and crowis, reuenes and outer, 
Pure and , xx^. wildges and a poucok! 
Mani bold beggar siwip ÿl route. 
^>ls uers is ful wel isette, 
Swi^e fur re hit was ivette.

There is literary skill displayed here about which one cannot be patronizing. 

The traditional picture in the first line of St. Francir and the friendly 

birds is comaared with a different portrait of ■is followers; different 

birds consort with the modern friars, most of them binck-plumaged, in the

‘ ^To illustrate the thesis that monks should not follow the latest 
fashions Robert of runne (778) tells the story of a monk who received a 
rich coat from a dying knight (who had robbed to pay for the co^t) and 
finds that he is burned by the material, Lob^rt tells many stories to 
underline his teachings, and many of them involve sinning clerics, as do 
many exempla and homilies.

^Heuser, pp. 154-8.
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second, line. In *'  •• t: ird 1 in**  nr.>>t'-er sly is ' mde: wh;<t the "four 

and twer t; will rf » re" rnnns Ip not 1 « ' r, Vit the reference to tie

r e-vnek evidently -e "Ji f tvv. t t'm f r i r If drn^ - :. à colorless \nt il he

ppr^nls bl? t”il. Does th Ip r»f er to lun*r  lous i.ethfr , ••r' er.t r t t

frinrr »rsometi eg accused ef wf nyir. -, e ref :11; -oncenled under their

outride robe? Tve fourth line co: rlet es ♦'■ e contract » » twee... ; re r 2.1 

one. ?nstî " t. r ronds was the very opposite of bold, but now his followers 

use cegring to their great advant , e. He last couplet wi*h  its in­

fect lou- Irug .t"r s^r.'c.i %ol «" function; it mitigntes the !.. pilau 

criticism, - in, er device tu - c r-nre the dir t^.noe between *•«  critic 

"nu ' ' c ' . e t ' n. L." i:.t.

To the .ret of "T e ? Ln nie" ^IL*)  o of tl.o most op ro) rlous 

canifert"tion$ of 'leyIcnl wo rlulinegc was t e -ri ?n' who trieu to eco:e 

a c l.T ♦ :

For "ire w% .tr i .e -'re - t' r t - t pie 1er. here % .c : .-nj- ti, 
': i nil te, 

Tit .. wld owe-u te'cti ?r • - er. t r t ' ol in fi-te. 

lumme Vereti ' rr. ■ •' ' / " 'nl tte for tie c rum :. a nue crj:, 
...u ' ^.. nr• r.mt: . c. .- .-<r * : <*  ^irhe.. ‘ e:r lltOK;
It e yon ; " ret % . - •. eIf, - : . >r:sbet.’ ’•■ 're -ct 
Adihtetb him - ’••.-•■..-he n: ‘i c .ewe . e ,

F‘u»r -mute;
\r... ' ore .11 cl- t 're:, U'h ^lin w?:rn tnc c nuel 1 s o t c. ( 112-? ?) 

Abi nf en : .rlnrs "ri en win hauk and i a .nu, and contrefeten kni: tvs" 

(if?) sn,. - onu^ flr u t c ir <nnnnc irdome:

i s is the -enn ;nc? thd monekes don fo” uro loràes love: 
"li weron sockes in here «i.on, and felted botes niove; (lLt_?)

The delic- te pleasures of the t- hl? are not unknotn to clericr: 

Where sial men nu finds fattere or raddere of leres? 
Or bet re farenas folk than monekes, ch anons, nnd frares? 

In uch toun.
l wot non eysiore lyf th rm Lr religioun. (15?-^)

The social function is not performed. Tie poet makes the usual "Then and
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Now" contrast:

Ziellgloun was first founded duresee for to drie;
And nu lr the mo^te del i-went to else nnd ^lotonle. (151-2)

Ona can almost he®r *he  f^ll" of the second line. Prelates are

now such large landowners that they cannot prevent wars among other land­

owners. Worldly interets shunt ns ide spiritual aims.

One need not look f r in Piers Iownnn (1449) to find the com­

plaint a"out worldly clergy. Chastity without charity is useless: 

"an;/ cumtoures kepen hem . -lend of here bodies. 
The! ben acombred wl^ coueltlse . £ei konne nou^t don it fmm hem, 
So harde bath auarice . yra sped non togideres, (1. 193-5)

When Lad. 'ede is confessed by a frier, she is ro-ised absolution if she 

endows a window wit}. ' er on it; tr.e poet preaches:

Ac god to alle gooi folse . sucre grauynge defendotl., 
To writen in wyn owes , of ere wel iedee, 
On nuenturo pr^'de te peynted J>ere . and norpe of l>e worlds; (III, t4-c)

Soma of this pride adheres tr t'o friars.

^he charge of - orlullness is composed of ether c. nr. es tl.at 

t' is discussion only Aimis es nn introduction to tr.e co-plaint*.  Through­

out Piers Plowman tre clerical penchant for silver is criticized. In 

Pierce t-e Ploughman's Crede (t‘ 3), worldliness lr a :e mere specific:

We ne st )»u )>er 'vo Li so fele - swiche warlawer worsen, 
he were worl ' lyc).e wele - and her welfare? (733-4)

} riars are lurir «s Pharisees, r-. s Pierce;"Al ner brod beldyng - ben 

be tiled Wltv s; nne, / And in worsr Ipe of &e we r lue - ber synnynge ÿei holden; 

(5^*9-59).  A Ylnorlte re'iar rs thrt Carmelite: "... wynnen werldllche 

rod - and Hasten it in synne." (cl), and the C rmelite in turn criticizes 

the Dominicans: preci en in p rouie '-arte - raid preiseÿ her order,/

And werldllche worshype - wllne^ in er^e." (370-1) The merchants love 

learning because they receive worldly worship thereby and sit with the
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g rent. Tl.e compt friars h av e forçai ‘ he possess loners to follow their 

own worldly practices. In short, the friurs are worldly indeed.

T1 e "lowm-:is Tnlr (3448) only exteads t. e Ider to t: o w: ole chuic! ; 

t e 1 o v “ of "-nirtr^ \:.i:i.- worl&lj ^ower ' : - yrest i. e, lr condemned 

in no r.ew wn; . In “ur. nr \ * n ^othse^Tr (*t  ) o poet rerrr :s rlout 

'r iars with even renronableness: "I c-e^e ..f baym b" * riche le^n auu cense 

n,"% aor ober,/ >;t wel I wote bn*,  wilful nnl worldly ^ny hemn r-r , " Vy^-*-  ). 

T*e,.  listen to Simr.’s .^-rror.r n:. : err, their -p ice-1, .xe’ : t t .e rend... 

Ino cui see th-1 so- e i lea of apostolic pov^rt,. 'c.i ievotion t'. spiritual 

things for is the min. r t titude toward tie lower ^l^r^y . how fry tie 

nopulnr nttit’Ue vjul l -llaw to t' lower clergy *he  worluly ears to 

■ orform the cure >;f souls cannot he deternine" . li e actual pronouncement 

of the ch rge reveals that man; men brought in terms of two choices, 

worldly and spiritual, and rather * han race sor e precise me^re, c.-.oee 

the extreme.

The Clerc are »reedy and Juileful. One i.otl- n that is usually 

included in the t^rm "worldly" is clerical avarice, and another is the 

use of guile to obtain money, "i ere is a curious story in handlynr Synne 

(778) about a greedy and miserly parson. As he wib dying, two friars 

came to attend him, and while they were watching by his bedside they 

noticed a coffer sunk in t'u floor. They hal the parson's servants open 

it and found it full of gold, silver, and jewels. They noticed tho parson 

gesticulate—he evidently was unable to speak—and by his gestures the 

friars were able to determine t'mt tuo orrson wished them to place some 

of the gold in bis mouth! Thi? they did, and the parson died, happy. 

evidently, in the belief he could take it with him. Robert points the 

obvious moral; the parson's wishes were not realized.
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"The S Ino nie11 1*  devoted, to tho thmno of corrupting avarice.

The parson Is viewed ns covetous of office because he Is covetous of 

money, not to heap It up in miserly fashion but in order to spend it in 

extravagance:

And whan this news parsoun is institut in his churche, 
He bithenketh him ru he may shrewedellek?st wnrehe; 
Ne shal the corn in his berne ben eten wid no mule, 
But hit shal ben 1-spsnded in a shrewsde Luis, 

If he may .
Al shal ben 1-bMen ont or christemessed'y.

And when he ’ a th 1-gadered mar'^s am: poundes, 
re price th out of to une wid Haukes a:.u wid hounaes 
into a straun^e contre a;.^ halt a wenche in cracche; 
And wel in hire that first may swich a parsoun kacche 

In Londe.
And this * sib serven the charele an. inten the chirche sconce.

Such covetous men provide little for their cur- tes and so the people are 

further harmed, not to mention the se re It,. of alts. friars will <o to 

any leng' s to obtain money, according to the poet; they: 

. . .«olde oreche more for n busshel of whete, 
Than for to hringe a sou"! e from belle out of the hete

To rest. (lLj—7)

They seek out the rich man an 1 try to obtain his beouests and turn off 

the poor man who needs spiritual hair. Covetousness is made to seem a 

plague that gradually sickens all society.

All those in Wynnere*s  ranks (313?) are automatically tainted 

with the sin of covetousness; Franciscan friars are there, and the Im­

plication is that they were hired as mercenaries: "I vote wele for 

wynnynge thay wentten for home ;/ His purse weghethe full wele that wanne 

thaym all hedire." (161-2) The connection between avarice ami guile is 

made in Wynnere and Wastoure, as If there were no way to become rich ex­

cept by trickery. When ’'ynnere introduces himself, he says :



-202-

I hatt Wynnere, a wy that allé tr is w^rlde heIpIf, 
Far I lodes enn lere, ti uledynr of witte.

• itt a'lendes me wi ti, nnd w;ssep « fnIre;
Avn when I render .v raiien, than fin 1er m,. n - ert. ( 

Th.e dlfferenee between r rewdneg" -nd ,- :tle ir rc* . Ii. Piers Plow­

man (1^59) the connect ion letwoen wnri e '..ad -.il e If rn r" iijxirtaj.t 

bee use of Lr !.^lnnl ' a the me th-t * e »'l ' an tro<e>. fait: wit: t :.e

people. Amon/ e crowd in the field nra f i i- rr:

I fonde Joere Frerir . nl’e be foure : ire -, 
Pre-'hnd bn pnpl“ . f< r . r fit of : er^-prlu*!..
Jlo ne i be ,impel . ..f .- . -o 1; >e ;,
- or rouelt ise of ' j .i" . co:.nt rued ; ; ar p"i wolde. (^->-'-1 ) 

"hen L- "cdr i? rrm' te :, / i I r ... i : nlrehoo i f Ln- ; / ile ; n rereive.^

r. t rwho i i r -ilT ■ in in ti e L jt ■ 1- ar. a- .re;.tire , find

Fnlsehoo 1 flees to the f ri tr«", ; :rt rp Liar we t to t' e - r -or.orn • ;ui 

t'«ace to *\e  friars. In the elevr th passus there in n lip.quicit ion 

on poverty, "11 y jr icrfe-.-^-m eç;r, y । ie vor.de, Ac. " (XI, ?t< ) r uo tes

If >rester -e ren ”"fy* . be 1 wn 1 ig n~, sy 1 uer t- >e
For — fir 'mtyne - . non ^te : «r mete of vru'^res,
Ne neither rirtel ne - te . bri*"  0e, f . r c ,lne c; ul .n .« e, 
And bei : •' r deuoir dede . ns dr. ui i seit' i:. ^e s nut u , (..I, '7—?) 

L.an/l^ .d' ? idea in t .nt prb’r* ’ "'•.Til. not ark For -. no, ; 1. t: \ f u^.t 

truly. the, roul . receive It fre^l. wiV.cut arkin.-. L^r^ inn ' lw-.ys seems 

to be str1vinr toward perfection.

"The Son/ a/ainst t ' / r iaro" (: T?) rpe deo of the lr lucrative 

beg/in '; all the fri- ra in the world hope to , o to Znrlrnc. r.lso

io a V r/ f ir inoar in c l1 i:..' "ar ne" ; t" «y œ only mail none,, demande 

but the volume of ti eir UFlr.err ic 1 r<e. A "Son. m nirmt * 'inorlte 

Friers" implies their av:rice: "Thai preche allo r f oovort, bot

^wri*'ht,  ?ol. Poems, I, ft 8-70.
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r' nt lova t' ri nor^ tIt is in t'.is poem that fraternal greediness is 

sn-t str Dnt :

Sie f 'l faire, m.: .‘ape t: i noire, -:.i 
tl al w; 1 t?.e ?.9SOLio.

Pierce t " ^lon. -on' n ?rede (t •-^) - o . t- e frl-.rs to he rre^d, nr.i '

sc nmin- . T- o "innrlto f\f trie • f t.:e C'Tr.»! iter; thej: iape^

folk - ip p~ts .f j ii’.el/ . . . ./Ana I i ilc)) : en or . । r ^oo.. - wib 

- laueryn" worimr." ( r -fl) So-e of e C rraRlites' tricks -re mvnslnr. 

"■ o rancr. o'" t- Vir.in to * re worm m ; sa;. "&at b ' lr re uure Lnale 

r-u) - T io to^) ' e . rf . .il er. " 7?o "irrite, ho'-'Rver, i lets

' 1- " I ' c«it o? 1" c":n nr t' ; "We, ” sn; r , 

. . . !.. on'rtie nr' ier. - for • " anre : t "r.orr 
b" ‘ i/i 'p vs i : - ft- . •. '■•.:■ ;.,
. p r ; ' "I opnr " r - k - >r ' r o i * "%" j a .
"b»r - t »'i ,b": 'lop . • , .r.-»*wib "«r o is, 
’’one,- o :■ - one, - -'orth» ; ore • eae i r i.. * . e :.. (11"-'./

' n •;-p of -, • - trn I lotion 1- " r’ever >v l.-c ." t r con. I"1 e

: o ,tir r, of t " " n] 1 nn i ? o »k, t:.e m :.s •.-■ ,. ; o' e' c J: , ir.ic^ 11c:. e.

i- -■’-.est ironic. e fris? is c . tnl;.!, rm "it: r ' iu:.« . T" e 

Jo irAcnn ir •'(> and -i11 i-.< in % . «raer. w it in n if all^ aeco r^ ted

friary; wr He he condemns the Austins ' avarice, o nv tt i.: ::, reveals

v,li Qin. pride. T* * * * v.e Austin complains of the rreed of tre !inorites md 

their ability to be/?ille men out of rone;. ! "topi l, some e of po «'crer - 

’ aj> noie ro od h Im-relue/ ban ton kn^ates ; knowe - of er tell in coff rr !"

(?pa_a) The Austi :. f rifir t’-on nskr t'o yuet f .r rone; and provisos it- 

solution. ^iorce firrls two -amel it'»s in ■■ t^var: a:..', listens to t : eir 

-o naomr.r t io n of th a .inlcvns for rhior.;. . ‘a oe t is encourn^eà, until 

or.w of the Carmel iter '-^ys; " An^. ' lit ?; ue: vs an; ood - .. would pe 

here Taunten/ tn taken all p; non-unce - . . When the ; net

reveals he - ns r.o r.er, t' e C- rr.clite breaks o "f t!:e conversation:
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"Frre veil 111 qur.J) be frere - "for y mot for.den.
And hyen to ho-*swife  - Jmt hn)» vs ' enueben
Ten nounùe 1:. VI: tertn s:.t - to tellen bo r )>e. C^Ct-10)

T’.r re rcl. for Ynnefnet irr - vlro 'rlti ' : reu ii. ".'.«i 1- unie" (- li 5/.

T: c Jnrrie? i‘.e ” 1. r t ' ; e '/.-ht -et rn n-. .uni lev for riot i.ir.,; Tit of

' or Y-e^’æ'-t. 7\< cf. nr " rndIte repris: "doa tet her n" lenoer

l.^en - for let teres 'er. -rmye. " (417 ) Svi iei.tl^ , t ' f rlnr;. ad

olllr ?'*  ior.p. Soor. ' f t-»r t? i exnn-jle f - "ndic"i? ' cirr., ‘ r.= * ud -

’■'rnderrr tern Fierce nt ir ; 1 ■■>«!:.; . - irr e sr • f-i- re, r,» ..

wo Ive e 1". F- " n ' c clot? i. 1 e Lev 11 f . .;.&ed . : dr erderr. :

Jjei r^neten ?>nfer-Lor.c - to <ec .rn «-ore ‘ 1 n , 
And fp.lturr r ^l r o - r« - e w--, ten to c cr: e:.; 
Bit ober c tree o : ?r: - t".. _ i - ,eten :.-.uqt to - ae, 
>xt re nr w;nnyr,'**  111b - e 1; cej> none o^er. ( L -.-:1)

"le: o ' r-:/» dr - : e f.-.’ r - rnare . ' tj.c , • r tvn.a- of v .tc c % he

;-rt' ered f ror this ir.vect Ive d t.:*  in-sell in,-;

pe power of jje - j»el rr.ren in % o -) e,
For to re]imn Jje % n- re - for «-llu r ober mede.
And p-:rlyc e " pens - pe pu- le enrollep, 
"nd n c l::n -loo - pr t pa; a, ne-on 
"ere; oper rone; -worthe - nnd :e ie to f o;.^e, 
Anu ben at lore and n*  lode - as burreces vseth. 
pus bay se rue:: rMtrnns - or scales bygllep, 
" re?' r.trs if -r I i»o .? ■ naneede wrec os! (711 -lh)

7; ore 1 «■ no ::o';x t that the Ln Hard -r et f nn 1 thlr evil ^.rt iculnrl; 

heinous.

^he Yn ister in Yun and the à .thr.e^ er (*t)  .-.eploros tr.at his 

hardworking students leave their st-.dies an i ro out into the world "and 

wonen with Tordes. / And with a couetour. croke Say nt Nichol; 9 pnj t hrowen" 

(3&Û-7) and with cn-e and kind words. make their livelihoods. When * he 

poet-wanderer visits the friars, e makes a few unkinu rer.-.rkr: the 

friars deserve no praise except for a few things they : -we dene; for in­

stance, they made a statute t'-nt priests should not preach but only friars 

he allowed to do so, not from avarice, mind, but to help souls gain heaven
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for disponent ion» of various kinds. The complainors resented any com- 

pro”.iFP with the Rule as smacking of worldlineee.

The “Entire on the People of Kildare” (1076) touches on the 

divagations of ‘he friar, an i *.  p -^nkr are criticized for another ex­

t r.a v agence: 11 Tepe cun pe house, b’*t  is al jure care." "The Land of 

^oka--^ne" (76?)^ is a full-scale attrc- on the ronastaries, or perhaps 

just one T.or.nstoyv, for its luxury and ahroration of the hule. The poet 

reverses the rule of "povr1ty, chastity, nnd obedience" for this ima^in^ry 

abbey. "erven, ' e says , is a mil place conp.cd wit:, t: e Land of Cookery. 

Therf is rlenty of 1 at nd drink in fokay^e, mud. - irt . and glee. Women 

"re never angry with men th«re, and miner all the con on : essts are r.,is- 

i^ , cayinr for them is unnecessary' tl err are no files, flees or lice. 

The weather is always pleasant. Four rivers flow in tie Innu, one of 

r ilk, another of oil, r.nu th- r of hone, , a:, l one of w ine. -here is water, 

of course, but only for wus’inr. The "moch il ^ei abi e \has walls of 

-s^t, fish, am fowl parties, s ingles h' cakes, "nd t r jircacles rre 

e ': uud .1 :.ys. “hr loist^r ir wonurn :s: 

£rr is. n -lot mt ay f-.lr nr. : liât, 
Frod "u ; lar^, of sr-111 mljt. 
be pliers of j>at cloister rile 
Seb iturned of criFtnle, 
Wi£ hr r b^F a:, i capitale 
Of Tcne laepe uni rede co rale. " (t^-75)

T'.e "'endows rr« full of rplces of all descriptions ; t .ere are four wells. 

of treacle, hr Im, healing water, and wine sweetened with honey; the 

wells are lined w11• a>ld "nu r-cious stones. There 're birds aplenty, 

inclu :ir.r t ho ne delightful geese that fly strni^t from the roasting 

spit to the t^le crying "Gees, al hole, al hot." (104) The monks do 

say mass from tire to time, and when they do the glass windows turn

Heuser, p-. 145-50.
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"■.arvelously to cryatnl.

One of the main points of the poem is the description of the 

luxury of the monastery in this fantney-lanu. and the reader is probably 

meant to -a>e a ment-1 comparison with the real monastery the monastic 

ideal. The poe^ is grant fun; the monastic ideal is turned upside down 

ant the details of the exaggeration are expertly conceived. The typical 

reader or listener tq the poem probably was amused, but he was also com­

pelled to estimate the deviations from the rule by the monasteries, and, 

because the Pule and the fantasy represent extremes, h»*  was forced to 

find th*  rr-l conditions ‘o some degree 1-perfect. lie t ' c criticism

is b" r^ly discerrC; le beneath the hunor. It ''ould ' e up .rent to Lu 

ond religious -.11 :e.^

The -nln tl ere of "The Simonie" (Hc^) i.-.cludrs lux’jy ar a 

cruse and an effect of covetousness. The new par so:. heaps his hounds 

and f-.Icons; the abbots nnd riors dress as ts; monks wear socks 

-nd felt boots, line t^eir hoods uni c-ips with fur, •■■■.. take c re of their 

sto-acks:

hellglou’. wet red I .lay wt at 'e n' - l uon? 
" e ne c-ro? no ht to muche for his ot a .t rmn; 
For hous-hlro ne for clothes he i.e c rrz no ht ; 
But whan he comet’- to the ete, he nnketh his awe Leu: t 

off the Lerte;
And anon thernfter ’e fondeth to kacche reste."

There is - good possibility th-t the poet did not mean the poem 
to have wide circulation but meant it ns n kind of private joke. This 
inference results from the ending of the poen where a severe criticism 
is ir-.lied of the harshness of the period of the novitiate, but such an 
interpret-t ion is not certain; it may be fnoth.rr lurst o: humorous ex- 
pggerat ion. If thr t interpretation is correct, t - m it seems likely th nt 
the noe- w«« written by a novice who resented the unequal conditions of 
the reeler monks and the novices, rather like the modern p: race, "Ze do 
all the work, ^nd they rave all ♦' e fun, " -nd ■ : .e " peer. < o .t it tc be 
rhnred with his fellow novIces.

^A Inter manuscript of t-e poem adds another stanza about drink­
ing. Brandl, pp. 19^-91, lines it$-74 of the C version.
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"uch is nn Le of t! p friar1 f ability to provide hinr.*>lf  with clothlr^.

A “Goi^ against tha friars" (27??) ac uses thn frhrs -,f riot, chivalry, 

rlholdr;, f nt fair scnvenginr- producer rore food f • r. fry can 

"re; thr- nre tncen 1 ,*ood  -erchrats^ 

for ronne can with a pound of sape 
Geta -in a rt^ll ' a caue, 
And fob ''at els f erto.

The r-me a- y a i« .:e 1% hlnyp ar (l-ç9) » s • ■ « been seer., where

r fri' rr tp ar i<<. * f ;r 1:.^ t; . o«pel ♦ o t ”0/eF:

an; of bls t l?*res  freris . icw» ? t . 1 ■»-. ■ 4 1,. k; :. ,
1r '•«'■.-• T. "rr: .iso . -orr 4 ' : nr .

'o well--’’’ nf - a f ^ir is -rch ' 1; a r mlaur : '1 -;r", to be an at raster

M if-, f c r"£8 of th a '» ey 4 4 s and e rl; friars.

In -1 >rcp t e Pbo i, h-'nn's Crede the friars ' houses are des­

crl: »d i:. let" 11, -nA t are a .Ite 1 various. The ionr.r f t e ?'xnorit 's 

1 rvl nr L'^ c: ?ell ent :

W1 p wide w 1-.do""s ; -' rouat - and waller well ; eye , 
p. * r o « a dr;, mt re id ":..i - :.t - i : ':lr' eJ f:l clr:.e,

lb f-'le flitter In/' .:lar - . lowl - be son:.a. (12^-2?)

? (- 'ir.orlter , : o .1 the wnderlr.,; poet th.-4 '• vil. le pair t î 1 Into a 

woof window er folded In the arms of -t. rran'ir and ree^n4ed to the 

Trir it; "1th the -rayerr of th t Saint, that is, If t a met ware to yiv® 

a little money. The most complete description of -1 f ri' r; Ln :tddlo 

^n^lish verse 1*  m"ie of the house of the Dominicans; when the poet enters, 

he "gaped about" :

Swich n bild lolu, y-huld - opoi. »rpe belote.

Tow pe pileres wf,r^n y-ueynt - mid pulebed ful clcnu.
Anu "ueyntell i-corvon - wlÿ car louse bottes.
"ib wyndowes well ;-''r)uat - wide vp o-lof to.^ (1‘7-1{ ?)

l''nFtoura c-enks of Wyn: pro's be aped-up pld ( 41?7) ; your executors 
will ret it, 

Cwthir it frores feche, when thou fe, ' "orthos, 
To -opntten with. tvrire pelers, or .Tf;ett wit: thair waller.

(3^^331)
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T?ern ri,' r.lso postern-ter, "in tie - to pan sei. when hem lirte" 

(1 <-5) sîùî orcî.Tds and gardens all walled about, 

And •• ^uriour. cros - r: r.Stll^ eat;, led, 
”ib ta ernaclen /-tint - to totun all ; oaten.
>e pri" >f a. ploua-lo:.n - of pon;(ap re roar.ne 
To npnrpile jbnt o;. 1er - vrrc pure (1;>-?T/

I' ' 1’ or.Ip the ! il 1 ; wnen ; e ent re the churc; ; :-o c : , he no tee

the c rven arc" ee , tr n c- -11 ~ l r. ar nr ted with flower r , nuor.'.ei wit;,

knots -> f nl , wide winnows ’utT.rin£ t. c anae? nr. ; -r rkr . f -crc.' ..t$:, 

co e fort, -four of ' h^ -, the toa of rmi.J tr c : v^d in nl; '.star in 

- re 1 r .rmor, '.'it: ‘ .•■Lr ’ . les ; osi ie f-em "I:. : nn\ ,.-, , Taentee ■

bn*  were . old-^ eten. " ( 1 - '} Th. a c « t wanderer con-ent F : "boun be tax

i' tnn 3er - '-ere trewl; - sale re u, / Xoluo it nou^t -.n>e:. b' * ; c ;s - 

half, ns y * rove." (lr!9-'tn) The Alois'.- r i« ne*t  uescriled, x Antou.

oillers , "pc r trey: well cl in»», " rove rod n<th ion , ■ arc : v it rnlr.t , 

wit" * i n : >er . ■ n^ 1'>vt9 of : itr ed In » ten. T e chapter-hcusn '- np 

' ullt like " rrr-1 ■-hnrrh, ç r. ed, covered, 

. . . ■. ? .e/ntl ic'.e on*  ay leu; 
h ib semi 1 pnl .re - y-cet on lof te;
As r I nl rent-: a us - y-pt\ . / eu nvoutr. 

"he fréter won;

An halle for nr. hey? <in^c - an housholur to holden, 
vlb broie l ordre "hou ten - y- benched wel c le ne, 
"lb vindowes ■< . las - wrou^t nr a o^irede. )

If nothing else, *'  e fri' r" knew t ? .ore ver.lt' / oeopi '. The poet w"i;der 

t'-.rou^h ct?rr lull lin.“r until ; n discovers t? •• fat, :> t friar seat eu in 

the rar den, /yrbed in a dou^le-worsteu cope "on. a clean white >lr t L • .

"he Austin friar ler"t 'R t"a Franciscans*  falling off fro” the 

- ule: *hey  now use more cloth in the cope alone than in St. Francis' 

whole frock, and u ader t' e cope they wear a fur coat cleverly "buttoned 

arout the knee "Lest any spiritualI man - asple pat fille." (???)
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yyncl3 hnde \1? ïollowers . o b- b .t 1? ^Iritml iescoaàe .ts wo^.r

' ur'<l4d p oes f'w-. hor<’ i: ?olà we-■ r. ' ; c r.i:er''r lister.':

' tt 'ntlvely to there cri t iciemp, . ;.j even erre;-.ill, ’•< ••ri re e/.com--'F 

• .e o ;r 1 • '- e <iescr 1 pt lun oz ■ ierce : 'r::r t e b".21 <_ -'' -1r f t

in t e -o.-, . it ir r' Ll.lf-.21. rr- ;..,e. U r-<> r V. f-e oxtravr-

,■ • ’■,'»• j•• * ç 1.2 ".c - r nr Pt u- t e t:. 1 ":.t il 1' i * iclm *■  • ■ . 'G

' rr' . 1 e . lo-;.;. n" , in n;/!— * . tr r fri rr. Le vu yrln, ;

" c i n re r "r : ir. r■ r ' n i le ves 1 loo 1 ic t rri:.t ' ' : t! c - ru . e i £r •

Pierce’s . i^.tri*  •' •' 1 : ‘ ‘ ' fri" m v i t -eecir." r. to h:lld rroat

n.r.i c'r .yci. flory . ti elr "bro i bel. . n. " () , ' '.n ect : .. es «; elr

clôt /.In,':

i narey. or rchapelories — • ni strecc. ep .eT bioie■ 
And launceb ' el^e er • emres - wife ; nbelvn, i:. '•ticte-; 
bel '• -. t.--cwei wib i it r 11.: - ' ni «erer f'ill 'ue. ..t“, 
T-«ton.-'ey vlb stir er - b t et y b nr Filner.

L ri irs rro ''n^'r. if *''■*■.  're not sc te 1 1 irrt al * -J nF •- • -e" •■»<'■« '...ü.

'p f t'nu.r 1 e 1: . e.., /» rr . w i'. eve: mw r : ' ' v- . . - -wn. ■ - i -4.

nr, t ' ; res-'/: . n cl.-":. Ln t : e? r< - " r.er, " t - .lent; io ' n » ,

t-.?;. r" rfm •■T e- n~ ni : '-con ; i". I Inr-*'"-  . :

. . . ert"L? ■> r ^y lo^c rr - or j.' -o - os . - rurt'1., 
Ân l r<>n«ren • rr pto.ariwm - cnrlons Ar.;t^e- . 
br t -•! -eb Fwlrhe hnrlottee - horloge vnen, 
An.i y ib ’.r" vic>eâ wo rde •- -üT. -..% "■ itr- iol>! (?-•-' )

Tn c *•  e contrast c >-jlft», ’ieri e t-nc -■.? the uort-^- nderor ' L ' Creed

without noklrr ray mono. . .

Tic cnnrorted effort by the Lol’ rdr to ronde-i. t o C-iurci. nt the 

rlc'. nersec Jtli.r the yoor in continued in The ' 1 jïm.-.f. Tr ie ( ). .hr

followi:.. nt-ny : rob' ly on erlen t - ‘ ' e r.to . «'Ch ne well or to the ryle n.

the clerics :ine :

With chnun,;o of iany inner metes, 
With so nr and solace sitting lorn , 
And f illeth hlr ”’Omh, and fast frétés; 
And from the net6 to the ronr;
And after mete with harp and so nr, 
And hotl spyces ever a^An,:; (14Ç-^*)  
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The contrast in this is between the ricr nerr end nride of the Church 

^nd the poverty hu llity of Christ. Cleric veer rich do thee, ride 

fine horses with glittering equipage; they wear long-toed snoes; they go 

to fairs "nl dances to kiss t-« girlr: "Such yreestes of L cifer ben 

sent, / Ly x co muer ours the - hen nrayd,/ Prouve .endaunts r t hir ; -pent 

(9^?- ') Lonrlr nd' s identification of Piers t" e " low; an '.'hr 1st was 

not lost upon the Loll 'rds.

Tve ;'oet- 'nnurrer in "uir nnu t; e Sothseg er (* ’-) visits the friars 

ani finds tnnt the. we^r soft "ool socks m.c, "hor J)e loue of oure lord 

bar.Ie life induren." (47?) The poet is much harsher on the inhabitants 

of the mt h.e.irn 1 closes; not onl, ’<■■■ lu the., no * %. 3v«»r ■ is -urrt inn, h'.t 

they ;

. . .euer kente ba\r doos to cracche and to rangier, 
Aad fedde so pe foule flesh |)?.t be veils ne night 
Vnet-e kepe t>e carj igne but yf hit cleue shulo; 
And and be ^ttn groned jjore bn; gorde were. 
Th .. had bee r Lee of rwete -ete, so ne Co . ripe. 
For piling of prouendre passing bnsrise; (^ca_tp)

h id in - t? r.'. is crib laired too, but not at all in 'nrucer' s : annr r:

'"hay ' be 1 r -.. .i of filial for fra ire bolde r idiiv: 
Y.--^.rdellr 'f ^iod rold or iIte tte leste. (j>Lb-9) 

. . .row bo I ddy b^y ride, 
T^ees ersonos and bees prebend 1ers ^lurdlt»» ^at air 
Poperynz or. bn ire y^lefra. s fro oone place to an ether, (iy 1-3 )

The rum-atlon of tin criticin-s of t? n alergy the for. of contrast

wit ti e .-olden past w^-on there were nnrtyrs among the clergy :

. . .dercz were not known by £alre closing J>«»t tyme, 
he by royal raye ne riding cute, 

Ne by revel ne riot no by rente nothlr.
Ne by baire double deem - ne fraire deape hoodes, 
Ne b drynkyug of dollid w; ne ne by datz nt eue. 

But by deedss bat baF dide,. . . (tAj-bj,!)

One is struck by the consistency and frequency of the complaint about
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1 usurious clerics. Undoubtedly the richly-dressed, fri^r was conspicuous, 

and one can ima.-ine muttered remarks by the peasants who saw him #) by. 

Probably, the f et, simper in/', end greasy fri« r was a stereotype. Never­

theless, even a stereotype must rave a nodel, and the numerous complaints 

suggest numerous examples of the model. Nor can the ! at red by the poor 

against ♦> e richer be ■ r£pied tn miti^te t e intensity of the complaint, 

for t; e contrast between ‘1 c luxurious ne ss of the clerics anu the ideal 

humility and poverty if t' p founders of t- r fri rs' orders and the saints 

and martyrs and hermits is a.ie too often to be termed a rat ionr.lizntion.

The Clergy » re Slothful. Part of the complaint, cert"inl^ , that 

the clerics are slot? ful is due to t\e fact that trey did no physical 

work, at least did r.i conspicuous p? ysicul work. Vere often the 

complaint merus what ;.obert of Brunne ('"t) rays it is:

A persons ys slog?. yn holy cherche 
£at on hys shepë vyl nat wrehe 
h’ow pay sh.ul rem-selfë ^eme, 
And ki.i ana holy ch.orc: e to ?uare. 
t»e hy g) ë shepard s. r I hym blame, 
how he lateb hem go to shame. (481)

The duty of t o rient ir tn correct "is flock; any omission of t-1 d .t. 

in culnnble. The soo ini purpose of t e Th’xrc’; is the 'underlying assumption 

of ti at conclusion.

The comment of the >oet of "The fime .ie" (41c^) :.an Lc'i; "uuteu:

" I wot non eysiere lyf th a;. i” reli. ioun. " (1%) when he refers to the 

monks. They re devoted to "eisA anh -lotonic." (Ij?) The friers will 

attend the last rites of a rich, mar.:

Ac bi the faith I owe to Jod, if *he  com is lene, 
He wolo wngge n?oute the cloIstra ana kepon r ise let dene 

in ouse. (189-191)

The Lol"*.-.rd  attack on the friars in fierce t e Plow^rman1 s Crede
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(ct?) tie criticlrn of rloth. The Minorite rr< s V.is of the

Cni-mcl ite:

Swiche sloTorers in plane - nlnu&e is 1er e?.d »
\nd r^lot^n. ir er Jou - «ib lop/ of :ir;,n.t, (/I-2)

T’p desrri-t ion of 'e as« l-Glnle’". in " iP garden corrie tee with Lnng-

Imd'r. ’’ortmit of Im* ton in exceller.ee:

A .-ret cherl nr... n gr;,T - growen '-s n tonne, 
Wit n face as fat - nr " full lied 1er 
ilower bretf ill of ? rob - ' r n 1 c. " hnn/ed
Or. ho ba:. ' Ln c .e :es, ' ...i ir c?.; n - -1)) n cl.nl Lollede, 
Ar « met ns n os «, - (jove.i all of rei e ; 
bn*  nil w^,-^d. lis fies: - e? r k :< re. (m-2c)

Pierce avers t friers do r.ot Leg 1 ec ^se t:e^ :.eed te, ”eut 1er a 

li.stfull lilf - 1:. lup*es  to iwelle:.?/ "!))-ou*'n L;. t r-.un lie - 

vntrewliche h;, lyl et. ." 2" c Plownnus Tale speaks of the rest

cf t e Church in the sare n.inner: of r inks, "Soie an;, no asse in all 

a weke," (130?) end th\ ave forj^tten poverty nn: ; r u; er for wealth 

and ease. (lO^) Tie arfu-o.t ir th' t t .e clerf5' oes live a leisurely 

life w' <»n M-ur*'. ’. wit t ? poor.

"um and t .e So'hPe^-or (*t)  es^e of priests: they have "been so 

vs Lu to ease erly r i ’"te/ T: - t pa; cunne no crafte s ' an rape b~ya 

wnrre." T? » lut ton;, of *he  r no:.R in t " er the.-.r"! closes has

been rentlom 1, ^ut r,n-' 1er. yurt )f t. c yoen is pertinent * : t: is topic. 

The :oet. iren-p of n arilmn in w .id he finds a bee-keeper kill in - drones 

71? bee-keeper descri'^s *- e ‘.ror.es -e eating as Much ns twent, workers 

but ing no labor. 7he etnphor h- s been npylieu. to the courtiers, but 

it righ*  r>-fer to the clergy as well. 7he absentee prient is likened to 

a physician who never visit a hic patient. "le cinplaint a out the sloth­

ful clergy means that they neglect their spiritual dut,. ; it is made 

intense by resentment that the d-^rg; red ens; whil - tl e poor trust labor

exceller.ee
%25e2%2580%2598.ror.es
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T!e ? 1er,g- are not Chaata. The 1 echeroue -riert. fri^r, or nonk 

Ip proverbial nnd ! unorour. "e covers bir amorous i ' is skill­

ful woo in - wt*  - rope u**  vlet. . ' ftcn he is a syn/nt..etlc ch- rnctrr; 

bls s ! A is pl to? ‘ v-an to be contle: i.ed s»ve rl^ Yet t. e most 

ÿat t s wilde" is jb/ert of 'rit ir ism. The e nor vit;, of t e

sin va .es i t inter'""'*  Lr.r ar t f e - \ a . cr Ls^ of it is patent. Perhaps 

the interest derives from th'' .*  ‘ ' r- - ' r 1c is " ored to be

spiritual, to den; his flesh » j.. lector; .c * : t worst sin ' he i lesh; 

♦ he 1 c.sed cleric he rs the hr.nt of ’ ll popul- : r.t oaisn fa: rdicion.

Cnl,. ‘ - aui.p are r Ltlcirea for ua ’ ' tit; ir. t e "f - * ire on the 

People uf 711^ re," (IT/b) o:.r of th." few la*  n%? - s : ..-^.s 1 e li..

cr Lt ii'ired, a:. 1 1: "lite hurcrou ' j... lei le te . :

hail he "e non:.er uf sel:.t ’>:r 1 huuse, 
Go deles ? ourmn lines nnc. is nw n n .r r ! 
ui te " Istrodiÿ ?e pur echo:, yc f « te hep f1 ter^u'». ; 
Lnÿeit lie setter ÿ't tawi^j lur lepirÎ 

w^l vndernto.ie, 
n1 t ::ir\i. ^is diter so «de.

The rb.;f /. rci>re:.ce to w< rr. r?.ces ir.pl 1er th _t t:?' r.'ir.r '•rohe their 

rule ? j:t w, nier in,' f r'-* ' a do lite: . I r tevi: ,f vj rr oes , t­

ir t ' it t^r ' vr rmr-pe i ::.e e v is *t  Lu., re^ir * orr ion ln-

s‘',nc-r. vh-r. irm^ w. j.t • o . .rce'; - -s"; . "The L-'Ui. d - ’ ; cp.c"

('" ?) Indies in 11 n f-’:/. ~r; - . n > aril- ,f t- ■' he^ln, mi rd. i bi ted 

rntl9'"ctlon. The nil device Lf r de tLt\ti..;. rof %c words for spirituel 

ones in hy-.ns Is paralleled in t e :r -r 1. ‘his eu her.icr: tho ;auru; volZs 

r.eet yovr.ci nun" s* ’lrr i:.f; in the rive r rf : .ilk n:..l c- rrj them bnc< to the 
n 

"de,, "Ana tec i)) pe i.’mi.e" an oicinun (1^;;/ inrrf leue vp and aun. ""

^Pobert of hr un ne (?' r l.jh r : " ‘d how nr euer w. pre ri e or
ppelle / Of prestés w^awe mar here euer telle." (7935-1 )

Another o.r-v le f t e use f roll ious terms with s oxuni mevn- 
InKS is "The Srlc -ox" (3)2
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7he nbuot neen rlr r- t- t: eir r^r-' t lt>:. ebooks r. - Lien

of tie roite fur .ir vr.. Tr.e rever*"-!  of t'.e 2ule is followed, in aes- 

cr Lbln#: ^ro sot lor: lister i of t ?<• c ri*  t Ip ei:^' rulrlt’ml gr^"*  :.('■'>£ >

it If Revnnl nro’^ers.

The con :lnlr*.  Ip rot 'rur.oroup bnt revere ir. "7: c i :o:.ir" (--It'S).

. - e -^r"or co;. V ve ■■ ”ife " »n.: tr e ; rert : er/ At wille” (^1-2; if

a brl>e 1 f , ivpi. tn t c ' -r .LP'tCor.. p rrcr t :pF t: a * ! ' ..« r ua t'r.e 

irlrr. re?’« n 1 . • e «rl:.. tsw:., "Ana'll If .ire t first

t.p; pwic\ i 'nr ronn me-'-e/ in lor.de. " ("' —?) 2..e / ?et sue.r t.r> % t.?n jnlre

t\e "foule f-.sp ' of t' e lee- ero-ir rlest :

, v.t evori — t>r: - \ wel i-w! te, 11 t e swet-- :• de,
Ther let: ro tan^e pre'.top, nil :.t nuve no ht aile 1' ode: 
An à r.r f eles thiao .•'.ide -ea fallen oft Ir. fane;
■nr trine w-i/ouno jrer’rr t..n*  olelen ier nice 'Jia 

ri nil te .
•■ii ^on V1 d swerd " nd bo "tele y ns 'nn t" voice fl; te. (1G9 -1^)

The poet Is earprad h;- the priest who cnrrr.ll; plasterr ..own his curls, 

chooses r wench of the newest fashion, ; nc hap a -’err;- t l e. The poem 

connects f' clothes rr. : lechery ir the usual w% .

Some of the suspicion cf the clerf^ ri. ht be duo to h o :o:.f essio:. 

of one elect tn -no ther t’elr collusion; fis xc-ticul u- situation 

see s to be referme to in n pass' e f rom The Plo'nnnns Cale (?hh c) ;

Though a prcrt 1;. with his lemr.rr. "I i.ip; t, 
And tellen his felowe, and he 1- in, .
he «oth to mnrcfi nnon-rlfht, 
And saveth, he sin^eth out of slnne! 
Els bryde nbydeth him at hie ;nne, 
And ilghteth his dyr.er the nene whyle. 
He sln^etn hie masse for he voide winne, 
And so he wane t h ^od beg)le I ( 573-^3)

One can imagine the popular suspicion that the birds of a feather Ft lek 

together.

It is interesting to note that there is but one reference to 

lecherous priests in Piers ^lowman (l’-59) : Conscience describes Lady

lor.de
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"ede'r iwwer:

3Le bleseet:’. fcise 1 1RS: c^en . ^oi^e be le-ec, 
Fro’iendretr. uerc.ii.or. . . nr^rt^r. ne, r.tenet; ,
To hr.'-.e n'-nnnen me lotebiee . nlle ^ere 1 if i\ es, 
And briber, forth hr .er. . n^eln for bode lawec. (Ill, I'C-jl) 

e af ‘hie re feree ir shown , '' c 1 . ' v 1o 2 ^rci.erj, ' f '°11*

f err ion in th*  virion of the Seven ,e a.. 1/ - i:.r " < i live; it is *0'a

: iner lon^. In *'  •' firrt r rt of t o onn, L -a, la:.: wisher to . enter his 

criticise on Ln "ed" 1 :. . "r cam; t in. Lnfl uei.c^ . n:.u er: * jr e ivlt 

that r a er tended dirn:-r"ioa of ler'":', woal.. i ; * ' : if wit. tn *■ e: _.■ ■ r * r .

■?.e noet trier ‘ o . e r o .f i nl, to : :e a ' ra- a r m of t.e -oclct. , 1 ..^ 

VV so (loir.;- ; e C^noi ver. e-rll. ?! .rle on*  '. " «’ler.r mn • -1: l*c  ’ a

The Ln1i rd -oe~r one *he  e- r/e of Vmer. -.-rias*  * e iri-rs 

wit.' f r-'CiO'.-;. tac. vc:.e: .enre. r r?-. Inlat lr .rcful fur .rop' -

r;-ncn, and the 1^11 ords knew it. "A aon,; 'ayin^t t .e Fri rr" '') if

n’l-nst mt i: - I, :ev. tea t * ■ • c - r.T :

T .1 dnlr vtf a .rrrr , •-vanes, and kn; ver , 
Wit" Hr-, . lover, >r wenches -’.nd wyvor ; 
hot ever ' cw rd t; " kusbmd t" ryves 

"'>!■ t.-.r-.i ' re x.te-i tille .
For ’-'hra * ';e . ode -<•: in fro ‘ n-e, 
\n : *‘ e f rere cfT»v t oair I- ::ie, 
’ e " re- :.' :t -- for synne :;u sh ne, 

r* -e r.e Los 1 in will u.

The warnin' c 'ntiauee: do not let a friar shrive our ^tu<;h m or '■ ife, 

"irnut'-rr lor. > ne s tille," for a wife r.-y seen *o  be stnl 1<- of he-rt, but 

the friars are such clever seducers and 1 i^rs tant she may Le led astray. 

’npnaslR is placed on the frirr's ed il it y to prete:H to a virtue he doer 

not possess, "he nocr. is couched as a warning and is not r.e.unt to be at 

all humorous. The Vinortte frier in Tierce tie Plcu/^.n^ Crede (Ci 3) 

s peaks of the Carmelites as 11 Lords and 1erLures - -nu lem ans holder.; 

. . .and but wicked folk - wym-en bi-trnicb, / And Ligileb hem of her 

/;ood - rlj> fîlauerynr^» wordes, / . . .&al lyuon more in lecher le - and
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Het in her t' les / b^n ruer: -n; «x> i 11 ife." (V^-no) "he, have their 

venc?.es s

' ' Btene st «mes nr.h nt ronge - jae; ouer load st rake j> 
}>ider ns ' nr lenmans li^e^> - mid 1 in towner., 
(Gre; ^rete-hedede d ienes - wip ,^>ld b® el^en), 
And sejn, here -mstren pel ben - pnt suiournep aboute; (3^-55)

T" e ..c-.inic: n friers hnve their "dosternes in r,.i^tie" ^nn :.;.yocritlc\llj 

icense t’ e Austin friar: he "holdep ?:is or i;.:iT.mrc - wip hores and peues." 

() •*  is w' pn Pierre r^ripr, t;.e climax nf is tirade t:at i e recuses

* ' friars of lecher, , an J, curiously enou£ . onh i:. :At" circles. Friars 

live wit": the gre- t. e-tIng rich food a:m drinking curious drinhs, « nd 

' / the are of «ir :en woru^ ' e* r ’■•c ^en. If loris c.uv V/jp (7jlleful 

craft of p friar-, ‘ , f ri- rç " schul nrm t haunt en her :z>us - so

ho-1; on r.i^ter, / Ne ' edden seiche I rope If - L rc 'rode schetes." 

(7^1- '") .he ^lo^r nns T" ' e is Jus*  ns v »" cuent about t e other

te-hr« of tv.e '1er,-" .

f>ome 1 ivet: iir.t in lecherye, 
'' t ■ aunt ''H wenc? e« , - Lu owns , n;^L v. ver , 
Ind 'xnirheth t1 e pore for put%\.-e;
Them-seL fe it xreth all their l^ves. 
‘-nd but p man to tvem him a ryves, 
To heveu c.?mA never he s :. l I ; (?cS-9C)

"For chnstite, they nn^nteyn lecherj;" (<lp). . ."open ..-vol a^enst con­

t innncOi " (5?1) 'xû they "usay. here on -nJ - nrlotr- . " (773) The associ­

ation of t e lecher, of t’ e fri-r wit: solution means to suggest that 

* he absolution is not valid. -ne x»oll”rdst as x-s been mentioned above» 

h«l ; that the sinful Driest could net administer n pure saernmont,, an 

idea that the C^rurch held to he • eresy. Perhaps t- • t idea is behind the 

complaint in this stanza:

Pennes wyves they wo lien hoide; 
And though th- t they ben right sory. 
To speke they ehull not be so bo ide 
For eonpning to the consistory ;
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Aiid. make hem say with mouth "I ly," 
Though they it saw# with hir y; 
His lenman hollen omenl...
No man ro : rely to axi why

The Lollard noems nre outrpoken in their criticism of the clerics for 

lechery.

In Uum -nd th" Soth-errer (*t)  the 0AÏM arostic has the adjective 

""’oreux" (5n?) for the Vis tin friars, and n little later this is said 

°* friars: " I can not deme deuely of w -at degre y Lee ; / T' r.y been 

not woddid , wei I vote , frotuth ^ay wifes r ue;" (fll-l?). While the 

p0(>t rP-r r ;r th t friers are ro id re ch^.ts, ?.e does net include the 

’hT,--e of 1 e"' erv ..s .-11,. .?so?i- ted wi»j v .i?ri f ri rs. Is: ope 

tare bribes nd allow "lerrnns ano. lotebier in }>eer l- tu Ù -, os" ; 1351 ) 

n.: ..lur-lists n—ase t: emnalves in Loniun at lords' courts, "Anu pleyen 

Tille Inllo '..-it: -u.y lev! kitte" (11;"} . ■ tie wb>le, tie i i- 

put-tion is r.ot made often in t"e ;x>em.

1These lines should le comp-red with the frvue ’inns cil ff.

? -o^er r/' -es -, T-2cro-.ee in the Vonf^ssio (Tcu") to im..ioral 
clor,;. , but with n rm at deal of circuns-ection; Tide Prolog-. 470-SC.

The r-l t ire nn:<- It,, if r r; lair.t" a- out 1er rrrour cl erf:y :-.ny 

» *'  th» fret t: t o une _r-ste cleric had become a cliche, a umor-

■ up I lehr , ->r " n.i : era - e common belief for t-e rea-.c - s —es ted above, 

xt If. s-1 ; .e t • t ri:r- a r n'e, . if f ic'111 t luve, inconsmicu^ us , coulu

net be ".ie wit., inyir.it;. " o Church considéré^ eretic-J the ide:: that 

♦he sacrar.cnts were invalid wh"n a..ministered by a sinful priest ; t• is 

may have been a deterrent, except to those already condemned as were the 

Lollards. The medieval ^lishman did not criticize everythin/ ; just as 

t'-e kin#- could not be ttne'-e ., perh- s the priest could not be criticized 

for lechery.

inyir.it
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^herr le nn doubt t" "t *'.ero were le< fro’)s priestr, frl*  rs, 

ion? e, v/. n .nn. Tiny wen? net rritiriro. ' c -un;, un concep­

tions ru, est. ere I- n - ;r lo ir nre c !.. ir?'r Xr.r*  n"tlo:.s to 

rir? ^rieets (911)^ whore, tn p. ■--tt'T-o:»;..... ;.e, t- • rub’.-'-, i .

rent lorad. "irk Is V11 V; '.he r“ sons '/ ic- >er: it n ■ c r' on to ron- 

:CF^ ‘n n • ri v t " tto n • t^ w% - ri; /in' i : (1 ) ''h^n *.•  n ri In:.

•'TLent Is in . lrcren*;(  ?) vi n;. t e cjnrunlc- nt in .rn ^rit’r. n near relative 

? f t'e -r! est , ri - other , rirt'-, ine, ^r i.- uf*'  ‘ e: ; ( î) wi en the

nrlest h- ; ' -• L■. w 1 * nn; o ' • i r .ri'.*L)  I &. ' ne F isyects, ' owever , 

th nt sue- r - r - wr?....... ie i n t e urr I n. -'r 1~ créa r ssip o." tne tines 

11 ns f r « ■ rx..\ ' r tod"./.

" nr-' " s n ;c

nd - tian ■ : t - ' : .1: ’ - . ; x. ' :1 ‘ t . ‘ " r" v 'r f lr.. eve

: t. fne .: ' c , v -i / . ‘ ‘ •• ' ... *:  e f^L-rr ' t

< hey • ; -• ‘ r'rr * . - '-v :re- . !.. . ' c -r .' ”inn ,1 - . • ; '■ ' ;.

' . j. :p 1.. h • ’ : ' - e : .vnv. t'e-t h *'  ,n c .■ :.c ri t-.. e?; or t

t o -r' vlie •■>' .• r'ljn. .he frl rs soon e> med a place nt t e

"ini ersities :>>r * r<r 1 r-r:.ln.• i:.‘. rbillt;. "he ..is--nnicn of 111- 

edno-ted -n'.ntes {supra) Indicates the frer.ernl tenor of the rorplnlnts

. ..xt " ' o .1 ,iu.. :i ‘ c tier d»> ; o.. the one hmA is the anti-intellect-

uniism uni on the other a fair thrt reliziorn Instruction is not n^couute 

*o ^uve nen'r -Gnlr.

T' rrn is n peculiar it' t^no-.t in handling S;nnw (77g) : "The :.c re 

the cherche, tv- f/rt: * r i ro Ieda." (/74 ;) bert i- nt ti-..«T rutl.er

_
3d. 3. Peacoch, ":TS 21 (Londo/., IhuL).
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c; nie ni h In ^ret'ren:

Inrre J>e lw«i nnn
^n so?e of borl proslftc kar..
'■’ho ne-ien he-i more to v'orl^l. b;
ÿra prrctRp io , " c "lie lore ?re . ' ?

’'n le fier':, p:^1 auyl dous,
Cf hym yf nnt to n^kr no rous,
"hrt viylcb to v:us J}e Irtt. ", .
\;.L ’ ; r l. fe :u ^;nr pr jott;: ?
XIle b t elfTfv t-, , tnll^ i t 1 * 1er", 

en ' •• 1, -nb :.e .» r b'' '-ett. r bt . . (1 ')

" ■ r- nrr . - *•■  •> » .■ xj. 1 1" -t ‘ < - l f ' os.ee i* 1" c .uV'n,

one will tj- t n - ‘. *.-I.. 11. * ' : V' 1 :o , ‘ - Ir 1" t : —. / : ' - ■ : -

if o..c ‘ » .. - tt i:. 1" ? : '■•;•. ■■■ rd .. I, y ' • r ve '

:nlr' ; :.o 1 ' - t T'.r'l r i < ■ c t tir:. ‘ ' v /" rr; . I;. f : ..Le ' . -1' ; On C

of ' i of t f • ■r.-i-'*  Loi. ir r 'or 1 e ■ ilvnlent of üren; ?'.r. ' F L w:

b"i. rient*  ri.t ont ooi jr.v:

A.: if t - ;r"( " vn - r.. de ne 1. f,
^r?t e " i ?■■ • - : il1 e- te ".-.icon ’ : to w 1: ,
Ç--1 ro-.en r :'fe r i -nt*̂  1 :r ont fç- ? lltrl ’’tc, 
T- ' t r m nnkt " ferthi^K '0% th of oi, ■. n ,et : " «i-. • ■ -ro

• :t ill- .
: t" ■ ' r ■ 1 l * »! . : 1"? : . 1 r ■ r illi .

far rikt e tl inketr • 11 f- reti ri •: .t*"?*  ‘ i le'.'. ,
A r 1 i ” i % - <sf;e, * ' * ■ 1 self " t ' lîf rcv».;
So i >.; elir' ?e "r.e tet:, ' r re wot severe w: ot ; 
Xo lore wot n le wed ,r?et Ir. lo.ee '•' * ' rd 

* ’ il ( 
f'-anne ir a 1 ewea srert ta le tir t:ir. a / . (?^-llh)

^re strnroF con/ur u.: n vision f f. »■ oovo: ty-Pt: i?<» n v: r .rj.;i:k: from 

a ilplt ' sermon he cil not write a:., aid not con? to unde; =' a:. . Tide 

kind of "lewe 1" vierr very likely red t e rloss raid not l.e te t in : is 

T‘?a..i:.f', n .me tire f't is severely enndemnm i in sev r"l : >enp.

'"he nnti-lntelleat anl c, nil al nt , cv. le illust - t s% \ the te..th

msguf of Piers ^lo'nnn (l'i5 /) . : o find, reproves er hnr^ and eil- the 

application seems to be to those who turn sermons into ,'er.ts -n^ ribald

The flood ol«i-fasv.io!iC : .rerc' or of holy thinfls is now little lovec. ..o" 
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tcnyG, ' r" "yrp T le -It.' ' rrl^ *';rv„  T1 ?rts. W^e n । rn n

ty^-nprlv.fr t'r- Lr :-1 i. Lm ’-’i*L  n^*tru»4  nr r.tr ni.'/.t * e

"rlrJ t; .

; roren - faito irnn . '.;.n I'D' ndu ruche nuer.t i rme
piece wl+l pro ule ?e:. . -1 then be er llenc

And y'c" *n  nt cri:/ 'nu'ee . f. r -.. v® J- 'i-ruis,
b 't ‘nV:f 1? nouPte ferre : 1.-, be felt- . ne f re af :.e • .x.cues, 
"e cnrl f her s;, nnes . «-r i" r. e w xp:................ '"1-5)

t : « W r- ; e rr .0 ■•il *.  m er '. 1 leur- ; uct even t e fcnr of

>-"t . rA; '.r r ir .' - 11 . And ■ * * le ". 1 . K le . , uri wl.; uoa

' 11 o" < i Ave tn e re.; .ce : 1\ t": e serpent. « ..j l’.m r-jr entr trench x.tl^ :

"ïc:1 ' l le b ' ^ilne*  ‘ > ", te . be ve.es o:' t-n; ■ . - LJ, / L "ol^e h is e^e

w-'1: ir ,»rc . - ... ♦ ir f; ^rr after," (X, I'”--j). There If nore of

ru.'h ^rltlcicm f- i ..eeû not be repeated. In s sue XI, t .e

n -es •■■ .i.-resr l^n to tne other pole ?f ?o:olrlnt, tl e l^nor'..t, rrther

th^n * ■ •■■ ovcr-wittv, uriert . T e c irpl«lnt is connected wit’ tv e .nti.'li- 

rent ": lr o; :

It 1F n c rrf .L te . a:,.: > f n r . t,. un <; n r- -. o, 
b t hrf; no londe :.e l.nn/e riche . ne ^od locs uf hls urnes, 
be «t re I seg, e for so the . 1,. - 11» r :cr e rester, 

it v "n nn^t-cr run:-n<:e ne \ nne . but r croune cne,
"n . -i t. • 1 ■,”.*•  1 •• :.i uite . *•  ■ ; r \ flair n* s<- ief p ,
üe • •■■ u ire l . 1 e ie , r I le' n . to Ince e br/w 1 roi me 
fur?, b^n for . c. --1 .. .'"n for rie ne f b-T,. ‘ \
I ; ue wjniey •> r ’< y . -nd w cr-fore £e bisrop 
MKet’ «"tele rr^ste- . bnt lowed » en by* rn^er. (XI,

"l e nmn Is a fool w'.o rlswriten rh-rt "r, nid s .? ir - nyiert >< o falls

to rond ■•i” gospel correctly. The lunlic tlon is that rince n c? rrter

is void if t? ore rn - istncer in lt , *'  on so is th - rsr.

be birr’ on nh.nl ‘e 1 red . bifor ^od, ns I leue, 
b t c ro met-. s ic. e .codlcs knl^tes . but co nr.e th nou]t snnienter 
Ayn^e ne ps 'lmer rede . ne sp,t. e " esse of ÿe d-.;. .
Ac nouer neytuer is blnueiees . b® Lisr o? no b® c:r pie. ..o, 
For her e, ther is enditod . -nu b' * 'i^nor^noin
"or. exrug"*  episcopus . nec idiotes prestos.1 (XI, ?)]-&)

There in o nsidera'le unurasis here upon tie yr"llel ?•■ ‘we^n the duty of

nprlv.fr
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" knl^ t and t)."t of a priest; the social function of the clergy evidently 

was very cle^r to LQi^lnnd. '.'or If then little doubt th-1 there were 

vlrrn «ho could not rear.

The cb r, ;e ia --de by ? "inorit'*  a", o t C . uoliter in Pierce 

t: e 1ou^' uo' 'F. "rede VA " ? : 

bis "ei.o ir loked on - -nd Inwgyn,; he seyâe, 
1 Le ie ?ristnn - y 1 eue bat )>ou -"iduel 
H0U3 sci.ulde J>el tec) nn be ”■ id - & t u-n not ter-selue?' (' 0-42) 

As "n:'ooi " of t- Is, the "inorite P ; s : "And ^if )>el Couden her Crede - 

oper on Crist leueden, / )>e! wnr n nouit so 1 nrule - nwic o : - . Io tri 

VRe;.. " "he iien ir r -r ' r L-ahert of Br uine'r. The 2 r ^elites

' ttnck tho ^inicnp for t" c ir rote-le .mind:

Loke " ribaut of ^em - &t c-n uou^t wel recen 
7 ir rewle ne 1 ir rer .ondes - rut be yire rote, 
Ais :.m wore a ronn^ n.'c rlerhe - "\e c^ete& pe I awes 
Nou it lowli b"t lordly - and leesin^e^ lye)). ( 3nt -9)

Pierce includes the co-o' nintr dircusred 'itlerto in this crtegor;: friars 

v’lr: *o  be wire in law, to st .dy t -.e complex ouest ions in theolo^,' rather 

t‘ -n the ^or^el, and thus they turn the t^rt into fable and tie close into 

tr’îth ^r-d b. r .vt le r' i f tr i\ *ù>  --lasa re : le * r. r/ n Hack into white 

fo**  their ovm cove tour e:.ds : " i)> clo^ince of yo dFurll e - &ei ^odes word 

tumeb." (Th?) T^e i iet-wanderer had asked the Austin friar earlier for 

someone: 

bat coude re ?rade tache - and trewlichu enfourne, 
' ib-outen flrterynpe fore - and nomine frynet .

fol web fulliche be feib - and none other fables.
Vib-outan feb\ynge of glose - ns be ,-odspelles tellebî (P72-5) 

The Lollard c'-r^e has fart-er reachi-g im licatlons: the recret ion of 

glosses changes the rearing of the Bible; this can be extended to mean 

that the role of the Church as int^rjrt^er of tie bible is faulty. The 

Lollards propose that t' e Bible is simple and dec r ana tha’ faith rather 

than ritual is supreme.
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The Plowinns 7 1m ( 1 Vw) "sm one of the similes of "7? e Simo:.Ie"

In ttis tlenuncl''^lon of the ^rieatlj n'ility In Inw:

Ui;:.et’* not *' mtlr.s s-..
ror co-.int li. • ;. i f:;r n r rt-i oLll; ,;
Anh ;ot re /"i. let! r .- ,’v , 
Xna 'v.xerrt av. - im-melf nthin(-.

Orient? - re n *,  'f ■' ? ;r'•, i • reste : 11. S'-ri / re ■ t in w-It' , nnot er

' in' fo" n I ir. "'ve f Amor.I** , "

e • * conn# i.nt !.ir Jr. ..e
' • ■ ”• ,«—' ' •• • •• ' ♦ i r •• . । • ‘ • * *i

ho t! e r o - p t.' e-dr. "11 re ;o ,
In-1'-, s nil no" wel ie rye e t tcp. '.'.1 ' - l )

—* •• ' ' j-..- .. r- »■ . ♦ r : cF tn x :.. r- • -o how to

T ' * ♦ * • • » n * ■ * ; ♦ * » •• • * 1 p n > * * .> ' ' r I , *•  ,• . p ♦’ • » 1 ••■ * • ••*  • - * » ». I • • • • • V . • e A. • * L e

■ t . ' - e school :. .-t) *-i livn %" Lt: lor e :

■’".'■ten for f erne V lot*/.re  :.- fr -be-r
7 e: ..o 11 b" 'osn;; of It .; / tc *1  pnire liie-lp. ec.

An-; t mn- i lln nomore o:; be texte , '-.t 'u rr.r.. be Lo: e , ( 1 * ; L-‘. 1)

At o- p )C ir * * o r .» r >:r, ;p’ • -rt,. m :new more

" no'-', *v»v w"r*  . rtyrs bee :sr t o. • - . : ■ . t; r t <r t? :. I e rn-

-n , " ' int cir: ."F I !.. UiZL 2.. l^'nnr..

7:. tv-' w "le. t ere - y :.ut ..-.. ■ r. ■ • : 1 ■ - t t t'e lower

'I -1' "y were Lri.n . Th" r in-r, h..rcl - oer pr'-b 1; : ; n-. v". of

" ln^' ’ ’.on t e ^en"- "r " ne n rlrt- ? In is r ^ -ï:v. or nmior- ‘nnd-

in . ■ The Lollrrnr, often poor oursons t" "-.sel. e , lln . nve enou?;'

^"Lrk"s Instructions f r rlsh Prieftr. (/l 1 ) ir intentes to n 1.1 
f-e un-le.-rned Tiest in his c^re of the / risi . encl t' :t is : %ue clonr 
li. t' e fir-t lino- - f * -o oom. /non e ''in : e .. t: e lllnu, th»',, lot 
foil in the dite! . "irh ir i ro intor^-ted in ,;ivin,; ;>r! rt i. -.l novice 
than in terchin/ tie o-oel, however, "nd ■ ir -ivice frenventl. revenls 
an ir.te'-sst 1; r c-nhnsie; in disons-lnr tve ^'.. tis».rl formal; , ro ■ nits 
th- t few men know root; .. ‘ in; nJ he advises -r'e-tn .vt t w.irr. rd out 
the endin/s of tie words but about the br^in .i:^;s, ni ù. fut: er, the 
words ■'■:'• t come in t; e rirlt order. ' e jlver '■ome interesting illustra­
tions, nr. I then !.e cautions: so. le times the words will rr-r/e "C a ;%rt.
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to criticize t- e L.Tnoi—r.t vienn-orob '1; arv Mn-jr/. d nowledge

w»' l 1 ' be^n enout^-ind Lil so Ir. f"lrl; vehement tmr-p. They wore

Ln bet'er no^itlcn to .^e en ‘ j-ic t ' -n g::

TYe "Ipr-^' - re ^^ocri^e^. Tt.o co n lnlnt c nl< ,%t. e lower "In;;

c-r. be RV"/'e.l un Ln the -in le / r -r: t'%, r? .'ritee. be inten­

sity of this cl. r/Te nuet not be u;.lere-‘ in-te 1. '7.e m*-  1 critTi? \ 

which a nan 1*  judged nre firm and widely -^'-c t ’d in t be Et; . _.t 

ar.d while the frailty of man is understood. those who protenu t -j virtues 

they do not have nre ^envil^ censured. The clor.-y . ret r..ur tu i e ro: - 

errned in spir ! tusl t? i:v*f  , - nt riest*,  frlnrr , ■ ...: ,:. .r >re i . t <m

'-)rl-ly. -«len.: to e u. In, "nt f »\ love "nr Li - in ." - t< nre

nw^rn *c  - ovn". an.: .--n'^-r r:- T, tc - :ct" rn.' I ivr lu-rl>.sl. .

*c : ity :. . reek c-re. They »"• ;v *-  er.-rives as continent, ' nt , -

the do-.': -1 i lsenrs- "nd -:ilc • ■ - re le ' <u ous. o'-' t : :’ ^ûnne

( ’o) defines ' e "Ln r c Ln-t I, : "Y; c.c% sye, by r , p be -y nue/ de; re 

wyb-oute, mu f.n^e *!*• nr-.* 'll??--}

'f th? Lva^rn t Î o.. f son t; e . ul- à - neccs - ' for the rev r s ' I

cludi.n.- 11'?", t e non ".nee tie nn’cc vist -h; to -tt"i.. t‘ e Horse.. 1: n^.

but ♦'■e sacrament is vail : pv lory, . s tuo rnm^ker .iu net iu*ci.d  t .« 
jest. Lafr in ki? ''rrn ''ir - 'irr- the opyoslt", lut pro: lly refers 
tn "ouer-^yupors": ” ?ot*e  bew not be wor les tn, k,/ >dt -o; cr. jnte 
wyjiowte fnyle; (17??—R) evident1 y » * e result co' lu hr ' urin, when
?ndi:u s ar? ommltted cr wrong, "rirstr often dropped out whole lines of 
the mess when they were in a urry; a fifteenth century room (); 1?) 
cribes the ’-iRy activities of a rnocirl demon, Tut ivUlus, who cutches 
all the «unfitted syllables and takes the- to Sot^n for diabolical use 
in :oumer, v. ???, ’ 
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mhe exnf -fretinr;2 ve*  * r r ••> tvc". of 11 n • uncr -«r wcl1 , it sr mild.

' p oil •- f-1 *l  e cv? 1- i .t : : ‘u'••■*■  n mvioe i f :.t rripti.r t x trener.

"T;.p *'•1'^'  r.M c" 1: f ’*1,■ ? ; " ” ” jf . .-.crin/ ; .1 no n ti ci

" : .el : r’ r:’ * r ? . r." 1 • > or •_ " 1*:  n -n; tr?f t s ' ^ae.~

1: '. **::  mi' ■ " ■ r; rien*  r;. , : ’ ; .■« - » ..r r . 'r v.r-’- e 1 -

' inuo »■:; ■ 1 firn** ! . • ■ v e •' Lvm - ' : 1: e. ' • n<r ' ? :l i ?- y n

e

o- ; 
;•••’ bo

ci:.dr. of -srel-tT, r- ; ■>• rrons ..:. ^r-ris-. Tli-sf r wno twnr:. on . ..re-o', to 

e o^o ?: r-'ilJ. ' r . < / ire * r _ *,o;.n.  , -, ■ t, f n ..rc F.e

*'e; P\i i t' O. wre. n: O >tor, * e r ♦ fc\r t‘ p ; ler^ for

* eir ric? o’ nt', in. -; t: e non - le se - it ; r. 1 condemn t .e -? "yin n for ti eir 

norrlry: .

For ypocr^slm in 1 n . Ie !.. Ime.l t o n .lo n,je.-nl, 
b-t were Vysneved wit' snowe . nn& fWzos wyth-inne;

Or to ” wrl ^nt were whitlymed . nnd were fo-le t--Inne.
Fi?t so nnn; prertes . roc^jrer nj.l pre’ tec, *
3e ire:, enhlennc el with bele pnroleg . end wit . clothes also, 
Ac lowre wpy\er. -r'A ?owre word.es bere-^nder . ere: fnl vnlouelic'::.

(::v. 10,-iiL) '

word.es
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Lan^l9i\à -al :r, lr. ......Ir; , *'  t if the p-ty :1e r: nil %ot te

13eold.es the nodorn -^ennlnr, the terr -as nr/'th*r, more spécial
sense; n v.n '••ho ore tend s to be urrylnr <>r p rt :lnK in a religious

pnved, f •*•.  *.'■  ■' : t *'> t ? r-vn t r» f.eIvpr.

■”••*  Loi'- ré "rr 1 .rt »' t- : i- r^" (7 . , - fier re c» / in^

t p ' *-'?  * acr ) f *■  ic , r 7/n : "T- nr ■ ri .r.ieà - es fu %: o réoure, / Thst

• il1 * f!. * p rl : fxl n f rr %) c r, / c.é. ", :' . is. . " "4hnir 1. -\,w7 

Acâri. :iof ' f.::ir --rec .!%( . " "■ r j o- * • "ir. rttr f ; i y*  ( 'Li 7)

r‘'t«»r • itr r? <: : "T- rl )rrr;e -lie . •' . . vrrt, ’ . ty.-*  love ^p.i

' Ir: "irrre t-^ ^loiu: - rn' p re in ' Ç t e r Trie , . ,a *—*■*■*«*»*>■■■ * * b

i ■ , • : ■ 1 r f w; ■ ;te rv" rl. . "" e ” !:• ;r lt p :ri .r

eritirl er ‘ 1 y e 1 ; r. :’ r 'h’-ir ,ve' ■in,("<-1 - y. r

f,y ’ - - rl f . -e i, i:. fri' r, i ■. r It - >•' l "y ;%w, -t » Iz.PBr , 11 ec <s

• '.e "Inorlier, fer îj^cris;. :

Lor .or \.etÿ p-, ”ell f^r b' ‘ *■  • Ijw< r-cucre: ; 
',t c.ewey r; ’■ «’r pn it" 1 - er eue; y» -ar ie.r ,

pel "cl de wcr"'.ype:. - neu jt t ;T ' L itel, 
be 1 n -- , ^jrrlcle - . . yr. : en les. (inf-')

Fi": . e ni"? ivec f « ? M'^acrr : c - e" ‘ » : ...u-r jf te orders

t'p evil :

^f be nyp le sf Ir^-r - e r- -r•* bu frnrT .
' r.:*  :c : " n . nr; — :.r - ;\\ :.ru f r

t b"i w.b er fair f iÿ - lrhel fol : r h- !ep,
r!n*  ; l :e en i \ "el ' - nue yy ' 1 ter ;
r'-’ n^t*n  ' " - T pp.. en - well •• _ t el' ey .

"o yp r.n-'ù not le s-.in ; t r "hole pr . 1" : t rlvnj for "'o ro'u;l;i:.t thrt

tn*  f rln rr '.r« •;. poor l'es . Oye "‘nr -. fyç . I ' u. -,, y l*  ( il... •) H-

lurtrntes tro o" • rre In * -oer:

^tlor they prouve, ur cove;tous, •
Or they 1 en h^rle, or eln hur.^try , 
f r t' r; bon l ibomll c r lec:? mu*-,  
Or elr ,«?ulcrr *lth  - nreh iry ;
Cr '^ynteynere of ren wi + ' nnletry, 
Or stew-r ie?, nruatourr, ny .ileiourr, 
"r.r serve -od In h; ^ncriry;!
^uch ureertes ben Christer fois treytours!

13eold.es
:.ru
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-:e port-'.'r oi ‘’ n ? : t'• r , en..t \ t r '

rn:2 k J « l -rnric :■■••’■■.: "%?'ri ?. • I’e *>: ’ bour)

br, rfl’r werr, ”■ t b. , • /'vie ' X *.  • %-. : 'r b- re b Ire r?Ll ~ l.i

rrifp." (■'./I-^) 'rv- :• ■ - e • • v. e -■ r e • • 1 rt * e :ic1;. *'  e

i r, j ♦cpfio (°- i ") ; ’ ' \ %t%' r ; •. v if ,

v--7)/ " ’ thn t 1 r ‘ , '? e '%- r."

m' e 'o'-I Af ■ * : f *'  ? r'-Rrre ~. ir. w rctod ’<iV.

o*  • »r eo". .If Ir.t«- r ? r.*  *’ e ” ;rci •■ iit-'.ii_. ' . : * ir ‘ : e

vp! irlo'.r. "■■.■> ' .r : o lo:. r r - .r V e irr 1 t L<.:_ , : • cc.pl e 

r.e r : ola- IL" 'nr,% I • ' . ■ e i « ■ . , 1 r.r: t ?'/ r ir

'H 1 1 I * « * r • 1 • s • >•, ’nJ

• ' e r ‘ " •' rr'!i f ‘ •• In : 11 v •- ■ ,v r* . .c.-*.  '.o

” r ' o'^p-ed n je ‘' r - ... e iy : ; 1 i: w\r l..i '.exi'. 1

i .'or ■ r . "%.. * r v I - io r. / • • ' / : .• ' — : . -1:1:. .

' r " .:■ < '" " r^r • • »v. * — . - • u r‘ +- . :.p g ;w •-. lent

oer.. i' , , V e rrtff pel.?-. nre re rnre - 'Id r.t o-:t 

t 1 u'c rier^ - yl. r. ' o er^il. • - • :: of? to ,>.11

2xc.or. -urd r ■ t‘. on " r no * need ; :. •»■•:., i •-" - -.y •' wj en d -r o ex-

?rrrr*d.  r- • ;r one r ':.r.'*  ncceurd / * o : in : i", i:. t r nu:.:l < r of 

except to ' t r urc:. ’-c r c - d r, ore i : t« rrr*  ir.,",

or n H c i- - ort- nt to en.

eor.pl- ir.tr o- t t? e C? urc' ' yr ~j»-c int-rro, ■> f rt wv ' cl.

rprenon; tvl who is tl.inkinr -if no .et? in,; elre is nlso n n, pocrite, ever: 
1 hour? he cannot ' rip hirself. Ihir s ;,>-ests t --♦ * • epn is more t: ar. 
drc^&tic 1 ron. in the scene in ' rnlet where Olrmalue : ttrmots to -y: - .
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Rupportr t' o "Flor. * ■*  -Ai i to ivoit c-jn«idrrc 1 important. 

Th*  \oll rd non,",« : " T-lt*  veh^ r: ' , ire L - .«e t'» ;. r" efJor's

• - •nr, r.i" . -or *."  ■ ~ iR *.  - "t ♦' • .■ < . '1 r.ü.t 'nut ‘ ‘ e " J:" " show

- -.rm r-,utlcr. *’ ■ : th. r. - I" lr.tr s.:t ' •■*  « r. r?^' r.G*  - co: -

nlntr.nd o:.l. Yp -r : ™ - p - :e%r"d t .* f e \ ‘ •■'.;• "■'•■. so ;lr ; tre r r ».

o''rr rn--n?r , - -i ' ?r r-"0 nott.- ~ o 11-. € ^ , rv? ? tl-. - 'ror . r ixfuli' illed

for 11 n:lU! ‘iilf - f * ■ ■' %rch. 11 . • rc- 11 e , owr -.m:-, t • *

roll, {o .r fprllr-.T :./ id" Ir v %" ' • r • ’•. t ' : e i r re r

of c* lor. " r, r. ; r r , u". y .1 < ' : - :] .r tn r • 1 -.in wr <•:.

* : t\ ' " * e - r 1'*' “ ‘ • f, ' ? f.i . : c— n : ix 1 ] i:.<p ,

?r. t'.f! "rr/ 1 '.s *r r'', '/ ' py, " r- . • ‘ 1 ; e - -rrro , ' .t

e, -r,. .. - « e - iri t •■ f in r ■ r -,' .r , . .. ret. I., : ' 1 g r . Lri t

crn ' » fo ::.j i * •' - r - lr." .

' 1 or. - "it ' e • r .r. ' 1 •: ' t r^ .-" t , rl'\ * • . ...t *r

«•.^î & 4 » ■ • • "s * a • ri’ r • •• ♦ *•  f **,"•*•/»  , * bi, ■ ♦ ♦ ♦•, .■" 1 • r V**  ■ ' • ♦ Aî V A • ■ * . 4 . • lit > t t u * > • " * t * I V. ■ t k » • . « । • e X

" r.r. *o  pnlvn'inn r*  rorrrr ' . L I' " - .v-*  t ■ ■ •_ rytresa m- - 

‘iri.s, ' ' ' ■•: ‘'oir er • Lp< * ' ' • ■• - I e. - Iv t iu:.

• • • • t . | e . a a a ■ ’ la a # a * « . r .

- ... , a- ' . . . ,. • ...% • ■ • • r. , - - et. . ' • . > r o:.t - ji

'. rt 1c if . i . Lnl1 : jictrlre - :. : - ):.r t •' ru le < ?■■ !... -.ut b' r.c.*: -

*stt~ '*ti  - r. e: e -' o:‘ ' ur''! rnm .*  1 ):.. '\. " t 1 -is • uf fr w \ to

i e f k) : w Ie '. • sner * lr/ ■ r r- ■ * 13:; ■-.... f. lastic e*e.  ;«**■  ir 

"/ •- Ulla fort - r*  ! ‘ ' e '' . "^r*  ici?:, nl-o .? f f ■"• r- r n out of

t' * '"1 ) 'V- 11 , : . t-. * ‘r"'.'.-fl -rrt'ù 1:.; t - c. nr ; ■; ;’o-iru ir.

, f •? virion ." ' ' •" .e"ua" lo: . ' e -, >■ on !<- f.tific tr.&er 1.

7 p va : - ' „ -"'i t ' nf le. t : * ♦ vi-io:. i-. * ;i t- t e r" l worlc

ore of t ’ r tapper < ? t" ir- diErert-• ion, t e r.ire .. Lrpr.v.te thn cjntiort 

t "e acre intoorr ' - e --.ml i..t. ■
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' O!" c > ? '.ir tr y ■ L.g

"I r r*  ■' ' . - y / ?.

®"y-Gry , r ~x r*-  /: -ny

” * ' ■ • *,»»«. • *.  *

* L:.io;. ■ ' > •



CHAPTER TIVE

SPECIFIC COMPLAINTS ABOUT THE THIRD ESTATE -

A few complaints exist about the vast mass of people not included 
in the previous chapters; bakers. brewers, physicians, merchants, and the 
peasants also received criticisms. There are not very many complaints 
about these people, and that fact is puzzling and unaccountable. One 
reason might be that the poet would not wish to offend his audience by : 
criticizing them. The complaint ie to some extent an expression wherein 
the speaker includes or tries to include his audience in his criticism of 
those in authority. For the most part the persons criticised are not in­
cluded in hie audience. He does not say "I complain," but "we complain." 
If the audience of the complaints is composed primarily of what is here 
called the "Third Estate," then one reason for the scarcity of complaints 
about them is clear.

Another reason rests upon entirely different considerations. 
Peasants, bakers, and physicians do not often form a group worthy of 
consideration by the poet of complaints. The complaint has a function 
of explaining the unhappy present world and it does so usually by refer­
ring to the commission of a sin or sins by some authority. "Law is dead," 
or "the Church isaggrieved," or "the king's counsellors are inept" are 
better explanations than that bakers skimp on the dough in their loaves, 
or that brewers water the ale, or that physicians are fools. The Third 
Estate simply did not have the responsibility for seeing that the world 
ran right, and they could not be blamed with any degree of convie—
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tion.1
The complaint is not so much an attempt at artistic expression» 

however excellent some of the poems are, as it is the expression of the 
feelings of one group about another: when the Third Istate criticises 
its spiritual and political governors, it is complaining, but when the 
Church and State criticise the people, they are preaching or giving laws. 
In short, making a didactic statement, usually with an imperative verb. 
If the verse of complaint is assumed to be popular, if not in origin 
then in feeling, it is clear that there would be fewer complaints about 
the people. The General Complaints presumably apply to everyone, and 
sermons and handbooks on the Seven Deadly Sins and the Ten Commandments, 
such as Robert of Brunns's (778) or John Mirk's (9&1), quite clearly 
refer to the people in the parish; their statements sometimes take on 
the tones of complaint, as the poets felt, quite understandably, moral 
anguish about the condition of souls.

But there are complaints by poets about their equals; Langland 
(1459) identified himself with the class of people most nearly represented 
by the parade of Sina at confession in the fifth passus, but he assumes 
a moral authority superior to them and he speaks in a moral tone. In 
"The Simonie" (416^) and in Gower's Confessio Amant is (2662) the complaints 
about the Third Istate are not made only for the sake of completeness. 
The poet of Mum and the Sothsegger (*6)  ie clearly of a station superior 
to the Third Istate and criticises the people. Obviously, then, one 
cannot make any hard and fast rule that the complaint is limited to the 
criticism of those in authority; the complaint may be made by a person

Ifew people were as extreme as the flagellantes who saw plagues 
as God's punishment for the sins of all men, although this point of view enters into many complaints. Vido: Piers Plowman (1159) and "The Simonie" (416 
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about his equal» by a person who, if not in any real authority » at least 
aeeumee " moral position from which he may speak as if to moral inferiors. 
The assumption that is of so much importance to the study of medieval times 
also furnishes a raison d'etre to the verse of complaint. Society will 
function if all three estates do their duty; any dereliction of duty re­
quires reproach and reproof. Another assumption is that the three estates 
have a distinct order of rerlt: when the higher estates criticize a 
lower, the statement is didactic; when a lower criticizes r higher, the 
statement is a complaint. This holds as a general rule, but exceptions 
will be noted in the discussion which follows.

The prologue of Piers Plowman (1459) provides the whole poem with 
its quality of universality; one way this is done is by including all 
classes and occupations of the folk in the field, merchants, minstrels, 
sone in fancy clothes, some hard-working ploughmen, robbers. dissembling 
beggarr, as well as craftsmen, tailors. tinkers, brewers, bakers, ditchers, 
cooks, —-—all these mingle with the king, barons, parliament—men, and clerics 
of all descriptions. It has been seen that Langland expresses a popular 
point of view in his figure of the plowman, but he has a few things to 
say about the complainere. The king, his knights, and Clergy ordain the 
commons to support them:

*e kynge and ]>e comune . and kynde witte >e thridde 
Shope lawe 4 lewte . eche man to knowe his owne. (121-2)

A lunatic cries out "God eave the king, and may his rightful ruling be 
rewarded in heaven1" An angel appears and speaks in Latin of the just 
king who will receive justice. At this point the curious passage of 
the parliament of rats and mice is introduced by a "Gollnrdeys":
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Thanne graved, hym a Qollard.eye • a giotoun of word.8■ ■ 
And. to angel an hoi) . answered, after, 
■Dub rex a regere . dicatur nomen habere, 
Nomen habet sine re . nisi studet Iura tone re,"

Ande panne gan aile pe comune . cryo In vers of latin. 
To ÿo kynges conseille . construe ho-so wo Ide— "Preceuta Regis . sunt nobis vincula logic,111 ( 139-^5)

Langland is criticizing: the Golinrd for hie complaints about the king's 
council, complaints discussed at the beginning of this dissertation. The 
import of the Collard*  s Latin is that the king must rule within the law, 
not make it or be superior to it. The parable of the rats and mice who 
consider how to bell the cat indicates how foolish the Goliard is to 
argue such an idea. Langland is complaining about complainsrs, and he 
includes the commons with the Gollard. If one interprets the parliament 
of scurrying rats and mice to refer to the commone, then Langland's 
opinion of them is clear.

In the tenth passus, the poet describes Co-Beet: he must be 
blamelees and blame the guilty (X,2^6), and shortly following that line 
the poet attacks the priests for not practising what they preach:

For goddie words woide nou3t be loste . for pat worcheth euere. 
If it emailled wnyt pe comune . it sy3te auaille 3ow-seluen. (X, 2?2-3) 

By Langland1e own criteria, the common'e complaints are condemned, with 
a view, one supposes, to establishing more firmly his own criticism, not 
that the poet considers himself blamelees, but simply morally superior.

Langland's whole poem is directed toward an audience wherein the 
commons bulk large; hie ie an integrated view of society and the world. 
With emphasis on moral reform and duty, the poet's sternness is justified,

^Compare the first two Latin lines with the concluding couplet 
of a macaronic poem "On the Times" (3113):

O rex, sl rex ee, rage te, vol er is sine re rex, 
Nomen babes sine re, nisi te recteque regas rex."

Wright dates the poem 1388.
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certainly, in the temper of the period. The grim figure of Hunger forcing 
the lazy to work parallels,in a way, Langland'e exhortation to virtue. 
Piere Plowman is more than a poem of complaint because it adds to the 
complaint the necessary explanation of the means to reform. Most com­
plaints suggest or imply the means to improvement, but few, if any, do 
eo as explicitly as Piers does. The choice of the poor plowman ae a main 
character reflects discredit upon the Church, the State, and also the 
commons. In this way Piers Plowman is more nearly universal in its ap- 
plicntlon.l '

The occupational groups represented in the field full of folk 
will now be considered. Some of the crafts receive a touch of complaint 
in the "Satire on the People of Kildrre," (1072) and as "The Simonie" 
(L165) works through the various classes of society, a few of the oc­
cupation*  are mentioned. Piers Plowman (14<g) has a different approach. 
The confession of the Seven Deadly Sins contains indirect comments on 
various workers.

IThere is no difficulty in discovering Gower's position (2612); 
he clearly holos himself superior to the commons, and complains about 
the complaints of the commons. The common clamor everywhere is that 
where law is lacking, error increases, as has been often proved;

"And echo in his oompleignte telleth 
How that the world is al miswent. 
And ther upon his jugement 
fifth every man in sondry wise." (511-19)

Many men blame what is not to blame and praise the unworthy; the world's 
ills are man's responsibility, not mutable Fortune's. Gower is impatient 
with the common's clamor.



336-

Occupatlonal Groupe

Chaprea and Merchants

The main criticism of chapman and merchants is already clear from 
the discussion of Wynnere in Wynnere and Wastoure (3137): they are 
covetous, miserly men who do not give to the poor and are always suspected 
of cheating and guile. Chapman are little better than peddlers and 
merchants are chapman who made good. The great merchant was viewed with 
distrust, an uneasiness due, perhaps, to the viewpoint of the Church 
toward the amassing of money. The implied complaint about Medill-Blde 
in The Parlement of the Thre Ages (155$) is that he concerns himself 
too much with hie lands and income and not enough with his soul's salva­
tion. The process of improving one's station, from the itinerant chapman 
to merchant, buying houses and lands, and gradually accumulating the 
gold that is dross, also bespeaks a pride and niggardliness that set ill 
with the peasant. The classes of society are fixed and the man who 
changes his status upward is automatically convicted of upsetting the 
status quo.

The poet of the "Satire on the People of Kildare" (1078) gives 
an interesting picture of the merchant-chapman:

Hall be 30 marc hans wip ]ur gret pa ekes 
Of draperie, auoir-depeise, and 3ur wol sackss. 
Gold, slluer, stones, riche markes and ek pundes! 
Lit 11 3lue 3e per of to pe wrech pouer.

SieI) he wae and ful of wltte, 
pat pis lore put in writte.

The chapman dealt in all kinds of merchandise, making money here and there 
by selling cloth, buying wool and taking it to markets, carrying jewels to 
sell to the noble lady, gentleman or bishop. The vast wool trade began on 
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a wall scale; it was collected, over the countryside, some of it sold 

to cottage manufacturers to be spun into thread end woven crudely at 

home. A it rge amount was gathered 't the ports and shipped abroad to 

Flanders where cloth was more expertly made. Kdward III derived much 

of his income from this trade, and he encouraged domestic production of 

cloth, perhaps indirectly, by taxing heavily the exportation of wool.

A chapman is discussed in "The Simonie" (41c^) and the "then and 

now" contrast is used:

And sumtime were chapmen that treweliche bouhten ana solde; 
And nu is thilke assise broke, and nas noht 30 re holds. 
Chaffare was woned to be raeintened wld treuthe. 
And nu is al turned to treccherie, and that is nuchel reuthe 

to wite, 
Th^t alle miners godnesre i< thus adoun i-smite. (355-LO)

The treachery of th" chapman ma; take a number of forms, but the poem 

refers specifically to none. The tricks of Avarice in Piers Flowman (1U39) 

come to mind, stretching the cloth, diluting the ale, clipping coins, 

and using f alse weights and measures. It is interesting to note tl at an 

assize, perhaps "thilke assise" of. "The Simonie" (^115), of weights and 

measures was established in 1197^ anu was even included in the Vagna Charta. 

It is doubtful that the poet of "The Simonis" would have such a long 

memory. There were other statutes which controlled or aimed to control 

business; to prevent the cornering of the market, buying and selling was 

limited to hours and places so that an open market was guaranteed; stan­

dards of cuality were set for cloth and other products, but doubt remains 

as to the practicality of such regulations. They were certainly difficult 
2 

if not impossible to enforce. Covetous guile is the epitaph of the

^Lunt, History, p. 1)9.

^Mirk (961) instructs his parish priest to ask this question of 
the dying:

Has {xnnat measures fais. 
Or wyghtes bat were ale 

P® more to bye, & by £e lasee to sellsT (943-5)
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chapman-merchant, and Langland' « personification of avarice in the fifth 
paoeue of Piero Plowman (1459) condenses the random complaints collected 
above into one exposition. Avarice is hungry-looking, his eyes are bleary, 
and his dress is threadbare, so worn that if the many lice on it could 
find a better home, they would leave him.

"I haue ben coueytouse," quod pls caityue . "I bi-knowe it here; 
for some tyme l eerued . Symme atte Stile, ,
And was his prentis ypli)te . his profit to wayte.
First I lerned to lye . a leaf other tweyne, 
Mikkedlleh to weye . was my fur st leesoun. 
To wy and to Wyncheetre . I went to pe faire. 
With many mane re marchandise . as my Maistre me hl)te; 
Me had $e grace of gyle . y go amonge my ware. 
It had be vneolde pis oeuene )ere . so me god helps! . . (V, 200-208)

He then went among drapers and learned to sow pieces of cloth together 
carefully, and by pressing the cloth made it seem whole and longer. 
His wife wove cloth and by using false weights and spinning the cloth 
loosely made it seem more than it was. Repentance asks Avarice if he 
had ever lent money on Interest.I Avarice answers, "only in ay youth 
when I learned among Lombards to clip coins." He evidently weighed coins 
and pared the heaviest a little. He loaned the money thus gained and 
ruthlessly collected it on the due-date;

I haue lent lordes . and ladyes my cheffare. 
And ben her brocour after . and bou)te it my-self. 
Mschaunges and cheuosances . with suehe chaffare I dele. 
And leue folks pat lose wol . a lyppe at euery noble. (7 , 247-250)

He has loaned money to anyone who can pay him well for the use of it, 
but he never loaned to the poor who needed help. Repentance is angry, 
and says:

For were I frore of pat hous , pore gode faith and charité is, 
I no Ide cope vs with pi catel . ne owre kyrke amende, 
Me haue a peny to my pitaunce . of pyne, bi my soule hole,. . . (V. 368-70)

1 .It should be noted that Repentance asks roughly the same questions 
that the priest asks at confession, and the procedure loosely parallels 
that in the Instructions to Parish Priests (961).
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Avarice is so evil that not even a friar would accept hie money. The 
combination of covetousness ind guile does not double but triple the sin. 

The development of the chapman into the merchant and financier 
is shown by Avarice. The figure of Medill-Alde in The Parlement of the 
Thre Ages (155°) shows the successful merchant realistically. He is 
dressed soberly in grey, musing on his rents and lands. He probably did 
business in wool, and perhaps he raised sheep. He counsels Youth to 
leave his amorous play and get to work, just as he in turn is counselled 
by Side to consider his days and ways, for riches nor rents will ransom 
his life. The aim of every merchant was to put his money into land where 
it would earn him money safely after the hazardous years of trade. He 
would endow himself a window in some friary and live out his days at 
ease« Medill-Slde is, however, still engaged in money-making, and as 
such he resembles Wynnere in Wynnere and Wastoure (3137). After enumer­
ating the religious in the ranks of the former, the poet says: 

And othere synes I see, sett appon lofte. 
Some witnesse of wolle, and some of wyne tounr.es. 
And oÿer marchandes merkes, so many and so thikke, 
That I ne wo to in my witt, for alle this werlde riche, 
Whatt segge vnder the sonne c%n the sowme rekken, (188-192) 

Presumably, these are similar to the merchants' marks—fourty-four of 
them—counted by the poet-wanderer of Pierce the Ploughman's Credo (663) 
when he visited the Dominican's chapel.Wastoure describes Wynnere's 
accumulation of goods in this way (3137)t

When thou hast waltered and went and wakede all £e nyghte. 
And iche a wy in this werlde that wonnes the abowte, 
And hase werpede thy wyde bowses full of wolle sakkes,— 
The bemys benden at the rofe, siche bakone there hynges. 
Stuffed are sterlynges vndero stolen bowndes,— 
What scholde worthe of that wele, if no waste come? (246-^1)

Ivide; Credo (663), 171 ff

tounr.es
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Wynnere accumulates goods bit by bit until hie etore is vast and profit­
able. Another method of making money is hinted at in this passage:

Then fre pure plente of corne frat fre peple sowns, 
frat God will graunts, of his grace, to grove on fre erthe. 
Ay to appaire fre pris, frat it passe nott to hye, 
Schal make fr*  to vaxe vod for vanhope in erthe, 
To hope aftir an harde )ere, to hongs fri-seluen. (370-74) 

The practice of buying up corn and holding it for the price to rise seems 
to be referred to by W&stoure. This practice is similar to buying grain 
from the seller privately. "Forgoores and vitaillers" are among those 
who follow Lady Mede in Piers Plowman (1459). (II, 6q) Lady Mede's 
marriage deed gives her the county of Covetousness and all the rents 
thereof: "That is, vsure and auarice . aile I hem graunte, / In bargains 
and in brokages . with al fre borghe of theft;—(II, 8&-7). When 
Guile flees the constable, he is met by merchants, perhaps here tradesmen, 
who "bishetten hym in here ehope . to shewen here ware, / And apparailled 
hym as a prentice . fre poeple to serum." (II, 213-4) It is interesting 
to note that this experience apparently served Suite well, for he is next 
helped by pardoners, and finally by friars "for knowyng of comeres" is 
coped for a friar.

Lady Mede's speech in her defense attempts to justify her deeds 
as necessary; she says: "Alkynnes crafty men . crauen Mede for here 
prentio; / Marchaunt% and Mede . mote node go togideree;" (III, 224-5). 
Conscience, in distinguishing the two meanings of the term, says that 
there ie no bribery in trade, only an equal exchange, i.e., barter. 
When, however, Truth sends Piers a pardon, tradesmen are mentioned again 
among those who shall reach heaven if they amend. The whole passage 
from the seventh passus merits quotation to make the attitude toward 
just price and trade clear:
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MarohAunt: In mArgyna , hadden many seres, 
Ac none a pena 4 a culpa . ^e Pepe nolde h*m  rraunte, ’
For ^>ei hol^ê nou?t her” halt day es , as hol i cherche techeth, 
And fer bel aware by her seule . and ’so rod m^ste hem helpe,' 
Ageir clone conscience , her catel to selle,

Ac vnder hi s secret seel . trauthe s*nt  hem a lettre, 
That |>ey shulde burr*  I oldely . bat hem best liked. 
And sithanes selle it asein . and -aue be wynnynge. 
And nmor.de mesendieux pere-myde . and n? n*yse  folke helpe. 
And wikked ways"" wl^tlich hem amende;
And do bote to brurges . bat to-broke were, 
h’arien maydenes . or maken h«m nonnes ; 
Fere peple anc pri scunes . fynden hem here foie, 
And mette scolere? to seol a . or to sorj'.e otmr craf tes• 
Pel eue Rel i pi run . and ronten her. he tter*;--  
"Anu I shnl sonde 30W my-selue . s»ynt ‘ ichel myn archanr.fi, 
bat ro deuel shal tow dare . n*  fere 30W in ^cwre deyinpe. 
And witen ^rw fro wanhrre . if ye Til bus worche, 
Ar ' ende yrrrn soil’s in safte . to mv seyntes in ioye." "Ir, 18-3< 

Such p standard is difficult -r attain and maintain. Essentially, it is 

the standard implied by ^astoure to '.ynrere, rt should ve noticed that 

merchants are considered by the poet not to have a very rood chance for 

salvation.

There is an inconsistency between the idea of lust price in the 

last passage quote! and that made by Conscience ; the earlier idea is 

the ortrodoT one, that sale is barter, but tn*  later one is -ore realistic 

that r refit ray he made. The implication of the extensive charities is 

that the profit may be large, a submission to the inevitable. The incon­

sistency is puzzling nevertheless. Even the old standards are being 

strained by the growth and solidification of the urrcantile class. 

England is not yet, however, a nation of shopkeepers, but some of the 

aspects of that class are becoming apparent, the reputation for pulle 

and shrewd dealinr, particularly the shifty apprentice, the popular 

resentment «f dormant capital, the assumption nf support for public 

charities, and the r*neral  belief that great wealth maxes the salvation 

of the soul more difficult.

nmor.de
archanr.fi


-241-

Usury. The prohibition of usury rests on the Biblical injunction 

that man shall live by the sweat of his brow. The use of money to make 

money as in borrowing and lending, selling at a profit, or the accumulation 

of dross is thereby forbidden. The problem which underlies the criticisms 

of the merchants is emphasised in the complaints about usury and revolve 

about the notion of the just price: if a man sells his roods, shall he 

have a profit, and, if so, how much? The Church considered the question 

frequently. The theory was that so much profit was just if it were neces­

sary for the support of the seller and his family in his station, but it 

was unjust to trade for the sane of gain/ The practice was far dif­

ferent, and Coulton shows the wedges that widened the gap between theory 

and practice. The problem of just price is discussed with usury. Usury 

is defined as the taking of money beyond the capital lent, and the justifi­

cation of interest was the risk involved in the great hazards of trade. 

A partner in a shipload of goods was allowed as much profit as he could 

get on the open market in order to balance his losses on past or future 

expeditions.

Another basis for taking Interest was the definition of a loan as 

a contract, and if the contract were broken, then the leaner was entitled 

to da-ages for the loss of the use of the money*  this became a legal 

fiction, and loans were made for thirty days, or sixty days, but finally 

for one day, with the interest beginning the next day. The monasteries 

lent money as a matter of course and were important in the economy of the 

countryside. Another device which undoubtedly interested I'edill-Elde

1». G. Coulton, Medieval Panorama (New York, Meridian ed._ 19551. 
pp. 333 ff. ------------------------------ e 
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vae the buying of rents, or the income from a given place of land.l At 
first, of course, the Jews were the agency for capital, and that function 
was about the only livelihood they were permitted, although they were 
protected in law and religion by the king, whose wards they were. The 
verse of complaint vaguely chronicles the popular antagonism toward the
Jews.2

Despite the practical necessity of lending on interest, the
complaints inveigh against the practice. Robert of Brunns (778) remarks:

Now wyl y spoke of okerere 
bat befys ben yn sum manors. 
To whom b*t  vsery ye lofe, 
Gostoly, he ys a bofe. (2415-18)

Robert also condemns those who store grain to drive up the price and 
who give none of it to the starving poor; a tale is told of Pers the 
Usurer who receives his just deserts. Usury includes some of the evils 
discussed above. Pierce the Ploy^man's Credo (6b]) attacks the friars

^Coulton explains the "census" In this way:
"X, let us say, owns a piece of land from which he derives 
a yearly rent of 110. I purchases from him for 1100 or 
1150 that rent. In plain words, Y invests his 1100 or 1150 at 10 or 6 2/3 per cent. Thus, such purchases might easily 
he permitted as non-usurlous. If I had every moral right to 
buy land outright, why should he not buy the yearly produce 
of that land? At first, however, it was insisted that the 
land must actually exist, and that Y must actually purchase 
it, though on the condition that X might compel its redemption 
by repaying the money. Gradually, however, thc.t restriction 
was abandoned in practice. It was too artificial to maintain 
itself; men bought and sold rents like any other marketable 
commodity, and the census became a favourite investment for 
religious bodies, pp. 341-2."
2They were expelled by the end of the 13th century, after having

had their money confiscated, and their function replaced by first the 
Italian banking firms (who suffered equally severe treatment) and finally 
by English merchant banking firms.
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for usury also:
M power of b® apostells - j>ei passen in speche. 
For to eellen ÿe synnes - for siluer oi>er mode, 
. . . *at  ÿey may kachen
Money o^er money-worthe - and mode to fonge. 
And ben at lone and at bode - as burgesses Teeth, (711-16)

The Lollard position is clearly that a barter economy is best.1
The method of gaining interest described by Avarice in hie con­

fession in Piers Plowman (1^59) 1® not clear; it may refer to the device 
of the broken contract and "damages" required, or to something simpler, 
the practice of not returning the pledge even though repayment is made:

I lerned nmonge lumbirdes . and iewes e lessoun. 
To wey pens with a peys . and pare b® heuyest, 
*nd lene it for loue of )>e crosse . to legge a wedde and lose it; 
Suehe dedee I did wryto . ]lf he his day broke.
I haue mo maneres ÿorw rerages . ban borw miserotur d comodat. 

(V. 212-16)
The "crosse" refers to the cross stamped on the noble. The sin of avarice 
receives much condemnation in the poem; among those who refuse to follow 
the exhortations of Conscience to repent their sins are these:

Thanne altyn cryetene . saue co mine wommen, 
Repenteden & refused synne . saue they one; 
And fais men, flatereres . vsureres and theues. 
Lyeres and questmongeres . b®t were forsworen of to, 
Wytynge and wlllofully . with b® false helden. 
And for syluer were forswore . sotholy b®l wist it. (XIX, 366*69)

Langland sees money in the traditional manner, as the strongest temptation 
to evil.

Langland also indicates the connection in the minds of people between 
the idea of avarice, usury, and the Jews. Because the Jews crucified

^The complaint about "regraters" occurs in a number of didactic 
poems; a poem on the feast of Corpus Christi (42^0), Horstmann, XSTS 98, 
pp. 168-97» states that a "Mokerare" is one who buys more grain than he 
needs and keeps it until the price rises, nor will he lower the price 
for the poor out of mercy and charity; "ffor bis is b® Moke reres onewere:/ 'Gob or wey, Corn is dere!'*  (lines 61-2). God will say to 
him on the day of judgment: "I hungered and ye refused me."
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Chrlet, Faith reproved, them:
And 3owre Fraunehiee, fmt fre wns . fallen le in thraldone, 
And 30• cherlee, 4 30Vre children . ehieue ehnl 30 neure. 
Me haue lordship in londe . ne no londe tylye, 
But al bareyne be . A vsurye veen. Which ie lyf hat ovre lorde • in elle lawes acurseth. (XVIII, 103-7) 

There is a more Interesting statement in the poem about the Jeve. Langland 
urges that the Church take care of the unfortunate, orphans, idiots, 
and helpless maidens; he makes a comparison with the Jews:

A I we wo Ide nou3te se a I we . go iangelyng for defaute, 
For alle jw mo able e on pis wide . and he amende it mi3te. 

Allas! h"t a cristene creature . ehal be vnkynde til an other, . . .
! IX, 81-83) 

Those whom we consider Judas' fellows are kinder to each other than 
Christians are. Elsewhere in the poem Langland suggests th*t  since Jews 
know the first part of the Creed, they should be taught the second. 
While the redemption of any soul in doubt does get Langland1 e sympathy, 
nevertheless, the poet holds them responsible for the crucifixion of 
Christ.

The verse of complaint does not include any explanation of the 
massacres of the Jews that convulsed England in the 12th and 13th centuries. 
They had been forbidden to lend on interest in 1275, which meant their 
practical expulsion since they were not allowed to own any land or to 
practise a craft. They were expelled in 1290. Only the reference in 
Piero Plowman noted above about the Jews is important to thio chapter. 
There are no complainte about the Lombards, whom the peasants singled 
out for special destruction in the revolt of 1381. The only reference 
to them has been noted in connection with Avarice*  e education; from 
Lombarde and Jews he learned to clip coins. (V, 242)

The complaints about usury are sparoe, found only in the didactic 
handbooks and the Lollard poem. The significance of this is clear; men 
accepted it. Once wney is lent on interest and enough men are doing it.
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then the interest rates tend to fall to a reasonable level.

Doctors

A story in the North Homily Cycle (30b), tola, in order to show 

the efficacy of prayer, reveals an interesting attitude toward physicians, 

A hermit saw the devil disguised as n "lechs" go past his gate toward an 

abbey and divined that the devil hoped to lead the monks into sin by the 

administration of the drugs in his "boystes-boxes." The hermit prayed. 

The monks were saved. "he devil-physician was foiled. The story is 

mentioned because of the association of the physician and his drugs with 

sin and with magic. Then, as now, ignorance fosters suspicion. The 

didactic manuals are full of warnings against witchcraft.

Another indication of popular sentiment is found in "The Simonis" 

(hl65). The poet here reveals his agreement with Seneca's cynicism^: 

And git ther is another craft that toucheth the clergie. 
That ben thlse false fisiciens that helpen men to die;
He woIs wagge hie urine in a vessel of glas. 
And swareth that he is sekere than evere git he was. 

And seinI 
"Dame, for faute of helpe thin housebonde is neih slain." 

Thus he wole afraien al that ther is inne 
And make many a losing silver for to winne. 
Ac afterward he fondeth to conforte the wif, 
And selth: "Dame, for of thin, I wole hoide his lyf," 

And lige, 
Thouh he wite no more than a go8 whoither he wole live or die. 

Anon he wole biginne to Mere the wives eige;
He wole asks half a pound to bien spicorie;
The VIII shill Inges sholen up to the win and the Me, 
And brings rotes and rindes bretful a male 

Off noht:
Hit shM be dere on a lok, whan hit is al i-wrouht.

^Vide supra, u. 128. for Robert of Brunns's translation of 
Seneca's well-known statement about appointing heirs.
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He voie preisen hit i-nohv and eweren a*  he were wod: 
"For the kyng of the load the drink is riche and god." 
And 3eva the godeman drinke a god quantité 
And make him wo rose than he was— evele not he the. 

That clerk. 
That so geteth the silver and can noht don hie work!
He doth the wif sethe a chapoun and piece beof ; 
He tit the gode man noht thereof, be him nevere so leof. 
The best he piketh up him self and maketh hie mawe touht. 
And 3«veth the godeman soupe the lene broth, that nie noht 

For soke:
Th^t so eerveth eny man, Godes cure in his choke! (211-40) 

The description is hardly flattering, but, of course, the doctor may not 
be so inept as the poet makes him; urinalysis is still one of the first 
tests the diagnostician makes, and the diet of broth is not so harmful a 
dish as the meat which the poet would have the patient eat, probably 
tough beef at that. Certainly, the basis of the drink, wine and ale, 
would serve as well as the alcohol bound in many tonics. The fluid diet 
does little harm, and the fever passes during the night. The poet 
thinks the doctor a quack, but he has some skill.

The same prejudices are shown in Piers Flowman (1459); when Liar 
escapee from the constable cent to apprehend him, he goes first to pardoners, 
but then: "Thanne loured leches . and lettres frei sent,/ frat he shoide 
wonye with hem . wateres to loke." (II, 223-4) The implication is clear 
enough. In the sixth passus occurs the famous passage where Hunger ad­
monishes those who will not work. Hunger also makes a statement about

1Another manuscript of the same poem adds a stansa on this sul^ 
ject; it was written late in the 14th century:

He maketh hym al ny?t nt ese, as wel as he can, 
And loke that ha fare wel hors and eke man: 
A mo row he taketh the uryn and waggeth in the sunne. 
And soyth: "Dame, blessed be God! thi may st re ls i-wonne, 

And lyketh."
Thus he bereth a-wey that solver and the godewyf biswyketh. (256-64)
2If the "rotes & rindes" included willow bark, which contains a 

crude form of aspirin, then the fever would most certainly have passed.
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dieting. He advises men not to eat so much, "Lat noujt sire surfait . 
sitten at fcl borde;/ Leue him nouSt, for he is lecherous . and Ulcerous 
of tonge.” (VI, 267-6) Doctors are mentioned directly:

And 3if bow diete )>o bus . I dar legge myne eras, 
f)at phlslk shal his furred hodes . for his fode selle, 
And his cloke of calabre . with alle b® knappes of golde. 
And be fayne, bi my felth . his phlslk to lets, 
And lerne to laboure with londe . for lyflode is swete; 
For morthereres aren mony leches . lorde hem amendel 
bel do men deye borw here drynkes . ar destine it wolde. (VI, 270-76) 

Piers praises Hunger's words. One notes tne suspicion of medicine and 
doctors, and a resentment of the professional assumption of omniscience. 
Langl«*nd's  espousal of diet as important to health is one of those medical 
facts noted in the past by empirically-minded men. .

As yet the medical knowledge fostered by Salerno had not reached 
England in any great extent ; surgery had been a prohibited subject at 
Paris. Medical theory was in effect atrophied. The surgeons were bar­
bers and while they had, perhaps, considerable dexterity from experience 
in war, they knew no Latin, just as those who knew some Latin knew no 
Greek or Arabic. Too little is known of the constituents of the draughts 
prescribed to patients, and too little information of the symptoms of 
the patients is preserved to enable the modern reader to identify many 
of the illnesses. The medieval doctor knew of some palliatives, and he 
knew something of infectious diseases and quarantines, and there were a 
few hospitals. More credit than that cannot be given unless the folk­
cures and old crones' nostrums reveal some empirical medical value 
hitherto undiscerned. The complaints registered indicate that doctors 
were resented for their covetousness and high fees, their officious as­
sumption of superior knowledge, and they were feared for the magic they 
perhaps used.



-248-

Ovrieer»

overseers are meant the petty officials of the lord, reeves, 
stewards, and bailiffs. Robert of Brunne (778) remarks about the stewards 
of great lords:

. . . stywards mow be tolde, 
hat lordyngds courtye holds, 
For nyrhand euery a styward, 
he dome h»t 3eue. ys ouer hard;
And namely to h*  porl man, 
hey greul hym allé h&t h*F  kan. ($421-6)

Yet there are few references to the officious deeds of the petty officials 
that surrounded the lord. "The Song of the Husbandman" (696) is one of
these. The effect of the poem depends in large part upon the host of 
persecutors of the yeoman farmer:

he hayward heteh us harm to habben of his, 
he ballif bockneh us bale and weneh wel do, 

wodeward waiteh us, wo, hat lokeh under rye: 
Ne mai us ryse no rest, rycheis ne ro.
Ar londes and ar lnodes llggeh fol lens, 
horh biddyng of baylyfs such harm hem hah hlht.

The beadles with their write sealed with the green wax, the sign of the 
tax collector, follow the husbandman with threats, hunting him as the 
hound chases the hare. The husbandman must ta ce his hens, lamprey and 
salmon to the market and sell them, perhaps sell his pickaxe and other 
tools, and even his hay before it is ripe, to redeem his pledge to the 
beadle.

A poem titled "The Man in the Moon" (2066)^ contains a humorous 

hint of resentment against the hayward, who kept account of and limited 
the number of faggots of briars and straw the tenant cut for his own

1 Brown, Ing, Lyr. of XIII Cent.. pp. 160-I.
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fuel. The poem is a whimsical address by the poor peasant to the man in 
the moon, who in folk-lore carried a bundle of thorns; the peasant muses 
on hie own predicament and compares it with the lunar man. The man in 
the moon does not seem to be going anywhere, nor is he in any hurry, yet 
he carries a bundle of briars on his fork — he does not worry about the 
cold. He probably was out in a field driving stakes and, when no one 
was looking, cut some briars for himself. The peasant adds that the man 
in the moon seems afraid:

ichot of is ernde he nap nout ysped. 
He hap hewe sumwher a burden of brere; 

Pare-fore cum hayward hap taken ys wed.
The peasant then invites the man in the moon to aid in a stratagem: 

gef py wed ys ytake, bring horn pe trous, 
sets forp pyn oper fot, stryd ouer sty.

We shule preye pe haywart horn to vre hous 
ant maken hym at heyse for pe maystry, 

Drynke to hym deorly of fol god bous, 
ant cure dame douse shal sitten hym by. 

When pat he is dronke ase a dreynt mous 
penne we schule borewe pe wed ate bayly.

But the man in the moon does not answer; he is deaf or he does not 
understand the law; he will not descend until morning, even though the 
speaker's teeth are chattering. It is clear that the petty tyranny of 
the hayward is resented.

Other kinds of overseers are among Lady Mede's followers (1459): 
sheriffs, beadles, and bailiffs; these escort her to her betrothal to 
falsehood. The witnesses to the marriage contract include Wrong, Piero 
the pardoner, Bette the beadle. Bainaid the reeve, and Mundo the miller. 
In Conecience'o first attack on Lady Mede, he says:

Sisouree and oompnouroo . suehe men hir preiseth; 
Shireuee of ehlree . wore ehent )if she nere;
for she dop men lose here londe , and here lyf bo the. (III, 133-5) 

The virtue in such men is manifest. In illustrating the idea that clerics
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should not have too much learning, an interesting comparison is made be­
tween clerics and stewards:

I so ensamples my-self . and so may many an other, 
b®t serumin tes }>at semen lordes . selden falle in arréragé, 
Alt Bo bat kepen b® lordes catel . clerkes and roues. 
Higt so lowed men . 4 of litel knowynge. 
Selden falle b®l 80 foule . and so fer in synne. 
As clerkes of holikirke . ^at kepen crystes trésors. 
Be which is mannes soûle to saue . as rod seith in b*  gospel: 

Ite vos in vineam mean. (% 468-75)
The poet may not be implying that reeves appropriate some of their lords' 
goods, but he Is at least accusing them of carelessness. A general warn­
ing (4006) states that when "pefe is maade reue,/ bonne schalt englondo 
mys-chewe. " The t-ig of a poem against executors remarks: "too secuturs 
and an overseers make th re theves." in emulation of an old joke. (417^> In 
sum, then, the overseer is described as a hard judge in his lord's court, 
a persecutor of the poor, nt least a covetous man, and perhaps a thief.

Bakers and Brewers

"A lutel soth Sermun" (1091) didactically criticises bakers:
Allé boos false chapmen b® feond heom wulle habbe, 
Bakares and broowares, for allé men heo gabbe. 
Lowe heo holdeb heo re galun mid beorme heo hine fulleb. 
And euer of b® purse b*t  seoluer heo tulleb. 
Bo be heo mnkeb feble heo re bred and heore ale; 
Habbe heo b**  seoluer, ne telleb heo nouer tale. 
Oode men for godes luue bileueb sueche sunne. 
For at b®n ende hit blnymeb heueriche vunne. (21-28)

Making short loaves and watered ale was a moral as well as a legal offense. 
The price of bread was fixed by an assize of Henry II to fluctuate locally 
with the price of grain, and by the same assize the bread was required to 
be of good Quality. Ale was similarly priced, but at a later time.1 Such 
a law is difficult to enforce; many housewives made both bread and ale and

1Lunt, History. p. 190.
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probably skimped on the constituents, as the wife of Avarice in Piers
Plowman (1459) is described as doing by her husband:

I bou^te hir barly matte . she brave it to sells. 
Pony ale and podyng ale . she poured togidores 
Tor laboreres and for low folks; . pat lay by hymselue.
The best ale lay in my hours . in my bedchambre,

And who-so bummed psr-of . bou^te it ^er-after, 
A galoun for a grote . god vote, no loose;
And )it it cam in cupmel . pis crafts my wyf vsed. (7, 219-225)

It became almost traditional to suspect bakers of debilitating their 
loaves. It also became traditional to threaten the pillory for bakers 
whose bread was found meager. In the "Satire on the People of Kildare" 
(10?8) occur these lines:

Hall be )e bakers vip Jur louis smale
Of white brsd and of blaks, ful man! and fais! 
?s pinehop on pe ri^t white 03000 godd.ee law, 
o pe fair plllorl, ich rede, 3e tak hede. 
pis uers is lwrow3te so wells. 
Pat no tung iwis mal tails. 1

Public hatred for such a baker was consistent. The poet of Piers Plowman 
(1459) makes this direct recommendation:

Moires and maceroo . that manes ben bitwene 
Pe kynge and pe co mine . to kepe pe laves, 
to punyschen on pillories . and pynyngo-stoles 
Brewesteres and bakesteres . bocheres and cokes; 
For pise area men on pis molds . Pat mosts harms worcheth 
To pe pore peple . Pat parcel-mole buggen.

For they poysoun pe peple . priuoliche and oft, 
Thel ryehen porw regraterye . and rentes hem buggen 
With pat pe pore people . shulde put in here wombe 
For toko >ei on trewly . pel tymbrod nou3t so hei3O, 
We bou3te non burgages . be 30 ful eerteyne. (III, 7b-86)

But Lady Mede has intervened with the mayors to allow such regraters, or 
merchants who corner the market. In his confession Avarice reveals some

^Cheating bakers were put in the pillory with a specimen of their 
product hung around their nocks. Brewers were forced to drink as much 
of their brew as they could hold and the rest was poured over their heads. 
Vide: Goulton, Mod. Panorama, p. 303. .

godd.ee
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of the other tricks the petty tradesman uses to gull hie customer, 
false weights and measures, stretching cloth, and using clipped coins. 
One should not consider these complaints trivial; they are based on 
moral grounds and on legal ones which in turn derive from practical 
reason. Bread was much more of a staple food then than now; it was 
the single essential of life for most men at this time, as it is for 
many peasants throughout the world today. One must, therefore, attribute 
to the complaints a greater intensity of feeling than one would super­
ficially assign.

Brewers were criticised along with bakers in "A Lutel so th Sermun*  

(1091). Brewers evidently added too much yeast to the mash in hopes of 
a greater alcoholic content and then watered the ale, a most felonious 
act by any standard. The act was legally reprehensible, and the mention 
of the dunking stool in Piers Plowman (14#) is made with the strong 
feeling that such a punishment is justifiable. The same feeling is 
evident in the stanza from the "Satire on the People of Kildare" (1078): 

Rail be 3e brewestars wib 3ur galuns, 
Potels and quartes ouer al }>e tounes.
3ur jiowmes barrib mo ch awal, scheme hab b® gyle; 
Bo£ iwar of b® coking-stole, bs lak is dep and hori. 

Sikerlich he was a clerk 
bat so elelllch wro]te bi® *®rk.

Probably, the clerk loved t'ne good brown ale as well as any man, and 
it is just retribution to punish brewers by dipping them in the same 
water with which they enfeebled their ale. Ale was, of course, almost 
as stable a food as bread, and to the Englishman as important a source 
of satisfaction as the red wines of Trance and Italy to the peasantry. 
In "The Land of Cokaygne" (7^2) water is used only to wash in, and one 
of the abundant wells flows with mead. The guileful etrategems employed 
by "Rose b® regratere," the wife of Avarice in Piers Plowman (14#),
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need not be repeated. One could, without too much sentimentality, sup­
pose that the good brown ale, so celebrated in the song, supplied one of 
the few amusements and pleasures of men. Perhaps th:t fact explains the 
vicious portrait of the impenitent brewer given near the end of Piers 
Plowman; Conscience invites, through Piers, all men to join in the 
sacrament of the Eucharist:

"3e, bave !" quod n brewere . "I wil nou^t be reuled. 
Bi lhesu ! for al ywre ianglynge . with spiritus ins tic is. 
Ke after conscience, by cryste . whll I can selle 
Bothe dreggee & draffs , and draws it at on hole, 
*ikks ale and frlnne ale . for >at is my Iqyndo, 
And nou^te hakke after holynesse; . hoide fol tonge, conscience 1 
Of splritus lueticio . ^ow spokest moche an ydel !" (XIX, 394.400) 

Conscience rebukes the brewer, but the fact that Langland gives the brewer 
such an evil character may not be gratuitous.

The Peasants

The last category in the objects of complaint is comprehensive. 
The criticisms of the peasants, plowmen, yeomen, villeins, sheepherders. 
servants, in short, all those not discussed above, will now be considered. 
Sermons complain of the sins of men extensively. in some detail, and with 
a systematic fervor that follows the doctrine of the Church to reprove 
the guilty. Mot all of these can be included because the scope of this 
dissertation would be immeasureably extended, but those poems consonant 
with the general thesis that complaints are popular rather than repre­
sentative of priests and of other persone in authority will be discussed. 
A General Complaint on the abuses of the age (4051) alleges that the 
"*ral  is vn-buxsum" and the "Apeling brifreling" and the "junch mon 
lister." This idea is repeated in the prayer at the end of an "Elegy 
on the Death of Edward I" (205) where the poet evidently has popular
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unreet In mind.:
God lete him (jCdward II] ner be worse num 

Then is fader, ne lasse of myht 
To holden is pore-men to ryht, 

Ant underetonde food consail.
The peasantry are portrayed as grumbling mon who need a stern master.

A passage in "The Simonie" (416%) which follows the stanza on 
chapmen decries the falseness that prevails in the land and seems to 
refer to the litigiousness of the lowly:

They was gmmen in Fngelond th«t durede 3er and other; 
Irliche upon the monenday uch man bishrewed other. 
So longe lastede that gnmen a-mong lered and lowed. 
That no ide theih nevere stinten, or al the world were bishrewed, 

I-wis;And therfore al that helpe shoide fareth the more a-mie. (367-72)
God sent terrible weather, but men continued t^ir sins unafraid of God's 
might :

God hath ben wroth wid the world, and that is wel 1-sene;
For al that whilom was murthe is turned to trele and tene. 
He sente us plente i-nouh, suffro whiles we wolde. 
Off alle manere sustenaunce grouwende upon molds

So thlcke;
And evere 0-3»Ines his modr.esse we weren i-liche wicke. (379-54)

The poet illustrates thir thesis, that men are more concerned with their 
own selfish interests:

Men sholde noht sumtime f inde a boy for to bere a lettre. 
That wolde eten any mete, but it were the betre.
For beof ne for bakoun, ne for swich stor of house, 
Unnethe wolde eny don a char, so were theih daungsrouse 

For wlaunke;
And siththen bicorn ful reulich that thanne were so ranks. (385-90)

God sent a dearth and the price of wheat rose, and the proud cried out 
for hunger. Then a good year for grain c^me and men were proud and ar­

rogant again; then God sent a hard winter, and cattle died, and then a 

dearth, but men still did not fear God. What store evidence is necessary 
to prove that men were evllT

The "Satire on the Retinues of the Great" (2649) attacks the
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grooee and horseboys that serve the nobles when they ride around to their 
estates. The grooms are brutish; they gamble, quarrel, eat too much— 
Satan made his storehouse in their gullets—and drink before dawn. They 
ape the fancy clothes of their masters, and they are lasy, filthy, and 
fit only to eat cat dirt.

Langland (1459) has the same motive in his criticisms of the 
grumbling laborers who dine so well and ask high wages. Ths plagues of 
the middle of the century separated the poet of "The Simonis" from Langland 
but they make the same criticism, which presages the Peasants' Revolt.
The waster would not work, says the poet, but wandered about:

He no begger ete bred . bat bones Inne were. 
But of coket or clerenatyn . or elles of clone whoto; 
He none halpeny ale . in none wise drynke, 
But of b*  best and of bs brounest . bat in borghe is to selle. 

Laborerss b&*  haue no lande . to lyue on but her handes, 
Deyned nou^t to dyne a-day . ny^-olds wortee.
May no pony ale hem paye . no no pace of bakoun, 
But if it be freach flesch other fische . fryed other bake. 
And bat chaude or plus chaud . for chillyng of here mawe. 

And but if he be hoighlich huyred. . ell is wil he chyde. 
And bat he was workman wrou3t . waille b® tyme, . . . (VI, 305-15)

He curses God and grumbles without reason and curses the king and all his 
counsel who made laws to grieve him. When Hunger was his master he did 
not moan so. The similarity between Langland's complaint and that in "The 
Simonie" is clear.

Piers Plowman is a well-populated poem. The rush and press of 
people is at times overwhelming, but it gives the poem a sense of urgency. 
Thore are a particularly large number of beggars, usually simulating in­
firmities, full of malice and resentment.

Bidders and boggores . fast aboute 30dm, -
With her bely and her bagges . of bred ful ycrammed;
Fayteden for here fode . fou^ton atto ale; 
In glotonye, god it wote . go hij to bedde, 
And risen with ribaudye . tho roberdos knaues; (40-44)

Hermits with their wenches, and all those loose-living lubbers, dikers.
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dlggere. miners» tinkers who call after Dame Emma, and other laborers— 
all these add to the rush of the prologue. When Conscience preaches his 
sermon, some of the congregation are mentioned by name; Pernel should 
put away her fine clothes; Tom Stow should get two staves and go with 
Wat to get their wives at the gossips' Saturday nightBetty should 
beat lazy Betoun, her servant, and chapmen should chastise their children. 
The personifications of the sins bear some resemblance to the peasants; 
Pernel vows to wear a hair-shirt for her pride and leave her finery at 
home, and Lechour vows to drink water on Saturday for seven years. Envy 
stirs up strife, backbites, and is happy only when others are unhappy, 
Wrath bears t-les too, especially when drunk. The ale-house scene 
described during Glutton's confession epitomizes the crowded canvas of 
Langland'e poem. All the humble occupations are represented in the 
brawling mass of unwashed humanity, guzzling and laughing and shouting 
until sodden. Certainly, Langland intends his poem to comment upon the 
highest and the lowest. After Conscience finishes granting absolution, 
"A thousand of men fro . thrungen togyderes; / Criede vpward to cryst . and 
to his clone moder/ To hnue grace to go with hem . trouthe to seke." (7, 
517-19) Nobody knows the way, not even a pilgrim with all his signs of 
visiting afar can help them. Then Piers the Ploughman enters and intro­
duces the first climax of the poem. The pilgrimage to Truth begins.
The crowd begins the trek, except for a few; a cutpurse, an apeward, a 
wafer-seller. Piers is severe to the wasters, the workmen who will not 
work, and gets the knight's promise to chastise them; while many are

, "The Gossips' Meeting," B.L. Greene, Early English 
Carols (Oxford, 1935), pp. 283-4.
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laborlng in the fields, others are not:
And ÿanne seton so some . and songea at te nale, 

And hulpen erle his half acre . with "howl trolll-lollll*  
"lbw, bl fre peril of my souls!" quod Pieros . al in pure tone. 

"But )e arise ^e rather . and rape 30W to wore he, 
Shal no groyne frat groweth . glade 30W at node;
And ^ough 30 doye for dole . fre deuel haue frat reechothl" 
Tho were fai tourss aferde . and feyned hem blynde, 

Somme leyde here leggos aliri . as suche losoles conneth. 
And made her mono to pieres . and preyde hym of grace; 
"For we haue no lymes to laboure with . lorde, y-graced be 3®! Ac we preye for 30W pieres . and for 3owre plow bothe, (VI, 117-27)

This whining cajolery only angers Piers more, and he promises to discover
who can and who cannot work. One idler then turns on Piers vehemently:

And franne gm a wastoure to wrath hym . and wo ide haue yfou3te. 
And to Pieres fro plowman . he profered his gloue;
A Brytonore, a braggere . a-bested pieres als. 
And b«d hym go pissen with his plow . for-pyned schrewe! 
"Viltow or neltow . we wil haue owre wllle. 
Of fri flowre and of fri flessche . fecche whan vs liketh, 
*nd make vs myrie frer-myde . maugre fri chokes1" (VI, 1^4-60)

Piers calls the knight, but the idlers revile him also, and then Piers 
calls Hunger, who subdues them all.

Langland probably means to include the peasantry in his condem­
nation of marrying for money; no children but strife come from that kind 
of union:

Many a peire sithen fre pestilence . han pl 13! hem togideres; 
M fruit frat fret brynge forth . aren foule wordes, 
In ialoueye loyales . and ianglyng on bedde. (IX, 164-6)

Langland adds other advice and warnings to the peasants. He is particularly 
stringent against those who violated the Statute of Labourers, left their 
home fields and went forth to find the highest wages; the law was that 
a worker must accept the wages and the first job offered to him.

For may no cherle chartre make . ne his catel selle, 
Vlth-outen leue of his lorde . no lawe wil it graunte. 
Ac he may renne in arréragé . and rowme so fro home. 
And as a reneyed caityf . recchelesly gon aboute, 
Ac Heeoun shal rekne with hym . and rebuken hym at fre laste. 
And conscience a-counte with hym . and casten hym in arréragé, 
And put ten hym after in a prleone . in purgatorie to brenne, . . (XI, 122-8
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LMidland, however, does not paint only in black; the poor have a natural 

tendency to virtue because they lack the means to sin, namely money. 

The poet's sympathy is clearly with the poor, but he i3 net blind to 

their faults. It is, perhaps, a creditable fact about the poem that 

it is so complete--there is a virtue in plenitude--and that all classes 

and stations, occupations, and professions are included in the poem and 

discussed. it is certainly not a debit; the medieval Weltanschauung 

was synoptic, interrelated, and co-prehensive. Hers Flowman stretches 

toward the same completeness as The Divine Remedy, toward the same uni­

versality and plenitude. The conceptions of the two poems are almost 

equal in largeness al though the expositions are not equal : Piers 

Plowman includes much of the matter of the Infrrn^, but less of the 

matter of the Furratorio end Paradiso ; the ‘eatific vision 13 expressed 

in the Come di a but it is only ^urrested and reflected in Fiers Howman.

The desire to rise from the level in which one was born brinps 

criticism upon the peasantry in Fierce the Pleurh.ran's Crede ( 6G3) and 

The Howmans Tale (3448) ; the reference in the former to the shoemaker's 

son and the berpars' brat, and in the latter th«‘ clerics are criticized 

in the same way : 

For to lordes they well be liche. 
An harlots sone nat worth an hawe: (30Ô-4)

This sentiment seems to contradict the aims of the peasants in their 

revolt. The conservative notion of Keeping tc the place in which one 

was born was certainly not a controlIinr influence in the attempt to 

reduce the feudal ties. The Feasants*  Revolt and the Lollard movement 

are both reactions apainst authority, yet ^oth utilize conservative ideas 

of authority to justify the events; the paradox is that every revolution 

has conservative elements.
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The pnet of Kum and the 3othsegger ( *6)  is a strong parliament

man, a conservative who considers that institution the proper place for 

registering the cernons• complaints. The pee" justifies the contention 

that much complaining was oral in comparison with what was written. The 

poet has little use for the rumor-mongers who continually exci * e the 

people : "Thaire tales been sc trouble frat tournen men thoughts ; / 

The more frat men mus en or fraym, ^e madder fray been after." ' 1392-3 

The swiftness of the rumor’s flight is graphically described:

. . . &cugh (*ou  ride rennynpe, and reste but a lite. 
Fro London forth fre long wave to fre lond-1s ende, 
And comes right fro fre king-la courte and hi s counselI bothe, 
Fre prelate vnte peris in pryuete or elles, 
Yit shal tidinge bee y-tclde tenne dayes ere ^ou come
That neuer was of worde spoke ne wroughte, as bou shal hire. (139C-14C1) 

Rumors are faster than swallows and "As falsly forgid-as frough a frere 

had made fraym." Pay rumor-mongers be punishedI The poet then describes 

the plaintive and grumbling porulace, a complain*  about complainers;

Yit wol fray carpe of fre carrure as bay of couns»il «mre, 
And ordeyne more in con houre ^)an other half wirtre 
Al fre King-is counseil ccuthe m i brinre abrut e. 
Thus mellen ^ay with matieres to moustre fraire witt.es. 
And grucchen ^h^nne be gadryng is frat greth for vs allé. fl4^P-l?'

A story about the tyrannical power of ^en^hi s Khan is then told, with 

this moral :

Now by Crist frat me creed, I can n'-t be-frenke 
A kindely cause why fre comun shuld 
Contre fre king-is wil ne construe hi s werkes. 
I carpe not of knights - frat cometh for fre shires. 
That frn king clepith to cunsell with ofrer ;
Rut hit icngeth to no labor!er - fra lawe is agayne ^>aym. (1457-62' 

Lords must spent their tine quieting the people, thus neglecting their 

estates to subdue the borders and the Marches : "Thus clappeth fre comun 

and knocketh ^a^irself, / For fre tayl of fraire talking teneth fraym ofte." 

(1469-70) The metaphor of the body politic is used, what hurts the head

witt.es
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al «o hurts the limbe» and vice versa; "Thay finds many fautes - and 
fallTen moste ^aymself / Of deeds e of deuete that Jay do shuld." (1475-6) 

The duties are listed: they should love lords loyally and learn the 
leeeon of their low status, so that they might rule themselves by reason 
and right law. They should do what they are told and not grumble: *»xt  

God of hie goodnes graunt Jaye to amende./ To knowe what Jaire kinds is 
. . . 7(1484-5) The poet manifesto considerable contempt for the restless 
populace. The political implications of the ambiguous prophecies of 
Merlin and others, perhaps those in Piers Plowman! are discussed with 

indignant distaste by the poet of Mum:
Tit is Jere a poynt of prophecle how Je peuple construeth 
And smooth on Jo meruailles - Jat Merlyn dido deuyee, 
And redith ao right as Jo Bam is homyd. 
As helps mo Jo high God, I holds Jaym half© a^masid. 
Tor Jors ay© wi^it In Jie world Jat wot bifor© eue 
Bow Jo winds and Jo wedro wol wire he on Jo morowe. 
Be noon 00 cunnyng a clerc Jat construe wel couthe 
Ire sunneday a souenyght what shal falls.
Thus Jay muse on Jo maso on mono and on storroo 
Til hoodoo boon hews of and hoppe on Jo grene. And al Jo wide world wondre on Jaire workes. (1723-33)

The poet * e criticisms certainly reveal hie point of view, that of a claee 
higher than the peasantry but lower than the nobility. He is not always 
so fierce in his denunciation of the commons, for he realises the obli­
gation the state has for them. His comments are interesting for their 
directness and for their information about plaintive rumors and murmurs 
of the populace at large that forms the subject of this chapter.

Conclusion

The complaints about the third estate are fewer than those about 
the Mobility and the Church. The reason for this is not clear, but it

Wid©: the end of passue VI, and X. 317-322. 
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seems possible that the third estate was lew in importance for literary 
material and unsuitable to a popular audience. The people gathered at 
the taverns and fairs more likely wished to hear jibes at others, not 
themselves. The general complaint probably includes everyone and the 
hearer is left to apply the criticisms in his own way, although he 
probably excluded himself from their applications. Undoubtedly, he did 
apply them to his neighbors. The minstrel who sang or recited, the com­
plaints would not be likely to wish to offend his audience, a fact which 
accounts for much of the indirectness of complaints generally, and there­
fore would not say, ms Langland does, that many people are sinful, evil 
and vicious.

It is probable that the poet of complaint intended his poem for 
an audience different from the object of criticism. If this is so, 
then one can infer that the intended audience is composed of people not 
criticised, or least criticised in the poem, and that the poet belongs 
to the same group. Such inferences are not subject to proof, but the 
possibility that they are true exists.

Langland and the poet of Mum and the Sothoegger are trying to be 
comprehensive, and out of a desire to effect reform or improvement they 
include those who commit the faults. This is, in a way, objective 
criticism and cannot be gainsaid. It is not surprising, either, that 
bakers, brewers, usurers and physicians should be attacked, for they are 
in the minority of a popular audience, as are all the objects of complaint. 
and their faults are clear and indefensible, while the faults of people 
at large are not so clear and are more difficult to prove. The two poets 
are, however, in the minority.

The matter of the complaints would not, for the most part, an­
tagonise the third estate, and would, with few exceptions, appeal to
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them. The subordinate often revele in the criticisms of his master, and 
he enjoys them more if his own merit is flattered or his own plight pitied. 
The vast majority of the verses of complaint attacks those in authority. 
This fact suggests that the verse represents the point of view of the 
majority of men, the comune, the third estate, the populace at large. 
That idea cannot be proved, but it is at least consistent with the thesis 
that the verse represents popular opinions and would, therefore, appeal 
to the people.

The objects of complaint certainly seem to inform the reader of 
the scope of the medieval Englishman's opinions, at least those shown 
within the limits of this dissertation. One cannot interview the peasant 
and ask him his opinions in a kind of Gallup poll, and the conclusions 
drawn from a study of the verse must be phrased in the subjunctive mood. 
But the broad view of the verse of complaint does seem to indicate that 
It is representative of popular opinion. The moral criteria of the 
poems, the principles which are in operation in the poets' minds and 
which contrast with the realit lesthey see, are very likely similar to 
the moral views of the people at large. Such further analysis is, 
however, out of place here; it will be discussed in the concluding chapter.

The raw material of the verse of complaint is that grumbling, 
whining, gossiping, rumor-mongering by the people which the poet turns 
into verse, and which received the barbs of criticism by the poet of 
Mum and the Sothsegger. Such raw material is not literature; it was 
probably oral anyway, and it most likely formed the staple of conversation 
then as now over the beer and bean-c-Jces of the peasantry. To make that 
material interesting on a wider scale requires some artistic form and 
some artistic expression. Many of the complaints discussed in the previous 
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chapters have merit. "The Simonie" attracts the hearer by its etansaic 
rythmn and its alliteration and rhyme. The tone of the verso adds to 
the spell and glvss the poem an attractiveness that has been, perhaps, 
underestimated. Many verses of complaint are, of course, valid literature. 
By any standard Piers Plowman is a near-classic and so are other poems 
considered in this essay, but critical restraint is necessary.

Another chapter of this dissertation considers the kind and 
quality of the forms and devices of the verse, and the temper of com­
plaint will be examined in order to discover the emotional qualities of 
the verse. The three parts of the analysis of the verse of complaint 
will then be completed, and a summary and conclusion will then be more 
pertinent; the objects of complaint are too lengthy to be discussed 
here any further except to note the comprehensiveness of the objects of 
complaint, with the significant neglect of the laborstorespond the 
general indirectness of the complaining.
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THE TEMPER, DEVICES, AND FORMS OF COMPLAINT

The analysis of the objects of complaint in the preceding 

chapters revealed that there was much popular outcry about the world 

of 14th-century England. In what emotional tones were the complaints 

made? A brief discussion of the emotions of the verse, the devices 

used to convey the criticisms, and the forms in which the verse was 

composed will draw into focus those aspects mentioned hitherto only 

in passing. This chapter attempts to answer these questions about 

the temper (or spirit) of complaint and about the devices used in 

the poetry: (1) what emotional qualities are associated with the com­

plaints, and which are best, and by what criteria? (2) what devices 

are used to convey the criticisms made in the complaint, which are 

most effective, and by what criteria? (3) what verse forms are used 

and which predominate?

The Temper of Complaint

Cne associates with the oral complaint tones of anger, self­

pity, contempt, disgust, grumbling, mur-urinr, bitterness, whining, 

indignation,tfear, and despair. As has been seen, some of these 

emotions appear in the verso discussed above. Resignation, loneliness 

and despair appear in "Elde" (?!•), for example, in "This world fareth 

as a fantasy" (1402), in "Mhos seith the soth he shal be shent" (3420) 

-264-
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and others, The vanity of life and the transitory nature of earthly 

existence are combined with a quiet, almost dignified belief that re- 

si^nation is the only choice of a wise and religious nan. The lamenting 

of what cannot be corrected or changed, and the belief that the world 

will never be as Christ would have it, lead to a chilling. but impressive 

statement. The fear of death is combined with a compulsive, morbid 

attraction to it at the same tim^. The fear may be greater ; it may be 

a stark terror of the ambiguous power of the universe and of God, of 

the unknown, of the unaccountable and inescapable mutability and evil 

in the world. Many of the poems give rise to this emotion, just as 

the Christian ideals and morals provided the religious concepts of 

"what should be” to contrant v i th the reality. Perhaps, the emotions 

found n the other figun of "Fide” in The Parlement of the Thre Apes (1556) 

are central; Fide feels that all is vanity, that T^ath solves all 

ridles and quiets all lusts. it in an emotion difficult to describe 

and equally difficult to define, but it is suggested by the statement, 

by a mar who sees t'.e errors of men an : cries out, ” :f only things 

2'uld be changed .... but they cannot bel" Anguished frustration 

and fearful despair comprise his nonJ.

Such a complaint is passive and has no direct object of criticism; 

it may be contrasted with a more active kind wherein anger, bitterness, 

and frustration are aroused. "Things could be changed if . . . " some­

thing would be done, if men would follow the laws of the realm, or 

cease to scamper after gold or rich cl-thee, or if they would speak 

the truth instead of hiiirr it, Something might be done, but because 

it is not being done, the poet becomes angry and bitter at men. In 

his anger, the poet shows a moral superiority to, contempt for, and
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indignation at the evil-doersHis rage results from his frustration 

that men are to addicted to wrong. "A lutel soth Sermun" (1091) has 

this temper and so does "Hwon holy chirechm is vr.de r vote" (4065',. Traces 

of this temper appear in the "Song of the Husbandman" (696); the speaker 

does not and cannot accept the evils done to him, and cannot endure 

passively the goads of adversity; hr will not suffer the*  indignity of 

being crushed by taxation and persecution; better *.o  die at once than 

so to live, he cries. "The Simoni*"  ' 4155' hm approximately the same

temper, at times doxy airinr and st times angry; the speaker even threatens 

with upraised fist that men must amend or else be damned.

The poems about women, 1er ♦he nost part, are invectives. Yet 

poems about other subjects also hurl nasty, almost vicious taunts. The 

ribald cries of the soldiers' songs against the Scotch arr strong and 

brutal. The ilewmans Tale ^2416' bores with its insistent, continuous, 

and unabated hysterical shrietes of animosity apainst the Church. Sheer 

rage and anger, frustration, indignation, and bitterness are heightened 

in these poems. A less vicious invective, with traces c.f humor, is the 

"Jong on the battle of Leweq" (3155^. Taunts, ridicule, and sarcasm 

produce the temper of the poem, and make it a good one. For tho ^ost 

part, invective and rage cannot be sustained without risking a progress­

ively weakening effect the longer it continues.

A few poems besides the attacks on women have a humorous cast to 

them. The Anglo-Irish poems are foremost of these and need only be men­

tioned. The rng,lishman seems more dour than the Scotch, but the Irish­

men laughs when he sees hypocrites. The poet of the "Satire on the people

„ ^The satirist and the poet of complaint have the same motive 
for criticism and approximately the same attitude toward the person 
criticized.

vr.de
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of Kildare” (IfTSi does not condemn the vanities and follies of the men 

and women discussed but instead catches their ^ei an; winks. Certainly, 

this treatment is humorous ana it is almost satirical, too. ''The Land 

of okaypne i 7» is humorous in conception; the topsy-turvy monastery 

in a way satirises fie popular rp—plaints about those eu 3y-livinp monk s, 

by out-doinr them. "?«ir r’eny" (1480) has some comedy in it, but it is 

the mordant Kind, s. is the humor in the ”intire on the Consistorv Courts” 

( . The complaint iris too a^rieved a tone tr permit humor.

-xcept for a lew in 3tances * he complaint never achieves the 

ai pn i ,y and nobility 'I Je recii ah or thrt indipnant ani s t—rn Jenuricinticn 

ot Arcs snd Loses. .y it u-*s  n^t is ruzzlinr; me of ’iltrn's

stern criHcisr ; of : arliamer/ , or the steady temyr f the >fibrHtim 

of independence. The r, ii*val  c*st  -f temper vie nt il not liKe that, and 

perhaps that is the only explanation. .

oome !. i<<d. e : np11 sh pc»'.*r.3,  '.c'^ /er, nearly achieve the lipnity 

ana nobility «f earlier and later complaint*.  y.r tamper : f complaint 

found in liers 11ownan (145? is unquestionably superior to tnat, for 

examp le, of .he I lewmans Tale ;/448). 'ithect ^einr patron! zinr, Lanp-

lan • penernlly speaks in tho tone of voice oi the wise and Kino father 

counselIinr un ignorant and wayward child, ve is stern, to r~ sure, 

but. not so stern as Jehovah. Insteai, the mercy ana kindlin' in of the 

hew Testament flow through the poem. It is probably useless to attempt 

to characterize tn*?  emotional quality of such u lenf poem and to define 

its temper, but that is precisely what compels the reader to admire the 

poem and to return to it. Other poems have something of the same quality 

of even-tempered reproof, both gentle and stern. The poet of yum and 

the Sothse^er (»6) earnestly seeks some answer to the cause of the evil
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times and tries to find a way to amend th**  miserable days. "The Simonie" 

(4165) has the answer; it is a plausible explanation, and it is a per­

suasive poem. All the poems which are pervad*  " by a mature ansensible 

temperament are lone, ®"d rerhaps their l*nr*h  explains wny they have 

what temper, 11 i s dill **rent  to ery cut when evil men r r events occur, 

> ut to bear them, to meditate up on th"m, an : to consider onuses and 

reasons, lead to a complaint that is more than a despairing lamentation 

and less than an irate invective, and better than both.

Another ray to appro'::h the problem of lescritinr and defining 

the temper of complaint is to examine the y a r . - e:.- 3 and to a t ten:; t

to define the temper of each. "A lutel sc th >rr.un" -IC.-I' does not 

suprest that the poet has a forlorn «> t M tu i-. :he tra :i ^irnal rpeninp. 

to ^ho room, " iencne*),  alle rod-- men and styllt sitte^ a dun," might 

mean thnt it wauct written by a pri-st or friar, i ut by a pl*-man  or 

reliard. The cat%lr ru- is full, but ‘ ue burnkin lever:; receiv. ‘ he 

strongest reproof. The poem has a h-r-ative ^o\c, c, i it -ontains anger 

against the ‘-azers, ' rf-«ri, backbiters, «n ! all -he regt who make the 

world -liera-le. The tnreat i s damnation, and t».e port 1 .3 sincere; no 

mat.t«r how much he inveighs against careless love, y,» wishes to save 

souls.1 The te-per of the room is - mixture of indignation, reproof, 

and anger.

The "Song on the battle of Lewes" fSits' is taunting and sar­

castic ; the poet levels his jibes at the unhappy supporters of the king.

Such an interpretation could be false. There are moments in 
the poem when it seems a parody of a much longer and often repeated 
sermon. The juxtaposition of the charge of lechery against the priest 
with the same charge against the young men and girls of the village may be a 
humorous attack upon the hypocritical priest. The repetition of the " 
threat of damnation may be a conscious effort to mate fun of the priest’s 
persistent refrain.
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The refrain, "Richard, ^)ah ÿou be euer trichard, / tricchen ehalt |>ou 

neuer morel" gives the poem a ringing, strident, jeering, and roundly 

abusive tone. The King of Almaigne is made to Iook a fool ; look at 

him, he mistook a mill for his castle, and he thought the sails were 

mangonels, yet for his delusion paid many sorry ghosts. Sir Edward, 

the son of Henry Hi, is made to seem exiled for his treachery, forced 

to ride to Dover, the point of embarkation for those sworn to quit the 

realm, and, even more humiliating, to ride there spurless on a hack. 

Over the campfires the gales of Isughter must have rolled. It is rough 

and crude humor, but it still compels laughter.

The funereal air of desolate and despairing lamentation shrouds 

the poem "riwon hell Chireche ys vnder vote" (4^85) in severe contrast 

to "The Song of Lewes." It was obviously written by a cleric, perhaps 

one too poor to buy his benefice the way others did. His aggrieved 

tone is generalized and made exterior to his own personal misery; he 

is not cast down, rather, the Church is fallen. The nostalgic recollec­

tion of the martyrs, of Christ’s injunction to Peter, upon whom the 

Church stood fast and was bullded up, adds poignancy to present corrup­

tion . Simon, not Peter, rules the Church ; all is simony, and everyone 

has shame for her; she is weak. The sad, slow level of voice, almost 

monotone, achieves a certain dignity. The recollection of the great 

leaders of the Church, Gregory, Clement, Archbishop Stephen Langton, 

Saint Edmund, and others—they held Holy Church upright, and, with a 

dying fall, now she is level with the dust upon which every man treads. 

The poem is pure in tone: "&o her wes symon . and nu is symonye." 

All 1® not, perhaps, lost, for the poet ends with a prayer to Christ 

and His Mother to guide and amend the clergy. The poem is not a popular
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oomplaint,1 * but it Jees prepare the kind of criticism «hioh the Iollar is 

mnde into se much valuable rropacandn. Thi i po*  m has a puri»v < f tone 

an-, motive that is ouite effective. !» is the t.er,t axa.rle of »he « one 

of 1 are nt. there 1 s no rescue possible ‘h- ..*  d;vi-.e ni i ; »he pel V-t.

1^ "popular" is meant that the poem represents the print of 
▼ier of the populace and is attractive to them; "iwon hols chireche
. . . seems tc be a complaint mane by a priest addressed t> nther 
priests, or tc the whole Church, whe are, after nil, the most con­
cerned.

;a.V3 are -one. I o, hew are the miphty fallen:

The tone ; of the Indent a: rear in ♦!.« " ,c- ’ of »h" H%s! an Iran" 

C6) with the very : irrt line, "1st h-rde "fn r : e: ■ .... , -,.^h 

1 irr.ors of .n r r em*rfp  t r.-- tne pl . n. o! »... ; ,-r , .n ...v».: , 

sneaker recounts »he : < r 3neut: on o! th' r--r, .... .ve- - ; * - rcjfhrut

: *’3 “he I—A^rful ; roue ri :h n Cu‘ , . mtrinp *h “ law. "V :l.rry 

!c net. intervene, for they are ccrru: t ,1 =- . : »! ; -r » : rnc eds to

his ?-ncl union »y enucernti b-e ill - ". • : 11 ■ * in.- th' h -m _

: * h" -ry ry -,i ~?ry ''"»»> ; in*,  b s; a ' r; » »n r- : : nc h-lp. : hr

pl cor of the 'opinninr of th*  ao.:. in ;ern»ra'e : >y fishes -f an per and 

bitterness in »he middle if »he p om. !^" p <r. :, t!., nr^r .= * 'ties 

into further : . . ' em».. sn ! (1 or . "r.e per? !.ss a onanp*-  , f r r ( d ch 

JHti.sl ies * e its I fn. »h can sur: or». * ." : : . "...at inr r r ods

easily; tn" r.'* ” of r . ; Oi.r: "S3 a-i H * • ' " t" .. y ,

In centrait wit!: the roe- on the ; .uro! , th» " ".onr" rev. al? a 

f-ustration and r bitterness »!n» 'ho : or-nr does n-t : t sse-. ?, 7} ; s

is due to the fa-', that * -o " nnp" han o'y-^tiire ?r:'. 'isrs tc nvi*  , 

.‘!:ile the poem on the Jhurch passively laments her leery. rn the ^cle, 

the reneral complaints which itmen' arainst abstract .’nu.^s such as 

simony have a resigned "one, Lornas a rom like the "denr" which has
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a clearer criticism to make may have the other emotions associated with 

complaint, bitterness, rebelliousness, frustration and anger. The "Song" 

is a model of the short complaint. It should be noted further that the 

poem is written in the first person, but that the statement and the 

temper of the poem would appeal to all husbandmen; the poet cleverly 

makes use of a General Complaint1 tr provide the fejrdliar tone of 

lamentation. The use of specific details, however, gives the poem an 

urgency and immediacy lacking in the General Complaint, and such spec­

ificity makes the poem more personal as veil.2 The hearer would agree 

with the poet, tor his grain is rotted, his ball iff is merciless, and 

his tax nettles him, too. The poet has carefully contrived a poem 

which echoes the feelings of his audience. ",bother or not it. is a 

poem intended to incite sone Kind of rebellion cannot be decided; it 

might be. The appeal to the "poor are oppressed" theme may be only a 

further eft ert to bring a tone of gloom, frustration, and anger into 

the poem, not rebelliousness.

l"tus wil walked in lond, and lawe is forlore," and "Falsshipe 
fatted and marre^ wyp myht."

2There is a progression from the general complaint to the 
longer, more specific complaints, and by now the reader has noticed 
the repetition of the themes of the general complaints reappearing 
in the longer poems. ’

"The Simonie" (4165) is 476 lines long and its temper cannot be 

discussed in detail, nor need it be, for the tones of the poems con­

sidered above can be used to describe the temper of this poem. "The 

Simonie" begins with the same question as the "Song of the Husbandman"; 

why is the land full of evil? The answer, however, differs; the poet 

of the "Song" is content to write a short poem listing dramatically the 

persecutions of the husbandman, whereas the author of "The Simonie”
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wishes to be more comprehensive and to find specific illustrations 

of the abstractions found in the general complaints. The length of 

the poem makes a difference in the temper of the poem. The beginning 

is gloomy. The speaker poses as a man who will explain why war, 

dearth, and high prices exist, although the subject is so distaste­

ful that he can hardly bear to do so. Too many wrong explanations 

have been given, the speaker seems to say, and so he is forced to 

give the real explanation. Simony, is the answer. The Church is 

corrupt and has corrupted everyone,and everything, else. The poet 

moves through the three estates and shows the extent of that corruption. 

He speaks in tones of anger, sharpened at times by sarcasm; the con­

trast between what should be and what actually is disgusts him, makes 

him contemptuous, and he reveals his anger by calling the benefice­

seeker an "horeling, a shrewe," and a "wrecks," and makes plain that 

archbishops and bishops are fools. The poet's contempt for money-lovers 

is revealed in the repetition of "covetousness," "simony," "markes and 

poundes."! The temper of the poem can be summed up as sarcastic 

vituperation.

What gives the poem its particular quality is its length, the 

completeness of its details, and the variation between loud cursing 

and sly, sarcastic revelation of scandal. The stanzaic form breaks up 

the hurried meter and prevents the poem from becoming tiresome. Because 

the poem was either left unfinished or because the ending was lost, it 

cannot be decided whether the temper eventually becomes tiresome or 

not. The later version of the poem omits a few stanzas and makes an

^The repetion of the last phrase is a device of "Hwon Holy 
Chireche ys vnder vote" (4085).
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emi after 465 Lines and is the better for doing sc. The pace of the

earlier versic n flags nenr th*  en f. the exclamations of out rr r- are

not so effective a.3 they are near the beginning of the poem. ( n the 

whole, the peen. is more angry in tone than the ".long cf tno iusbandmar.," 

and the tones of frustration add impetus as the tones of anger add 

vipor. The general theme of simony is subor.'.irated to the statement 

of manifold offenses arairst decency and order that are recounted. 

The organization of the room :s to hold it tc-ther, but the central 

thesis is sometimes Ist ; the pre*  probatly meant to start wi^h t:v pro­

gressive influence of simony and snvot usness ani then at the m! of 

the poem to return to .-.is oririr.nl question and answer i*  . The shorter 

version of the poem :oec this and ends i»;. "arni ng th«*  unless all 

amend, things will g-t. verse. There js glr< ? in the poem but here i -, 

less despair than anger.

Wynne re and Vastcure , dl.*7)  has 'ne t.-rm r-V th»- debate, and its 

temper is that of an argument. The poem has two levels of meaning, one 

of which is the direct criticism by the two debaters against each other, 

and the other is the indirect criticism cl the economic policies of the 

king and the war. The debate ia primarily sarcastic, anrry, bitter, 

and indignant invective; th- listener clearly understands on the second 

level that the poet means him to consider both the pot and the Kettle 

black. The criticisms each mates of the other apply *o  the ran/s and 

files of their respective armies; the temper of these criticisms applies 

to them un .iminished, both Tynnere and .astoure are attacked or. moral 

grounds and on jractieal grounds. Some of the feeling of religious 

principles, and of the "poor are oppressed" theme add to this temper 

of the direct criticisms.

oririr.nl
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The indirect criticisms of the war and of the king's economic 

policies are, however, sane, reasonable, and intelligent, and they have 

a correspondingly constructive temper or spirit. If Hellenes is correct 

and his interpretation of the poem seems correct, then the audience of 

the poem, would include the middle-class burghers and bourgeoisie who 

would profit most by the constructive criticism offered. It has been 

argued earlier that the audience was the people who suffered most from 

the depredations of Aynnere and "astnure. Certainly the commons would 

agree to the direct criticisms of the debaters. The minstrel may not 

represent any particular group at all, and his criticisms may be his 

own. The poet is deft enough to recite the poem either in an ale­

house, or in the Poyal presence itself. The temper of the poem is a 

combination of vehement denunciation and sober advice, yet the glory 

of the pageantry and the drama of the conflict also share in forming 

the effect of the poem. The predominant emotion is of caln criticism 

or constructive practical advice to the king, It seems correct, to 

assume that only the more intelligent listeners would understand the 

criticism of the king, but the mass of men would approve the sentiments 

Ttynnere expresses of Wasteure and those of Wastoure about Wynnere. 

Sven though the poem begins with a general complaint on the degenerate 

times1, it is a criticism with more subtlety to it than most complaints. 

The criticism is not made on purely moral grounds, but for the practical 

good of the realm.

1The introductory matter of the poem uses the general complaint 
form, temper, and matter, similar in some respects to the prophecies; 
compare with "Prophecies on the Battle of Banneckburn, 1314" printed in

Middle English Literature, p. 133. The sense of gloom of the 
beginning of the poem rapidly changes once the vision commences to un­
fold.

Piers the Plowman (1459) has a temper different from any of
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the poems cr-nsiderod, To b*  Hire, : t i 3 % long poem, a di C: use pnem, 

of many textures, colors, ar. 1 sonorities. In a .ay, all the sha îos 

of emotion ^elonrinr to x-rc-laint can 1 n found in *"-.<•  rmr.; many other 

emotion: c an also hr }^rc*ivo:,  th*  it important of d.i er is tn*  slmr 

and : urr vi - ion of ran conquerin' .dn. 'omrlaints < >■ ■ .r threurhcut th» 

! oer., tut t:.« first rover, r as sus co: ni - t ; r irari iy ..r v ; •• ; ? i im, : v r. 

thr-ro, however, ther- : 3 p?s; ivc here for • t rc.l" ; •>• 1 tn..» , %- ' the 

tone of larcnta*  i< n : : ..r. ’ in earlier prnr.s 1 y rii- . t «ryjr^ly ah..ent.

The rnst o! t!.e p" " , : a 'sus .ill to XX, is m- re x r. c rr.".c .-h rtatinp

the y’divn ".Of re nor. -o Truth -u. ; .'nlvnh 1.. Th-- l«*or  ; m nr ::or«

di iscti? in tcn^ : .* 3t. :1 qui li: : ' r- nt ihrr. the “or/ of s-r-m.

This S:.-- -T-.s *c  ' f iu- *.  *■•  -cur il i y "dh. ..: .io: 1 an,-land offers

his a Ivie.-. Ç ir 1 tro often arm:- himmi:' -virh r-, --r in-

ii -nat-cn to att^ek e ' rar. , slo-raris, in i io-:.othi n. s, an«: * he 

roet himself resorts to qui; s ard lArmr , as : r. the sp..-» wit: 

dler-y ever learning in -as our» <, v*->r ‘.:vV-v:3, tn*  - o-: 1 - i «hr le

'• r-vs - 1 r:. a cal', f-ntle, sen.'1, in: 0, ear .01 •• <0 f a i «h i : ... ..

: A-4U3 . to t- 1 . t c ' : y of • •. :; . u , * -.. -, ; S sip : vn .' s

.iranati c way ci îa.v i 1.0 •> co:.; Lunt ' loi' r/r. are ;ov tous a ni; t nn t

the Itn ; is hArme.: 00 a .1 n, " .\v: o: i-" . r 1 .ir -.n i an, y-

statement, but ijors : 1c-m.sn i t 1 zcmpiox al 1m ry -v,thin a Visim 

and it in^t c., r v in tone *t  all. The po^t his rurv-y xils-.ly,

alm. % t ol::a-n innately, l-uvinp tno reader tc /udj-e i.s.'y l.ude and rar 

worldly en tour ape. A vast variety cl specific vils an ; - In ted ok 

and criticized, :-u*  t:.e eiiect of th-- first four pas.îus i.i less intense 

than that oi "The !ironi* ." i oth ; or:. : ar" comprehensive in statenant, 

but Lanplani views the evils dispassionately because lv believes they 
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ean be amend"!. The pent of "The Simonie" nculd have the culprits 

brar. i-'l, unfrocked, put in the ? ill-ry, or hanged but Lanfland would 

have them repent. This oven tone is continue.: in pansus V to VII, 

which include the confessions of ‘he .">ven hoaily si ns and their 

penitence. At the end of pansus Vil there i; n a srute that gradually 

becomes violent between ri^r: en ! a priest "ver th" pardon from Truth; 

when the m-'u-vr.*  roach, i 1' pr-n. , * h" !-^r«r awakens, an " the-, eon- 

sid^rr onl-ly and f erthr i 'h» 1 y th" value of papal pardons. I.Borland 

stat-s quite simply that ‘o trust in such tardent is ■ianr-r,'»: :. e 

was probably rep^Mn/ per ilar opinion, but to say so nt all required 

coure." and convict’"n. 1 uc. h of t:;e i r- ■" is similar in to:.-*,  >i

variety o!" mo-is in a va-i^ty cf t h j - a-*'3.

Th**  temper ; I*  th" rc«rr upon r"fl"Cti-n i s on" * !' jr r-ni tv an ! 

wisdom. n" would think that tb.e poll cf rl-om .1 • settle over such 

a combi ns t i -<n of moo's, uut 11 'io<*  3 nc*,  rocaus" : anpl&r. d always has 

hope. Tt should :" remarked that his hoiefulnees is not of tre hollaed 

variety, a kind of visi- n of th" vl"sseJ l end, >u*  i -,

rather, steady and calm.

Fierce the Il-urhrnn's Credo '6ÙÔ is a -ood example of the 

l el lard propagandist's best efforts to persaa ie th" people to condemn 

the friars. ~h" po"m if cleverly orranized to thi3 end. The first- 

rerson speaxer reveal- .imself as a poor man who must learn his Creed, 

and his humble personality, derived in par- from Lnnrla:i i' c : o r 

peasant, gives the ;o"m an atmosrhf" of : iety, sir.pl ioi ty, %%d 

naivete. As the poem progresses, as th" friar.; brow-beat and turn the 

poor peasant away time after time, the "poor are oppressed" theme emerges 

and ados to the temper. The temper of the poem is due mainly to the 

revelation of character, the contrast between the soft-speaking peasant
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and the boasting, backbiting, covetous, richly-dressed friars. Some 

skill is shown by the poet, for the friars in effect describe them­

selves . The friars become angry; the peasant becomes frustrated and 

gloomy. Finally, Fierce the ploughman, in a kind of recapitulation 

and summary, attacks all the orders of friars at once, at great length 

and with hearty, vituperative and angry invective, full of th»’ sense 

of persecution and frustration.

The poet's skill is shown by the sudden change of mood at the 

end of the poem. It is done simply: Pierce recites the Creed in 

English. The sudden change is as effer ’ive q3 the Annunciation scene 

after the hurry-scurry d the farce in the Second Shepherd's ilay. 

In this chance of temper, the argument is resolved: the hearer is 

compelled to realize the disparity between what the :riars are and 

what they should be, and is led to review the whole peer wi+h this 

new attitude, different from what he -rifinally heard, and different 

in a sense from the way Pierce views t:.e friars. The riety of the 

ploughman's simple recitation of the Cree- undoubtedly leads the hearer 

to feel that emotion associated »ith it.

The temper of the whole poem is unlike many of the other poems; 

it is harsher than "The Simonie" and more like the "Song of Lewes" in 

intensity. The poem does not reflect public opinion so much as it 

tries to capitalize on popular feeling against the friars, to increase 

it, and to lead it into action. In short, it is a preparanda poem, 

but of the first quality, and at least twice as good as The Plowmans 

Tale (3448).

Mum and the Sothsegger (*6)  is similar to Piers Plowman (1459) 

in that the author is intelligent, sane, and hopeful, and it is similar
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^ynncre and Waatoure (3137) in that the problem considered by the 

poet is a practical one, how to bring the realm to peace after the 

deposition of Richard TT an 1 the accession of Henry IV. The criticisms 

of Richard H are strong, but not sarcastic, nor vituperative. The 

critic is surgically neat and has a rather clear historical sense. 

The poet does not mean to be popular, but many of his opinions were 

so, and he seems to have understood the popular antagonism toward 

the deposed King, while not necessarily sharing that antagonism. 

To attack the king, even a deposed king and even by only calling 

him "redeles"1 requires a considerable amount of courage. The whole 

poem is, of course, couched in the moral dilemma of choosing between 

the two personifications, but for the most part there is none of the 

moral searching for Truth, Faith, and God that forms the second half 

of l^ers Plowman. The moral quest is a device to enable comment upon 

the realm, to which the preceding chapters bounteously testify. In­

deed, th- point of view represented ry the poet seems to be that of 

th- bourgeoisie, whose attacks on the king's expensive household echo 

down the centuries, ^e crit-rion for this poet is "rood sense” not 

the i-ven Deadly Sins. Sometimes the temper is raspish, but the total 

effect of the poem is that of direct and open criticism, with practical 

and realistic proposals.

The brief survey of the temper of the poems of complaint serves 

to emphasise and to clarify the temper of complaint in the 14th century. 

The temper of the poems ranges from deep and forlorn despair to abiding 

hope, from bitterness and frustration to anger and rage. There seem to be

ift is interesting to note the repetition of the motif of the 
counsel-less king in the earliest and last poem studied. See 1820. 
inter alia.
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two basic emotions involved, despair and anger: the basic emotion of 

the lamentation is despair; the basic emotion of the invective is 

anger. The complaint encompasses both and often finds them mixed with 

other emotions, but the basic definition of the temper of complaint 

still is valid; it is composed of the emotions aroused by the incon­

gruity of the Ideal with the Real. If the pereelver is crushed by 

his perception, cannot find hope for the improvement of the real 

world, nor any escape from it except death, then the emotions aroused 

clearly fall into the category of lamentation. If the perceiver can 

find hope for improvement, does believe the situation can be ameliorated 

then he moves to bring such advances about, and his expostulation is 

more likely to be in anger against specific abuses.

'&anne is do-best to be told . to blame be rylty," says Langland 

(1459) The temper of complaint reflects the long arm of traditional 

reproof from the pulpit. The ideal is for the most part conceived in 

religious and dogmatic terms, but the writer of complaint seexs to 

evade the authoritarian attitude in his poem. just as the preacher 

sought to express his moral in homily or exemplum. Thu moral authority 

of the writer of complaint depends upon how much he assumes, but very 

rarely is his assumed authority the right of profession, as is the 

priest's. It is, rather because he has a particular insight into the 

world's affairs or men, not because he has read Handlyng Synne (776) 

or Instructions to Parish Priests (961). The writer of complaint seeks 

to avoid the tones of the pulpit even though what he has to say has been 

formed and suggested by the sermons he has heard. The motive impelling 

a man to complain is a desire to remaxe the world into the more perfect 

image of the New Jerusalem.
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Jertainly, Lanpland has such a vision. his pram can te divided 

into the two parts described by %eat,l bu*  the importance of this 

division is ‘•la*  the poet first states the evils in the world, and then 

shows how they -i^ht Y» removed. The imrortan*  difference between Lanr- 

lar.d’s tempe rare r.t and the :i dacti? temper of the preacher, hewr, is 

the former’s sentie nubility, the .ir:ly yet earnest exhortation, which 

contrasts with the rr;»»st' » ironinr *n<:  authoritarian ritual, (ne of 

the differences between prophet and priest is sup rest «c '-y this dis­

tinction. It is the sincere and .'.oreful hur il it;, in the temper *f  the 

poem which made it, an : vows it. now, appeal inr and effective.

t ne other conclusion may be drawn from this brief study of the 

temper of complaint, an : that concerns the temper of hynnere and Zast- 

cure and ’.'urn and the Sothsegper. fth are alike in that they deal with 

practical, social an : political prcller.; in a less moralistic way than 

o^^r complaints do; th& omphnsi*  is on ;cr.ron nenso and the improve­

ment of ecorer.ic con ;itiens rather than on the wral improvement of 

men's souls and acts. ‘-wo x oems are, in a vey, " lüte Papers," 

the -.ira of document tha*  The h i bel l e of Pro-lishe Policy® is in the 

15th century, and form's Vtopia is in the 16th century. Th*  moral 

complaint continues through the r?»s, of course, hut --ne branch of it 

becomes satire; a convenient exa-rle is ^rasmus' braise of Folly, 

bore and Erasmus maar the same criticisms but in a different way and 

from a different point of view, and their criticisms are not very different 

from those found in the verse of complaint. ore is interested in instit­

utions and the effect such institutions have upon improving the morals of

M'he "’isicn of Piers the Howman," and the "Vision of Do-well, 
Do-bet, and Do-best." I reface, p. xlviii.
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men. is crürrne ; with mn*  s seul : nr : nrts anJ wi + r. :..nral s,

“n ■ tri^i *c  ma.-, n. n Im; r v. th^.r oxn 'oui î an' h ? * i. ' cth ar- :» n- 

c-rred wit}-, imrr. vinr thr "rrld, 'nth :ri ticize . 'e»n ar- s.r :.r--,

bet'-. *r  ' ncn?ro:'rss icr. il authorities, neither [ren’-if i. "ie «rn-'s . f

lar.e-:-*  iticr. and nr..-nr are absent froa * . »i r . c rk s ; the «a ar- r- -

re •'sc nn‘!•’»•■> 3 ?, an : 1 *.t«l  1 i-enc . ( An :, ont mirht

a“ ■ » » hi 3 t.i ? a * i cn , ' T . s tl c.s t i ;; 'jwt, mx "'y n , ■ . ; . « f 

emrhns i~, 'f co.rm, • ^r »h ,n- r-Tul 1st •», »r. . 1 r «-h

ti rai ■/ r.. r.^ ; f th» -rar. !fnt fmr 3 of - ncomiur ' ori, - .s ; i„r- : i -w-

"im, n- ■: c:.- •: the anc»3tors ■ f tf.. n . ... ,-.~,.r e

Th” : evi '««, r: '"~T 1 'int

ohvieus exerple. And wm used to such statements half-v-r,-. bef-eon heaver, 

and hell . The verm-; discussed under "dpnei f is Jomrlairtr:" are but 

little r.rre specific than the m.er«d ^^:rlnint-. The <<>■• vver "c the

question why this should be is, p»rhap-, that "he pc-*  of corjlaint wirhes

the wisest possible audience and the widest posai!le application cf what

he has to say. These two wishes conflict. The result is indirectness
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an easy end habitual device of the pulpit.

The poet is indirect also because it protects bin from retalia­

tion; Land and (1459) refuses to interpret the fable of telling the cat 

for fear that John of Gaunt would find out the author and throw him in 

a dungeon far away and highly secret. Py indirectness more is meant, 

however, than that. This portion of the chapter will illustrate com­

pletely what is meant, but to take an example of indirection in a 

slightly expanded sense, consider the indirect way that criticism is 

made in "The Land of Cokaygne" (762). What is bad is praised, and what 

is good is condemned. Sone such topsy-turviness is found in other 

examples of satire as well. In brasmus, Folly is prai ied, anJ in Swift 

the heartless butcher of children is given mock respect. The same in­

direction is used in the complaint also. Lady node seems fair and 

good, and her adherents genial, but in reality she is evil, and by ex­

tension so are her loyal followers. The same is true of the -.on who 

follow Yynnere end rastoure and Hur.; they are guilty, even though their 

guilt is not stated directly. It can be seen that such indirection 

moves thn poem farther from di datic denunciation and farther from the 

temper and method of the pulpit.

The contrast between the Ideal and the Real in the mind of the 

poet of complaint takes a number of objective forms. The poet may use 

”the past was better” theme with its nostalgic sense of vanished good­

ness, a device which is connected quite directly with a statement of 

what was perfect in the past and now exists no longer. "Hwon Holy 

Chireohe is vnder vote" (4085) is a good example of this kind of device 

but so many examples exist in the earlier chapters that no reference is 

needed; undoubtedly the reader has noticed how often the principal con­

trast between "then and now" and between the ideal and the real have
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been illustrated.1 The complaint is indirect because the limitations 

of the ideal force equal limitations upon the real in the comparison. 2 

Another device is personification of an abstraction, a device 

used so frequently in sermons and other literature th-t it is no sur­

prise to find it used often in the verso of complaint. The indirectness 

of such a device is obvious; Sir Feny, l«um, Sothsefrer, the Pelican 

and Griffin in The Flowmnns Tale, Wymore, .Tnstouro, Lady yed*,  and 

ethers in Fiers Flowman, Conscience and uronp, to name but a few. The 

General Complaints contain personifications of ' aa , Charity, Truth, 

Love, Pride, Covetousness, Trickery, and Falseness. Such a device 

needs little justification, but it should be noted that personification 

undoubtedly had more force and appeal to the medieval audience than it 

has today. Langland's parade of Vices at Confession seems like a 

morality play; to the modern reader personifications seem stilted and 

awkward, but the device of personification had at least two hundred 

years of sermonising behind it to characterize the sins in detail.

One must assume that the medieval -nglishman's reaction to personifies- . 

tiens was much more vivid than cur own. The device of personification 

is used for the purpose of widening the application of the complaint 

and for making the complaint indirect.

Similar to personification is the device of representation; 

when a chapman, or physician, or lawyer, or frier, or king, or priest 

appears in a complaint, the implication is that the criticism is applied

^The version of the general complaint which ends in ’’-les" shows 
both the evil and the means to correct the evil.

That is, the reference to an ideal must be general and abstract 
and it poses a difficult problem for the poet to find specific illustrations 
of particular evils and to describe them in such a way as to make the 
reference to the ideal clear.
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to All charron, physicians, larvers, friars, and priasts, me notices

the ten ancy to divide reoplm into med an I bad preups, with the larper 

number in the latter catepory. '"presentation does this al 30. Arain, 

the cer.pl-,int is made indir»-ctly, if one friar l i pluttonous, than it 

follows that other friars are thus ira upned. This is not leric; it is 

ar rumen turn ad populo, but such is the effect of the device in the 

poetry, nly I.andan I and the author of 7um, are sensible enourh not 

to overwork thi < device. when the poet of burn attacks the priests, he 

does not say that all priests are Jealcus keepers of nrcan'e-, but only 

some nr®. i ersoni firation an i representation are sometimes joined, as 

in Lenpleni's Haukyn, the wafer-seller representative who al ne personifies 

'activa-vitai and an ! corddno^ th® levi c• " l n hrv parade of vices at 

confession: Wari c® was a charman, C rth whs a priest, and An th whs 

a ccek . i th® r ®ya- rle? of reores^nta*  ion will nr -ur ♦ ?. th® render.

In th" opinion of t-is ri r, the evamrir ; if "epresont^^ ion

ar. 1 rersonifi cation a ; used 1 y th® route, "orjlaint ;c net v " ry often 

produce roc 1 sHo/rry. •*/  far tie best allerory is four, i in *.  e first 

four pas sus of tiers F liwman, an th® - ret ®xarn l e is at th® one of the 

same poem. Interaction of perccnifications must. "® dramatic on th.® 1 ev« 1 

of character an ' reeninr ful on th-' level of a'stracticn. The mixture of 

representation and personification does not lead to drama or meaning.

Consider the confusion that results when the po®t dreams in the lest 

passus: Life takes Fortune to wife and they have a child name ! Sloth 

who marries Despair. Sloth fights Conscience. ( Id Ape f iphts Life, 

and Life flees to the physicians, but Cld Are Kills a physician. Life 

is careless and rides to Revel. Cld Are then attacks the poet, carrying 

the banner of Death, who cane in person to th® poet, who begs Nature to
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release him. Nature tells the poet to dwell in Uhity. The castle of 

Uhity is beseiged by the Seven Giants of Jin led by Avarice, How much 

more dramatic and effective is the story of Lady Fedo, her interrupted 

nsrrii^e, and trial I Probably the medieval reader understood the 

allegory better than the modern reader does, but even allowinr for that 

the allegory is still neither pristinely clear nor dramatic.

The devices of personification and representation have two im­

portant effects upon the ter per of complaint. First, the application 

of the criticism to a wide group of people and the generalization of 

the criticism make the poem more convincing, and, secondly, the conden­

sation of the wide applications into a single character or idea adds 

the quality of intensity to the poem. In other worlc, the single per­

sonification or representative has a number of ideas condensed into it; 

in the mind of the reader or hearer, these ideas spring iorth into life 

a mental response that is pleasing.

Another device which produces the effect of indirection is the 

beast-fable. The rats and mice in the irolcgue to Piers Howman repre­

sent parliament, the cat is John of Gaunt, and belling the cat means 

to lessen John of Gaunt's influence in governing the realm during the 

declining years of Edward III. In Fum and the Sothsegger there is a 

vision in which a bee-keeper is killing the drones who do no work but 

rob the hive. The most important and effective use of the beast-fable 

is in a "Song on the Times" (4144) with the fable of the Lion, Ass, 
Fox, and Wolf. The "Song" is a general complaint that the law is being 

misused by the powerful ; the fable illustrates the theme. The Lion, 

representative of the king or justice, is hoodwinked by the guileful 

perjury of the Fox (Clergy) and the Wolf (Nobility) to convict the Ass
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• "*'h e Ass yalnat.-ly could net have Jone, nair.cly 

an h x ’ i r*n  t device * y re v i je the

■ : r t-;e pc*"  * . The " :onr' in : n uranntir

■r .L-cv of tn.- iy '/inm to follow in,' /rhn"

* * ! the an i ::;M I .= in the : rcphccy stun ' Ver

“r i"T"rtant p".: 1 ", ^ut th" i !rr/ ity is renaily 

r- ' nr ms l" . Tte s

" ' "r- in nar.".; of c- /"ct s »r- .: t-> !

* •■ - i o uln r : 1 » is : n t n( : , • n. c:; . i :'%nrd

’ • " y , ••*.  al, ,v? r>' rrh ss,

• -c.. m th swans, beers, • rr^s, h«n ns, ar. : - 'neook s.

‘ • ~ - 1 ne relaie : v i ■'• »• s nr" T d repr^sr rt*

‘ it *:.•  ranks of tn? ir mio'. " h,- shir cf st nt" 

' " -r an elery " 'n "ho : -n-h i f - d-.-sr i HI" , ; „n

' " " r • : "' " ie tc rarli n-,r; ' : n ' urn ar : - h» "c V aerr^r 

j '. - “.-t v i .e t-.i s Kind ci inhiree ' im 3erv„ tc pro­

' ind ri' om.-wr.*  nti-n, animal

..............^iar;«c ;c : .-crv ar rliel tc th- tr.in. si-nified, 

in ir^ctness is efton skilfully used.

" “v debate is air irsHy suited to çn sent th"

. .   real, rirnt and wreno. The fable 

I*. ......c«, ..el : , anu Ass tazies cne 1 erm oi’ the debate, *he  trial.

■ ' ln -i^rs Plowman nt th*  trial of Lady lie de , where

"T-‘ " H , "he teems c i Lamn^p Pinot (. x Pc r ;, 188?"

uiert Taylor, rhe Political Prophecy in , nrlnnd < 
. 4k. ;rte also
»r.-, tut fh" identification is not clear. ’
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Conscience and Lady Mede exchange arguments. Another debate is found 

in the dialogue between the soldier and the courtier (1475). The dia­

logue between the Pelican and the Iriffin in The Howmans Tale (3448) 

is net a debate, although it has the form of one; the Pelican speaks 

most of the time. (Incidentally, the Pelican and +P» Griffin are heast- 

personifibaticns, sending f^r the Lollards an/ the Clergy respectively.) 

Wynnere and Wastoure (3137' debate, of course, but in that example both 

are right and both are wrong; hdward III and the Flack Prince judge the 

.debate, so it is also a kind of trial; the king gives a judgment at the 

end. There are many such arguments and Abates in Piers Plowman (1459); 

between Clergy and Piers, between Piers and the lazy beggars, between 

Piers and a priest, and between various personifications occur many 

struggles. Mum and the Sothsegger (»6) contains a few informal debates 

also. Indeed, the device of the debate and the device of the trial 

have many illustrations to show how the indirect criticism is made.1

The device is dramatic, particularly if the debaters are evenly 

matched, or if the one who is right and receives our sympathy is threat­

ened yet ultimately wins. Tynnere and .astcure. Lady Med» and Conscience 

are good examples of the use of this device, but the Pelican and Griffin 

debate is not. It should be noted that the didactic attitude is given 

to the character who is right, but that the author himself appears to be 

disinterested and not to be preaching; this indirection of the didactic 

attitude is a characteristic device of the complaint and accounts in 

large measure for the non-didactic temper of the verse. The writer of

. Paiement of the Thre Ages (1556) is a kind of three, 
cornered debate, but the poem exists primarily for Eide's diatribe. = » = x
good and what is evil made clear.
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oomplaint makes continual and valiant efforts to evade the attitude 

of moral indignation and didactic preaching, for the simple reason 

that sermons have never been very interesting.

Another advantage of the device of the debate is that th? poet 

can bring together in one place many disparate elements which ordinarily 

could not be collected, and he can naxe dramatic v/hat otherwise would 

be a general statement. The "Good short refreyf betwixt Sj-nnere uid 

Wastoure" {3137) concentrates its energy on the argument, but even the 

simplest reader or hearer of the 14th century would apply the criticisms 

to the respective armies and to even more specific members of the ranks 

and files. It seems t- be R fact tnat the personages of the debate or 

trial are personifications or representations and tha*  the criticisms 

are meant to be applied to the classes or groups so represented. In so 

doinr, however, the poet can gather the objects of criticism into one 

place and treat the ;roblems dramaticallv.

If the poet of complaint cannot bring the objects of complaint 

into some central focus, he resorts frequently to another device, he 

goes to them. It is not hard to imagine the poet of Pierce the Flough- 

—-3 (*63)  using the debate device, but instead he chose to have

his representative, really himself at one remove and disguised as a poor 

peasant, visit the four orders and finally find fierce. There are a 

number of variations on the poet-wanderer device. The poet may seek 

the answer to a question, as in Mum and the Sothsegger (»6), or to learn 

something, as in the Crede.1 In both instances the effect is a kind 

of lay visitation into the world to see the faults of men, classes, and
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occupations and to pass judgment on them.

Another variation of the poet-wanderer device is the pilgrimage. 

In the pilgrimage, the poet-wanderer is cloaked in humility and niety, 

and his authority is thereby increased. The poet-wanderer device is 

often a first-person account and by *vi ng an eye-witness to things his 

audience has not seen, he bolsters his authority. Langland is in effect 

a pilgrim as well as a hermit, and the pilgrimages to Truth, to Do-'/el, 

Do-Bet, and Do-Pest enable the poet to move around and to give a sense 

of progress to his poem. The effect of the device is clear: the poet 

can bring to his poem that plentiful and abundant dramatis personae in 

a scope of inquiry fitting" to his main purpose, an examination of all 

society, ideas, and the i aults thereof, and in a convincing way ex­

plain why things are the way they arm. Langland puts the pilgrimages 

in visions to elevate the seriousness and the rellgous tone of the whole 

poemj the poet remains as a hermit in meditation behind the poem, al­

most exterior to it, in the finest and most respected tradition of 

Christianity. It should be noted, however, that his visions are not 

of God, but of sinful man seeking God.

A pilgrimage allows the poet to give a more convincing .des­

cription of the faults of the world because he has seen them; his 

audience accepts his evidence. As has been mentioned. Piers Flowman 

is crowded with all kinds of people going about their worldly affairs. 

The poet-wanderer device is useful and effective because it enlarges 

the limitations of subject matter, time, and place. It should be noted 

further that the advantages of the picaresque device were seized by 

later writers; the Utopia is somewhat similar in that the narrator has 

travelled around, and Kasha's Unfortunate Traveller makes his witty
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criticisms as he pees, and Runyan's The -ilrrin's 1 ropreis utilizes 

the device to perfection and should be compare 1 with the second part 

inrs Plowman. The device is net limited to complaint, but it re- 

fjocts th- encyclopedic scope desired by the ro-t of complaint.

. I he device et thrt vision is admirably suiter to the same enc/' 1:

, ~ *im.  o. ccmi lai nt, l or not only physical events and evil men can

be held up for critici-m, lut tn- theoretical and moral nrinciples and 

abstractions can ue : laced sice H- side with th-r for contrast. rurt-er 

"Cr*  « he ui . f i c ul i e î c ! time and ’lace are ov*  rc one in a v i .• i on er a 

dream. ^e vision ah-, ns l.n s ' m;; -e^t i ' n» !, ena" 1rs the poet to nut 

criticism.-: a*  en" r-ov erd tr hii-1 : frn mtaliaticn.

In fact, on- r irnt arru- that rorsmi fixation an 1 representation can 

exist with rr-at-st irvntm intensity only in con;une* ion Ù th th- 

vision, such as tn- h—rotnal an! trial of lady :;<•>. yo matter hew 

unreasons le and contrary to fact some thir.p nay be, it nt tai ns 3c-.o 

yalparility within a virion, but for the most par t th- vi s ior has a

percep til 1. relations hi [ with reality in the ..am- way that ‘h- renernl 

complaint has, namieiy, the montai applications b-, * •.-• au.: i cr..o te the 

real worl This mental activity is plea u.nt am . y-itinp, anu th- poet 

does not - a-.-, to do all the work of interpretation that the s-rymi zinp 

> ri s - ' ' r.», . . v. >irn al ne» has a s—me oi the mnrv—lous ini wonder­

ful in it. Jrea ’ and dream interpretation, line the prophecy, received 

the imr — cations of priests, but Lanrland defends drev.s ana their inter 

: rotation ' in his ision as in some sense true. The visions of hermits

, , - £1121.the static rather than the peripatetic
me ,ncd; .-oily speaks as a red from the mountain, rourr.lv os th- / i nr in 
council, but th- dramatic effect is similar to that . : th- ieta*-  rT 
trial.

rourr.lv
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have a sanctity and authority that cannot he easily gainsaid. The 

religious overtones of the device of the vision contribute to the 

temper of complaint.

The debate, the peripatetic complainer, and the vision are 

devices which provide a considerable degree of organization to the 

large and long corplaint ans should not be underestimated in this re­

gard. The specificity o: tire, place, and action viewed by the ;oet- 

wanderer is coherent, just as the condensation of time within the 

vision gives it unity; both devices unify the criticisms into the 

person of the viewer or dreamer. It can easily be seen also that 

the temper of complaint unifies a poem; this is more obvious in the 

short, general complaint than in the ion er poem. The quest or pil­

grimage pains unity by repetition of the motif of the quest or the 

goal of the pilgrimage, just as in the short poems words and phrases 

are repeated to emphasize the theme. The explanation of evil has a 

natural organization ; the problem is stated and the solution is riven. 

This pattern occurs in "The ^imonie," "The Song of the husbandman," 

fier*  Howman, where the Wc visions are connected by the device 

of the pilgrimage to Truth after the problem of Lady Voie is considéré 

The pattern varies in .”um and the Sothserrer when- the quest is not 

very important; all right-thinking men know the answer, and those who 

side with Mum are automatically indicted. The devices of complaint, 

then, have a unifying effect upon the organization of the vers*.

Forms of the Verse

Tho distribution of the forms of the verse considered in this 

dissertation is curious. Almost all of the poems are rhymed, and half 
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of these, nt prexir.ately, am in stanzas. Nine poems are in alli ter- 

a^ive 1 cnr 1 in" ;, 'in- î cur ef th" ^e *.  r#- com oseJ in rhyme'! stanzas. 

Clearly, the I’cms . f ‘■-.e verse ar" not n ri t"r i a : ^r Ce?i dinr whotncr 

or not. a poem heir nr.. *o  th" vers" cf ccmlalnt. Ff/ r.' i :; uo oor:- -l «­

‘.ion between the om. of the r : or art its o on "en*  , as thor" seer ; to 

be wi tn 'b" per nr. : : e v ; " a < f the vr rse, i< r .^r rn ; n r rour inp 3 of

-he verse ";i I 1 * •• rrn-i ^rej; al 1 iterative , a! 1 i • " ra‘ i v nr . r:.y:n" ! , 

s t n n z a i ? v f r ; " , nr . r b.y.ne • v" r ,

All iterative Verse

h" five ni ! i t-r*  ‘ I . a- a-.rn. ; t.o.o or-

si ier«’• !. :".ey 'cn*nin  h * c nl of 1 1 ,"L 1 :r.- / . :iilrwmnn 1459'

an-i .Vue; an ! 'he ethsorrer arr - h< ir^n.e., with 7/ r: nn i ; ,ppi 

lines - e i ; e ' t i v" 1 y. Y.'-nner^ an ! astoure /I?" has nt-u*  47? 1 i n" s , 

nn<i al*  hour k it ' n iinr is , the -'oetT. : -, «: t ;-, -, hiny 'o -. 1' tic nt

the "n.:. : he Aj.de : (-er . s i::*u  fa ir ly *m t • sections, e v; : r

meant to ' " } au ses in ‘t." r, .itn'ior, : or ; t . -. -i r - -r.it -'.nt t 

be recite- y n ; r- f-i.iional - instr. 1 . ”.■ d 1 .: f. . ohly nr : : . H ,"

• v 5 " "i ' r * r" a fit nts." it i « J.-.-i : icrp.-t.-.t v r-;"

and the alliterative scro : - . hnn :1c. .-"11 ‘ ; r n variety of

"r..-.t i.-n i an? tr t re i..cc v..ri -_ j ; . : 1V 't 7?. ;v e- rm rur^, as in 

"Let 1 " thy Tanyn- of thi i, for hri^-ii 1 ufa of h- uenl /

l.n-.. th" pep I" m. = the rem . r " rar*  of thi si lue r?;" or nan o»­

; ress re si mat ion: ; ax- b" •-t pc n - i c^me s, |je on-.- n.s ;♦ fallri," 

• ■æ F ""T doe-, not flap or * "con" -r/notonous, an = 1 he ; cet varie: the

Aj.de
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i.crmal nll iterative pf.ern, an/ax, sul ficientlyThe varying 

patterns are expected after the poet’s boastin' ir. th" prologue to 

the poem.The poem is a splendid example of alliterative verse, 

which can be recited for a considerable length of time without 

becoming tiresome.

rhe l arlerr,er;t of t he Th re Ages ( lb5t\ has t'tîô alliterative 

lines. The poem is as effective as Wynne re and '.'a st our t i'ld?) ; 

both poems may have been written by the same person. both poems 

have excellent de -.crir tiens, good racing, a nd eloquent y hrasing, 

and both could H recitre rith great effect.

Piers Plowman '1459) was probably divided ur for recitation.

^cre of it seems meant to re r*«d  silently, ^ut the first seven passus 

coul d very easily hav? teen real al^u !. In r.any wy s it : s difficult 

to imagine the poem recita l I ecaus- it seems intended ; or such a large 

audience. All t:.r poems with ulliteratiT. contain a lan e mount of 

dialogue. Sxeat remark s : ” ïe may, nowev r, feel conf ident that his

conversation is more tha*  of the lower and less educated classes than

^or example, aa/an, "Croked full craftyly, and kembid in the 
nekke; " and "I pryke and I pryne, and he tie । urse e pynes."’ Ike poet 
occasional} will continue an all iterating sound into the following 
line ; the following, example also illustrates a peculiar pattern 
aabb/aab in the first line;

”This's are Sayn rranceys folke, J>at sayen alle schal fey werthe; 
They ar en so Terse and so fresche, ^>ay feghtyn bot sel com.
I vote wele for wynnynge they wentten fro home;
His purse ."egliethe full wele that wanne thayme all hodire."

The closinr line of each ’’fitt’’ is patterned ana/aa. ,

^The repetition of the alliterative sound into the fell owing 
line or linos is rare in hier? I lewman (1459) vut fairly common in Eorte 
Arture and f.’um and the So^serger t*6).  " ide; hay and Steele, Pur., _TTn,--------------------------------------- ------- • -----  



-294-

of the upner classes." (xlv) Skeat'3 evidence for this statement is 

that I.anrland was not concerned with grammar, hardly substantial proof. 

Langland himself, however, felt his Latin to be shaky, and his mis­

takes, according to Skeat (who certainly knew), bear this fact out.

( 1, 1,59-40) lAngland expected great knowledge of the priest, is his 

criteria show, (XV, 365-372;, and he y robably found many priests who 

knew less than he di!, 'inn he expected were.

:!•» attacked the esoteric argument^ticr of the .-.ait' n cf divin­

ity, and perhaps felt himself both inferior And superior to *he  learned 

men. The VT;*  i ; rood; the : ret learne: the craft well although he 

probably was net * y prefer-ten a _in"trrl.

Pierce the ilo,hhman's Credo (c63) has A!F alliterative linos 

an ! is short enough to be recited ui on s sir gle oc~?^icn; i t has --cod 

•iesori ntioni, zonsioerablr dialogue, and [r-du'«. ■ a variety of effects, 

resides the careful organization of ti.e po^r., the re are rod character­

izations of the friars and of ii-roe, and wh : Io much, r: the verse i ; 

bombasti ? dorunciation, there ar- quietly-tcnv' .aasag^s whenever the 

poet speaks in the first-person, designed to contrast with the u*?'  rmes 

of the friars.

Mma and the Sothsegger (»6) contains 2,521 lines, of which the 

H fragment has 77C. The poem seems meant both to ' recited and road 

silently, "he R fragment addresses Richard 11, but he has already bean 

deposed, and th" poor is likely intended for the hearing of the people. 

The poem i s a1?o a tacit warning to Henry P". 'ere elements of the 

poem nave the professional touches no^ed in Vynnere and 'mstoure (3137) 

and the Farlerient of the "hre Ages (1556); the descriptions, the wandering 

about, the visions, the dialogue, and the smoothness of the verse.
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The il 1 iterntive i 3 f i " * i * ■"> ' Lcr.rr r T"e:'«-i!

the™ n ^»rr--th "h : oh r?:yr.*'!  r stnnzaic v^r;^ r. v\-i r - r 1] < net 

; revile. The size ri' ‘he ro» - 3 n*.i  " he al ] ; - ^ ra‘ Lrn piv ' the pcinr; 

so™f nf th'- qualities nf the ej ic, hr^a it-., ■• ran 'nr, n” 1 a quiet 

nobility, ’reati:.,- in a '< r.::r^he.r: ù vr .••■'• a ri:' v uri ‘ . if <2 ,j‘ "ts 

suitable -i Lar;-*  * h» 1 r.

■ h^ne-1 anr àl 1 i tf ■•atj v-■ Verge

In i : c'” l. l l i ' 3 ;' ' -i , v, 1 i*  't ? h»1 '»lli‘•■ration

;.-.:pl:e- 'i-isi n- i : hr ‘ .■ nun? ii "ion, "u ‘ ; t » a -1r h :'l;. a 2 rr i; ,t«- 

11 1 1 = • in: .1 ; 1 ' * ru:

r . h' ' ene^t v1 !' ■ k- ‘ v - - 1» •',
: 2rrte 'r v:" cp <r.'1" nn 14 pr . \-re r :• , 
brbe ~rr. :' 'err :•.•■ • :r
!• ';t be ' 1 '‘-rr**!  i b ' * r : V ' r n" bat p' u • :•

I r. wur.n" 
bn4 r.r nKunn 
nh_l "s'" lib ' r-. : r ' ' .3.-V .

TbJ f i r ;34 i : •.- . ' 1 x'X'^ Ti?,., r: ; * • •’ l x'1. " a4 ar." a

rat i ; rn : 3 > .r : < n< -rh; ir 1 li 1 = : ■■ • •_■• t- r• • --r-r:.;-:!: r

lirr. be nl 1: '^rim :' t.' t .--r ' . - liilly : rrepul-

Th a : et 2 ..pen ' rhymes. " ati1 rr. 4 re ’■ 1 . ‘ ■ ry

,2281, hen • et-n : uc '.«c. in l ull in "ne %.a; t» r cn 4 re r' r ': . '' 'll 14 -

eruti. is juat an «•: ;i tien ret her ’hi;; a l'onr.nl t <r" c 1 4 h" ccm t r uc 4 i <"n .

It. 13 quite irrep ular : xva/sa, xxu/anf xi, >%, x\\fe, xa> -7 xl x t , xux xr 

and so on . I .e ;4 n z a i 3 cuite ocr. ; 1 i cut e i in ; a a \ u

d V " f r f r . r : . ?v*  r\ tri’-d lire cf f.he firs4 twelve liras 1$

3hnr t, "n ’ the last six lines are a' so t: rrt. Th»- last six ' in-'s are »

tint c! cor: —nt'<ry or. the ioscr: ;ti< :i3 i” t-.o first t"elvc lines, a ni 

in three stanzas the thirteenth lit"' is a ou' ’4ior, n-s if the -axer
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were talking to hinsolf.

1'he atir*  ri. Kutinae ; of th^ ir^at” ( 2*149'  has .-any irreg 

ular alliterative lines, hut the rhyme scheme 13 fairly regular. The 

alliteration is patterned, for example, in the first stanza:

xaxa/xaxa 
xaxa/xrxb 
nxax, xhxh 
xxxx/xaxa

The rhyme 3Ch*ire  is four mono-rhymes. The alliteration is clearly sub­

ordinated ^o the rhyr.ir.r stanza. The " io: o f tre husbandman" [f?r; 

has a rreat amount of irrrrulnr alliteration, but the r' yre soher? is 

very strict; the roe- al*«'rni* ,es ^irht-line stanzas with four-1 in*  

stanzas, rhymir.r thus: ' h a h% l a - cried. The alliteration 

of the iirs» two stanze: is:

r 11

aa/axa eha/hab
xa/xa axa/xax
xx/aax a aa/aa
xa/aa aaabbx
axa/xxa a a a/xx
xaa/xxa xaa/aa

xaa/xaxa/na
nxa/xx xaa/axa

xan/aa xab/aab
xx%'xxa nab/bbh
aax/nxa aab/bxb
xxr/xrb xaa/aa

One very interesting effect of the verse depends upon the repetition 

of words an’ rhrases and ideas throughout the r’o*r.  ^h*  repetition 

draws the poem together and increases the -or*  of despair by the ha^p- 

ing upon the evils, "^us" occurs ten times, introducing a conclusion

to a description of the evils; "^us we cnrpeb for ^e kynr, and carieb 

ful col de" near the herinninr is repeated near the end as "bus y kippe 

and caoche cares ful col'e." "bus me pileb bc pore" is echoed in "And 
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nl piked of t>e pore ^e prikyares prude" and both are combined in 

the line following which lin<s the atartas: "bus me pile*)  be nore 

and pykep f ul clen^," !.!nny stanzas nrn thus linked torr ther by repe­

tition: the last line of the first stanza reads: "’ote over levest 

we leosep a-1ast," an: the first line of the second stanza reads: 

"Lu&er is to loosen |>or a s- lu tel y s, " ?he effect ol this linking 13 

condensation of the whole poor:; it is tied torether so thoroughly 

The poem has heavy alliteration which governs the rztvr of the verse. 

The combination of alliteration and the stanzaic scheme is a difficult 

form. Lapses of rhyme ana alliteration can be excused somewhat on the 

rrounds of trim difficulty of th^ form ‘ut net completely. Pearl is 

much more s<illi ully composed within its form than the four poems dis­

cussed above, with the possible exception of the ”lonr of the Husbandman" 

( 595) . It should be rated that the four poems cor. tai ni nr both allitera­

tion and stanzaic schemes were written before the middle of the 14th 

century. A number of other stanzaic poem" contain irrerular allitera­

tion: "A Defence and a Vmrninf" ; 1504' to women written in the t i rst 

half of the 14th century has some alliteration: xaxa/xxx, ua/xx, aax/xxa 

for example. Laurence Finot's peers contain some irregular nllit ration: 

xx/aa, xa/xbb, axa/xa (709); "The Sierc of Salais" (5«5' is slirhtly 

more rerular; ab/hxa, xa:x/xn, axa/xa; "The Defeat of the Spaniards" 

(14<1' is the most heavily all iterative; xaa/xa, axa/aa, xaa/axa, 

aaxa/axxa. L'any of the poems in the Tomon series contain two allitera­

ting .ords in a line. by the end of the century, alliterative verse and

* Stanza linkinr by repetition of a Key word or phrare, "concat­
enation," is common in '"iddle Fnrlish verse. For example, Laprence 
hinot '^he 'attle of Crecy" (2149). Pearl (2714) has 1 inkinp words also, 
and is alliterative and stanzaic as well. V i de : E. Gordon, ec., 
Pearl ''xfnrd l'niv*rsity : rocs, 1953), pp. •



-298-

stanzaic verse are less commingled.

Stanzaic Verse

A ’rief survey of none t.-.irty poems written in stanzas r-veals 

that, exclusive of the lipirins Tale (3448) and the tale of King Edward 

and the Shepherd (988), stanzaic poems contain about one quarter the 

number of lines (3,012) of the alliterative poems (12,620), Six-line, 

eir ht-1 ine, and t --1 ve -1 i r.e stanzas are found, and each has a variety 

of rhyme schemes. The rhyme schemes for each lenrtn of stanza and 

frequency ol each rhyme pattern are snown:

dix-line stanza 8-1ine Stanza id-line ' tanz a

(3) aobeeb ( 6) ahabbebo (2) aabeebddboab

(3) aaaabb 3) abababab (2; al abac at bebe

(2) aabbcc \1) aaaabeeb (1) aaabocchdede

( 1) aabc ld (1 ababebeb

The 8-line stanza seems to be most used, but the 6-1ine stanza is 

almost ns frequently found. A fairly typical six-line stanza is this 

one from a bollard poem \n thr VInorite Friars" (2663':

Thai have done him on a croys fer ur in the skye, 
And festned on hym genres, as he shuld flie, 
This fais feyned byleve shal that soure bye, 
On that 1ovelych Tord io for to lye.

With sn 0 and an I, one sayd ful stille, 
Armachan distrey ham, if i is Geddes wille,

The "G and I" refrain is a popular one. The whole poem is directed 

against the friars’ popularization of religion, particularly the drama­

tized biblical scenes. "The dimonie" (4165) has the traditional call 

for attention by the minstrel, "je that wolen a-bide, listneth and ge 
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rnuwen h”rc / ski 11/ r nolle ligen for nc n.ar., nerkne whoso wi 1 e,n 

The short fifth lino of the stanza, rhyninf a a I h c c, sets the last 

line off and ra-*3  it a rla^e for o-phasi s mb: ; «i« tition. Each stanza 

is a stparat«- statement, but the stanzas are rr-nnect»*ci  by the progression 

throuph the three estates.Th^ poet pauses in hi■’ apposition to sum­

marize < r to iterate his ••m.»-ral tr.er?-. jn his last line; the short fifth 

line signals the break.

in cramp le of the .-liTi»- stanza is qurt-d from "Verses on the 

"arthquako of 1 Z°2" (4250' f rom the "t-rr.cn ^anusorirt;

|>e P.ysing of bo 2 or ay ne s in Ions*,  
bo iestilens, oni be ecr^e-quak'--- 

becie br*e  ^inres, : vr. iaratomic, 
**o-tokened ^e rr*te  vengaunce wrak*  
&at schul ie fall*  for sines' sak* , 

As pi a Clerkos cenne de-clar*.  
Xou may wo chose to leue or tnk*,  

for warnyno haue we to ben "nr*.

rhe last line of each stanza contains the words "warnym- to be rare." 

the reyrtition has the effect of drawing the discussion to a conclusion 

in each stanza and of unifying the whole poem. The poet is expert in 

making the complicated stanza serve hi s purpose of lamentation and 

warning ; th*  last two lines have a fall in tone which set them off and 

signal that they are meant to refer bacK to the earlier lines. The 

first four lines of the last stanza be^in with "Be war" and connects 

all the stanzas tothis theme in the refrain. Another example of the 

8-line stanza using three rhymes in eirht lines, and one rhyme four 

tires, is from a "Sonr on the Tines" (4144) with the fable of the Lion,

l?or example, "If symonie may mete wid him, he wole shaken his 
herd," of stanza 3; "Or he shal singe *31  dedero’, or al geineth him 
noht," of stanza 4; "For coveytise and symonie Vian the world to wille" 
of stanza 5; "Therefore in holi churche hit fareth the more a-mis" of 
stanza 7.
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Fox, Wolf, and Ass:

FrIs and li^mr is pis lond. 
As al :ai re «oi i-s* : 

berin is hope hate and onde. 
Is wene pat ever so wol be. 

■'eveitise hap pe law an honde, 
bat pe trewpe he ne ne 1 i-s*.  
is ":ai ster r rud® and onJo; 

Alaa J i overdo, whi suffrip he’

The rent varies t he stanza to rhyr® a b a v c d c i. Th® main part 

of the ; pen is the fa le wh®r®in the ani tal i srenk; the diairrue la 

nun led well, r.e poem coul I easily have been récitas, and tr.' use 

of the tenoral Compleirt jup/rcts that it was a popular poer.

Lnile many of the poors in th® Vernon manuscript have the F- 

line stanza pi^n s' eve, occasi .rally thf r- i -= n po»m in IP-line stanzas 

It i s a difficult stanza to worx in, t- u t tne yo® t shows considerable 

skill; he frequently fives a breac an: inclusive statement smooth 

expression by virtue of the size of th.- rtanza; the followinp is from 

-W.c say; the S^oth, He shall b- Shent" , 342C } ; it has the same rhyme 

scheme as r®arl(2744):

pe r^n pat luste to liu^n in ese, 
er eny worschure her to ateyne, 
His purpes I counto not worp a perse, 
: itterli®, but he ordeyn® 
pis wikked world Hou he schal plese 
Wip al his pouwer and his pe^s;
3IT he schal Kaye him from rises®, 
He mot le me to flat® re and feyne; 
:!erte * mo up lake pei hen tweyne, 
bel mows not b®n of on assent; 
And 3it his tonpe he met restreyne, 
For has seip pe sope, he schal be schent.

The rest of the poem provides illustration of the reneral theme and ends 

with another general statement. Each stanza ends with the last line 

quoted above. The careful limiting of the theme, the repetition of the 

refrain, and the smooth, swift meter draws each stanza and the whole 



-301-

poem together.

Stanzaic verse seen, to be difficult to us« for long poems; at 

least tne all iterative verse to have "neon easier than stanzaic

verse for larre subjects. The Howmans Tale (3148) i»: en is upon the 

repetition of the last line in each stanza to draw it together, but 

in spite of that repetition, the arranization of the poem suffers, and 

tne stanzaic pattern finally |*rcwj  wen ri scr.e nnd cut-; th ' r oem into 

meaningless parts. :r-t stanzaic verse depend- upon some repetition, 

but all of it to be effective must be of % length appro:ri ate to a 

small subject. ^cst poems in stanzas are near 1 ' lines lonr. there 

are Irnrer poems, of lines 4144', P4 lines (41^\ an: 385 linos 

;E5S7 but most stanzaic p ers are relatively snort. There seers to 

be no reason why the stanzaic peer..; could not be recited as easily as 

the alliterative poems, but it seems clear that for In.nrer poems, the 

alliterative line is superior.

Rhymed Verse

.n the whole, poems written in rhymed couplets are shorter than 

the poems written in stanzas. For example, 26 stanzaic poems contained 

3,C-CO lines, but 27 poems in couplets contain only 339 lines. Cn the 

other hand, many of the chronicles referred to in this dissertation 

were composed in rhymed couplets, and Robert of Gloucester's Chronicle 

(727) contains some 12,0CC lines. Robert of .'runne's Handlyng Synne 

is written as incef^irably in couplets as Pope's Corner, 12,630 lines 

in all. For the most part, however, tie rhymed couplet was suitable 

for short poems, many of them General Complaints, and all less than 54 

lines long. Fnough examples of the couplets found in the verse have
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been given to provide the reader with sufficient illustrations.

There are three or four poem written in quatrains, for example, 

the later version of "Sir Peny" (2747' and there are a number of macaronic 

poems (3117, 2787, for example', which have alternate -nglish and Latin 

lines, rhycinr four times in English and four times in Latin. "King 

conseilles" (1820) has eight mono-rhyming lines (and so :o 1917, and

' There are a few irregular poen^, among them Jack Trewman’s 

epistle .16c5^ and John fall's letter (1791), where there are three 

rhyming words and a courlet, or sentences of prose inserted which have 

no rhymes at all.

The couplet has great versatility and it is easy to use, and 

it can be used quite skillfully, as in The Land of dokaygne (762) and 

"A lu tel so th Germun.” (1091). It is not suited for long poems meant 

1er recitation, however, but most of the verses of a dozen lines or so 

in length could easily be recite 1 with great effectiveness.

The ! erms ri -.he verse of complaint do rot help to define the 

vers®. ”ost of the verse was composed in forms that could be recited, 

and more lines -f alliterative verse, especially in the comprehensive 

poem-’, suggests that they were composed for recitation. tome of the 

short poems are crude and rough, but many of the poems reveal careful 

composition indicative of ^ome skill by a professional minstrel or 

amateur priest, who had, after all, Known some of the rules of rhetoric 

applicable to verse in Latin. It is more significant, however, that 

complaints were voiced in such a wide variety of forms, for it means 

that the complaints were felt to be suitable for verse. The variety 

of forms perhaps indicates how widespread and how various the audience 

of complaint really was, and reveals something of the development the
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complaint underwent ircm the simple, short General Con;laint to a locurent 

such as Tiers Flownan.

Conclusion

- e cauc.l qualities of the devices upon the temper, upon the 

organization of the complaint, uni n on the sh«pe or form < f the ; ow. 

^ar., in turn, he seer. as effects vf the ir.fi :esir« to ncnnl*in.  The 

poet wishes to criticize somethin-, and to make the re,,.; indirect and 

general. to avoid the didactic t^rr, chr-ses the which riv„

wide application t- his criticisms; he onuses U o -v-nt- an: perronor» 

to ! it r.is purpcsv : ic:.i to sucrent sene soluti n to the protler of evil 

that caused th- criticism to he male, an.l he set3 the tone of the poem 

to avoid the whining, rnchl irp, and thundering invectiv- which woul..

not re attractive to his au :ienc.'.

The contras- between rirht and «rear, sin ana virtue, ^rd and 

bad, t..e ide^i and tn- real stimulates the ccr.pl eint in the noefc mind. 

; e rlth him on his pilgrimage cr q r st the vizier, of th- i :-»l

world and compares i‘ in Mr p-cm with wl.at he in Vn- r- ,,1 worl .. 

?is poem must mak- cl ar to .is audience what the contrast is li^e, 

and the devices ena^l- him. tc do so. Th- criticisms must ho in lirmet 

r^nt cannot ar.-.er-nize audience and because the applice- 

tion of the criticisms must he l road in scope, Thr temper and th- device 

cf compleint unify th- vm? m i provide its appeal and interest. The 

problem of the prêt is tn -'icrl^ th- evil; in terms whicn mate clear 

why men and events are evil, and to io this he brings the orderly system 

of Christian -orality to hear upon the shapeless stuff of daily evils.

The temper or spirit of conplaint gives the verse a quality which
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CHARTFH SFVFK

S! TV AR Y AND COWL US ION

Kany of the questions posed in Chapter I, Introduction, of this 

dissertation have been considered and answered, but some have been men­

tioned briefly and passed over because they would have diverted attention 

from the subjects then under discussion. • This concluding chapter will 

sum up and answer the questions posed earlier and draw the conclusions 

suggested throughout this discussion.

I

The eneral Complaint is for the most part a lamentation and an 

explanation of the corruptions and abuses of the age. The poet seems 

full of despair, and he couches his explanation in terms of abstract 

evils. It is an expression of pathos and nostalgic regret for the golden 

past. Even if the poem is short, it is able to include a number of evils 

by means-, usually, of a comprehensive list. The moral themes are readily 

apparent in the General Complaints: covetousness is a predominant one, 

but falsehood, guile, pride, wilfullness, and the lack of Caritas, are 

also mentioned. These moral themes appear in the Specific Complaints 

as well.

The Specific Complaints are criticisms of those who commit the 

evils or allow the abuses. The predominant moral theme is covetousness 

and the persons attacked, the rich of the nobility and of the clergy or
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bourgeoisie, are treated angrily. Because the Specific Complaint 

contains criticisms as well as lamentations, it is usually longer, un­

less the criticism is mad*  of a small group. The Specific Complaint is 

more comprehensive in its explanation and illustration of evil than the 

General Complaint, but both use the devices of personification, représenta 

tion, and survey of the world. The Specific Complaint is usually more 

hopeful of reform.

The verse of complaint rakes a centrist, implicit or direct, 

between the real world of men and events and the ideal world suggested 

by Christian doctrine and \v the visions of the New Jerusalem and the 

Civitas Dei. Some qualities of the visions derive from the mystical 

interpretations of Christian doctrine and faith by men like Richard Relle. 

Jysticism ma an important force in 14th-century England and it very likely 

was a widespread force. Fv-n unlettered members of the third estate, like 

Margery Kempe, were affected. Traces of mysticism appear in Lollard 

doctrine, primarily because mysticism affords a way to religious knowledge 

and faith without the mediation of the Church. Prom mysticism comes one 

very important theme, the emphasis on charity, that full and rich caritas, 

which suffuses P£ors Ho^an (1459). Indeed, it might be argued that 

charity is also a motive for complaint. The sympathetic understanding 

stimulates the poet to complain as he views the plight of his fellow 

man.

Most of the moral themes of complaint, however, are derived from 

Christian dogma, themes that are current and popular, in the air so to 

speak. The countless sermons by priests and preaching friars heard by 

the medieval Englishmen very likely made them very familiar with the 

Seven Deadly Sins. The effect of this is to make a bond among men of a
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ccmmonly held tnowledfe and belief. TThen the poet of complaint refers 

to, or personifies, covetousness or pride, or 3uppests the whole ideal 

of the perfect society and the perfect r.an, he is appealing to that 

common knowledge. The sermons established the moral distinctions between 

ripht and wrong», and the poet applies them to men and situations and 

shows the difference between the ideal and the real. There is irony 

in the fact that the preacher is condemned by the very same moral criteria 

which he himself had riven from the pulpit, and he is criticized by the 

still imperfect believers, the prurblinp peasantry he erstwhile attacked 

himself.

The "eneral Complaint derives its statements from the sermons, 

but the ser-ons derived their statements from the Jatin complaints and 

invectives, and from all the arguments within the pale of the Church. 

The origins of these condemnations and reproofs can be traced to Ct. 

Jerome, they are continuously made throurhout the history of the Church. 

Indeed, popular condemnations in the vernacular are mild when compared 

with the Latin vituperations expressed throughout the who!» history of 

the Church. The ideas are derived from the Pible, and some of the use 

of the Pible may be seen in Piers Flowman (1459), and more particularly 

in the Lollard peers, which are closer to the Latin invectives than to 

the less severe complaints. The themes of the ^atin reproofs are used 

in the sermons and thence become popular property, forming» the values 

of pood and evil, ripht and wronp, with which the contrast with the real 

world is seen in the verse of complaint.

The motive of complaint can be seen from another point of view. 

In the tenth pa3sus of Piers Plowman occurs a disquisition on the text, 

"panne is dobest to be *clde  , to blame rylty" (X, 256). This idea
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introduces the central motive of complaint, for in it can be seen the 

idea of Christian humility, that all men are born in sin and each has 

little right to criticise his neighbor. Put the difference among men 

in sin may be great, and it is also Christian duty to lead the greater 

sinners to repentance. Put who shall lead them? The vers*  of complaint 

in English indicates that the institution established to reprove the 

guilty, the Church, had become ineffective, as the complaints about the 

Church testify in plenty. "Do-best" will lead the sheep, comes Lanpland's 

answer, and "do-best" can be found in any class or estate. The verse of 

complaint reflects the assumption of moral authority by laymen who are 

compelled to complain when the Christian duty of humility is overborne 

by the Christian duty to reprove great sinners. Thus, the origins of 

complaint furnish the moral themes found in the verse.

II

The 14th-century Englishman did not make a distinction between 

moral and practical criticisms, ^ut for convenience's saie, another 

source and motive of complaint will discussed separately. They are 

the corruption and abuses found in the history of the times which arise 

in part from the economic changes and the political turmoil of the period. 

The history books discuss th*  plagues, the economic discontent, the 

Peasants' Revolt, the expansion of trade, especially the wool and cloth 

trade, the rise of towns, the increase in fairs and the opening of markets. 

But how did these events affect the mass of men’ Consider for a moment 

the plight of the workers in the 14th century. The commutation of feudal 

services into money rents was hastened by the plagues and the shortage 

of labor. The feudal system was chancing from a barter economy to a
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money economy. Despite the Statute of Labourers, wap.es and prices 

slowly spiraled upwards. More and more men were no longer bound to 

the land or to the lord who should protect them. They were day-workers 

who must find work in order to buy their bread. Where once the peasant 

had a measure of security, he now had less. The expenses of the wars, 

the Hundred Years*  .'.ar, wars against the Scotch, the 'arons' War, the 

taxes levied to support them, the increase in commercial activity caused 

an increase in th" amount of mon*y  in circulation. "Vow," puns Lanpland, 

"the red noble (which had a cross on on» side] is more worshipped than 

the Cross, The red noble had become more important, and men were more 

dependent upon money and roney exchan,-e.

The economic insecurity of the peasant made him fearful and 

agressive. He was confused and he soupht to understand the new kind 

of world in which he found himself. He had to scramble after money, 

and he saw others doinp so too. He came to resent and then to hate 

the rich noble and the rich cleric who did not practise the charity 

both had been taupht. His anxiety and fear is reflected in the General 

Complaint lamentinp the corruptions he noticed about him. For there 

were evils, abuses, and corruptions enouph to warrant complaint. Host 

historians afree that the use of retainers by the nobility was a grievous 

oppression of the people, and that the rovemment did not keep them 

under control and indeed had difficulty eneurh to raise taxes and ware 

war (sometimes not very effectively). All the abuses discussed under 

Specific Complaints need not be repeated here. The point is that any 

man of the 14th century could see around him every day men and events 

which he had been told numerous times were wronp and sinful. Furthermore, 

the morally evil corruptions inflicted rrievous harm upon him. It is that 
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disparity between the corrupt times, the uneasiness and discontent of 

the populace, and the teachings of Christianity that produces the verse 

of complaint.

The Peasants' Revolt is historical confirmation of the economic 

distress of the peasantry and reflects the rumbling of discontent. While 

it did not have the rasinr of the institution of the crown as an aim, 

it did seek the correction cf abuses brought a^out by the changes in the 

feudal contract, particularly the economic problems caused by those 

changes. The essential conservatism of the Revolt of 1381 can be seen 

in Piers Plowman (1459). Langland lectures the knipht, the king and his 

council, and the clergy in their obligations, but these obligations are 

part of the old feudal contract. When Ilers admonishes the laborers, 

he orders them to fulfill their part of the feudal contract. The reply 

of the hot-headed wrrK-r shows his discontent with both the feudal 

system and his uneasiness about the economic turmoil of the times.

The lollard movement is historical confirmation of the hate and 

resentment of the Church, the corruption of the derry through simony, 

which is another -ord for covetousness. The clergy were not fulfilling 

their part in the feudal contract, and popular antagonism had increased. 

The clergy did not do the physical work which the peasant was forced to 

do, and perhaps the popular resentment of the religious is due to that 

fact. "I wot non eysiere lyf &an is religloun," says the author of "The 

Simonie" (4165), and his opinion wai very likely that of many others. 

The mass of men could find on every side a clergy corrupted from the 

high standards of Christian faith; there could have been no other reaction 

by the peasantry but anger, cynicism, and disgust.
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Th® origins of the verse of complaint are the moral teachings of 

Christianity, and the application of those teachings tthe contemporary 

situation. Put there is another step in the development cf the verse of 

complaint, the raw materials which the poet of complaint found about 

him, namely the oral rrumbling cf men, the oral complaints. There is 

nothing more natural than the complaints of men as they met on the 

high roads looking for work, or on the edges of fields they had been 

hired to plow, or in the taverns over the bean-cakes and ale. Their 

conversations must have been similar to those of the present, to be 

met in barber-shops, bars, cr on the assembly-lines in factories. The 

problems and difficulties cf the 14th century were probably as great 

as those of th® present, and probably there was as much rrumbling, 

whining, rumor—ongerln^, and rit^r complaining then as now. Hard 

times cause discontent, end often th's discontent is caurht in litera­

ture. The Depression Y-ars of the l«3C’s in America are mirrored in 

Steinbeck, Los Pascos, and Farrell. The times of 14th-century Pngland 

are reflected in the dark mirror cf the v«rse of complaint.

’.Vhat were the oral complaints like? How was the discontent 

of the people expressed'' The spoken words have lonr since disappeared 

with the winds, but some evidence remains in the verse, even though most 

of the verses of complaint have passed through the shaping hands of the 

minstrel cr poor priest. %at did the poet hear in the taverns, or from 

his travelling companions, or from other minstrels? Langland describes 

the grumbling men, although hi s moral condemnation of them receives the 

emphasis. In the same sixth passus mentioned before, Piers puts everyone 

to work. But there are some who will not work, beggars who feign
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inflrœities, lazy laborers who watch Piers plow. Piers reprimands 

them severly, for they have been drinking and singing. They reply with 

whining: "For we haue no lyin'-s to la'cure with . lorde, y-praced be 

3e1 / • • •

Ac we preye for 30W pierts . and for ^owre plow Iothe, 
t>at god cf his grace . 3cwre rrayne multiplye. 
And sel de 30W of 3owre almesse . J>at 3 e 3 lue vs he ri; 
For we may nouste swynke ne swete . suche sikeness vs evleth 

' (VI.' 125-30)

Piers lectures them at length, and their whining turns to abuse and they 

offer to fight Piers. The episode has been discussed in Chapter V and 

need not ‘e -xplore l further. :t is important, however, to nr*»  the 

anr«r expressed by these laborers. Fhe whining and anrer, and pro­

bably contempt and di trust as -.ell, mixed ;■ i th bitterness and truculence, 

are characteristics of the oral complaining.

F*um  and the Jr* hserger (#6^ contains comments urcu *h=  rur.cr- 

mengering, discontented mutfrino; rf th» people, also discussed in 

unapter , and : ewer (2' remarks about e ccnplaini ng men de, referred 

to in Chapter I, and so does the poet of "Th» Timonie” (4165). The songs 

of the soldiers again it the Jcotch reveal abusiveness, taunting c cr oenesa 

crude ridicule, and profane derisiveness. The "Son- of Lewes" (3155) is 

built upon a refrain pre)ably made by some victory-happy soldi er. cral 

complaining was probably very much like that. At the end of the prologue 

to Piers Flowman ( 1459) , Langland descries a motley err*  of dikers and 

delvers, who call out after women, "Dieu vous sauve, Dame Emmet" The 

question now is, what would these nen call cut after the fat fri^r, the 

natty priest, the foppish Courtier, the cardinal? They probably did not 

call out anything, but it can easily be imagined what they thought, and 

what they muttered under their breath, perhaps audibly.
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Tho resentment and antagonism toward the rich is excellently 

illustrated in one of the exchanges between Kynnere and ^astoure (3137). 

Wynnere condemns .astoure's fine clothes and rich ford, and the latter’s 

reply shows the haughtiness of the nobility, of the riders as it is 

phrased in the complaints. "WhatI" explodes "sstour", "Should lords 

live as lads on foot, and prelates as personal" Wynner-'s r“plv is 

quiet, of that sharp realism that emanates from foU-loric; "«ut once 

I heard ir a hall in a herdsman's tongue, 'latter were meals many than a 

merry nipht’ ". The mother of pop»ular discontent and popular complaining 

is necessity; Lanfland's grim hunger is the cause of the i easants’ Revolt 

The conclusion seems obvious; there was much oral complaining by the 

Third Estate. It is probable that the peasants complained about many 

things, from the hayward to the king, but among themselves, and with 

an eye out for the bailiff or the summoner. Their grumblings and laments 

are the stuff which the minstrel or poor parson heard and made into verse

TV

There were very likely many verses of complaint which have not 

survived. ?ilscn, in The Lost Literature of Medieval Fngland. tells the 

story of a song made by students et Oxford derisive of the king, Richard 

II, and sung through a window of the king's messenger and followed by 

a flight of r.-rows. -ilson tells of other lost songs, references to 

which he has found in the chronicles and accounts. As a measure of the 

power of the crown t« retaliate, Wilson finds that the Chancellor was 

forced to resign, and the vice-chancellor was thrown into prison. Who 

were the men who composed the verses of complaint? They are shadowy, 

indeed, but one fact seems highly probable; they were probably members
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of the Third Fstate. This is dramatically expressed in the Irologue of 

91ÿnnere and Rastoure (3137), where the poet, clearly a professional 

minstrel, laments the low condition of his trade. Once, he says, lords 

loved in their hearts to hear makers of mirth, minstrels who could find 

wise words that were never written nor read in a romance.

Rot now a childe appon chere, with-owtten chyn-wedys, 
&at neuer wroghte thurgh witt three wordes to-gedire. 
For he can janrle als a Jaye, and japes can telle. 
He schalI be leuede and louede and lett of a while

more |>an |>e man that makes hym-seluen. (24-28^

The lament is a professional plea for sympathy and tips, but it is not 

difficult to imagine the rnet speaking throurh the smoky haze of a tavern 

or of a hall: "Fill up freshly and fast," he says, "for here a fit ends." 

Robert of F-runne (778) warns men to stay away from minstrels, 

for they do not respect God, the priest, or Cod’s house. The wandering 

minstrels and the gollards did not have a rood reputation, but they must 

have varied their glees from time to time with a lamentation and a 

political song. Lanrland may have been a wandering scholar, according 

to Coulton? and he is kinder than most toward the minstrels; in the 

field full cf folk are:

... somme murthes to make . as mynstralles cormeth, 
and geten gold with here glee . synneles, I leue. 
Ac lapers * iangelers . Tudas chylderen, 
Feynen hem fantasies . and fclea hem maketh, 
And han here witte at wllle . to worche gif &ei sholde. (33-37)

St. Paul, says Langland, preached about those "qui turpiloquium loquitur. 

Skeat glosses "jesters and slanderers," and it seems likely that these 

men are the poets of complaint. Langland condemns them in many other 

places in his poem.

The poet of Pierce the Ploughman’s Crede (663), who may have been

^Med, Pan., p. 102.
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the author of Thw Plowman» Tale (3448), was probably a cleric. John 

Pall was once a priest, and many poor priests were suspected of 

Lolla rdy—simply because they were poor and probably envious—and the 

Lollard poems sound like the denunciations and invectives of the ser­

mons. In The Flowmans Tale there is a derogatory reference to priests, 

the same kind of reference that Langland makes: "Priests are like 

minstrels ; they tell jokes in the pulpit instead of preaching God's 

wordI*  Cardinal*  wear red hats, just like minstrels, the poet remarks 

in another place. The professional minstrel and the Lollard priest 

composed some of the verses of complaints; it is likely that there were 

other verses that were never written down, or if written down, the manu­

scripts have been lost.

These verses may have been coarser, ruder, more bawdy, and de­

famatory than the ones which survive, as langland describes them at 

any rate, ’here may have Men a number of them in circulation among 

the peasantry. Some of the poets may even have been peasants them­

selves. The point is that there were probably many versifiers of com­

plaint of which no account can M riven, but that their productions had 

some effect upon the verse which has survived.

The poets of complaint cannot be identified. Mhile students 

and scholars regret this—who, for example, wrote Mum and the Sothsegger 

(•6)—the blunt fact of anonymity remains. The poets of complaint pro­

bably wished to be anonymous in their own time in order to avoid the 

public executioner and possible maiming. In any case, the poet of con- 

plaint found a number of verses which criticised in a rough, angry, 

slanderous way the men in authority, and he found that people would 

listen to them. The raw materials of the verse of complaint considered 
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in this dissertation are the prumMinf,s, whining, and cursings of the 

discontented, The very nature of these prumnings posed problems for 

the poet; he must he indirect and remain anonymous, and he must soften 

the cursings in his verse so as not to draw instant retaliation. Put 

there are other problems he had to face.

First of all, whininr and rruitblinr do net make rood poetry; 

the tone of lamentation is effective, because it is familiar to the 

people from the sermons, an J it is ccmfortir.g to them in their misery 

and expresses sympathy of the poet with the oppressed to whom he 

speaks. Cursinr and invec»iv»: rust be changed somewhat, or varied, 

because they cannot be lent sustained with any effect. The professional 

minstrel tor*  the material 3 he found and made his poem, of lamentation 

and anger, in such a way as to satisfy the standards of his craft, 

secondly, in order to make his poem effective, he nust criticize some­

one or something, almost always a person or class in authority. He 

could solve this problem in a number of ways. He could sirg. cr recite 

the poems to a sympathetic audience, that is,an audience.which was not 

composed of the objects of complaint, an audience which would afree with 

the criticisms. If his poem was long or comprehensive, he could leave 

out parts of it that would offend part of his audience. He could sing 

only those scrips which his audience would like. There was very pro­

bably a number of minstrels who did just these things; it is easy to 

understand why their criticisms were not written down; they wished no 

incriminating evidence to be found.

The problem was solved in a different way in *he  verse which 

has survived, namely by the uses of the devices of indirection discussed 

in Chapter VI. The poet could then make his criticisms in such a way 
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that the audience would understand him, but he would not be aô liable 

to prosecution as he *ould  he if he had ^een direct. He would also be 

able to rake his criticism to an audience which included the persons 

criticized. The economic complaints in Vynnere and 'astoure (3137), 

for example, are so well hidden that the poet could recite his poem in 

the royal presence itself with impunity. This is not true of the Lollard 

poems, for the audience there consists cf the people whom the Lollard 

wishes to convert, but many complaints are addressed to the whole nation, 

such as Piers Plowman (1459' and Mum and the 3cthsegper (*5).  The 

audience would understand his references well cneurh, probably better 

than the modem reader dees ; they would ve sympathetic with the ideas 

and attitudes in the verse, and would draw satisfaction from the 

criticisms of those whom he too hated. nvenre ig ^wet ever if only 

in words.

The poet found a ready-made audience for th' verses of complaint. 

He could express their dissatisfaction better than they could; he could 

contrast the moral themes of Christianity with the men and events that 

the people hated; he could display his wit in making criticisms obscure 

so that his audience, exclusive of those being criticized, would under­

stand him, he could put his complaint in such a way that the person criti­

cized would be aware of the criticism, but would not apply it to himself 

or would not wish to prosecute the poet. He could disguise popular 

feelings and attitudes and beliefs in such a way that the people would 

understand his obscure references and the bailiff could not take offense.

That is why the verse of complaint is not so abusive, rough, coarse 

angry, and bitter as the oral complaints are suspected to have been.

The poet simply could not make them that way. That is why he is so careful 
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not to mention names nor to interpret too clearly. Langland says of 
the episode of bell Ing the cat, "What this means, I leave to you merry 
mea, for I do not dare to explain." Goner disdained a popular audience 
and hid his most virulent strictures in Latin. Within the confines and 
limitations imposed upon the poet, he was very well able to express the 
lamentation and the anger associated with complaint and to make his 
criticisms clear.

V

The preceding discussion is a contention that the origins, 
motives, an^ authors of the verse of complaint are copular. What is 
the audience of the verses of complaint, or are there different audiences? 
The nature of the audience has been discussed in part, for it was inex­
tricably connected with the authorship of the poems. One answer seems 
clear: many of the complaints are intended for a popular audience in 
which the persons criticized are not included. The poet derives his 
lamentations and criticisms from the people and speaks for them but not 
at them. Complaints are not addressed to the objects of criticisms, but 
are about them. The verses express criticisms, but they are also statements 
of sympathy; the poet joins his audience, speaks for them, as it were, 
but not to anyone. That explains why the lament is such an important 
element of the verse of complaint; its pathos is meant to be shared 
with the audience.

There are verses addressed by authors who are not minstrels to 
non-popular audiences, to a small audience. "The Song of Nego" (1636) 
is one of these, and perhaps "The Land of Coksygne" (762) is another; 
in both, the audience includes the sinners. Other poems, however, like
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me Sonp of the lusbandman" (696), "A lutel soth Jermun" (1091), The 

—ALU (1556), and Wynne re and "as tour? (3137), are 

complaints about rroups or classes not directed to then., a difference 

between the accusative and the dative cases, "ihon ':oly Chireche ys 

vnder vote" (4085) seems to be directed to the clergy, is about them, 

nnl probably written by a cleric.

however, most of the verses of complaint are directed toward a 

popular audience. and this fact suggests that th, audi.no, of a given 

poor, can !.. li.cmr.1 by finding out who ur, not criticized in the Poe-. 

Thur, are po-ns on the other hand, which seem to have . widened audience 

«hich include, the P-roons criticized, if only Beaune the porta are so

00 Pr-henalve that no one la omitted. liera 1 : owman (14SÛ? is 

an perhaps th. .xa^l.. >, exception in this in,tance transcend,

the rule, for th- poem represents a dovolc rment within th- vers- rf con. 

plaint. Just n, the popular poet improved cron th- oral oorplninlnrs of 

the peasantry, So does Erland improve upon the popular porn of complaint, 

for this reason, an esprensi-n of sympathy. lar-ntation. fruetmticn, 

«d angry criticism may suffice the professional minstrel and his audience, 

but it does not satisfy the idealist who wishes to ...... the ^-formation of

morals and the corr.otlon of abuses. Th. widening of the audience is an 

indication of the inclusion of a large constructive element in the com­

plaint. The development of the complaint cones around full circle, the 

didactic criticism becomes the popular complaint wherein the preacher 

*' preached about, and then it becomes a statement wherein the preacher 

is Preached about and preached at. The priest criticises the congregation, 

th. congregatiol, criticizes th. priest, and Langland criticize, both. 

The origin and development of th. ver,, of complaint is a long conversation

audi.no
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in which each speaker rives his description and his explanation of the 

evils in the land, and the next speaker corrects him and rives another. 

The culmination of t?» conversation is Fiers florman (1459' and y um and 

the Sothseprer (*6),

The wideninp of the audience to include the persons criticized 

and the interpolation of a statement about the rxans to reforr. are 

extremely important developments. Piers Flowman thereby becomes a poem 

of more than parochial interest; it is of universal significance. %o 

matter Low rirhterus the complaint, th" very fact of roglaininp itself 

smacks of self-int-rest. 7:e transcendinr of self-int?rrjt in the 

complaint is of r self n fact cf importance to all times and places. 

Cf more importance is the Mîwr, Lanpland rives, ycr his cf

self-discipline min.-led with the a^cundin^ caritas is the essence cf 

Christian pretestantism at any time and place.

^et, one of the qualities of the verse ef complaint i- the avoid­

ance of the didactic ton- and th- imperative verb. Lanrlan\ by including 

the persons and institutions he m-ans to reform in his ran-, is faced 

with the problem of avoidinr the didactic stance. That he does ..--/and 

does so superbly, indicates his treat skill. He had, owever, the 

examples of other complaints »o follow, for he built upon the earlier 

complaints; he drew from them and from his own knowledpe of the Bible 

and Christian doctrine the elements of his rreat poem. Avarice is a 

sin often discussed in the sermons; "Sir Peny" (1480) is a popular com­

plaint on the same subject; "Wynnere" (313^ is a better treatment, but 

Lady :<ede (1459) is, however, a powerful and impressive characterization. 

She is not "round; of course, but she is clear and she is effective. 

The Confession of the Seven Sins reflects the emphasis of the popular
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complaints. Pride is riven nine lines, lechery has four; envy has 57; 

wrath has 53, avarice, however, has 115 lines, gluttony 97, sloth 77. 

Langland attacks the friars in the way other complaints do, and on 

other topics he makes the same criticisms, but he also attacks the Third 

Estate, a fact of considerable importance. A review of the objects of 

conolaint is not necessary here, but the fact is clear that Langland 

repeats the complaints of other poems, the greatest addition to the verse 

of complaint in £iers Ilowman F1459) is the -vstical ond evangelical 

caritas and the inclusion of all society as the object of complaint.

VI

A number of definitions of the term "complaint" were surgnsted 

in .nantir I, Introduit!-n, and it is conv-ni^nt now to review th«m and 

tc refine the preliminary definition provided in this thesis and to 

differentiate among the various definitions. The preliminary definition 

of "complaint" was that i*  was a criticism. The literature of cor plaint 

is that literature composed primarily of criticisms, no kind of 

criticism is very indirect, namely the lamentation of the corruptions 

of the time3. Many verses of complaint criticize more directly the 

particular classes or occupations of men and criticize particular 

events. "3ually, men of respmai'illty, of the upp.r two estates and 

wto caused the evils, receive the criticisms.

A complaint its criticisms from a numbar of sources; the

sermons and popular rrumbllnp and discontent are the two most important. 

The retire of complaint is a perception of the disparity between the 

ideal and the real, or as Hazlitt comments; ".-an is the only animal 

that lauphs Md weeps, for he l, the only animal that 1. .truck by the
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differenoe between what things are and what they ought to be." Much 

of the verse of complaint does not have moral reform or the reform of 

institutions in mind but is an expression of sympathy between the poet 

and his audience. The widening of that audience in later complaints 

to include the persons criticized is an indication that moral reform 

and the reform of institutions does become part of the motive of com­

plaint.

The poet of complaint speaks with a moral authority which he 

has assumed and which is not his by right of class or occupation, he 

is generally a member of the Third Estate and has no rirht to speak. 

•Vuch of the verse of complaint has a temper composed of lamentation, 

frustration, and ang-r which reflects the inability of the Third Estate 

to right the wronps they see around them. The moral authority of the 

complaint is derived from the -ible and the common law, and the com­

plaint uses these authorities to convict the clergy and the nobility 

by their own criteria. The main device of the verse of complaint is 

a contrast, direct or indirect, between whs*  is accepted as rood and 

what is seen as NH. The vers" of complaint strives to achieve its 

emotional effect of expressing sympathy, lamentation, and anger, by a 

comprehensive list of evils, the accumulation ef which produces 

heavy pathos.

The definitions discussed in Chapter I vary from the definition 

just riven, but there is some ayreement. It would he best If the com­

parison and contrast were riven in some detail, so as to provide the 

clearest possible definition. One point of contention is whether hr 

not the verse of complaint aims to correct abuses. Didactic literature 

and satirical literature differ in this respect, clearly, didactic
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literature has this aim auJ no other. Satire has a broader aim, for 

it seeks to correct the person guilty of folly and to prevent others 

from committing like folly. The persona criticized are clearly among 

the audiences of didactic literature and entire, and both form aim at 

tr.elr correction, although satire 1 s not 30 much concerned with correction 

as is didactic literature,

audience -f th" v"rse of complaint of^rn dPe3 not include 

the persons criticized. %c o com.rl «lints are expressions of commiser­

ation rather than criticisms. . nvi ^on remarks that the complaint does 

not aim to correct but does "cry out for a reaffirmntion of roral values." 

Those verses, however, which are addressed to the persons criticized 

or to an audience which includes them certainly aim to correct th" 

offenders. There are some poess which attack men not to correct them, 

such as the Lollard poems, but for o'her,more ulterior reasons. All 

verses of complaint imply in a vague and indirect way th» means tc re- 

forr, and the derree in which the constructive element can be found in 

the verse can be estimated; "king concilies" (1820) certainly has less 

than Fiers Plowman (1459).

The differences among didactic, complaint, and satirical litera­

ture based on the relationship of ooet and audience are related to 

the degree of correction implied. The person in authority aims at and 

has a greater expectation of correction than the poet rot in authority. 

Generally speaking, didactic literature addresses those whom it attacks, 

and the verse of complaint does not; it attac s those in authority but 

is addressed to the Third -state. Cne of Peter's distinctions between 

satire and complaint is not valid: Peter holds that satire attacks a 

third party, not the writer nor the reader, and that complaint is sober
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correctlve, and attacks everyone. This is partly true of Piers Plowman 

(1459), but even in that poem the Third F state la not so much attacked 

as the nobility an i the clergy, those in authority. The complaint is 

sober but it is not as corrective as F-tor says it is. That is because 

of the audience to which complaints are addressed.

rf the three forms, didactic literature has the greatest correc­

tive aim, complaint has less, and satire has least, ^at caused Tucker, 

Davidson, and Peter to vary in their definitions is the significant 

fact that the verse of complaint evolves, and as it evolves and as it 

includes the persons criticized in his audience, and as the poet of 

complaint assumes a greater moral authority, the air of correction in­

creases in importance. Consider the difference in corrective aim between 

"The Simonie" (4165) and run and the Sothserrer it is more important

in the latter. Th» verse of complaint was written with tvc a Hi»nc»^ in 

rind- on» audience does not include the arsons criticized, and the 

other ■.;res. ■ ti-er.-ise, h-Vr is crrr»c^ tna*  .istire is dir-cted tc- 

ward someone other than the reader or the writer, h- then it fellows 

that th' ob.fec*  of correction is not an aim of satire, for th. n the 

persons who must be corrected or ar» not reached. That is

precisely the advantage that the large comprehensive statement of Piers 

Plowman (1459> has; it reach»s many men and speaks of their vices in 

such a way as to lead them to reform.

Peter continues by remarking that satire is often sophisticated 

while complaint is frequently naive, complsint is sometimes shrewd but 

it is rarely witty. ; ne other distinction made by Peter is that com­

plaint deal, with the aH>ae rather than th- abuser, whereas satire deals 

with individuals. This is true enough, the exceptions are numerous.
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The varying definitions and distinctions cannot, of course, be 
completely resolved. The survey of the verse of complaint does not 
include prose and it does not emphasize didactic literature, but the 
survey does include those verses which contain criticisms or lamentations, 
the basic definition of the term "complaintFurthermore, the description 
and analysis of the verse in chapters IX through VI include a far larger 
number of poems than are used by Velis, Tucker, Davidson, and Peter. 
The description and analysis cannot be summarised and generalised with 
all the precision that the discussion in chapters II through VI itself 
affords, but the definition of "complaint" and the "verse of complaint" 
should by now be as clear as it can be, after the refined definition 
was stated and then compared and contrasted with the definitions of 
other scholars.

VII

Another question that needs further discussion concerns the 
complaint as a "kind" of literature. The basic distinction to be made 
between "kind" and "genre" is that the letter refers to literature that 
has a fixed definition, or a narrow range of definition, that writers 
imitated in part or in whole a previous model. The epic is a genre, 
and Vergil composed with Homer in mind. A "kind" on the other hand is 
a grouping of literature of a certain period or time which had no known 
antecedents to be followed and very likely was not taken as a model by 
later writers. A "kind" is an autocthonous form of literature, whereas 
a "genre" implies permanence. A "kind" is, in a way, a lower order of "genre*  
and it might be distinguished as a more natural and less literary form.
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Terms like "kind" and "genre" are used in scholarship to show 

the similarity of a body of literature and to show particularly the 

historical development of a form. Peter, for example, uses the term 

"complaint" to mean a primitive and undeveloped form of "satire 

Complaint seems to prow like a native weed. It changes during the 15th 

and 16th century into the "white paper," the %oral satire, broadsides, 

tracts, and letters to the editor of a newspaper. Goldsmith’s "The 

Deserted Village" is another example of the complaint, and Philip Wylie’s 

Generation of Vipers has the iconoclastic invective of the Lollard 

diatribes. But cf poems which present popular lamentation of corruption 

and abuses and criticism of those in author! *v  there are very few after 

the ISth century.

While a "kind" of literature may be important for studies in 

literary history, other Justifications exi s*  for rrouping a tody of 

literature under one term. Fno primary justification is its des­

cription under en accurate identifying term. A collection of litéra- 

ture of a fairly close degree of similarity thu.: identified becomes a 

valuable unit for comparison and contrast with other units or "kinds 

Is the verse of complaint, the body of literature considered in this 

dissertation, a "Kind"? Is the verse of such a similarity that it may 

be collected and studied as a "kind"? The answer is thnt it is and 

that it can. The origins, motives, themes, objects, temper, devices 

and audience are similar enough to call it a "kind." All these character 

istics fit the definition of "complaint" made in this dissertation.

Is the verse of complaint sufficiently different from "didactic" 

literature and "satire" to set off the literature as a "kind" by itself? 

The distinctions between the three indicated above support the
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differontiation. It is, in effect, misleading to call 14th-century 

verse of complaint "didactic" or "satirical" literature as many editors 

and historians have don* , because those terms do not do Justice to the 

uniqueness of the verse and its time, "Complaint" is a tore proper 

designation because it denotes and connotec the verse and its nature 

more accurately than the other terms. The distinction between the 

three based on the relationship of the poet and his audience makes 

this clear. Didactic literature is written Ky a person in authority 

in order to instruct. The literature of complaint is composed *y  a 

person who wishes to criticise those in authority but addresses his 

lamentation and criticisms to those who share his attitude and beliefs. 

The satirist is not a person in authority, but he criticizes everyone 

and usually addresses his satire to an audience of familiars, just as 

Erasmus addressed "he Fraise of Folly to dlr Thomas Fore, and Swift 

wrote to the lc ri bl er us Hub.

One" the literature of complaint is thus distinguished as a unit, 

it can be compared and contrasted "i *h  other units, for example, in the 

cor parison -bore with didactic and satirical lit-rature. Cnee the 

literature of complaint is considered as a "kind," the atudy of its 

origin and evolution can be made. it can he examined as part of the 

literature of a period, as part of the historical materials of the period, 

and it can he studied for its own intrinsic worth.

VIII

The Justifications for calling the verse of complaint a "kind" 

are the same justifications for studying the body of verse. First, the 

poems of complaint reveal the beliefs of the people about good and evil 
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ftnd the attitudes of the Third F state about the clergy and the nobility. 

The verses suggest the feelings of the people about the political and 

economic changes of the 14th century. The poor are oppressed, say the 

poets, and the rich nre evil, because they are covetous and lace charity. 

The clerry are also covetous and reflect their spiritual duties to 

correct the nobility and to comfort the poor. The verse shows the des­

pair of the peasantry, their frustration, and their anger; so little 

could done. '"hen the ills r ule ne I nn; er be borne, they rebelled 

or listened to the I.nllards with their messages of faith and charity. 

The first reason, then, for studying the verse of complaint is that it 

provides insights in*c  history, into the feelings, beliefs, and attitudes 

of a class of people usually voiceless. Ln the whole, Chaucer does not 

reflect the voices of the people, but cf the aristocracy.

The second Justification for calling the literature of complaint 

a Kino and for studying it is thrt it is part of the wtcle literature 

of the period. The verse of complaint has important relationships with 

other literature. The importance of th- v«rse of complaint in studying 

Langlano has been clearly s^rvn in the main part of this dissertation. 

The reader has undoubtedly seen for himself the relationship s of the 

verso of complaint with Chaucer. The verse of complaint is an important 

consideration in a study of "over as well. The mystical lyrics of Rolle 

and Pearl reflect the turning away from the -or Id and from the mediation 

cf the Church in the desire for knowledge of "od and spiritual comfort 

that are found in the verse of complaint. The temper of complaint, 

the sober pathos, the anger and frustration and lamentation, can be 

seen in other nor-cnurtly literature.

Rut it is the revelation of the feelings and attitudes of the
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Third Estate toward the clergy and nobility, riven for the first time 

in Fnplish, that makes t*e  verse important. Chaucer provides e des­

cription of the point of view of the ari stocrecy tr—ard the men and 

events of the time*.  Sore of the ce attitudes ire similar to and some 

different from those of rhe T^ird 1 state. Consider, for example, the 

friar in Chaucer and in tne verse of complaint. Chaucer views him with 

detached amusement, 4 ut the poets of complaint see him as one of many 

men w4 c live off the 4 cunty of the poor. Consider, too, the impression 

of Chaucer's description of the knirht, th*  pardoner, the poor parson 

and hi s ‘rother the ploughman m en the courtly audience who, as they 

listoned to Chaucer, remembered the attitudes and opinions anc 1ee1inp3 

voiced in the complaints. The nobility and th*  clerpy kn*w  wh*t  the 

Third y-sta**  thcupht of tw., Chaucer probably heard 3'm*  cf the verses 

of complaint as he collected the ousters, and he had reud Jean de feunr,'s 

portion of the - cmanco of the F ose, but his treatment of th*  r**v* , the 

miller, the p*rdor~  r, end ethers suprests that h*  al sc kn*w  the attitudes 

of the Third Estate toward these men, wh*  th*r  from hi 3 association wi th 

them on the docks of London or from the verse of complain4, per^arr from 

both sources, 

Gower has xri tt*n  that he knew of the popular "ccmpl*ipntes ." 

And while he condemned them severely, many of his criticisms are similar 

to popular attitudes. There ar*  many possible comparisons and contrasts 

between the verse of complaint and other literature of the 14th century, 

and the justification of this dissertation, its method and organization, 

is to provide the coherent study to enable the comparisons and contrasts 

to be made. .

Another justification of the study of the verse of complaint is
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its intrinsic literary worth. Home of the qualities of the poems have 

been discussed in passing, but there are numerous passages which compel 

respect. The poems soe^ less artificial than many 14th-c-ntury lyrics, 

more expressive of human feelings, more earnest are sincere. v,my -f 

the poems create a profound feeling of pathos and sympathy, and a power- 

iul nostalgia for the wrenr and untroubled past. The poets indicate 

their su ill err' craft in surmounting the problems cf raising tn*-  rough, 

crude, raw materials ~f popular iiscor.t-nt into ver-e, of finding the 

devices -hi ch sho- «-h» contrast he«-we-n th.......crld is an i what it 

should 'rf creating a te-rer th«t is powerful and effective.

Some poems are rough an I uneven, but some of ♦‘her; achieve a 

lyri‘c crv. 'o- cannot sustain the h«an burden of continuous

invective, but others vary the e-otirns skillfully. While characteriza­

tion is still undeveloped, many poem.-, create excellent dramatic scenes, 

and while the moral th-n.es nr*  mor- prominently displayed in the verse 

of complaint than in satire, th*  verse cannot be considered a tedious 

paredim of the -ev-r. Deadly sins. The se cf the ...oral theme < i, 

skillful. ihe complaint is not so much concerned with theoretical 

definitions of ethics ns th. sermon; its emphasi is upon the applica­

tion of these definitions to reality. The cry of regret for the im­

possibility of moral perfection is religious in origin, but it is also 

human. Some verses of compinint are among the best of the period.

Th- verse combin-s the two views of the world that are separated 

today, the moral criticism and the practical criticism. It is a credit 

to the literature and to the temper of the 14th-century Englishman, 

nevertheless, ruch of rhnt the verse has to say is applicable to later 

times, and to the present, for Christian ideals have not much changed.
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Podern men may not fear so much the damnation of th"i r souls, perhaps, 

as did the medieval men, and the motive for reform may not today be an 

urgent necessity, hu*  the human frper to complain an'’ to reprove is 

still deserving of respect.

The development of the verse from the General Complaint to the 

comprehensive Piers Plowman x 145?) shows how the poets improved tr.e 

ver?e for rr*at  Literary purposes. I.anpland's statuent, "franne is 

dobest to ^e hold» . te hla-âo J>e fylty," describe s the aim of his poer.. 

and all the rest cf the ver^- of complaint. :t reflects the tespr 

of the poems and i*  reveals part of the temper of medieval pen, namely 

their passion for lamentation and reproof, their discontent, uneasiness 

fjar, an G n-ir-T. ^he v r :r of .crr l a int ar «"bi ; to m^sert times and 

di scuTsei the concern s of - -era ,-r, lota for the salvation of the 

soul and f-e the irrrovn^t? of the physical world in which the soul 

must pass its fleehly travail.
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'.r ’ ' - t eon i t i: ; d- ‘er :••• l’Lcljroù. 7- e I •■ *.  • vr. j.n

- ne - ‘ ion - ~ r . ' r .'I.,:! t '. n< /.e ' folio" in.- r l^nif ic-j.oe:

• r/ pcp i recipe t .--n e - iven tu a M"., the 
'&L - - -. .i t1 r . - rt^r c.^ntur 1er , y. e. ixin* : 

c ~ 1 Inn a ~ -i.tr, ".. . ? = do i tf ^1 to tne d ite
in norord^mce with the available evidence or opin- 
ion( e;.

The qurrte :-ceni n r.. d» tes 010’111 le nr SA- 
1 c.” f :

cll^T ~ 13:;", or up to - -n' rter ontur^ earlier 
or later;

- before l^", r:t pro". I ?... not earlier 
than 13";;

- al350, "j. t le*r  s«-r..rely nstn^lirhod 
(t r.d poseibly later t?.rn 135^). (MED, "Plan and bib- 
lio#;r?t1;’,M p. 16.)

If r poer i ns no*,  bee:: nerigr.ed n date by the -'iddle ieh
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Dictlonary. the authority for the date is given; when there ie no 
eivdence for a date, ND ie typed.

Following the date of the poem, the edition of the poem used 
in this dissertation is given in an abbreviated form; full citations 
can be found in the Bibliography under the editor's name.

Following the edition citation are the page numbers of this 
dissertation upon which quotation or reference to the particular poem 
is made.

Poems with well-known titles are also included in the Bibli­
ography and the Index number is provided in that place to enable the 
reader to find references to the poems with titles.

5 "Elegy on the Death of Edward III." 
C1390 (1377).Wright, Pol Poems X, 215-8.
27, 74. 286.

79 The backbiting monk, in the North Homily Cycle. 
C139O.
Horstmann, Archiv LVII, 310.
40.

205 "Elegy on the Death of Edward I." 
al325 (cl307).
Wright, Pol. Songs. 246-50.
68, 253. 254.

306 The Devil as physician, in the North Homily Cycle. 
al400 (cl300).
Horstmann, Archiv LVII, 255-4.
245.

379 A ballad on the Scottish Wars.
Tcl35O.
Brandl 4 Zippel, Middle English Literature, 137. 
286.
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$49 "Brin/» ne in good nie.*
al500.
Robbins, Sec. Lyr. XIV & XV Conte., 9- -
47.

585 "The Siege of Calais" by Laurence Minot.
81425 (C1333-5?)• Hall dates the poem 1346.
Wri^xt, Pol. Poems, I, 80-3.
143. 297.

592 The Ivils of the Times.
81400.Fumi vail. BITS 15, 264.
22. 27.

663 Pierce the Ploughman's Credo.
C1600 (ÎC1395).
Skeat. Oxford. 190b.
73. 137. 141. 149. 154. 163. I69. 171. 175. 1?6. 181.
183. 184, 191, 19t. 199. 203. 204, 208, 209. 210. 212.213. 216, 217. 218, 222, 226. 238, 242. 243. 258. 274. 
277. 288. 294. 314.

685 "Too socuturs and an overeeere make thre thevee." 
Tai500.

, I , 314.
129.

095 Three Sorrowful Things.
81250.
Brown, Eng. Lyr. XIII C.. 18, 19. 172.
48.

696 "The Song of the Husbandman."
81325.Wright, Pol. Songs. 149-5?. Brandl and ZIppei. Middle 
English Literature. 134-5.
4. 70. 71, 90. 105. 108, 119. 127. 166, 248, 266, 270, 
271. 273. 291, 296, 297. 319­

709 "First Invasion of France" by Laurence Minot.
81425 (1333-52).
Wright, Pol. Poems. I, 06-9.
88, 297.

710 John Hardyng's Metrical Chronicle.
1543 (1464).
Ellie, 1812.
63. 47. 75. 95. 182.

718 "Eide "
U1325. .Heuser. Bonn. Boitrige XIV, 170-72.
48. 49. 264.
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727 HoL-Tt of Gloucester1 fl Chronicle.
C1325 (cl300).
Wrirht, Rolls Serios. 2 vols., ldb7.
67. 6?. Lt, L7, 17?. 301.

759 "De f^lsitete."
R140C,
Brown, Hei, Lyr, XIV C.. 5^. 
37.

7^2 Tr.e Lend of Çoknyme.
Tr13?5 (nl30C).
Veuser, Tipnr.. 'eltriUre XIV, 14^-^0.
4, ??l, 207. '1-. "If, ?^< . 2L?, ?£?. 302, ?ld.

778 Robert of Prunr.e's ;iandl.,r.-; Synne.
n.l4nn (cl3C).
Furnlv^ll, 119 md 1?'.
8, 52, 52. 57. 104. 13c. 11?, 119, 122, 128, 129, 151.
19, 127, 2 Ô", 21?, "19. 22", 224 , ?31. -2. 24 f, 24:'. 
"7?, 201, 314.

839 The pur.in nents of t e R.'-ulterer.
1st lurrter of XIV cent., 3orlp.ru*.
Borland, "itnlo/ur. 33?.
46.

9C1 Instructions '.r 2 rK ries^s bj fohr. Virk.
cl-50 7nl4?fX
Peacock ZlTS "1.
129, 235. "I , ??. 224. 231, 23», 22?, 279.

9" 8 Ki:y Xdw r ; 'c.d t c Shep.- erd.
nlf"0
French and le. "et. Ron., 9?3 ff.
112. ??c.

995 On beaue-.f in,- worlc.l; pgsressionr.
cl?^.
Janef , C- t= lo,rie , 1, 441.
13n. .

1076 "Satire on the Peonlc of Xild;re." 
Îal3?5 (cl3'=).
Heuser, Bonn. Beltr9.ee XIV, 154—r.
197, 19d. 20L. 214, 224, ?34. 235. 251, 2f2, 2Ü. 2c?.

13'1 "A lutcl sot? Sermon."
’Morris dates ns. before 1250; Veils dates ms. C1275» com­
position not later than 1230.
Morris, BITS 49, 186-91.
23. 51. 250,- 252. 266, 268. 302.

Beltr9.ee
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1105 Th*  Ano Ryo u. * Short Metrical Chronicle of England.
Various mee. 1307-1328.
Zettl, METS 196. 
bl, 62, 63, 67, 71.

1112 Hie prophecy of the six king*  to follow King John. 
*1425.Hall, Poem*  of Laurence Minot. 97-105­
274, 286.

1156 Against extravagence.
Some items in ms. belong to 12tl. century.Rei. Ant.. II, 67.
nc.

1401 "Th*  Défont of t e Sjrni' ms" by Laurei.ce ’’inot. 
al-^5 (cl?33-52) ; t .e battle took place in 135r • 
Vrl^t, Pol. Poems. I, -7-?.
89. "9".

1402 "This ■•'orld fn.rej) ns n ."
cl^.
Brown, ?æl. Lvr. XIV C.. 11C-U.. 
: 9. 1' r. 17?. 1:1. 7U-.

1459 L-n, :l ' f ion c f Piers Plowman.
C1400 (cl376); Skent dates 3 text 137^-7.
Ske-'t . Z3TS 3':.
1. 5. , e . r

r * -. ”3 . h" . ^4
171. I 7. IV-, IP , 10, . 11’ . 11' . 112. lie, 11 ■.
1" . IP' . V*.  . 177. 13". 1^, 13- . IT. 138. 14C ,
14' . 1 : » 3 • - 154. 1 • • ■ 1.9. lc°. 1-7. Ur .
1" . IP-, 17'. . 18:, 1^1 . 1 189. 19°. 19: . l?t,
17 . ' • • /1 . "1' . IC . 'a'*'

73 3. 73... ?3« . 7T , 739. 243. 244 74 C,
750. '

253, 75. • "51. "5". Pl. pi q
7L7 . • 1 * 279. 780, 781.
7^. . -tr nC ( 797. 791, "97, "93. 79 '.. 33'.
nnc. 3'7, 308, 31". 311. 317, 314, 31: . 31". 319.
3^-. ’'Cl Q93 374 , ?31,

1' 7^ "Mede and mvche thank."
al4$o (T1400).
Kail. HSTS 1?';, û-?.
3 . ??. ?5. ICI, 114, 787.

1480 "Sir Peny.''
al.^^ (7nl400). ' '
Robbins, Secular Lyr. XIV & XV C., 51-55­
%, 5", 97. 173. I2-15':. 7' 7, 7E3. 370.
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On women: p defense and n warning:. 
c!3?5.
Brook, Knrley Lyrira, W*.  
55. 297.

1556 ?he Parlement of the Thre Ares. 
(TnlM-O"); JoUancr datas the -oer. nho-'t 13^1, 

Gollar.es, Select Sarl^- anrllsl: Poems. II. 1915.
V. 3h. 31 , M., AS. ?3f. ?3F. ?M. ^7. 293. P94, 319.

1539 Cn the time».
r.lhOS; follo’-’r "ïle/y on Sdw ri I" in mr. , >erh:p? ne er 1307. 
Skert. -odern hn^^nn. e 2ev lew. VII, I5-0.
^9.

IC38 "The Sons of he-." 
?n!3?'.
Wright, Pol. C,nrr. 213-11. 
17-. 31c.

1 i A9 "The / r ' in o' Jud ".s. " 
cl?y.

, %n*  . k»r. XIII .. 3°-9. 
K-

1<55 J, c< Tnp^uJ s 11 dp is tie on the Abuses of the Are. " 
Prob? 11; written r. I3@r.
"»c c% , ^rr "1 I. C . 
38. ?L. 1ÀL. L^C, 3".

1"?1 Sif^= of t .e ie,;e .eric.. of the -, e, b. John Poll.
Probably written . 13:"'. 
hnc,:\ , 'or. . % , P.
"1. 2: . 46. ?A. .

17/6 !’or«lir in,-’ verses bj John Pali in a letter to the peasants 
of Zerex, 1381.
Prohn?ly written c. 138C-"1.
Sisn«., XIV J. Verse A Prose, It 1. 
A, /• •

laPO "Kin.*  Conseilles." 
al3^.
Rei. ‘.nt,. I, ?!<.; II. 15»
19. t1. '9. 97. 272. 283. 3^2. 3^3.

1657 Th.? p^'uses of t e , o: "On t e Kill’s Brenkinü the Vngna 
Chr.rtn. * .
C133O.
Wright, Pol, ^orjts. 253-58.
35. 76, 101. 114.

Gollar.es
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lS£9 "On the Execution of Sir Sinon Fraser." 
rl^5 (1307).
Wririt. 3 ol. ^or^, 21?- ?). 
$ 0

1^96 "pe ' irLour 0 ' ; t, jouI." 
cinn". ‘
"oretmani , 3ZTS 9F. 2^1-. o.

1 ? 1 ? 7*  c 2 j c:' r T- 1 ■• of jr.nelyn.
ri' 10 (1350).
OhftlE- IT , :>>otf , I, l07-~.

. 131.

1/17 -inre of LecherV.
«130%
78rrt*r,  Arz/ilv 2IV, 3%.
50, 51. ’

1974 ' n foil 1er uf 1 rvior.. 
si .
". i.f :. rol. con<tT, 153.
51. ^5.

2008 On evils of the tine. 
e!4-»n.
Furnivn.il. ESTS lr. 257. ■
I, "7. 'v.

^125 A lulln\. ''v2 T' last ' e evHr of this world.
1 al 3- _/ •
brown, ?el. Lir, XIV 2., 35-C,

2^CC "The ■:. *'  r Xoon."
Cl?2;. 
hr J':., . L^r. , XIII 2. , 1 '-'1.

24?. '

°071 On the vnnitj of wealth.
r-U 00; 14t! century collection of ns^ of ^r.:in stories 
for i re Vy .renchers.
"Ti ;.t. Percy- Sue.. 7111, S3.
129.

2145 Cn t’ e derenorncy of the tines. 
rlLDn.
Brown. Hol. L)r. XIV C., ;4.

4?.

2146 On thn degenerac; of t’.je tines. 
n!3?5.
1rown, Pegirter, 1, 71.
10, ?0.

Furnivn.il
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"149 "T}.A 'V ttle of Crecy" by Laurence Hinot.
( 1 L .
ir-nal & -■ iy 1« middle .^ lLit" re . u-", 1?_ .
^7 • 7i •

C;. *.  c V’nlt,. of f. r io:.r. ND.
fell. . II, !..
'’■ . : 1.

Skent, Oxford Chaucer. VII, 205-16. 
60, 87, 145, 301.

L ir^ j;i I ?n:.r istor,. 3. - -rt :■. "

.-.I r;"ri;!. t, ol. s-. » IS : ?»
i-r, 1 -.

"Ca, r t •? lie: ■ t . > orl J 1 ft

el-?
, Zng. L. r■. in . -.

I"-..
.. '^r 1 j Cower.

ci4-: ; 5 -e- t u 119 t- e /ior ei 0 . L

?649 "Satire on the Retinues of the Great.* 
al325.
Wri^t, Pol, Songs. 237-40.
3b, 105, 108, 111, 112, 254, 255. 296.

2661 "The Blind eat many a fly." 
ND, probably early 15th Cent. 
Chalmers, English Poets. I, 50c.

2002 Confessio Amantis by John Cower• 
(al393).
Macaulay, SETS LXXXI and UCXXII.
10, 25, 28, 34. 41, 47, 58, 59. 60, 73. ?6, 80. 113, 117.
125. 138. 140. 145, 147, 218. 227, 231, 234, 312, 318, 329.

2663 Against the Minorite Friars. 
al400.
WrWit, Pol, Poems. I, 268-70.
188, 109, 202, 298.

2744
C1400 (ÎC1380).
1. V. Gordon, ed., Oxford, University Press, 1953. 
228, 297, 300.

27*7 "Sir Peny."
C1450.
Bobbins. Sec, pyr. XIV & XV C., 50-1.
30, 126, 302.
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27<4 A son#: of the Scots -t the Siege of .-Berwick by Edward. I 
inserted in Peter L .ngtof t' m Chronicle. 
Pervick w#*s  3-esieged in 1?9C.
Wr it, , 7F t.
P-7.

'777 A,/ Inst the friers.
aV- 90.
Wrig’ t. ?ol, Foeas. I. 
1 — 1 On’’ '\o. — , n —,Xi ' । X*  । X > *• 1 । . . $ > x * । « »

77c.? On • " ** evils of the tier. *
cl'?"*.
'•’ri.-ht. Lol. •

T. B ? « s

'’870 On th»» evils of prosper It; . 
cll cn (141?).
Skent, Oxford Chmir er, 711, Lxxxl.
79. -

"6
?::7d "Tell -e. '.'Lr-ht in t e broor." '■

cV^.
rrowr., Jrr. Lyr, XIII C. , 77.
5^. f •

311 ) Vac ixinlr verres 1 ie:.t 1:.,- ' •» evils ci t:.e r. e.
#15”^ (TUcb).
Vrigr t, Pal. Pper?. I. 77^-7^.
??. " . 17/. LU, 137. 7? \ 307.

^173 Cr. ‘ r de. o r.er'C. of r tier. A tag in t e r '.cc ' cuius 
"orur, Zoster ;.j. 3Le

Littl" , English "= t : : ie r 1:. i r- .. .c c._ lrtor^ , iu. 3 • 155• 
'0, -t . ~

3137 h n^ ere ■ n; "-stoure. 
cl .57 :d3<3).
Goll \rr, Select >rly Ellis' Poems, III (1/79).
‘i. 31, if. ^F. t . . 1 . I" . I"' , 17.
11 . ii:. 11 . i" . i.r. iv. 1 . if . 1 ’ , i-'-p, r.i, 

•'n*  o "r\- t • ’*>r,  -" • '^L* * ' * ' » '• 1 • e « • •**•  1 V| ■
7 . ^8' . ' . "=<, ^7. " . f. 31. 31C . 3?

3155 "Son ' on t: u r- ♦ tl e c / ^'?r."
(1765). 
"'ri ? t. Joi... JoniZ.. ^'-"1; ro"! . .-^L. -Vy.-n- » 131-:
t>4, if , . "uh. 209, ^7.

3747 "A d1 smitiRon v it we ne c n à -an -••.nd be deuel. " 
cl399. ‘ .
Horetnann, SETS 9'. 379-54.
>. 36, 39. '
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3260 “On the Rebellion of Jack Straw.*
alUOO (Î1381).
Wright, Pol, Poena. I, 224-6.
91. 94.

3306 A couplet on the year 1391*
(1391).
Wright, Pol, Poems. I, 278.
74.

3328 “The False Fox."
cl500 (1342).
Robbins, Sec, Lyr, XIV & XV C., 44.
195. 286.

3352 Song on the victory of the English at Dunbar, inserted, 
in Peter Langtoft’s Chronicle.
(1294).
Wright, Pol. Songs, 295-6.
87.

3365 "A Sarmun."
?al325.
Heuser, Bonn. BeltrSge XIV, 89-97.
97.

3420 "Who says £e Sooth, he shall be shent.*
C1390.
Brown, Rei, Lyr. XIV C., 152-4.
38, 39. 264-5, 300.

3448 The Plowmans Tale.
Skeat dates the poem 1395»
Skeat, Oxford Chaucer, VII, 147-90.
43, 137, 141, 142, 143, 144. 146, 419, 150, 152, 153. 15& 
158, lt3. Ib8, I69, 170, 182, 185, 191, 192, 19b, 200, 
210, 211, 213. 215, 217, 218, 223, 22b, 258. 26b, 2b7, 
277, 283. 287, 298, 301, 315.

3491 The Libelle of Englyshe Polycye.
al450-al500 (1436).
Wri^it, Pol. Poems, II, 157-205­
13. 280.

3529 Against King Richard's ministers.
(1399). z z
Wright, Pol. Poems, I, 3®3-®.
78, 79. 133. 286.

3621 Lines addressed to a judge.
al400.
Rei. Ant., II, 120.
124.
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3812 On chattering in church.
»15OO.
Brown, Bel. Lyr. XV C.. 277.
224.

3818 "No AccordJ" 
C1400.
Rei. Ant »■ I * 233» 
53.

3899 "The Castle of Quines" by Laurence Minot. 
al400 (C1333-52).
Wright, Pol. Poems. I, 89. 
89.

3922 A proverbial saying employed by John Ball in the Wat 
Tyler insurrection (1381).
(1381).
Sisarn, XIV C. Verse & Prose, 152. 
93.

4006 On the abuses of the age. '
NP.
Purnlvall, SETS VIII, 85.
21, 22, 250.

. 4051 The abuses of the age.
C1250.
Morrie, Ï3TS 49, 184-5.
20, 46. 61, 162, 194. 214, 253.

4079 Through drunkenness came sin. 
al400.
Brown, Register, I, 329. 
47.

4085 "Hwon holy chireche is vnder vote." 
al300; Morris dates the poem c.1250. 
Morris, SETS 49, 89.
138, 139, 145. 148, 266, 269. 270, 272, 282, 319.

4093 "Contra multeres ornantes."
Jams places the poem in the 13th century. 
James, Catalogue, II, 476.
51.

4144 "A Song on the Times, with a fable of the Lion, Wolf, 
Fox, and Ass."
Tal325.
Wright, Pol. Songs. 195-205. Brandl & Zippel, Middle 
English Literature. 182.
31, 42, 43, 77, 78, 104, 105. 120, 285, 286, 299, 300, 301.
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U15? "Whon charité le no longer Cheere."
C1390.
Brown, Rei, Lyr, %IV C., 170-3.
43.

4165 "The Simonie" or "On the Aril Times of Edward II.*  
cl330: Wri^it dates composition of the poem 1321. 
Wri^it, Pol. Sones. 323-45- Brandl 4 ZIppei, Middle 
English Literature. 184-202.
36, 42. 58. 71. 86, 90. 92. 105. 106. 120, 123, 124, 
126, 137, 148, 149. 151, 153. 154, 156, 157. 158. 162,
163. 167. 170. 183, 184, 195, 198. 199. 201. 2o4, 207.
212, 215, 220, 223, 225, 231. 234. 236, 245, 246. 254,
263. 266, 268, 271. 272, 275. 277, 291, 298, 299, 301,
310. 324.

4179 On executors.
Tai500.
Rei. Ant.. I• 31^•
129.

4235 The government of Idward II criticised. 
Zettl suggests composition about 1307. 
Zettl, ESTS 196, 107.
69, I83.

4268 Moralizing verses on the Earthquake of 1382.
C1390.
Brown, Rei. Lyr. XIV C.. 186-8.
96. 299.

4273 The reply of the oracle on the sine of the times. 
al400.
Pumivall. SETS 15. 251.
21, 43.

♦6 Mum and the Spthsegger.
Cambridge, C1475 (cl399).
British Museum Additional ms., 1450 (cl405).
Day and Steele, EETS 199.
39, 58, 74, 75. 79. 80, 81, 82. 83. 84. 85. 86. 103. 104 
106, 107. 109. 110, 113. 115. 116, 120, 121, 122, 125,
128. 130, 131. 132, 133. 134, 147, 148, 150. 153, 158,
163. 171, 176, 177, 181. 185, 192, 196, 200, 204, 205,
211, 213, 218, 223. 227. 231, 259. 260. 261. 262, 267.
277, 278, 280. 281. 282, 283, 284, 285, 286, 287. 288,
291. 292. 293, 294, 312, 315. 320. 324.

•24 A monologue by a drunkard.
al350.
Bobbins, Sec. Lyr. XIV 4 XV C.. I06.
47.
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32 "The Goeelps1 Meeting.* 
al500.
Oreene, Sarly Knglleh Carols, 283-4 
256.

63 Against women.
ND. probably 15th cent.
Rei. Ant.. II, 113.
53-
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